
Adjustments

Camila Brooks

I sit on the polished wooden floors of my new home in Las Vegas and stare
at the crumbling rock walls where columns and windows arch fifteen feet high.
The white-gold chandelier hangs from the ceiling and the crystals glisten like dia-
monds. The modern fireplace screams to be lit. Outside, squirrels climb up the
tropical palm trees, as the smell of fresh wood fills the air. Cascades of water tum-
ble into the pool, as if each drop were competing for our undivided attention. The
pool extends 40 feet and borders the rocky bar and high stools within it. It is the
American dream, a house most kids would covet. However, it isn’t my real home.

When I was ten years old, my family and I moved from Buenos Aires to Las
Vegas so my sister and I could get a better education. Even at that young age, all
I could sense was the opportunity for loneliness. I close my eyes as my memories
come to life. I walk outside where there are sounds I don’t recognize, words I
can’t understand, and a culture I can’t grasp. The images of Christmas Eve at the
dinner table at my home in Argentina linger in my head. I can no longer hear the
squeaky voices of my little cousins crying and begging for my attention. Instead,
an unknown language and complicated English grammar rules penetrate my ears.
The aroma of freshly-baked, homemade Argentinian Milanesa is no longer pres-
ent. Now, the unfamiliar smell of store-bought, microwavable food haunts me.
My sister and I take out assorted vegetables, and we realize they’re pre-cut, pre-
washed, and ready to eat. “Wow,” Nicole says; “It only takes three minutes in the
microwave, and it’s ready to eat. Cool.”  But the thought of not cooking lunch
together as a family lingers in my head for a moment. Were we just supposed to
sit down and eat? I was so used to helping my family prepare homemade
Argentinian meals that the convenience of eating pre-made food made me feel
less at home. It was another reminder that everything was about to change.

“I wanted everything to remain the same” (1), confesses writer André
Aciman in his essay “Shadow Cities.” As an exile from Alexandria, Egypt,
Aciman moves to New York and finds an unlikely refuge in New York City’s
Straus Park: “Not that Straus Park was such a wonderful place to begin with. Its
wooden benches were dirty, rotting, and perennially littered with pigeon drop-
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pings” (1). However, for Aciman, Straus Park is a place that reminds him of his
home and the memories he experienced back in Alexandria. Aciman tries to cope
with change when he finds out that the only place he feels most at home in the
city, Straus Park, is set to be destroyed. As an exile, he “wanted to rescue things
everywhere, as though by restoring them here I might restore them elsewhere as
well” (2). The imminent destruction of Straus Park makes Aciman feel powerless
and helpless, which initially seemed analogous to the way I felt when I was told
that I had to give up Argentina. However, Aciman didn’t have a choice in mov-
ing; he was an exile, forced to flee his home, with no say in his future. It was a
life or death situation. On the other hand, my family left Argentina for a better
future. We did have a choice. We weren’t running away from a harsh life; we were
just moving on to find a better one. I wasn’t an exile who, according to Aciman,
“reads change the way he reads time, memory, self, love, fear, beauty: in the key
of loss” (3). I wasn’t obliged to move because of political unrest; I was an immi-
grant. So why did I feel like my situation was as bad as Aciman’s?  If my family
had made the decision to move, why did I feel like I had no say in our future?
Well, it was my family’s choice, not mine. Whether the decision was for better or
worse didn’t make a difference to me. I just wanted to stay in Argentina. It
seemed as though moving to a better school was all that mattered to my parents,
and losing all my friends and the things that made me happy weren’t taken into
consideration.

Living in the United States is like living in an ocean—an ocean that’s full of
opportunities and options, a place where all fish are welcome and can swim wher-
ever they want. Except for us, the immigrants. We’re the only fish without gills.
Because we lack the physiological characteristics necessary to breathe, we’re
obliged to adapt. Because we fear drowning, we’re forced to assimilate. Those
who have never left their home don’t understand what it means to assimilate. One
doesn’t understand what it means to acquire and earn your gills. It’s an ambiguous
concept, and sometimes no effort is made to understand our situation. It’s hard
to understand what it feels like to sit in a cafeteria full of kids whose only worry
is finishing their lunch on time, when the only thought on your mind is remem-
bering how to pronounce words like “knife” and “spoon.” Often, people judge you
because you look different or speak differently. Or even worse, sometimes, no
effort is made to acknowledge your presence, so you become invisible. Kids will
ignore you in the cafeteria; they’ll see that you’re new and sitting alone, but they’ll
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walk right past you because they think that getting to know you would be a waste
of time. Why would they want to talk to the girl with the weird accent? You’re
not a person anymore; you’re just an immigrant.

On the bad days, I would sit outside and inhale the dry, unfamiliar air until
I got a feeling of nostalgia. My mind wandered to sweet memories of Buenos
Aires: hopscotch, jump rope, colorful chalk. No movies, no computers, or any
sort of technology would keep us indoors. Every morning, my sister and I raced
to our front yard, my mother pacing behind us, begging us to put on sunscreen.
We picked off little stones from the neighbor’s yard, drew squares with the white
chalk and traced the numbers with the pink chalk. It was our own system, our
own form of entertainment. We wrote our own stories and invented games we
knew no one could take away from us. Then time passed, and hopscotch wasn’t
fun anymore, yet we knew we’d always have our yard, the pebbles, and the chalk;
we knew we’d always have our game, and we knew we’d always have our home.

However, our new home was nothing like our real one. It was like living in
a bubble. At school, every classroom had a laptop cart and a projector. Instead of
taking notes on paper and color coding it with highlighters, kids used iPhones to
take pictures of the board. Everyone walked around with their eyes glued on their
phones, as if they were part of a virtual world that didn’t even exist in my real
home. In her essay “The Letter,” Sherry Turkle describes the idea that technology
is disconnecting us from reality. Turkle recalls writing detailed letters to her
mother that brought her closure and connection when she was away in college.
Turkle explains that now, instead of writing letters, she’s talking to her daughter
via Skype. She says that the use of these technologies creates a sense of discon-
nection between her and her daughter; “Is this breeziness about our relationship
or about our media?” (298). I was used to learning the old-fashioned way, and the
use of technology created a disconnect from the reality I was used to. I wasn’t
used to the virtual world that everyone else was so accustomed to to in Las Vegas.
The globalized environment where teachers taught by playing videos and project-
ing textbooks was unfamiliar to me. It was a new type of “innovative” learning.
And yes, it was beneficial. We had our own calculators that made modifying
algorithms much easier. Instead of wasting time writing down simple equations,
we relied on calculators to solve simple math, so we could move onto more chal-
lenging problems. In a few months, I had learned more math than I had during
ten years in Argentina. Test grades were given back a day after we had taken
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them, and the Scantron system allowed us to learn from our mistakes, without
any waiting at all. In just a few months, my learning was expanding, and my edu-
cation was improving. While I missed the old-fashioned chalk boards and heavy
textbooks, part of me knew that this was a good opportunity. I knew it was the
path to a brighter future. However, the more adapted I felt, the more I felt like I
was losing myself. How was I supposed to coexist between two worlds without
losing my identity?

Eva Hoffman would probably describe this feeling of losing one’s identity as
a “notion of such crushing, definitive finality that to me it might as well mean the
end of the world” (176). In her essay “Lost in Translation,” she describes her trau-
matic yet different experience of moving from Poland to North America.
Hoffman describes the shift of culture and identity as a “translation” of things
that are both lost and gained. When she recalls her memories from Europe, she
describes her nostalgia as a “feeling whose shades and degrees I’m destined to
know intimately, but at this hovering moment, it comes upon me like a visitation
from a whole new geography of emotions, an annunciation of how much an
absence can hurt” (176). Immigrants witness a sense of absence that no material
object can fill. There’s this empty space in our lives that can only be filled by our
real home. But going back is not an option. So, we try to turn an unfamiliar place
into a familiar place, and we do this over the course of time. We move away from
the negativity and open ourselves up to the opportunities in front of us. We real-
ize that change doesn’t have to be bad, if we don’t want it to. We realize that we
can also gain things from change. So we take advantage of the chance for a better
education and the chance to discover a new culture. With time, we realize that
it’s not about changing who we are so that we can be accepted. We realize that
assimilation isn’t about conforming to the stereotype, but instead, adjusting to it.
It’s about learning to accept and assume change for the better.  

For Aciman, Straus Park served as a portal to his global citizenship:
“Depending on where I sat, or on which corner I moved to within the park, I
could be in any four to five countries” (3). Finding such a meaningful place is
almost impossible, yet Aciman had managed to find the place that made him feel
most at home, that represented a composite of his past. I haven’t found my Straus
Park just yet. But I’m not finished looking.
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