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No, I am not from here. I am a foreigner here. I have lived here for ten years, but 
I don’t belong. I don’t expect to belong, I am not even sure I want to. I belong with 
the people who remember me growing up, and they live a continent and an 
ocean away.  
Because of the distance, my sense of belonging is nostalgic, bittersweet. It’s 
graveyards, and the fried fish my mom has made since I was a little girl. Familiar 
flowers in my friend’s garden, and my mom teaching my nephews to cook the 
same way she taught me, without recipes.  
So, no, in that sense I don’t belong here.  
But in some ways I belong just as much as anyone. I belong in the present, and 
in the future. And I love being here. I love the things I get to see and feel. I love 
the people I get to see and feel. Some images stay with me for a long time. 
Some of them are harsh, maybe, but they are true.  
 
 
Years ago: 
I walk into a laundromat in downtown Los Gatos. As soon as I am inside the 
young Mexican woman working there asks me if I want her to change TV 
channels. She is watching something in Spanish. "It's good for me to hear 
Spanish," I say. I am just telling her the truth. 
 
When I have taken care of my laundry I sit down on the couches with her. She 
repeats her question. I repeat my answer. She looks confused.  
"You are not from here, are you?" 
 
 
Three years ago: 
I talk to a black man. "I really don't understand white people," I tell him. "I don't 
either!" he says.  
And he leans back in his chair with a huge grin on his face.  
I laugh. He laughs.  
His sweater is green.  
Happy, liberating green. 
 
 
Last year: 
An actor speaking to my class introduces himself three times, changing his body 
language each time, to illustrate that if you are made to think of yourself as 



nothing, you will act as if you are nothing. I had seen the same changes before, 
in real life, without understanding. When I see them replayed in a 15 second 
scene I think of the young African American I know and how his behavior shifts 
depending on the company he is in.  
I can not get over it.  
I think of it, and I think of it again. 
 
 
Now: 
Sometimes I see two worlds at the same time. You think I am you. I am not. 
Never. 
 
 
Years ago: 
"Driving school, what a melting pot." The 8th grade teacher from Los Altos Hills 
lets her eye meet mine in the restroom mirror. "I know, isn't it great?" I say. She 
looks away.  
I go outside and talk to a woman who has lost her family, her entire Bosnian 
village, to war. She stands the whole time, the whole day in fact, using crutches. 
She has lost her health to a working class job. 
 
 
Martin Luther King Day, 2005: 
My former student and I listen to the words of Dr. King. "When will you be 
satisfied?" My student, an angry young Chicana, was asked the same thing only 
last year.  
Forty years. The same question. 
 
”Who has made you think of yourself that way?” This is Malcolm X asking, on 
PBS. His voice cuts through the decades, through the static of the grainy black 
and white. 
  
 
Fall of 2000: 
Two students at San José State, siblings, half black and half Filipino. Poor. One 
day I asked them to stay after class. They looked scared, asking "Are we in 
trouble?". "You are as far from trouble as you ever will be," I said. Then they 
looked confused instead. 
 
I told the young man that if he wanted to argue that the three strikes law is racist 
(which had been his point), he shouldn’t be sloppy with the statistics.  
“You need to be better than that. You need to be able to convince the people 
who don’t want to listen to you,” I said.  
Their faces went from fear, to disbelief, to little smiles.  
"No one has ever talked to us like that,” the young woman said. 



 
How can that be? I looked them in the eye and talked to them. That's all I did. 
How can that surprise anyone? 
 
 
Some months ago: 
"Because we are in America."  
A stern face. A stern black face, looking straight at me.  
And I guess it's the truth.  
Colonialism and slavery: normalizing historical events.  
His shirt is red. 
 
And I am the blue eyed devil. Am I? I am.  
But I am wearing the green shawl this time. 
 
 
Now: 
We have moved beyond race and ethnicity, says the blond blue eyed boy. 
 
My goal is to get my mom out of the ghetto, says the black boy. 
 
My mom worked hard, says every son of every single mom. 
 
Why am I always the other? That's the question for a gay Chicano. 
 
 
I do things, in my white skin, and around me people's actions and words respond: 
"What are you? You don't fit."  
Sometimes I see a space that is left open for me, where a white person is 
supposed to fit. And I don't recognize the shape, the size, the reason for it, 
nothing. And then, at other times, I see it clearly, the blatant racism. I see how it 
fits, how it's normal.  
And that's when I get scared. 
 
 
Then what? 
The future belongs to all of us, right? How is it going to be? 


