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Homeland Insecurity
Ria Tobaccowala
will matriculate at Harvard University/ attended the University of Chicago Lab Schools

Tornadoes have the horrific ability to disrupt and rearrange everything. Two years ago, a tornado struck my life and made me reexamine myself, question my country and almost give up my passion.

In the burnt yellow cornfields of the Prairie State, I gazed at the world through a 50 mm lens. An array of electrical towers stood tall in the moribund monotony of cornhusks. Click. This seemed to be the exact abstraction my assignment demanded. Hoping for a little beginner's luck, my index finger made final contact and the shutter winked.

The night after the photography venture, a detective called my home. He identified us by our license plate number and needed to know why, in his words, a girl of Middle Eastern descent was taking pictures of electrical towers. Unaware I had broken any unstated laws about creating art in a cornfield, I explained the photography class and my non-Middle Eastern heritage, hoping to appease any doubts the officer had about me. 

The next day, our cleaning lady heard a persistent knocking above the din vacuum cleaner. At the door was an armed FBI agent from the counterterrorism network. Worried whether he was going to deport her to Poland, she opened the door and the agent took a walk around the house, gave his business card, and finally asked if only an Indian family of four lived in the household and nobody else. Satisfied with her reply and his unwarranted search, the agent dropped my case and departed to investigate his next "suspect." 

Myriad questions and feelings of distrust plagued my mind. Dust had collected on my camera since it was exiled to a closet. I wondered how this device of metal, mirrors and glass prisms could instigate a federal investigation of terrorism. How could anyone suspect that I was a terrorist? So I'm brown with an unusual foreign last name and was taking pictures in the mixture of cornfields and electrical towers, but terrorism was not one of my weekend hobbies. Frustration rose within my body like mercury. How could America, my country, treat me like a forbidden alien?

The moving walkway of life carried me away from the incident and forward to the future. Support from my photography teacher, school officials, friends, and family rekindled my passion for photography. 

After a bad first experience with photography in the cornfields, now as I peer through the lens, the world looks different. Initially all the colors had blended together and I couldn't understand this situation, but at this moment, I see all the hues distinctly. I see the three perspectives of the FBI agent, the electrical company employee who made the initial report and my venture in the fields. Through rose-colored spectacles, I saw art in the corn and electrical towers as a sublime union between nature and man. The employee observed a girl standing in the middle of a cornfield taking pictures of electrical machinery, and the dutiful agent followed up on a report in order to protect America.

Today, I believe seeing life from alternate angles and other peoples' points of view is critical in our world. All of us saw the scene with a different perspective, like every photographer views the world through her own unique lens.



Starstruck
Kelsey Andersen
will matriculate at Mount Holyoke College/ attended North Shore Country Day School

One may gaze at the stars to marvel at the romance of one shooting across the sky, to illustrate a tale through a constellation, or to study the hydrogen and helium composition of the spectacle. Someone else might wonder at the possibility of life on other planets beyond our reach or of the infinite realm of scientific exploration available to us. I, however, prefer to inspect the finiteness of our own existence. Just as the smallest creatures observe the foreboding beings that walk above them, I realize our defined scope in life. The stars can represent our limits as much as they are associated with the limitless.

When looking up at the stars, I am reminded of the precious time one is given and with which he or she has a choice to make a meaningful contribution. Even the slightest act can make a difference, and one must be cautious that it is not destructive. This is what the stars tell me. The vast blackness is dotted with their brilliance, just as our lifeline is marked by our achievements, contributions, and connections to others. I prefer to see the stars symbolically, rather than scientifically. As the shooting star sweeps the sky and disappears into oblivion, a child cries for the first time and the elderly and sick cry for their last. These fleeting moments can have profound significance.

In a stressful moment, I choose to glance up at the sky. In this, I can find peace as I realize the insignificance of my worry. I feel my lonesome smallness, but also that which ties me to the larger world. In wide-open landscapes, among the tall grasses of the Midwest prairie, or the sand dunes of the East, and the cool waters of the shared oceans, the stars shine clear; their message reaches me. I am reminded of the love I have for my family as well as my connection to my fellow man. Staring into the expanse of the sky and in my peripheral vision, I can take in my immediate surroundings where I grasp the meaning of time, its beginnings and ends, and that which is continuous. My concern is then but a blink, and my life a flicker in the greater universe. My thoughts turn to the more important ideas in life, of my loves ones, my good fortune and how I could possibly better that of my fellow neighbor. 

I do not feel disconnected looking into the darkness, but more united with my brother and sister here on Earth. I think of the stranger I have not yet had the opportunity to meet, and what might be the circumstance of our encounter. I sense our commonalities more than our differences. One culture is not upside down and the other right side up, one progressive and another backward. We share the guilt and the praise for what has been done during our time, the time before, and the time to come. The interconnectedness of generations and cultures is prevalent in my thoughts as I look up at the stars.

I am not overwhelmed by the immensity of the night sky nor of its ominous associations, but rather overwhelmed by the wondrous life I have been afforded, and of the endless opportunities I shall find to leave my own lasting mark. Whether it be a personal gesture of kindness or a more organized act of humanity, I look to the stars to remind myself of my goals.

I think of my ancestors' spirits sprinkled amongst the stars as the Native Americans do, and of my own descendants who someday may think of me, their great-grandmother. I look to the stars for an understanding and awareness of myself and others. Stars can shine on the path of my quest in life, my purpose, showing me how I fit into the constellation of society and how I shall shape it as I journey. 

