Eleven
by Sandra Cisneros

What they don't understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when you're
eleven, you're also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four, and three,
and two, and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel eleven,
but you don't. You open your eyes and everything's just like yesterday, only it's today. And
you don't feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still ten. And you are -- underneath the year
that makes you eleven.

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

Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a tree trunk or
like my little wooden dolls that fit one inside the other, each year inside the next one. That's
how being eleven years old is. You don't feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days,
weeks even, sometimes even months before you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don't
feel smart eleven, not until you're almost twelve. That's the way it is.

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

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

"Not mine," says everybody. "Not me."

"It has to belong to somebody," Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember. It's an
ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you could
use it for a jump rope. It's maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to me [ wouldn't
say so.

Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn't like me, that stupid Sylvia Saldivar
says, "I think it belongs to Rachel." An ugly sweater like that, all raggedy and old, but Mrs.
Price believes her. Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk, but when I open
my mouth nothing comes out.

"That's not, I don't , you’re not...Not mine," | finally say in a little voice that was maybe me
when [ was four.

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



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

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

In my head I'm thinking how long till lunchtime, how long till I can take the red sweater and
throw it over the school yard fence, or even leave it hanging on a parking meter, or bunch it
up into a little ball and toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends Mrs. Price says loud
and in front of everybody , "Now Rachel, that's enough," because she sees I've shoved the red
sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my desk and it's hanging all over the edge like a waterfall,
but I don't' care.

"Rachel," Mrs. Price says. She says it like she's getting mad. "You put that sweater on right
now and no more nonsense."

"But it's not--"
"Now!" Mrs. Price says.

This is when I wish I wasn't eleven, because all the years inside of me ten, nine, eight, seven,
six, five, four, three, two and one the back of my eyes when I put one arm through one sleeve
of the sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and then the other arm through the other

and stand there with my arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, all itchy and full
of germs that aren't even mine.

That's when everything I've been holding in since this morning, since when Mrs. Price put the
sweater on my desk, finally lets go, and all of a sudden I'm crying in front of everybody. I wish
I was invisible but I'm not. I'm eleven and it's my birthday today and I'm crying like I'm there
in front of everybody. I put my head down on the desk and bury my face in my stupid clown-
sweater arms. My face all hot and spit coming out of my mouth because I can't stop the little
animal noises from coming out of me, until there aren't any more tears left in my eyes, and
it’s just my body shaking like when you have the hiccups, and my whole head hurts like when
you drink milk too fast.

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

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

I'm eleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one, but I
wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything but eleven, because I want today to be
far away already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny o in the sky, so tiny-tiny you
have to eyes to close your eyes to see it.



Fish Cheeks
by Amy Tan

I fell in love with the minister's son the winter I turned fourteen. He was not Chinese, but as
white as Mary in the manger. For Christmas I prayed for this blond-haired boy, Robert, and a
slim new American nose. When I found out that my parents had invited the minister's family
over for Christmas Eve dinner, I cried. What would Robert think of our shabby Chinese
Christmas? What would he think of our noisy Chinese relatives who lacked proper American
manners? What terrible disappointment would he feel upon seeing not a roasted turkey and
sweet potatoes but Chinese food? On Christmas Eve I saw that my mother had outdone
herself in creating a strange menu. She was pulling black veins out of the backs of fleshy
prawns. The kitchen was littered with appalling mounds of raw food: A slimy rock cod with
bulging eyes that pleaded not to be thrown into a pan of hot oil. Tofu, which looked like
stacked wedges of rubbery white sponges. A bowl soaking dried fungus back to life. A plate of
squid, their backs crisscrossed with knife markings so they resembled bicycle tires.

And then they arrived -- the minister’s family and all my relatives in a clamor of doorbells
and rumpled Christmas packages. Robert grunted hello, and I pretended he was not worthy of
existence. Dinner threw me deeper into despair. My relatives licked the ends of their
chopsticks and reached across the table, dipping them into the dozen or so plates of food.
Robert and their family waited patiently for platters to be passed to them. My relatives
murmured with pleasure when my mother brought out the whole steamed fish. Robert
grimaced. Then my father poked his chopsticks just below the fish eye and plucked out the
soft meat. “Amy, your favorite,” he said, offering me the tender fish cheek. I wanted to
disappear. At the end of the meal, my father leaned back and belched loudly, thanking my
mother for her fine cooking. “It’s a polite Chinese custom to show you are satisfied,”
explained my father to our astonished guests. Robert was looking at his plate with a reddened
face. The minister managed to muster up a quiet burp. I was stunned into silence for the rest
of the night. After everyone had gone, my mother said to me. “You want to be the same as
American girls on the outside.” She handed me an early gift. It was a miniskirt in beige tweed.
“But in side you must always be Chinese. You must be proud you are different. Your only
shame is to have shame.” And even though I didn’t agree with her then, I knew that she
understood how much I had suffered during the evening’s dinner. It wasn’t until many years
later -- long after I had gotten over my crush on Robert -- that I was able to fully appreciate
her lesson and the true purpose behind our particular menu. For Christmas Eve that year, she
had chosen all my favorite foods.



