Sample vignettes: “Who are we” assignment

In a busy parking lot I search for a place to park the minivan. My 4-year-old spies an opening and, in appreciation of her helpfulness, I say, "Annabelle, you're a star!" Two-year-old Alex then points to himself and declares, "And I'm the moon!" "Yes, you are," I tell him. "You're the moon."

A few weeks ago I was explaining to the children about our relationship to each other. "Annabelle is my daughter, and Alex, you are my son." "No, Mommy," Alex rather emphatically reminds me, "I'm the moon!" Now here's a boy who knows his place in the universe.

Janis Johnston Arlington
Just another day in the swim team locker room. "My thighs are huge ,"someone moans as I walk in. "Oh, God, are you kidding -- look at all my belly fat!" another person chimes in, as if bragging. They might as well be, in this competition of misery and self-loathing we endure every day. Not in the mood, I stash my bag away, heading for one of the changing stalls. "I hate my body," says one of the freshmen, looking at me expectantly. But I don't say anything. I don't want to play today.

Emma Lord  Falls Church
Was I supposed to rue the day my wrinkles arrived? Because really, I'm rather proud of this crinkle in the corner of my eye. It lends a rich texture to my self-expression. Substantiates my stories. Punctuates my jokes. Implies all the empathy, passion, lust and joy that a younger me would struggle to convey. A real, grown-up, I-know-how-to-walk-in-heels, let-me-show-you-how-to-work-that-power-drill, I-don't-need-a-boyfriend-but-I'll-take-you-as-my-lover crease. A prism to refract the twinkle in my eye, an ornament that gilds the window to my soul . . . This, right here, is character, and it only deepens with age. What's not beautiful about that?

Danielle Cantor Washington
I shop all over Washington in search of the perfect Chinese baby doll for my new granddaughter, who is half Chinese. I want her to have such a doll to identify with her Chinese heritage. I finally find the right one. As I give it to her, I see a blue-eyed blond doll that her Chinese grandfather, who just arrived from China, shopped all over that country to find for his new American granddaughter.

Jane Steimel  Bethesda

We had just completed a filling meal when the waitress asked if we wanted dessert. Before we could answer, she volunteered that a week before a customer had decided to skip dessert, had left the restaurant and was killed by a passing car, never to have dessert again. We all had strawberry cheesecake.

Tom Dooley Rehoboth Beach, Del.
White holiday lights rest on the sculpture out front. It's warm and dark inside. In my teens, this place sold party dresses. Today, it serves teas that you order by name. Soon I'll join husband and friends at a gallery opening. Son is safe in the suburbs with the premium local babysitter, a high school senior who is CPR-certified. Behind my back, customers in line choose their brews, which are hidden behind a hundred little wooden drawers. The tea-meister's voice rises a notch in volume, or maybe it just seems that way: "Sorry, we're out of World Peace. You can have anything else."

Ellen Lent Olney
"Are you familiar with the word 'fate'?" I ask my high school class of English language learners as we read and discuss a poem. A young man from Afghanistan raises his hand. "It is about what will happen in your future and it is written." I am not surprised that this earnest, introspective student, mature among his peers, is the one who responds. I probe further. "What do you mean that it is written? Where and when?" "Oh, it is on the computer screen," he replies, "at the end of the video game."

Janie Kaplan Alexandria

Here he comes again, my 6-year-old son, to tattle on his 3-year-old sister. "Mommy, mommy!" he says breathlessly, "She said the 'N-word'!"The "N-word"? Where did my son hear that before? How did he even know what that meant? Although I heard the "N-word" all the time when I was growing up, I have made sure that my children have not had the same experience. I racked my brain. Finally, I said to him, "Well, what did she say? What exactly is the 'N-word'?" Wide-eyed, he leaned in close and whispered, "naked!"

Cheryl Adams Ashburn
