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We are bicultural, bilingual, and always in between. 
We are third culture kids and we’re not sure where 
we belong or who we belong to. But we do know that 

these words belong to us. 

And we want to give them to you. 
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Grandmother Naila’s hands told stories. The wrinkles 
that settled on her stubborn skin drew memories of the 
years she lived and loved. Her knuckles that kneaded 
dough to make bread for my mother and aunts years 
ago still strong, still pressing. My grandfather’s hands 
built this home for her, the one she is sitting in right 
now as I watch her fold each grain of rice into a freshly 
picked grape leaf. His hands have stopped telling sto-
ries but I can almost see his gentle fingertips guiding 
her as she cleans the windows, as she carefully places 
the leaves into the patient pot on the stove, as she holds 
both of my hands and tells me, nakshal tazhi1.  
 The neighbor’s daughter has a new diamond ring 
that decorates her plump, youthfully expectant hand. 
Naila hopes that I’ll be next. She’s praying I will be. 
 How do I tell her that I don’t want to be next? 
That my hands don’t know any stories. That my hands 
are nothing like hers, they are clean, fair, and soft. That 
there is no such thing as a man who will trade the soft-
ness of his own hands to build a home that will make 
me feel safe. That it’s not the same in America. That the 
men I know don’t have strong and gentle hands; they 
only have strong wills and gentle egos. 

Naila’s Hands

Lehi Naseem
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we arrive together. my mother holds me to her side as 
we get through customs. she says, gudiya,2 don’t cry. not 
right now, love. But i have already started throwing a 
tantrum, i hate her for bringing me to this land. i al-
ready hate it here. Here, nothing is the same. The peo-
ple, the language, the food, even the air.
mama, where is dadi?3 where is papaji?4

she says, we have come for a better life, here.
but mama, they stare. they stare with their deep ocean 
blue eyes. we have crossed the ocean now. who knows 
when we will go back. my father greets us on the oth-
er side. open arms and smiles. we arrive at a small two 
bedroom. one room for me. all to myself. when mama 
and papa work. this is how you learn to be alone. to be 
lonely. mama comes home from work before papa does. 
we explore our “new home.” walk to the store. buy gro-
ceries. walk to the park. a woman on the sidewalk calls 
out to me, she compliments the flow of my long hair. my 
mother smiles and tells her,
the rivers in our land flow just the same.
the lady asks, my dear where are you from?
my mother answers in her best english,
by way of punjab.

we exchange hugs,
mama says, lets go home.

By Way of Punjab
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but this is not home. this is temporary. 
home is where the heart is.

D. Kaur
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 “Pakistan?” said the girl. 
 “No, PALESTINE,” I responded. “It’s in the Mid-
dle East next to Syria and Jordan.” She stared at me 
blankly with her mouth slightly open as if she wasn’t 
sure if I was telling the truth or not. 
 “It’s also bordered by Lebanon and Egypt,” I tried 
again questioningly. 
 “Oh okay, I think I know where Egypt is! But 
you’re telling me that tens of thousands of people have 
died in Pak-Palestine so how come I’ve never heard of 
it? It’s not on the news or anything!” 
 “Israel is a really good ally of the United States 
so there usually aren’t too many stories that show them 
in a bad light,” I said, instantly thinking of the horrible 
treatment of Palestinians on behalf of the Israeli De-
fense Force soldiers that I had personally witnessed. My 
throat tightened as I knew what was coming next, it was 
the same thing everyone asked me sooner or later after 
hearing me refer to myself as Palestinian and not Ar-
ab-American or something just as ethnically muting.
 “But you live in America so shouldn’t you sup-
port anyone they support?” her eyes narrowing, accus-
ing me of not being patriotic enough. I didn’t feel like 
explaining to her the difference between patriotism and 
nationalism or trying to convince her that I could have 
both. To me, patriotism was love for America and all 

Palestine?
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that it had given to my parents and family. To wield 
an American passport is powerful and inspiring. With 
the American dream on our heels, how could one not 
appreciate all that this beautiful melting pot had to of-
fer? Nationalism on the other hand, holds a different 
meaning. My Palestinian passport, although worthless 
in comparison to my American one, meant more to me 
than power and inspiration. It was humility, pride, and 
community. Patriotism is satisfaction with where I am 
now, but nationalism is a feeling of exultation for my 
past and current heritage and ethnicity. 
 “Why would I support anyone who kills my peo-
ple with almost no consequences?” my voice getting 
more and more strained as I tried to keep my exaspera-
tion under control.
 “But your people are Americans! If you live here 
then we are your people too. Plus, aren’t most Arabs 
terrorists? Why would you want to be associated with 
that?” I chose to ignore the latter questions.
 “Americans are my people as well as Palestin-
ians. I don’t have to pick just one country to belong to.” 
I quickly collected my books, excused myself, and fled. 
 

Ojeni Touma
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Beauty in Diversity

Belonging. It’s arguably the most fundamental of all 
human desires. It’s what some are fortunate to always 
feel a sense of, while others spend their lives yearning 
and searching for it in vain. Living in San Diego as a 
Kosovar-Albanian has relentlessly challenged my claim 
to the elusive idea that is belonging. Being an immi-
grant—specifically a war refugee—and a Muslim in San 
Diego, it seemed the cards of belonging were heavily 
and inherently stacked against me.
 As is typical of an Albanian, I hold my homeland 
dear to my heart and am proud to celebrate its rich his-
tory and traditional culture.
 But I wasn’t always proud.
 I wasn’t always eager to answer the dreaded 
question: “So, what are you?”
 I wasn’t always able to see the beauty in diversity.  
 I was embarrassed, resentful, even.  
 I remember feeling ashamed to introduce my 
parents to teachers or friends because of their Europe-
an accents and “broken” English. Nothing scared me 
more than being viewed as any less American than the 
“All-American” girls I went to school with or marveled 
over in Hollywood. I neglected my own culture all for 
the sake of garnering a false identity I so desperately 
wanted.
 For too long I lived in this shadow of deep inse-
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Leona Koxha

curity, tirelessly trying to paint myself in an image that 
was less conspicuous, anything to be considered more 
“normal.”
But, what was normal?
 Surely it couldn’t have involved feeling ashamed 
of my parents—the selfless people who left behind the 
only lives they knew to escape a war-torn country with 
nothing but the dream of a better life for their young 
children.  
 Despite never fully identifying with American 
culture as I grew up, I always knew one thing for cer-
tain. This one thing was the truth my parents instilled 
within my siblings and me: the power of education and 
the necessity of honest, hard work to match it.
 Education has been my life’s greatest catalyst. It 
is what has enabled me to overcome feelings of inferi-
ority as an immigrant in America. The education I’ve 
been so fortunate to receive is what has shifted my per-
spective. It has made me feel worthy. Equal.  
 Education is life’s equalizer. It has shown me the 
beauty to be found in diversity and the ability to honor 
and be proud of my cultural background.  
 



9

This is Me

People have told me that there’s no such thing as being 
Mexican-American, you’re either Mexican or Ameri-
can. But I know that’s untrue, I am from both worlds. 
 I was born in the U.S., but I grew up in Mexico. 
I get to experience the best of both cultures! I celebrate 
September 16th and July 4th, I listen to banda5 and Be-
yonce, I eat tacos and also hamburgers with fries, and I 
speak Spanish and English. I love Mariachi music and 
I dance traditional Mexican Ballet Folklorico.6 I come 
from a big Mexican family. We are big, loud, and very 
united. Being from both countries allows you to take 
what’s positive from each and become aware of the priv-
ileges that you enjoy. It is not about being more from 
one country than from the other, it’s about being from 
both countries, learning from them and feeling proud 
of who you are.
 I love both of my cultures. I am Mexican and I 
am a U.S. citizen, I am from both worlds, I just can’t 
choose one. 

Sophia Zarzosa
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My dark skin, Latino features and Spanish language 
create a label. And more often than not, living in San 
Diego, California, this label reads Mexican. But I do not 
dance banda, I dance bachata.7 I do not eat eggs and cho-
rizo; I eat fried eggs and plantains. I do not say pinche,8 
I say coño.9 My label cannot be determined through 
arbitrary physical classifications but only understood 
through careful examination of a treasure passed down 
for generations.
 I am from the Dominican Republic. My cher-
ished treasure is the fiery indigenous spirit that runs 
through my veins, the Spanish blood that drums my 
heart beat, and African roots that travel my skin. My 
cherished treasure is a history of ancestors, yet one peo-
ple. My label reads Dominican. My label tells a story of 
a vibrant island where green jungles and crystal waters 
house a humble people. A people who know modes-
ty yet splurge in happiness, a people who are loud in 
words but soft spoken in action. My dark skin, Latino 
features and Spanish language create a label. And more 
often than not, this label is a treasure. 
 Given my label, you could say I am not your av-
erage UCLA student. My walk to class says it all. On 
my walk I see thousands of faces yet my ears are tuned 
to the sounds of my people. My headphones speak to 
my spirit as I enjoy Romeo Santos’s tropical beats and 

Island Treasures
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romantic words. The bachata melodies bring nostalgia 
of my abuelita10 and her sweet words. It reminds me of 
waking up on an early Saturday morning to the smell 
of fresh dark brewed Dominican coffee, the sound of 
innocent gossip and if the mood’s right, the sight of hips 
swaying to exotic beats. Then in an instant, the tropical 
beats fade and my favorite rapper J. Cole begins to rap 
to catchy beats. This is when I am reminded of who I 
am. A second generation Dominican immigrant, with 
dark skin and Latino features who speaks Spanish but 
who is also an American citizen that listens to rap, loves 
to wrestle and dreams about saving lives as a doctor. 
This is the label I have given to myself.

Gabriel Urreola
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The day was warm. The heat always reminded me of a 
place I could imagine was my home. The sky was stained 
with the heat of the hours before, lurking, waiting for the 
exact moment to deceive the cool surrounding blueness 
and mask itself, imitating the shades in fear of being 
discovered. Hostile wind fought to infuse and disrupt 
the warmth of my skin. 
 I was alive but I didn’t belong. 
 The day was warm like it always was, but the 
ground was always warmer. I felt the grains of dirt be-
tween my bare toes as I knelt down and succumbed to 
the weight of my body, grains overflowing frantically 
until the specs enveloped my flesh. I sunk, overpow-
ered. My palms could feel the thumping of the soil’s 
heartbeat as my own began to beat harder, louder. 
 It was just soil: specs of dirt and earth collect-
ed, comprising land. But it was alive. It thumped and 
burned, like my heart and my skin. And it didn’t belong, 
like me. It was just soil. But somehow, it was named. 
Lines were drawn once upon a time separating the col-
lective dust and designating which spec belonged to 
who. But the soil knows nothing of these lines, these 
separations, these power relations. Just like where I’m 
from and where I stay matters to everyone except me. 
 I am who I am because of the beating of my 
heart and the veins pulsing beneath my skin. My heart 

The Soil’s Heartbeat
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does not say, “I am Kurdish,” my veins do not reside in 
America. I am me. And my heart and my veins live in-
side of me. I belong to myself, like the grains belong to 
the soil. I can’t be defined, enumerated, or grasped. 
 The evening was dark, the air still. I dragged my 
fingers across the dirt, impressing lines into the earth. 
Then with both hands I shuffled the dirt, erasing the 
lines I created. 

Lehi Naseem



 
1. Nakshal tazhi: A phrase in Kurdish said to someone in 
response to being wished well for having good fortune. It 
translates literally to “may you be marked” with the same 
good fortune. 

2. Gudiya: “Doll” in Punjabi

3. Dadi: “Grandfather” in Punjabi

4. Papaji: “Grandmother” in Punjabi

5. Banda: Form of traditional Mexican music, often played 
with brass-based instruments. 

6. Mexican Ballet Folklorico: Traditional Mexican ballet 
that emphasizes the culture of Mexico through costumes 
and dances with ballet characteristics such as pointed toes 
and exaggerated movements. 

7. Bachata: Style of dance and music originated in the Do-
minican Republic. 

8. Pinche: Mexican slang curse word for many different 
expressions but most closely related to the English word 
“fuck.”

9. Coño:  Common Spanish curse word normally used 
in Spain and the Spanish Caribbean. It’s meaning varies 
according to use. 

10. Abuelita: “Grandmother” in Spanish. 

Notes
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