Choosing Passion: Life is Exactly What You Make It 
When I first heard the word “mediocre,” my  mom used it to describe her career as an oboist in the school orchestra. “I was mediocre,” she said, “not bad, but not passionate.” Mediocre. I liked the word because it sounded like tapioca pudding or that vegetable they serve down south, but mostly I liked it because it sounded like me. Life wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t passionate about anything. I remember thinking to myself that it was too bad I was only mediocre at life because if I were passionate about something I might do some real good. But mediocre people never change the world. This was my philosophy for most of my growing up. People who were born in average homes, to average families had no hope or need of living anything more than an average, mediocre life. I enjoyed being mediocre. Until last month. 

I went to my brother’s junior high orchestra concert, and in between the two nice but rather average orchestras, one girl performed Mendelssohn’s Concerto in E Minor. I am a very mediocre musician, but I know what good music sounds like and I sat quietly, listening, completely entranced by this amazing musician. She was only in ninth grade, but already she was far ahead of most musicians my age. She stood in front of the auditorium, only half-filled with parents and young children, as if she were playing in Carnegie Hall. She had such a presence and played with such joy that when she finished the final crescendo, I stood and applauded not only her masterful performance, but her passion for music. 

“What kind of thoughts,” I asked, turning to my friend, “ run around in her head, because her brain obviously doesn’t work like mine.” As soon as I said it, I realized how stupid it sounded. Of course her brain worked like mine; talented or not we were both human beings. We were both born unable to speak or walk or change the world. We were perhaps raised in very different homes with different opportunities, but each day we both woke up on Mother Earth with the same choice; we each had to choose how we would change our world. 

I no longer choose to live a mediocre life. I have yet to sing on Broadway or change any national laws, but I choose to live life with passion. Every morning when I wake up, it’s like being born all over again; I am an equal with every person, I have no reputation to uphold, no past to weigh me down. But if I used my first breath to curse today, then I am choosing to live a mediocre life. Instead, I am passionate about living every new moment. Passion is not given, like fairy’s blessings, to baby princesses and future Olympiads. It’s chosen by young violinists and mediocre girls like me. –by Mallory F. Hales
The Beauty of Contrast


Almost every day I encounter prejudice; usually it is subtle, but occasionally it is more obvious. I have endured judgmental stares, and I have overheard rude comments. I’ve felt uncomfortable in my own skin. I have sat by myself and questioned my sense of reality—could I be imagining these things? I’ve tried hard not to become angry and defensive, because I am not an angry person. I am a seventeen year old Caucasian girl living in America, and this I believe: One of the greatest tragedies of this country is that we have not fully embraced the idea of equality. 


My perceived discrimination is not because I am female. I am not disabled in any way, and I am not a minority. No, I am not looked down upon because of race or sex or any feature with which I was born. I have been in an interracial relationship for over two and a half years. My boyfriend, Yusuf, and I are not blinded by the color of the other’s skin. Sometimes I comment on the way our hands look when they are intertwined, pointing out the beauty in the contrast. We often discuss our backgrounds and share our cultures, careful not to let our differences become barriers in our relationship. Rising above outside judgment, however, has proven to be an ongoing and often difficult task. 


When I started dating Yusuf, my parents worried. They are extremely open-minded individuals, and they have always taught me to accept all people without regard to race. They had, however, witnessed the baggage that comes with interracial relationships. My mother’s best friend, Kay, and her white husband, Brad, had recently come back from a trip down South with stories of scornful looks and disrespectful words. Kay had even been accused of kidnapping, when a woman in a supermarket saw her light-skinned children and couldn’t believe that they were the offspring of a black woman. 

My mother did not want me or Yusuf to deal with such narrow-mindedness and contempt, and I don’t blame her. I was not afraid, though. I knew that nothing would ever change if people were too afraid to follow their hearts and love who they wanted to love. Today, I feel a bittersweet happiness. It breaks my heart to know that Yusuf experiences prejudice in a way that I will never fully understand, but sharing the past two and a half years with him has been a blessing. My extended family still does not know about our relationship, because, like much of America, they do not approve of racial mingling. It is my hope that people will someday learn to accept each other, even if they cannot understand each other. I believe in equality. –Name withheld
