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To the untrained ear, the world 
of pop music seems endlessly 
diverse. Every genre imaginable 
seems to provide an endless 
number of different sounds from 
catchy pop melodies, to fast-paced 
punk tunes, to groovy R&B jams. 
But any musician worth his salt can 
tell you that the actual “DNA” of 
most popular music is remarkably 
similar. So similar, in fact, that it 
would almost be plagiarism if the 
original writer were alive to take 
credit for it.

I’m talking of course, about the 
infamous “four-chord song.” Any 
aspiring garage band or singer/
songwriter will tell you that those 
four magical chords are all that 
you need to write a catchy, chart-
topping single.

What if I told you that “Let 
it Be” by the Beatles, “When I 
Come Around” by Green Day, and 
“Let It Go” by Idina Menzel were 
all essentially the same song? 
Well that wasn’t a hypothetical 
question, because they are, in fact, 
the same song. They all have the 
exact same chord progression, the 
I V iv IV progression. In the key 
of G for example, that would be 
G major, C major, D major, and E 

minor. If you just slightly adjust 
the key, the tempo, and the melody 
on each song, you would have 
literally the same song.

So what is it about these four 
chords that makes them so damn 
pleasing to listen to?

There is a long, technical 
answer that involves music theory 
and some semi-scientific analysis 
of western music, but essentially 
those four chords sound familiar 
and comforting to most listeners. 
They sound like other songs 
they’ve heard before but not in a 
way that’s immediately obvious. 
For most casual music fans, a sense 
of comfort is all they want to derive 
from their music. Why bother with 
complicated rhythms and intricate 
instrumental parts when the same 
four chords played over and over 
can make the listener infinitely 
happier with less effort required 
from the songwriter.

Essentially the four chord song 
is the perfect embodiment of the 
KISS principle. “Keep it simple, 
stupid.”

Unconventional Music

I’ve talked about what makes 
songs sound similar or in some 
cases exactly the same.  The fact 
is record producers know what 
Consumers want. They know 
what songs will sell. It’s slightly 
disturbing to think about how 
formulaic it is, but there’s very 
little in the way of surprises when 
it comes to music sales. Pop music 
is designed to be as “catchy” as 
possible.

“I like a little bit of everything, 
except country.”-Literally everyone.

What if I told you that you 
really like the same kind of music 
but with a slightly different palette 
swap.

People like to think that their 
taste in music is diverse, but in 

by Roberto Hernandez
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reality nearly every genre is built 
on the same foundation. From rock, 
to rap, to pop music, the underlying 
basis is nearly the same. Whether 
it’s Metallica, Taylor Swift, or 
Nicki Minaj, in a very broad sense, 
the songs are going to be the same. 
They all have a standard structure 
of verse, chorus, and bridge and 
will repeat it until it’s stuck in your 
head. So the diversity of genres 
is really an illusion. If you ever 
wondered why you like a song 
that’s in a genre that you don’t 
normally listen to, it’s probably 
because you’ve been hard-wired to 
like it.

But what about the kind of 
music that has absolutely no interest 
in being catchy? Music that has no 
aspirations of being heard on the 
radio or in a car commercial? There 
are some bands that eschew every 
rule in the pop-song rulebook. Take 
for example the experimental/math 
rock band Hella.

Guitarist Spencer Seim 
and drummer Zach Hill totally 
disregard the 4/4 time signature 
and even disregard traditional 
playing techniques with Hill’s 
atypical, asymmetrical drumming 
and Seim’s polyrhythmic two-
handed tapping.

Even more aggressive genres 
like heavy metal share much of the 
same framework as most other types 
of popular music. While it may 
seem like nothing but incoherent 
screaming and wailing guitars to 
non-fans, bands like Metallica, Iron 
Maiden, and Slayer are still making 
catchy, hook-driven songs, albeit 
with a more distorted, angry sound.

Extreme grindcore bands 
like Pig Destroyer push the 
boundaries of what most metal 
fans would consider tasteful. 
Clocking in at just over a minute, 
Pig Destroyer’s “Pretty in Casts” 
is a frenetically-paced assault on 
the ears. It features no discernible 

chorus, bridge, or verse and its 
extremely harsh, abrasive tone 
and unintelligible lyrics make it 
bound for obscurity with just 1,478 
plays on SoundCloud at the time 
of publishing. In stark contrast to 
that is Metallica’s comparatively 
tame 1991 hit “Enter Sandman” 
which has over 45 million views on 
YouTube alone.

On the surface the two songs 
are both in the “Metal” genre, 
but it’s no wonder why one is 
more palatable, therefore more 
commercially successful, than the 
other. Enter Sandman has a clear 
vocal delivery, a repeated chorus, 
and all the other 
trappings of a 
conventional song.

But that doesn’t 
mean that every 
non-conventional 
band is destined to 
remain relatively 
unknown. Take the 
Icelandic post-rock 
group Sigur Rós.

Their slow, 
ethereal music 
is certainly not 
what one would 
call commercially 
viable. None of 
their songs are in 
English, which 
means no singalong, 
stuck-in-your-head 
chorus. Many songs aren’t even sung 
entirely in Icelandic, instead lead 
vocalist Jón Þór Birgisson chooses 
to sing in a sort of nonsense language 
called Vonlenska. Despite these 
unconventionalities, the band has 
found quite a bit of success in the 
west. Their song Festival was featured 
in the 2009 Danny Boyle film 127 
Hours. They also had cameo roles on 
The Simpsons and Game of Thrones, 
providing covers for The Simpsons 
theme and The Rains of Castamere 
respectively.                      (continued)

“I like a 
little bit of 
everything, 
except 
country.”

-literally 
everyone.
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that everyone could appreciate. 
They weren’t beholden to one 
single “sound,” they were happy 
to have everything from fast-paced 
rock songs to soulful ballads on 
their records. This eclecticism 
continued well into their career, 
resulting in radical experimentation 
that influenced countless future 
musicians.

On top of all that, America 
was just ready for The Beatles. 
They came at a time when the 
baby boom generation resulted in 
more teenagers than ever before. 
American teens now had an outlet 
for their youthful exuberance in 
Beatlemania, a phenomenon that 
countless bands have since tried to 
imitate. Unlike every other band 
whose following warranted the 
suffix “-mania,” The Beatles had a 
special X factor that can never be 
replicated. They informed the 60s 
as much as they were a product 
of it. They ushered in the British 
invasion, which brought bands 
such as The Rolling Stones, The 
Who and The Kinks stateside. 
These bands and bands like them 
were the much-needed shot in the 
arm that kept rock music relevant. 
It’s safe to say that without The 
Beatles, there would be no modern 
rock music as we know it.

This story won first place in the 
Base Line Submissions Contest. For 
more on this story, including links 
to video and audio references, visit 
the-base-line on medium.com.

How The Beatles Saved 
Rock Music

It may seem hard to believe 
now but there was a time when 
rock music seemed a passing fad 
that had used up its 15 minutes 
of fame. By the late 50s, rock & 
roll had lost several of its biggest 
acts. Elvis Presley had been 
drafted into the Army, Jerry Lee 
Lewis’s career was in shambles 
after it was revealed that he was 
married to his 13-year-old cousin, 
and Little Richard 
quit at the height 
of his fame after 
having a religious 
epiphany.

Rock music, 
as it seemed, had 
lost its edge. The 
sexually charged 
rebellious spirit 
of rock & roll had 
been sanitized and 
commercial ized 
with cookie-cut-
ter teen idols such 
as Frankie Avalon 
and Fabian ap-
pealing to young 
girls with their 
rock & roll looks, 
but without any 
of the associated 
rebellion. By this 
time the folk mu-
sic scene, large-
ly led by sing-
ers such as Bob 
Dylan, was where 
America’s youth 
had turned for their counter-cul-
ture fix.

The most profound loss 
came February 3, 1959, when 
Ritchie Valens, The Big Bopper, 
and Buddy Holly died in a tragic 
plane crash, an event that later 
came to be known as “the day the 
music died.”

To top it all off, president John 
F. Kennedy was assassinated in 
November of 1963, putting a general 
damper on the nation’s collective 
mood.

This all changed when The 
Beatles appeared on the Ed Sullivan 
Show on February 8, 1964.

An estimated 74 million people 
(approximately 40 per cent of the 
U.S. population at the time) tuned 
in to watch the fab four make their 
American debut.

So what was it that made these 
four Liverpudlian 
mop-tops so 
special? They 
were unlike 
anything American 
audiences had ever 
seen before. For 
starters, there were 
four members but 
no leading man. 
Traditionally, acts 
like Chuck Berry 
or Buddy Holly 
would feature one 
lead singer/guitar 
player with the rest 
of the band acting 
as backup players. 
The Beatles had 
three extremely 
talented musicians/
songwriters, and 
Ringo, layered 
over one another, 
creating rich vocal 
melodies and 
atypical chords, 
with some music 
scholars still 

divided as to what exactly to call 
some of the chords Lennon and 
McCartney conceived.

Their sound drew inspiration 
not just from traditional blues-
based rock music, but also from 
soul and doo-wop, creating a sound 
that was radical and new at the 
time, but also familiar in a way 

An 
estimated 
74 million 
people 
tuned in to 
watch the 
fab four 
make their 
American 
debut.
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happy, then twice as much will 
make you twice as happy.

The push to be an individual, 
but hesitance to be different and 
stick out forces everyone down 
the same road of conformity and 
consumption. Possessions have 
become a way for us to broadcast, 
promote and prove our individuality 
while remaining inside of norms.

Independence and the drive 
to set ourselves apart are not the 
problems.

The problem is that we believe 
happiness and fulfillment can be 
achieved by buying things we do 
not need.

In the 1960’s, the Beatles were 
all about love. Of course you’re 
familiar with the lyrics “all you 
need is love,” but most people don’t 
believe the seemingly imaginary 
notion that love is the only thing 
that matters.

I’m going 
to use love and 
selflessness inter-
changeably here, 
because acting self-
less is just about 
the most loving 
thing I can think 
of. Similarly, greed 
and selfishness go 
hand-in-hand.

We organize 
our responsibilities 
by priority. Living 
comfortably comes 
first. We strive 
for a comfortable 
amount of money 

and possessions so we can sit in 
our cozy homes with our beautiful 

We live in a culture that honors 
independence and competition. 
We are trained to function as self-
interest machines that work to 
advance ourselves at the expense 
of others.

In a society that pushes us to 
want to set ourselves apart, we are 
willing to do anything in order to 
obtain a sense of individuality. 
Since being different is frightening, 
we don’t set out to be unique, but 
rather the best.

Materialism—the devotion to 
material wealth—has turned into a 
competition between individuals. 
In a materialistic culture, acquiring 
wealth is the pathway we take 
to happiness. People are driven 
to consume without asking why 
and assuming it will make them 
happier.

Thom Hartmann says that 
our relationship with “stuff” is 
grounded on both 
truth and lie. If you 
are lost, cold and 
alone in the woods 
you are surely 
unhappy. But 
then, if you come 
across a cabin 
full of inviting 
people who offer 
you warm cloths, 
a blanket, hot 
chocolate and a 
place to sleep, you 
go from unhappy 
to happy very fast 
because of just 
a few material 
things. The false notion though is 
if that much stuff makes you that 

families and watch the kids’ favorite 
movie. Ah, there it is. Love. Parents 
dedicate hours and days and huge 
parts of their lives in order to 
provide nights like these for their 
families. It is what we live for. It is 
when we feel most accomplished. 
It is selfless. It is love.

But how often do nights like 
those happen? Family members 
are always doing their own things. 
Children are doing homework 
while parents are worn out from a 
hard day of working. There is only 
time for love when there is no more 
work to be done.

Love is kind of like the healthy 
food that continuously gets pushed 
to the back of the refrigerator. It 
is probably the better choice, but 
for some reason we only resort to 
it when all the other food is gone. 
We don’t regret being loving and 
compassionate, just as we don’t 
regret eating carrots. It may not 
“taste” as good, but the benefits are 
greater.

We are distracted and drawn 
away from love by greed. It seems 
like we only act compassionately 
toward other people after we have 
dealt with everything that has to 
do with ourselves. We are so busy 
trying impress people with our stuff 
that we forget to love other people.

I quote the Beatles again, 
“The love you take is equal to 
the love you make.” We live in a 
culture that honors independence 
and competition. We are trained to 
function as self-interest machines 
that work to advance ourselves at 
the expense of others.

Greed&Love
by Kyle Smith

Our re-
lationship 
with “stuff” 
is ground-
ed on both 
truth and lie.
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him was hours before he died: it 
was New Year’s Eve, and all his 
children and their families had 
come together to celebrate. We, 
the children, ran around the house 
while the adults discussed the birth 
of the three babies coming (my 
mother and my two aunts were all 
carrying lives inside their eggshell 
bellies). Abuelo couldn’t be more 
excited to be receiving three more 
grandchildren into the family tree, 
yet he was going to be unable to 
meet them because the roots that 
pumped his heart were clogged 
that night. A week later, I found 
myself in the middle of a strange 
procession. Loud weeping and 
religious songs with a melancholy 
tone filled the cemetery where my 
abuelo would be buried. When 
we all stopped to lay down the 
casket, my Abuelita Nene gave 
every member of the family orange 
carnations. She wanted us to throw 
the carnations inside the burial. 
Although I followed what everyone 
else did, the unfamiliar smell of the 
flower penetrated my hand; I was 
unable to get rid of the smell and of 
the memory of my abuelo. 

The pots of life in my abuela’s 
garden filled the patio with sweet 
aromas. The oregano scent would 
fill the air, and the strong fragrance 
of the roses would dance in every 
corner of the garden every summer. 
One day, I decided to take one of 
the roses to cultivate her aroma in 
my room. I cut the rose. It lied on 
the counter next to my bed. Soon, 
I discovered that the petals of the 
rose began to fall apart and that the 
aroma of the rose had faded away. 
I couldn’t understand why the rose 
had lost its beauty and perfume. 
My abuela explained to me that 
every flower in the garden had a 
special purpose and that once they 
completed their cycle of life they 
would decay and give space for a 
new flower to bloom. “Si no hay 

Flowers appear scarcely 
throughout Daytripper. When they 
do appear, they seem to have a 
connection with death. At the end 
of the story, the protagonist, Brás 
throws a bundle of flowers to the 
ocean as a symbolic acceptance of 
death. It is at that moment, when 
Brás realized that death is necessary 
and that we ought to make the best 
out of life. Similarly, I learned at 
a very young age the relationship 
between the lifespan of a flower 
to that of a human being. In my 
grandmother’s garden, I first learned 
to appreciate the beauty of a flower. 
Later, I learned that flowers not 
only represent beauty and joy, but 
they can also symbolize death. As a 
matter of fact, carnations became a 
predominant icon of death through 
my life. They became part of my 
world. They were always very 
present every time one of my loved 
ones passed away. A simple inhale 
of their aroma takes me back to 
the graveyard where the bodies of 
those I loved now lie. Carnations 
have taught me that the beauty 
of a flower cannot be appreciated 
without accepting that someday it 
will decay.  In other words, there 
cannot be life without death. 

Running barefoot on the green, 
cool tile that covered the first floor 
of the patio, chasing my abuela’s 
doves is the way I remember her 
wild garden. It was a room full of life 

where all kinds of flowers, plants, 
and herbs grew. It was Abuela’s 
special place where she would get 
away from the real world.  Every 
morning, she would water her plant 
friends from the very first one to the 
pots on the second floor. She talked 
to them. Singing and whistling, 
she walked around her garden. 
The garden became mine too. She 
showed me how the rays of the sun 
nourish the soil of the plants, and 
she taught me how to water each 
plant according to its needs. Also, 
she indicated how to nourish the 
soil of the pots. “Estos pedasos 
de cascara de huevo mejoraran la 
tierra para que crezcan las plantas 
más sanas.” Abuela said to me 
as she laid the cracked pieces of 
eggshells into the soil of the pots.  
These eggshells would help the soil 
to make the plants grow stronger. 
Every pot contained a beautiful 
life within it. I learned the name 
of every flower and plant in the 
garden, and if I didn’t remember 
their names, I would give them a 
new one. There were peach roses, 
yellow, purple, white, and rose 
mallows, fluffy dahlias, and papery 
hot pink flowers. I knew them all. 

Carnations were unknown 
in my abuela’s garden, but they 
were the first symbol of death that 
I encountered.  I was three years 
old when my Abuelo Tito passed 
away. The last memory I had of 

by Tania Mora Salazar

The Aroma 

of Our Souls
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muerte no puede haber vida.” She 
told me, without death there will be 
no life.

My Tia Lupita 
was like a dahlia, 
simple but very 
elegant. The year I 
was born, she was 
diagnosed with 
breast cancer. She 
fought against it 
for three years. Her 
life began to fade 
away petal by petal.  
We all witnessed 
the decaying of 
her bones that like 
drying leaves began 
to crack each day. 
Her countenance 
had not been 
exposed to the rays 
of sun for a long time since she was 
kept hospitalized, and the pollen of 
her smile was dried out. She passed 
away. 

After we buried my tia, my 
abuela held a ritual on the ninth 
day called El Levantamineto de 
la Santa Cruz; The Picking Up of 
the Holy Cross.  There was an altar 
on the floor of the living room that 
formed a cross with yellow and 
orange carnations with a candle 
in each point of the cross. We 
all gathered around repeating an 
extensive prayer. I only knew one 
phrase- “Ruega por ellos!” Plead 
for them! Then, each person present 
reached for a flower of the cross to 
dismantle it. I felt the ruffled corner 
of the flower over my palm as I 
detached the petals. I tossed them 
back in the ground symbolizing the 
triumph of Christ over death, but 
she didn’t conquer death. 

Abuela’s garden was not the 
only place where we both took 
care of flowers and soil. After 
the death of both my abuelo and 
my tia, the cemetery became a 
regular weekend spot. We would 

come every weekend to clean the 
skirts of the grave from weeds and 
dirt.  It was there I began to hate 

carnations. Each 
week, my abuela 
would bring a new 
set of carnations, 
which meant that 
the old ones must 
be taken from the 
glass vases that 
surrounded the 
tombs. As usual, 
it was always my 
job to toss out the 
water of the vases 
and throw away 
the old carnations. 
The pungent smell 
of the damp water 
made my stomach 
turn. The worst 

thing is that the smell found a way 
to penetrate into my skin. The 
dehydrated stems of carnations 
were fragile, and the dry petals 
were easy to crush inside my fist. 
They were ugly. Most of the time 
they were a sickly orange, almost 
tawny amber. They were there to 
remind me that there is not life 
without death.

Time went by, and the cycle 
of life had forgotten its purpose, 
but one day it came back to remind 
me of its role. My cousin Edgar 
committed suicide. He was fourteen 
when they found his pale body 
hanging by the bathroom pillar. He 
was just a bud waiting for spring 
to come so it could bloom, but the 
winter was so cold that it paralyzed 
the bud. When my grandmother 
found him, she wanted to switch 
places with him. She wanted to be 

dead instead of him. “Me quiero 
morrir,” Abuela would scream for 
the first few weeks after Edgar 
passed away. I want to die! By 
this time, I was old enough to see 
carnations one more time in yet 
another funeral. Sure enough, the 
flowers were everywhere. This time 
most of them were white, pure like 
the mind of my young dead cousin. 
Their putrefying fragrance like raw 
wounded, cracked skin scented the 
air of the room. The reek of decay, 
they were death itself. 

“Only when you accept that 
one day you’ll die can you let go… 
and make the best out of life.” – 
Fabio Moon. Brás realized that 
death was part of being alive at the 
end of his life. On the other hand, 
I acknowledged very young that 
life was like my abuela’s garden 
where we all live in a pot of soil, 
serving a purpose, filling the air 
with our charisma, waiting to be 
made into dust.  We are all like 
carnations. We lose our beauty and 
slowly decay turning into dirt for 
the upcoming buds. We leave the 
strong aroma of our souls within 
the memory of our loved ones. We 
decorate the cemeteries, and we 
are soon forgotten inside a pile of 
decomposing matter. It is the cycle 
of life because si no hay muerte no 
puede haber vida.

This story was a winner in 
Chaffey College’s One Book One 
College Essay Contest.

I acknowl-
edged very 
young that 
life was like 
my abuela’s 
garden.
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It was a day that began like 
any ordinary day. Days that change 
lives often start that way. My 
backpack was perched atop the 
mid-century orange sofa, no doubt 
purchased when the house itself 
was first built. I had a mile walk 
to the bus stop where the ancient 
yellow school bus would stagger up 
the winding mountain road to the 
high school overlooking bleak San 
Bernardino County. I was moving 
leisurely around the living room of 
the tiny cabin. I had plenty of time. 
Above the couch was an enormous 
mirror that gave a 180-degree view 
of the living room.

As I stood to sling my trendy 
blue Jansport over my shoulders, 
I glanced at myself in that big 
mirror, but instead of looking into 
my own reflection, I was caught 
by the image reflected from the 
television. Until that moment I 
had only been partially aware of 
the tragedy that was playing out: a 
terrible accident in which a plane 
had crashed into a skyscraper in 
New York City. The building was 
one of a set, apparently quite well 
known, though I had never heard of 
them. They were called the “Twin 
Towers.” At that very moment, 
a second plane exploded as it 

crashed into the second building. I 
turned around so I could face the 
television fully, blinking stupidly. I 
was startled. This is live television. 
I just watched people die.

The thought resonated with 
me, but not strongly. A fourteen-
year-old’s maturity level will only 
allow for so much understanding. 

“Terrorist attack,” the voice on the 
TV was shouting. A shaky camera 
showed a stampede of panicked 
pedestrians, running as fast and as 
far as they could from the collapsing 
building. A sky-high cloud of 
brown dust and rubble seemed to 
be chasing them. A terrorist attack? 
I was confused. What on earth was 
a terrorist, and why was it crashing 
planes into buildings?

Thirteen years later, 
remembering that day causes more 
pain. On that day, I was stripped 
of my childhood and the blissful 
ignorance that accompanied it. 
That day marked the beginning of a 
war that lasted over a decade, when 
we saw loved ones go to war and 
return shells of their former selves. 
Or worse, some never came back at 
all. I now know what it is to live 
in a country divided by anger, fear 
and blame. The liberals blame the 
conservatives, the conservatives 

blame the liberals. Everyone 
blames Islam.

In my lifetime, I can 
never remember a time when 
discrimination made sense to me. 
Perhaps it stems from childhood, 
when we were told that we’re all 
the same inside. I took that literally, 
but when I heard prejudice and 
stereotyping about any one group, 
I always just let it go.

When I began dating a man 
from Turkey, I didn’t give it a 
second thought when I learned 
that he had been raised Muslim. 
However, in the two years that I 
have known him, I have seen a 
shift in myself. Instead of letting 
the prejudiced comments regarding 
Muslims pass through me like 
ghosts, I’ve become very sensitive 
to them.

Prejudice now seems to be 
screaming at me from all forms 
of media. It’s on the news, in the 
conversations I eavesdrop on and 
worst of all, in the status updates 
of my family members’ Facebook 
pages. After traveling to Turkey 
(which is a predominantly Islamic 
nation) and growing to love my 
fiancé’s family, who are practicing 
Muslims, I feel protective of them. 
I’m angry for them.

I recently read a story online 
about a debate between satirist Bill 
Maher and actor Ben Affleck in 
which they argued about Islam. My 
curiosity was piqued, so I sought 
out and watched the YouTube 
video, titled “Ben Affleck and 
Bill Maher Clash Over Criticizing 
Islam.” It turned out, as Charlotte 
Allen in a blog for latimes.com 
wrote, to be like a “hissing contest” 
between a mongoose and a cobra, 
the cobra being Maher.

Affleck sat on one side of a 
panel, flanked by two other men, 
who were there to debate Maher’s 
satirical criticism of liberal opinion 
regarding Islam. Maher argued 

A Liberal Prism 
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How Should We Think of Muslims?
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that it is illogical for liberals to get 
upset when the Muslim world is 
criticized, because liberal values 
like freedom of speech, religion, 
equality for women and minorities, 
are absent in the Muslim world.

“When you say in the Muslim 
world this is what’s lacking, then 
they get upset,” he said.

Affleck was incensed, 
calling Bill’s words things like 

“disgusting,” “gross” and “bigoted.” 
On Maher’s side of the panel was 
author Sam Harris.

“We have to criticize bad 
ideas...Islam is the motherload of 
all bad ideas,” Harris said.

Affleck could only respond 
with a frustrated “JESUS.”

Which was exactly what I was 
thinking. Personally, I saw this as a 
direct attack against Muslims and 
thoroughly ignorant. Islam is the 
motherload of all bad ideas? Islam 
is against all liberal principles? 
I couldn’t believe what he was 
saying, but I had to be sure. I 
decided to make it my personal 
mission to do what Maher and 
Harris did not: investigate the truth. 
First, I wanted to discover whether 
or not the average Muslim is truly 
against the liberal principles I 
hold so dear. Second, to find out 
if Maher and Harris’ thoughts on 
Islam were popular ones.

A brief internet search 
turned up what I expected, that 
prejudice against Muslim people 
and Islam itself is widespread 
among Americans. A recent 
study conducted by the Zogby 
poll showed that only 27% of 
Americans have a favorable opinion 
of Muslims. (Rueters.com). When 
searching for this information, I 
expected to see dismal numbers, 
but a number that low shocked me.

What disappointed me more 
was seeing that prejudice against 
Muslims is actually increasing. In 
2010 the same poll showed that 35% 

of Americans had favorable views 
of Muslims. Even that number 
seems to be disappointingly low. 
What is causing such negativity 
towards this particular religious 
group and culture? Where could 
I find answers instead of just 
statistics?

Before I met my Turkish 
fiancé, did I know anything about 
Islam? The answer is: not really. 
I wondered what the influence of 
such wholesale ignorance might 
be. Could there be a link between 
this lack of knowledge and the 
air of distrust towards Islam and 
Muslims?  Another few minutes 
of research and I 
had some informa-
tion that strongly 
suggested I was on 
to something.

The Pew Re-
search Center 
asked a group of 
Americans to rate 
their feelings for 
specific religious 
groups, Muslims 
were rated the 
most coldly. The 
average feeling 
towards Muslims 
was rated even 
more coldly than 
feelings towards 
atheists. However, 
the study showed 
that knowing 
someone from a 
particular faith 
made them more 
likely to rate that 
faith positively.

“Knowing some-
one from a 
religious group 
is linked with 
having relatively more positive 
views of that group,” according 
to Pewforum.org.  “Those who 
say they know someone who is 

Jewish, for example, give Jews 
an average thermometer rating 
of 69, compared with a rating of 
55 among those who say they do 
not know anyone who is Jewish...
Similarly, Muslims get a neutral 
rating (49 on average) from those 
who know a Muslim, and a cooler 
rating (35) from those who do not 
know a Muslim.”

You can see how low the 
numbers rating Muslims are 
compared to those rating Jews, 
there is no question that there is 
strong prejudice against Muslims. 
Even those who reported personally 
knowing someone who is Muslim 

rated them more 
coldly than the 
coldest rating for 
Jews. Ironically, 
it has been less 
than a century 
since Jews faced 
the same kinds of 
persecution. My 
hope is that seeing 
reports like this 
shows Americans 
that they are 
repeating mistakes 
that were made 
not so long ago. 
We are supposed 
to be a nation 
of progress, we 
should be learning 
from the mistakes 
of our parents and 
grandparents, not 
repeating them.

I knew I would 
not fully understand 
the realm of the 
American feelings 
towards Islam 
without speaking to 
someone who had 

very different views. And I wanted to 
approach someone who could speak 
to me from a place of spirituality. I 
knew that my older brother, Jon, 
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would be the ideal person to have the 
discussion with. He, his wife, and 
their two children recently relocated 
to live in the south. They have clearly 
assigned roles based on their genders 
and are devoutly 
Christian. Initially, 
I was apprehensive 
about discussing 
this with him. I have 
no doubt that most 
girls look up to their 
older brothers, but 
it seems to me that 
my bond to Jon goes 
deeper that most 
would have with a 
sibling. Throughout 
our tumultuous 
childhood he had 
been a rock, a life raft 
for me to cling to. But 
our paths diverged in 
our adult years. He 
joined the Marines 
just days after 
graduating from high 
school and went to 
Iraq and Afghanistan 
in three separate 
deployments. He 
was no longer just his 
little sister’s hero.

Today, our 
politics and religions 
couldn’t be more 
different, which is 
why I have chosen 
to avoid exactly the 
kind of conversation 
I was now seeking. 
I worried that my 
feelings would 
be hurt or that he 
would insult me or 
my fiancé in a tirade 
against all Muslims everywhere. 
But people are surprising if you 
give them the chance. After our 
conversation I realized that had I 
not shied away from having these 
kinds of talks with him, I would 

have known sooner that, though our 
religions couldn’t be more different, 
we had some common beliefs. He 
made clear that he thinks most 
Americans have a “pretty negative” 

view of Muslims. 
After all, most 
Americans get 
their information 
from the media 
and the media 
is showing 

“Christians being 
beheaded and or 
crucified in Iraq 
for not converting 
to Islam.”

He personal-
ly thinks that 
Muslims and 
Christians “pretty 
much want the 
same things” and 
even though he 
doesn’t agree 
with the practices 
of Islam, it 
doesn’t mean he 
thinks less of any 
particular Muslim. 
I was pleasantly 
surprised, but 
my confusion 
about the matter 
in-creased. How 
could all of these 
reports show that 
people exactly 
like him are 
prejudice against 
Muslims, when 
he has so many 
positive things to 
say? I realized I 
had generalized 
my own brother. 

I had assumed he would feel a 
certain way because statistics 
showed me he would. I could have 
been disappointed in myself, but 
instead I was glad that I had seized 
a learning opportunity and l had a 

more positive opinion of somebody 
because of it. That is exactly what 
I am asking Americans to do when 
they think negatively of Muslims.

I was eager to discuss the 
subject with someone who is 
Muslim. After the surprising 
discussion I had with my own 
brother, I thought it would be 
ideal to ask my fiancé’s brother. 
Serhat has never lived outside of 
Istanbul, the largest city in Turkey. 
He considers himself Muslim. 
Because I have spent time with 
Serhat, I already knew that he did 
not believe women to be unequal 
or that anyone not practicing 
Islam should be killed. It took 
several days for him to reply to 
the message I had sent asking if 
he thought you could posses such 
principles while being Muslim. I 
grew anxious, wondering if I had 
somehow offended him. But he 
wrote back, telling me it had simply 
slipped his mind.

I asked him to write his 
response back to me in Turkish 
and that my fiancé could translate 
it for me. Writing in English may 
have made it difficult for him to 
express himself fully. He said 
that in Istanbul everyone lives 
harmoniously with one another, 
Armenians, Jews and Muslims 
alike. I should mention that in the 
early twentieth century Armenians, 
Christians and Jews were expelled 
from Turkey, including from 
Istanbul. There is no doubt in 
my mind that genocide against 
Armenians occurred during the 
expulsion, but it is a still heavily 
debated topic in that region. Serhat 
did mention that in more rural 
areas of Turkey, especially in the 
east, women are unfortunately 
treated as second-class citizens, 
and there is less religious freedom. 
But in the larger cities, not only are 
women held to the same esteem as 
men, despite Maher’s vehemently 
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argued beliefs. In fact, Serhat says 
to be a good and true Muslim, these 
principles must be upheld.

As Affleck stated, Maher’s 
words were just a “gross 
generalization.” Yes, there are parts 
of the world that are predominantly 
Muslim and do not accept 
liberal principles. But there is no 
justification or evidence stating 
that these are the feelings of the 
majority of Muslims around the 
world. What Maher stated during 
that debate perpetuates prejudice. 
A poll published on Gallup.com 
shows that over half of Americans 
from various religious groups 
agree that most Americans are pre-
judiced against Muslim-Americans. 
Another poll conducted by the PEW 
Research center shows that 50% of 
Americans believe Islam promotes 
violence more than other religions. 
I don’t think there is a lot of 
evidence that supports that belief. 
What I have learned throughout my 
research is that a person’s culture 
is much more likely to impact 
their likelihood of committing 
violent acts, not their religion. A 
Muslim living in Istanbul or Los 
Angeles does not uphold the same 
cultural ideologies as a Muslim 
living in Syria. Any excuse a rebel 
or an extremist uses to shed the 
blood of another in the name of 
their religion is doing so through 
a manipulation of their holy text. 
The true teachings of all religions 
embody compassion, peace and 
equality. Which, as it so happens, 
are the same ideologies upheld in a 
liberal society.

I’m sitting on the couch in 
my living room, pen poised on 
paper. I am staring into the face 
of my beautiful fiancé, the final 
interviewee of this project. He sits 
in his favorite leather easy chair, 
looking back at me. The chair has 
been destroyed over the past year, 
parts of the leather shredded from 

the cat’s constant clawing. The 
handle to lift the footrest has been 
chewed into splintery a nub by 
one of our three dogs. It is still his 
favorite chair. The pets were my idea, 
after accumulating 
each one he said it 
would be the last. 
But every time 
I bring home a 
homeless creature, 
his face softens and 
he helps me greet a 
new member of our 
family. He is not a 
jealous man, or 
over protective. He 
wants me to protect 
myself. Everything 
he has he has 
earned himself, 
and he has handed 
it all over to me. 
He asks only for 
my happiness in 
return.

When describ-
ing Muslims, 
Maher and Harris 
painted a picture 
of Monsters. But 
the man I love 
is not a monster 
and never could 
be. He believes 
the religion he 
was raised with 
promotes peace 
and universal love. 
He spent the first 
twenty-two years 
of life practicing 
Islam in an Islamic 
country. It wasn’t 
until about fifteen years ago, when 
he came to the US, that he began 
to identify himself as agnostic. 
Now, he feels spiritual, but not 
particularly religious. He describes 
himself as “culturally Muslim” but 
staunchly liberal. When discussing 
what was said by Maher and Harris, 

he laughs a little, saying that trying 
to generalize Muslims in that way 
is ignorant and just plain stupid.

“It is cultural,” he says. “Some 
cultures are more advanced than 

others. You need to 
take each country 
individually.”

Trying to make 
sure I understood 
correctly, I sug-
gested to him 
that comparing 
a Muslim raised 
in America to a 
Muslim raised 
in Iraq is near-
ly impossible. 
In which case 
I got an enthus-
iastic response of 

“Exactly!”

This story 
won third place 
in the Base Line 
Submissions 
Contest.
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Each year, a handful of art students are 

chosen to exhibit their work in the annual 

Student Invitational at the Wignall Musuem 

of Contemporary Art. Selected artists work 

closely with faculty, museum curators and 

other art professionals to create a new body 

of work culminating in a professional quality 

group exhibition. In addition to the work 

shown here, videos by Brandon Duavant and 

Justin Klasa are featured in the exhibition.

Below & Opposite:

Work by Gilbert Hernandez

Photos by Nima Moravedje Torbaty
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Above: Work by Erika Barrios

Opposite: Work by Thomas Turner, Roger Ramirez, Chelsea Krob

Photos by Nima Moravedje Torbaty
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I parked the truck in the 
driveway and gripped the small 
rectangular box in my right hand.

“Keo!” I called out.
My daughter ran out with her 

round haircut, the same length as 
my hair. Her black, thick bangs 
rested above her large, dark, 
almond-shaped eyes, covering 
bushy eyebrows. I pulled out the 
box for her and her moonshine 
smile deepened the pit of dimples 
in her round cheeks.

“What is it, Ba?” she asked 
sweetly, as she reached up and 
balanced on the toes of the Payless 
version of Converse sneakers to try 
and grab the box from my hands. 

“Let me show you,” I told 
her, as we both squatted down on 
the slanting driveway. Her eyes 
focused on my hands as my eyes 
focused on the hole exposing a 
centimeter of her left shoulder in 
the oversized navy blue t-shirt 
passed down from her sister six 
years older.

I took the China-made plastic 
thing out of its cardboard box. 
There were two pieces. The egg-
shaped piece had a neon green 
bottom half and a flattened, neon 
pink top half with two slits lining 
the opposing sides. In the middle of 
the flattened top was a small, round 
hole to attach the second part, which 
was another neon green piece that 
fit the hole. I twisted the top piece 
counter-clockwise to hear a series 
of clicks. The clicking stopped, 
and I pressed a button to release 
the main body. Whirs erupted from 

the spinning toy, while red and 
yellow lights danced across the 
garage door’s faded white, cracked 
paint, and momentarily stained 
the perfect smile lighting up my 
daughter’s face.

I handed the top to Keo and 
she repeated the process. She soon 
mixed in the sound of her giggles 
with the whistles of the top.

“Thank you!” She yelled 
without looking away from her 
new toy.

I smiled at her and walked to 
open the white camper shell resting 
on the back of my used beige 
Toyota truck. A wave of dust rolled 
out into the setting sunlight as I 
grabbed the bundles of cloth. 

T-shirts today, I thought, as 
I walked back and forth from the 
garage to my truck, each time 
passing my daughter’s giggles and 
the toy’s whistles and lights. I laid 
out the cloth and the designer tags 
in front of the two metal sewing 
machine tables pushed against the 
far end of the garage walls.

“Go inside,” I tell Keo. “You’re 
going to get dirty if you stay here, 
and be careful.”

“Okay,” she tells me, as she 
grabs her new toy and runs away 
with her scabbed skin poking 
through the knees of her jeans. 

I grab the edge of the wooden 
garage door and gently slammed it 
shut. I put on a white dust mask over 
my mouth and nose as I sit down 
in front of the sewing machine. I 
tighten the bandages around my 
fingertips and reminded myself to 

A Lullaby
by Nancy Yeang

A version of this story was previously published in 
The Chaffey Review, Volume XI
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not let my fingers slip underneath 
the sliver of sharp metal. I press the 
black button as the machine whirs 
to life and I continued to work.

How many pieces of clothing 
did he have to make for that toy?

Did he sew 30 shirts and 40 
pants?

Five dollars was the equivalent 
to 50 shirts, or 100 pants, or some 
combination of the two, that my 
father had to make to purchase that 
toy. 

“What happened Ba?” I asked 
my father after the unraveled 
bandage on his fingertips revealed 
half a cracked fingernail with 
a black mass of crusted blood 
bulging through the nail plate.

“Oh, nothing,” Ba said as he 
tucked his digits away. 

He rarely showed his teeth 
when he smiled, but the half-inch 
wrinkles etched on the outside 
edges of his eyes would deepen 
when the corners of his mouth 
turned upwards. He kept his dark, 
thin hair in the same place, with the 
same length and same shape. He 
would part his hair three-fourths 
from the left side and sweep his 
hair to the right side with a little 
black comb. The back of his hair 
would never pass the mole that was 
three fourths of the way up the back 
of his neck. The only difference in 
his hairstyle would be the number 
of strands of hair left to cut and the 
white, silver streaks that he would 
tell me to pluck to maintain his 
youthful appearance. He was a man 
who rarely stepped out of habit. 

But it’s okay, because he’s Ba. 
He’s never supposed to change. He 
will always have the same face with 
the same hair and the same slouch 
from leaning over for work. He 
will always have that low, close-
mouthed, ominous laugh when he 
grabs both of my tiny, fragile hands 

and rub my palms into his prickly 
stub of a beard on his round chin. 
I could never handle any scratch 
against the skin on the inside of 
my hands, and I’ll always giggle 
and squeal, “Stop!” when I wrestle 
myself out of Ba’s hands and run 
away from his beard.

25 shirts or 50 pants?

My room was above the 
garage. The whir and hum of Ba 
pushing on the foot pedal to start 
the machine gun stutter of a needle 
piercing through the cloth would 
make one shirt, attach one pocket, 
one tag, at a time. The metal clang 
of the plastic spools holding the 
strings would stop and the snip of 
scissors would signify the product 
was complete. The click of an off 
button caused the whir to rescind 
to a quiet croon. Maybe he finally 
finished and he could read with me. 
His right arm would be over my 
shoulders and he would slightly 
squeeze me underneath his armpit 
when he reached over to turn a page. 
But the hum would crescendo into 
its full force and the needle would 
continue to spit out thread. 

Was it one or two fingernails 
punctured to buy that toy?

I put the neon toy Ba gave to 
me in my schoolbag for show and 
tell the next day. I climbed onto my 
bed and rested my head against a 
pillow that muffled the clanks and 
whirs of a labored machine. Every 
night I would hear the smooth 
stutter of hems being sewn and 
tags owning the fresh clothing that 
would leave Ba’s garage early the 
next morning.

I wrapped myself in a thick soft 
blanket, as the sewing machine’s 
drone and metallic jangles lulled 
me to sleep.
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Everyone disappears. I sit in the 
back of the car, motionless. My eyes 
wander into another dimension, and 
all I can hear is my heart racing 
faster and faster. Tears fall on my 
face. All of a sudden, the air inside 
the car becomes dense. My rigid 
body sits still. The air flies away. I 
try to lean forward to catch it, but 
my body sits still. I lose control of 
my breathing. My heart races more 
hastily. A blur comes over me. This 
is it. My soul is finally going to 
fade away.  Somehow at the precise 
moment, I realize that I don’t want 
to die. So, I fight! I fight to recover 
the air. I begin to move my left 
arm slowly toward the door. I open 
the door, and step out to catch the 
night’s vast air that sits over my 
trembling body.

It was the end of summer, and 
all of my high school friends were 
getting ready to depart to college. 
All of them were excited to start the 
first chapter of their independence. 
And I was here sitting in the back 
of a car heading toward an event 
I was forced to attend by my 
parents. The event was indoors, 
long, and boring. Sitting inside a 

hot, crowded room was probably 
the last thing I wanted to be doing 
while the cooling breeze of the 
night roamed outside.  Before we 
left the event, one of the mothers of 
my classmates approached me with 
her kind smile. She meant no harm. 
She wanted to know how I was 
doing and what my plans were for 
the future. We spoke for a couple 
of minutes until I excused myself 
to the bathroom. I rushed away 
quickly like a pregnant woman in 
need of a toilet. Disappearing into 
the crowd, I headed to the car.

I sat there, waiting and waiting 
till the rest of my family showed up. 
I closed my eyes for a while. “It’s 
okay, it’s okay, it’s okay. Don’t cry,” 
I told myself. I wanted to block the 
pain that small conversation had 
caused me, but thoughts and more 
thoughts circle my head. “How dare 
she ask me about my plans for the 
future! Who does she think she is? 
I don’t care if her daughter is going 
to college for free. She doesn’t 
know my situation to question why 
am not in college.”

I was angry, mad, frustrated. 
I was only glad that I didn’t snap 
at her while she was talking to 
me. Once everyone arrived, we 
drove away. My soul burned with 
anger. Nobody cared to notice 
that I was hurting inside, fighting 
with all my willpower to not burst 
into tears. Everyone was doing 
their own thing: my dad and mom 
spoke about the event, and my 
older brother slept while my baby 
brother played his game. To them it 
was just another day.

Halfway to our destination, the 
phone rang. My mom picked up 
the phone. She spoke to the other 
person in the line for a few second. 
Out of courtesy, she asked her how 
everything was going.

Then, she moved the phone 
away from her face and said, 

“Tania, Michelle wants to talk to 

you.”  She passed the phone to me.
“Hi Michelle, how are you?”
“I am fine,” she said. “Listen, I 

talked to Gus about the phone line. 
He told me that you need to have a 
social security number in order to 
get a phone line.”

There was a knot in my throat, 
for three seconds it forbade the 
words to find their way out.   

“Hmmmm,”I held back my tears 
and said, “Yeah, I understand…”

“Are you okay, mija?”
“Yeah,” I lied.  “No! I am not 

okay. I want to disappear from 
the face of the earth,” I thought to 
myself.

“Mija, I know you are strong. 
Be patient! God has something 
waiting for you.”

How could she feel so entitled 
to predict the future and plead with 
me to wait until God in his right 
mind decided once and for all to 
show me a better way of living. 
I wanted to tell her sarcastically, 

“Are you a prophet or did God 
reveal my future for you?” But 
instead I said,  “Okay, I’ll talk to 
you later.”

It was the twenty-first century 
where technology bloomed as 
wild weeds growing in the plains. 
I would hear my friends talking 
about the latest phones. Some 
of them would flaunt their new 
devices riding them around their 
ears. Soon, my social environment 
turned into a technology hazard. 
For the first few months, I cared 
less about owning my own high-
tech puppy. The subject had once 
stumbled into the dinner table, and 
the hopes of having a cellphone 
were murdered in the conversation 
as my father made it clear that they 
couldn’t afford an additional line. 
Once I was showing characteristics 
of a responsible adult (I had 
obtained a job, and I was making 
my own money), I made an attempt 
to purchase myself a cell phone. I 
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was so excited. I had made multiple 
visits to various cell phone stores 
trying to picture myself with the 
one of the phones on display.  Once 
I had raised sufficient money, I 
made my last trip to a store near 
my house. I came out of the store 
with a frown in my face and no 
cellphone. I couldn’t get a phone 
line because I didn’t have a social 
security number to complete the 
process. After a few weeks of 
living under blankets and dim sun 
light, I asked my Aunt Michelle for 
help since her husband owned a 
cell phone store.

The more we drove, the more 
I thought about my conversation 
with Michelle. I tried to dismiss 
what just had happened. But I 
couldn’t stop thinking that this 
was all her fault. “Yeah right, she 
can help me get a phone line. She 
owns a Sprint store,” I thought, “I 
just wish she had been honest with 
me and just tell me that she doesn’t 
want to help me.”  Now I was angry 
more than confused. Mad at the 
fact that she did nothing to help me. 
The car kept on moving.  Questions 
and doubts filtered through my 
head. I asked myself over and over 
again how it was possible that I 
couldn’t get a phone line. Finally 
when the car stopped in front of 
In-N-Out. One by one, my family 
members exited through the doors. 
I sat there, confused and in pain. I 
told my family that I wasn’t going 
to be joining them for dinner. I 
had lost my hunger. I just wanted 
to stay in the car alone. Alone was 
how I felt, and ALONE was I going 
to face my first panic attack.

After it was over, I somehow 
managed to step outside the car, 
gasping for air. I stood there alone 
under the fresh and probably the 
last summer breeze of the year.  I 
stared at the dim sky over me for 
a while. I thought about my place 
in this world. I wondered if I really 

belonged in the United States. I 
stood there as if I was the only 
human being alive. Then, I heard 
youthful laughs. I looked to my side 
and I realized that I wasn’t the only 
person in the planet. There were 
five teenagers walking toward the 
restaurant. They seemed like they 
were good friends. They somewhat 
reminded me of myself as a high 
school student hanging out with 
my friends. I had just lost all of 
my friends to independency, and I 
was jealous of those five teenagers.   
As I saw their happiness, I was 
once more reminded of my 
misery, a misery that they couldn’t 
understand. They lived in their own 
perfect teen-world, but they didn’t 
know how hard adulthood is. They 
didn’t know that once you become 
an adult, real life situations happen 
like panic attacks and the feeling of 
isolation.

Those five teenagers reminded 
me of my younger self when life 
was easy. When my legal status 
didn’t matter to anyone. I was 
just one more high school student. 
I blended with 
everyone else. My 
worries revolved 
on the latest trends 
of fashion or the 
new boy I had met 
at the basketball 
game. Aside 
from that, I was 
a bright girl with 
excellent grades. 
My teachers 
complimented me 
for my dedication. 
They knew that 
I wasn’t the 
brightest student 
in their classroom, 
but they understood that I would 
push myself harder than anyone 
else to strive to be the best because 
my background demanded it. 
I didn’t want to be the dumb, 

immigrant child nobody wanted to 
be friends with because in the past 
I had been rejected for it.

“What are you saying? I don’t 
understand you.”

“Do all Mexican people speak 
English like you?”

“She is a wetback. She doesn’t 
have a green card.” 

“Why don’t you just go back to 
Mexico?”

I wanted to be a normal student, 
so that they would notice me, and 
not where I came from. And it 
worked very well. I was able to hide 
my legal status by pushing myself 
to be the best student in school. But 
when senior year came, I understood 
that my world of protection from the 
truth was about to be over. I feared 
what was ahead of me, and the 
fear and anxiety not only affected 
my attitude but it also affected my 
grades. I didn’t see a reason why 
I should continue getting good 
grades. After all, I was not even 
going to be able to attend college. 
And seeing those happy teenagers 
reminded me once more that this, 

what I was feeling, 
was real life.

I stepped in-
side the car again. 
I began to talk to 
God. I told him 
how much I hated 
living in a country 
where my life was 
so limited. I even 
blamed him for 
giving my parents 
the bright idea 
of coming here. 
Then, I remember 
that God can’t 
be blamed. So, 
I apologized to 

him. But even after my apology, I 
continued to complain. He was 
God. He had parted the Red Sea 
for Moses. He even made a donkey 
speak. And after all, he had control 

I won-
dered if I 
really be-
longed in 
the United 
States.
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over everything is this world. Right! 
Yet he couldn’t do anything about 
my illegal status in this country. 
Couldn’t he have chosen a better 
life for me? The little faith I had 
wanted to hear at 
least a whisper from 
him. Instead, I heard 
complete silence as 
I waited. Nothing! 
I understood. I 
couldn’t demand 
an answer from 
him. I wasn’t even 
expecting one. After 
all, I thought that 
God couldn’t be 
questioned.

They all entered 
the car. My mom 
saw the tears in my 
face. She couldn’t 
ignore them. I 
preferred that she 
ignore them, but 
at the same time I 
wanted her to notice.

“What’s wrong, 
Tita?” she asked.

“I hate my life 
here!”  I said wiping 
away my tears. “I 
can’t even own a 
stupid phone. I’m 
going back to 
Mexico!”

“Mexico! And 
what will you do 
over there?”

“For sure I’ll 
buy a phone.”

“With what money?”
“I’ll get a job.”
“Where? At a dancing parlor?”
“No, I don’t know!”
My mother continued to 

emphasize the fact that I didn’t have 
enough survival skills to live in 
Mexico. And she happily reminded 
me that I was lucky to have grown 
up here. LUCKY? I didn’t think 
she know the meaning of luck 

because if I remembered well, I 
used to be made fun of at school 
for speaking English funny. Oh yes, 
lucky because all of my friends had 
cell phones, and I still had to use 

my mother’s flip 
phone. Or was 
it because for 
the last months 
of my senior 
year, I kept on 

“ a c c i d e n t a l l y ” 
forgetting to 
apply to college. 
Not to mention 
that I couldn’t 
even go to 
my senior trip 
for the lack of 
documentation. 
Yes, I guess I was 
lucky to live in 
this country.

“You are 
better here!” she 
said.

My mother 
tried to make me 
see that she only 
wanted the best 
for me. She didn’t 
like to see me 
depressed or sad. 
I know that if it 
had been possible 
she would have 
bought me a 
phone right at 
the moment. She 
also knew that 
I wasn’t crying 

about a phone line. She understood 
that my tears were not over material 
matters but over my situation as an 
undocumented teenager. All her life 
she prepared for this moment to 
find a way to make me understand 
my status, but she didn’t know that 
it would cause me so much pain. 
Feeling powerless over the situation, 
she just tried to make me feel better, 
giving me her last little ray of hope 

because she struggled to see her 
oldest daughter throwing away all 
of her dreams into the unknown.

And me, the victim, crushed 
the little ray of hope by stating that 
in this country I wouldn’t be able to 
obtain a job. Of course that wasn’t 
me talking because I knew how 
savvy illegals are when it comes to 
job hunting. I was just quoting the 
inspirational words from my pastor. 
I hadn’t told my parents that I had 
gone to the pastor of the church 
we were part of at the time for 
counseling. I was very excited to 
speak to him about my future plans 
of attending college and pursuing 
an education. As I sat there in his 
office, he asked me how he could 
help me today. I explained that the 
purpose of this meeting was to get 
his approval to attend such college. 
He proceeded and said that it was 
a great bible college. Then, he 
stopped.

“Listen, you can’t go to college,” 
he said. “You don’t have the right 
to attend a college here because 
you are not an American citizen. I 
mean how could you even afford 
it?” He grinned. “It is not like you 
can even get a job here. You don’t 
have papers.”

I walked out of his office, 
broken. I was crushed. He was 
right. He was the man of God. He 
spoke for God. God hates illegals! 
God hates me! I am an illegal! And 
at the moment, I told my mother 
the words of the man of God who 
was never supposed to be wrong.

My mother, being one of 
those savvy illegals, tried to pass 
her wisdom to me. She talked 
about all the jobs she was able to 
have throughout the years. She 
even suggested that I should open 
my own cleaning business. Yes, 
I thought to myself that is what I 
always wanted to do, clean houses. 
Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think 
cleaning houses is a bad thing. I 

“Listen, 
you can’t 
go to col-
lege,” he 
said. “You 
don’t have 
the right to 
attend a 
college here 
because you 
are not an 
American 
citizen.”
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grew up cleaning strangers’ houses. 
Some days when my mother was 
exhausted, she would take my 
brother and me along to help her 
clean houses. I saw it all, from 
bloody tampons on the floors to 
trash cans full of bodily fluids. Still, 
I can’t complain about cleaning 
houses. It was actually kind of fun.

I would picture myself as 
the owner of the house. I was a 
middle-aged woman living in this 
huge house with two children and 
a working husband. My mornings 
consisted of the same routine. I 
woke up every morning of the week 
to get the kids ready for school. I 
would drive them to school. Once 
I came back home, I would eat 
breakfast, and after I would take 
out my cleaning supplies. I didn’t 
have a job because my husband 
didn’t think I needed to work. 
He was to make sure that I had 
everything I needed. My only task 
was to keep the house spotless. And 
there I was doing my thing from 
cleaning windows to scrubbing 
bathrooms so that at the end of the 
day, I could enjoy sitting around in 
my sparkling house.

Sometimes, I would change the 
arrangements of the picture frames 
in the hallway table. I would tell my 
mom that it was because it looked 
better like that, but the reality was 
that I had forgotten the order of 
the damned pictures. Plus, I never 
understood why rich people have 
a table just full of pictures. It was 
retarded. Some of those pictures 
weren’t even of them.

I didn’t always enjoy cleaning. 
I hated it some days.

“Really? You want me to take 
everything off the counter and 
clean it piece by piece?”

“Yes.”
“Okay, I need a bathroom 

break.”
I would sit there in the corner 

of the bathtub thinking of how I 

rather be doing something else or 
about possible romantic fiction 
stories to write. Then, I would hear 
a knock on the door.

“I know you are in there trying 
to avoid your job. Come out now, 
and finish because I need to be 
home soon!”

“I’m really using the toilet! I 
will be out soon…”

This soon would turn into a 
couple of minutes until I would 
hear the second knock. By that 
time, I was already waiting at the 
door. You can do this! Yes, you can! 

- I motivated my own self. Truly, I 
didn’t want to do this my whole life 
like my mother had proposed.

After that idea failed, she 
continued with a story about how 
one of the woman that we cleaned 
for was once too an immigrant. 
Apparently, she once used to clean 
before she hired us because she 
now seemed to have forgotten how 
to clean. When she first came to this 
country she used to clean windows 
for a living. For every window, she 
would earn five cents. And after 
many windows she was able to 
obtain her American dream. Now, 
she had a huge house, and drove a 
luxury car. I picture myself cleaning 
windows, one by one with Windex 
until they were sparkly, shiny. One 
window after the other I cleaned. 
But cleaning all the windows of the 
world for five cents wasn’t going to 
pay for my education, not even for 
my first year of college. So, I gave 
up on that alternative.

Finally, we arrived home 
around 12:30 A.M. We were all 
exhausted. My mother hugged me, 
and reminded me once more that 
things would turn up better soon. I 
thanked her for being my mother. I 
walked into my room. I locked the 
door and lay in the bed. My body 
was drained, but my mind was still 
running with unresolved thoughts. 
I couldn’t stop thinking about the 

panic attack I just had. It was true 
that my mind had felt trapped 
throughout my whole senior year. 
And just a few minutes ago, my 
body and mind shared the same 
feeling. For a few minutes, I just 
lay there under darkness. I thought 
about packing and taking off to 
Mexico. I didn’t proceed with that 
thought. My mother was right. I 
couldn’t just run away from my 
problems. I needed to accept my 
situation and work with what I had.

The following day, the dreadful 
memories and feelings of the panic 
attack lived in my mind vividly. I 
was accustomed to feeling captive 
of my torments. I had given up 
completely on my dreams, accepting 
the idea that I was one more illegal 
in the crowd. Living day by day, 
hiding from the law, hoping that 
one day my hard work would be 
rewarded, dreaming with a freedom 
that I have never once owned. Not 
in my homeland where my family 
and I had been slaves of poverty, 
tyranny, and broken promises. And 
now here, I was a slave of identity, 
lies, and broken dreams. I was now 
a certified illegal.

This story won second place 
in the Base Line Submissions 
Contest.
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As a mother, whatever my 
children went through, be it a scrape 
on their knee, a missing toy, stuffy 
nose, or a pet that didn’t seem to 
make it, I somehow knew I would 
always be there to fix it and make 
it better. Blame it on a mother’s 
intuition or maybe even more of 
a fantasy, but I got away with this 
false sense of security until one 
day in the middle of June 2008, 
when my life changed forever.  It is 
still hard to believe that my warm, 
bright picturesque day, full of hope, 
evolved into a cold, pitch-black 
night that vomited unsolicited 
anguish and sorrow.  While reading 
chapter four of Daytripper, I was 
taken aback by the sequence of 
events that mimicked a specific 
time in my life. The dead cell 
phone battery, Brás’ age and the 
way he died, the reality of having 
to emotionally deal with a loss 
and a joy at the same time.  The 
similarities were uncanny. Join me 
on a chronological trudge through 
my day, remembering what led my 
three children into three different 
directions, the unforgettable 
moments that rapidly developed, 
and finally relive a close to my day 
that is as vivid in my mind today as 
it was six years ago.

The morning of June 7, 2008 
began with laughter and joy spilling 
over from upstairs as my sixteen 
year old daughter Sissy, seventeen, 
and twelve year old sons, Ty and 
Papi, horsed around. With one 
week remaining in the school year, 
the children were beginning to get 
excited about all the upcoming 
events, and the summer that awaited 
them. This day would end up sending 

my three children 
into three different 
directions with 
several different 
people. Ty had 
planned to spend 
his day two towns 
away, hanging out 
with a bunch of 
friends. Sissy’s day 
involved lunch and 
a baseball game 
with her cousin and 
uncle. Papi was not 
spending the day 
with friends; he was 
to have a visit with 
his biological father. 
These visits did not 
happen very often 
because there was 
a safety concern. I 
was always on pins 
and needles during 
these visits, never 
quite knowing 
what was going to 
become of them. 
The afternoon came 
and off they went.

With the chil-
dren away, I spent a small portion 
of my day out and about running 
errands. After arriving home, I put 
my purse and cell phone on my trunk 
and began to unload my car. While 
inside, I heard my cell phone ring, so 
I sped to my phone as quickly as I 
could to make sure it wasn’t one of 
my children. When I picked up my 
phone, and said hello, Ty answered 
yelling “Mom! Dad stopped 
breathing!”

Before I could answer, my phone 
beeped, and it was an incoming call 

from Sissy. When I transferred to the 
other call, I was overtaken by Sissy 
crying hysterically and unable to get 
a word out. Before I could speak, 
her uncle said, “We are leaving the 
baseball game and making our way 
to the car, and I will get her to the 

hospital as fast as 
I can.” I promptly 
returned to Ty, 
waiting on hold, and 
told him to drive 
as quickly and as 
safely as he could 
to the hospital, and 
I would get there 
as fast as I could. 
The urge to scoop 
my children up 
and protect them 
from what I feared 
might be happening 
consumed me. My 
foot pushed harder 
on the gas pedal, 
and all I could do 
was pray I would 
arrive in one piece.

While driving 
at the speed of light 
on the freeway, I 
kept repeating over, 
and over “Let him 
be ok, let him be 
ok.” As I pulled 
into the hospital 
parking lot, I began 
scanning all over, 

hoping to spot my children. A few 
seconds passed before I focused 
in on Sissy and her uncle standing 
a short distance in front of me on 
the sidewalk. I wasn’t quite sure 
what I was witnessing, but as I got 
closer, things began to get clearer. I 
eventually was close enough to see 
Sissy’s limp body being supported 
like a cocoon within her uncle’s 
arms. As I slowly drove by, I 
looked up through my driver’s side 
window, made eye contact with her 
uncle as he slowly began to shake 

Unfixable
by Keev Wessman
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his head back and forth. At that 
moment, my fears came to life, and 
shock pierced my body like a jolt of 
electricity. Distraught, and shaking 
uncontrollably, I began to repeat 

“No, no, no, no!”
At this point, I neither had the 

luxury nor the time to fall apart. As 
I sprinted across the parking lot 
towards the emergency room doors, 
I made contact with Sissy and her 
uncle. I will never forget the look 
on my daughters face as she peeled 
her embedded face from his chest. 
As she looked up, her face was 
pale, drawn and lifeless. There are 
no words. I asked where Ty was 
and no one knew. I immediately 
turned around and hurled myself 
in the direction of the emergency 
entrance. As the doors parted, I was 
hit with the sound of uncontrollable 
sobbing which left me confused 
and disoriented.

As I made my way to the main 
hallway, I panned the waiting room 
yelling Ty’s name, but there was no 
reply. Stricken with panic, my heart 
was about to beat out of my chest 
because I could not find him. I felt 
like I was in a horror film, running 
for my life in a maze that just kept 
going. I’ll never forget the feeling 
of relief and the weight of sadness 
that forced its way upon me when 
I turned a corner and saw my son 
standing alone, in a stark white 
hallway with tears streaming down 
his face, eyes fixed on nothing, 
completely gutted, and empty. 
There are no words.

At the age of 45, their dad was 
gone. He suffered a massive heart 
attack while fixing a sprinkler in 
his front yard, and the doctors were 
unable to revive him. For the first 
time in my life, there was nothing I 
could do to ease my children’s pain, 
and this was now unfixable.  

As the minutes and hours 
passed, the reality of their dad 
being gone began to settle deeper, 

and we all began to fade. Before 
long, the doctor came out and 
asked if we wanted to view his 
body. Sissy was too weak to handle 
the image of her father in that state. 
Ty was remaining strong, realizing 
this would be the only opportunity 
he would get for the rest of his 
life, to see and touch his dad. He 
desperately needed to have a final 
conversation with him and say 
goodbye. I walked with him into 
a small room where his dad was 
lying. Normally, one would have 
thought, this was as bad as their 
night could get. Little did I know, 
mine was about to get even worse.

As I stood there holding my 
son while he viewed his father, 
my cell phone, which I had placed 
in my pocket, began to vibrate. I 
immediately had that “gut feeling” it 
was Papi, and something was wrong. 
As I pulled the cell phone from my 
pocket, and glanced at the screen. I 
saw his name right before it went 
black. My battery had died! Not 
wanting to rush Ty during the last 
moments with his 
dad, I experienced 
a level of stress 
I never knew 
existed. I know we 
only spent a few 
more minutes in 
the room with his 
dad before we left, 
but it felt like an 
eternity as I dealt 
with the urgency 
that had consumed 
me. Soon thereafter, 
I gathered up my 
anguished children 
and we headed 
home.

The drive home 
was long and silent, 
and our drained 
bodies struggled 
to stay upright. I 
could not get home 

I’ll never 
forget the 
feeling of 
relief and 
the weight 
of sadness 
that forced 
its way 
upon me.



soon enough to plug my phone into 
the charger or better yet, be greeted 
with a comforting message from Papi. 
While assisting my children inside, 
I noticed the answering machine 
light was blinking. There were six 
messages, and I now began to feel 
sick. I hesitated, took a deep breath, 
and pushed the play button. There 
was message after message not only 
from Papi, but from a sergeant that 
worked for the CHP. He stated he 
had been driving around looking for 
me because he had Papi and wanted 
to bring him home.

Before I could finish listening, 
the phone rang, and it was them. 
Hallelujah! I soon learned, while I 
was living a nightmare on one side 
of the town with Ty and Sissy, there 
was another nightmare developing 
on the other side of town with Papi. 
During the visit, his father decided 
to get drunk, put our son in the 
front seat of his car and then drive 
down the wrong side of the road 
into oncoming traffic. The sergeant 
explained my son’s father had been 
arrested, Papi was ok, and all he 

wanted to do was bring him home. 
When the sergeant pulled into the 
driveway, and opened the door, I 
will never forget the look on my 
son’s face as he ran out.  Unlike Ty 
and Sissy, his face was filled with 
joy and relief, as he threw his arms 
around me. It was late, but I finally 
had all my children home, safe 
within my care, and I asked myself, 

“What was I going to do?”
The next day, I awoke feeling 

numb, struggling to digest, how in 
the blink of an eye, our lives had 
been changed forever. We had 
many things in front of us to deal 
with, and the only way to move 
forward was to drench ourselves 
in happy memories. Suddenly, 
we faced dealing with a loss and 
a joy at the same time.  Ty, who 
was preparing to graduate high 
school in four days, did not want 
to participate. After many gentle 
talks, I convinced Ty his dad would 
never want him to miss a single 
milestone in his life because he 
was gone. I told Ty as he walked up 
to receive his diploma to stop, take 

Although we are left with a 

void that is forever unfixable, 

we have done our best to embrace 

the life we have been given.

a moment and look up, because his 
dad had the best seat in the house. 
Ty ended up walking, but it was a 
bittersweet moment. This tragedy 
has been one of the hardest things I 
have ever had to endure and to this 
day still nurture with my children. 
Like the stories in “Daytripper” our 
lives are full of happiness and pain, 
accomplishments and failures, 
each to be cherished because one 
will never know if it’s a beginning 
or an end to yet another story. We 
had a path we thought our lives 
were suppose to follow. However, 
when we least expected it, we were 
forced into uncharted territory 
that we were destined to discover. 
Although we are left with a void 
that is forever unfixable, we have 
done our best to embrace the life 
we have been given, and will 
continue to search for those quiet 
moments that we know somehow 
will get us through our days.

This story was a winner in 
Chaffey College’s One Book One 
College Essay Contest.
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