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FROM THE EDITOR

Outside. 

It is just as much a feeling as it is a physical location. We can 
be in a room full of people and still feel a world away, and we 
sometimes spend our whole lives trying to feel like we belong.
 
Likewise, immigrants come to this country looking for accep-
tance, but they are oft en met with suspicion and distrust in-
stead.
 
We may have opened our doors to them, but in many ways, 
they’re still outside.
 
Th e individuals and families featured in this book came from 
diff erent places – Poland, Togo, Korea, India and Bosnia, to 
name a few.  
 
When they fi rst set foot in Chicago, they were searching for 
diff erent things. Some of them wanted to further their educa-
tion or fi nd better job opportunities. For others, it was simply 
to escape the crime, instability and stagnation in their home 
countries. For many, it was both.
 
But in the end, they all found something even bigger in Chica-
go worth staying for: a career, a family, a business, a soul mate 
– the community ties that bind us all together in a city where 
no one is ever truly an outsider.
 
Th is book is about the people who came to Chicago as im-
migrants but have become our neighbors, co-workers, friends 
and family.
 
It is about the people who are Chicagoans in every sense of the 
word, and belong here just as much as we do.

Nidhi Madhavan
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Since the evening of Justynaʼs tragic 
accident, fresh  owers can always be 
found on the pole of a traf c signal at 
the intersection of Illinois Street and 
Columbus Drive. 

STORY BY JESSICA LODZINSKI

PHOTOS BY JAVIER LLORENTE

Preserving Memories

Malgorzata Palka sits at her desk reading 
the news online from Germany, Poland and 
Chicago. It is 5 a.m. She drinks her daily cup 
of coff ee and her mind drift s from what she 
is reading.

She envisions her daughter’s young and 
happy face, laughing and talking inaudibly 
– her hair is styled in a short blond bob, her 
blue eyes twinkle, and she is wearing jeans 
with a black and white sequined shirt. Th en 
Malgorzata recalls that day in 2011 when 
her life changed so unexpectedly.

On Tuesday, May 3, Malgorzata called 
her daughter, Justyna, off ering to pick her up 
from work. Justyna had to stay late that eve-
ning, so Malgorzata and her husband, Dan 
Sobol, decided to go out to dinner.

At 6:52 p.m. Malgorzata looked at her 
phone and noticed a missed call and mes-
sage from Justyna, saying she would walk 
home from the advertising fi rm Ogilvy & 
Mather, where she worked as an art director.

At about 6:50 p.m. Justyna, 26, was cross-
ing North Columbus Drive on a green light, 
when a tour bus, turning right, ran her over.

Malgorzata found out about Justyna’s ac-
cident aft er she and her husband had arrived 
home. Th ey received a call from Tomasz Pal-
ka, her second son, “Mom, Justyna had an 
accident,” – calling his younger sister by her 
nickname.

Malgorzata and Dan rushed to the hospi-
tal, but it was too late.

Justyna was pronounced dead at North-
western Memorial Hospital at 7:04 p.m.

“She was preparing for the rest of her life. 

POLAND
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(ABOVE) Malgorzata looks upon a picture of her daughter. The tattoo on her wrist is Justynaʼs self-designed logo. (RIGHT) Malgorzata poses in front of a portrait of Justyna, painted by Polish artist Roman Zakrzewski in 2012.

“She was so young and she left  everything,” Malgorzata said 
with tears in her eyes, sitting in Justyna’s apartment fi ve years 
aft er the accident. Interviews were translated from Polish for 
the purpose of this story.

“I was always very cheerful, but now I’m thrown off  since the 
tragedy. I don’t know what to do with myself,” Malgorzata said.

Th e loss of her daughter has left  Malgorzata in search of a 
new meaning to life. She said she has always done everything 
for the benefi t of her children, Sebastian, 37, Tomasz, 36, and 
Justyna, who would be 31. Th at is what motivates her in trying 
to keep Justyna’s memory alive: through publishing a book in 
her name, establishing a company to produce her designs and 
dedicating her life to telling the world Justyna’s story.

Devout Mother
Malgorzata has overcome many obstacles throughout her life, 

but she said she is like “kot Filemon, który chadzał własnymi 
ścieżkami” – referring to a Polish animated cartoon from the 
1970s, “who trod her own paths.”

Malgorzata, 58, was born in Krakow, Poland, and met her 
fi rst husband, Ludwik, in high school. Th ey were married aft er 
graduation and had three children.

Aft er World War II and until 1989, Poland was communist 
and Malgorzata described it as “gray, divided and sad.”

Political and social protests against Soviet Union control 
made everyone afraid and many emigrated from Poland.

“I wanted to leave too. What was I going to do? You can’t 
rebuild Poland on your own,” she said. 

Aft er the Chernobyl nuclear accident in Ukraine – about 560 
miles from the family’s home – Malgorzata and Ludwik decided 
to move to Dortmund, Germany in 1986.

Justyna was oft en ill in her childhood. Since the side eff ects 
and impact of the nuclear explosion were unknown, the family 
moved in part to protect their daughter.

“We wanted the best for our children,” Malgorzata said.
Th e move to Germany was diffi  cult – a new language, life-

style, culture and political system. 
As her children learned German, so did Malgorzata. She was 

involved in the community, their schools and swim club.
“I did everything to always be with my kids,” Malgorzata 

said. “We traveled oft en to the United States and had many ad-
ventures together.”

Her oldest son, Sebastian, who owns an advertising company 
in Germany, wrote in an email interview that their childhood 
was “wonderful.”

“We didn’t miss anything, although we didn’t have much 
money,” he said. “My mom always forced us to be better than 
good, to be creative and to achieve our goals.”
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Coming to Chicago
In the 1990s, Malgorzata’s mother, Helena, moved to Chica-

go. When Helena became ill, Malgorzata visited her for a few 
months each year between 1999 and 2005.

Malgorzata met her current husband, Dan, by chance in Chi-
cago in 2003.

“I had never planned to live in Chicago. But I met Daniel and 
helped him plan his family reunion. Th ere was never any talk 
of divorce or plans together for the future. But we fell in love,” 
Malgorzata said.

She was married to Ludwik, her fi rst husband, for 27 years 
and said, “We were young. People 
change much diff erently in their 
adult lives – diff erent dreams, 
goals.” 

She left  everything to Ludwik in 
the divorce, “in order to completely 
start over” in Chicago. 

Malgorzata and Dan married 
on May 5, 2007, aft er obtaining her 
fi ancee visa, which required matri-
mony within 90 days in the U.S.

In 2008, Malgorzata was diag-
nosed with breast cancer, which 
required immediate surgery and 
14 months of chemotherapy. Mal-
gorzata’s dreams of “spreading her 
wings” or fi nding a new path to life 
were put on hold.

Th en Malgorzata’s mother 
passed away in April 2008.

By 2005, Justyna had already moved to Chicago and began 
studying visual communication at the School of the Art Insti-
tute. She was known as one of the best students of her graduat-
ing class.

Justyna and Malgorzata spent a lot of time together during 
those diffi  cult years. She helped her daughter with school proj-
ects. Malgorzata was always the helping hand in last-minute art 
supply runs to the store.

She would pick her daughter up from school and drop her 
off , although classes were a short walk from home.

“I loved those drives home from school,” Malgorzata said. 
“Justyna was always so excited to talk about a new project or 
something that had happened in class or about her friends.”

In 2006, Justyna wrote an essay in which she said, “I pledge 
allegiance to my beloved family; to my parents whose uncondi-
tional love and support allowed me to make mistakes, to learn 
and grow from these mistakes, and to fi nd my identity; … to my 
mother who tells me every day always to shoot for the moon, 
and whom I can call in the middle of the night, when I feel the 
need to talk.”

A Life Cut Short
Justyna’s tragedy broke Malgorzata’s heart.

“What am I supposed to do?” she cried.
Th e family fi led and settled a lawsuit for $6.75 million against 

the tour bus company.
Th e driver, who struck and killed Justyna, tested positive for 

cocaine at a hospital aft er the accident and later pleaded guilty 
to aggravated driving under the infl uence. He was sentenced to 
14 years in prison for Justyna’s death.

“I miss her every day,” said Justyna’s oldest brother in a writ-
ten statement. “It’s like a part of your life and possible experi-
ences have been taken from you. I will never be able to work, 
laugh, argue and dance with her again.”

Preserving Her Memory
Th e family’s legal headaches were settled in late 2013, more 

than two years aft er Justyna’s death.
During this time, Malgorzata wrote a book about her daugh-

ter fi lled with memories, Justyna’s essays and artwork, poems 
and notes from past professors, mentors, friends and family.

She Simply Disappeared is titled aft er a quotation in Justy-
na’s project about her great-grandmother’s arrest and survival 
in Auschwitz.

“It was a way to create a record of Justyna’s life for our family. 
It was also a way to help me cope with losing her,” Malgorzata 
said.

Th e book is self-published in English, German and Polish, 
and was released in celebration of Justyna’s 30th birthday in 
February 2015.

“At fi rst I would sob every time I attempted to put together 
the book’s material. But with each passing day it became a little 
easier and I found true meaning in it,” Malgorzata said.

Sebastian described his mother as restless. 
“She is always in a hurry and there is always one more thing 

to do,” he said. “I help her a lot with the projects and I hope it 
helps her to deal with the loss.”

Malgorzata, Sebastian, Tomasz and Ludwik founded Justyna 
Palka Designs to produce products based on Justyna’s work. All 
the funds from the company go to the Justyna Palka Memori-
al Scholarship Fund, established by Ogilvy & Mather and the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago. Four scholarships have 
been awarded thus far.

“When we forget history we can’t go into the future,” said 
Justyna’s brother, Tomasz, in a written statement. “Justyna is a 
part of our history and she always will be a part of our future.”

Malgorzata has dedicated her life to spreading Justyna’s work 
and story to the world. In three countries, she has organized ex-
hibits, presentations, concerts, TV and radio appearances, and 
annual birthday celebrations to honor her daughter.

“Justyna couldn’t have had a better mother,” said Dan, Mal-
gorzata’s husband, an investment counselor at a downtown fi rm. 
“She was smart, creative and brilliant. And she got all of that 
from her mother.”

“I’m doing what she should be doing herself,” Malgorzata 
said. “She is always on my mind. It’s not possible for me to for-
get her even for a moment. I miss her so much. And I just want 
to save her from oblivion.” 

“I had never 
planned to live 
in Chicago. But 

I met Daniel 
and helped him 
plan his family 
reunion. There 
was never any 
talk of divorce 

or plans to-
gether for the 
future. But we 
fell in love”
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In memory of her daughter, She Simply Dis-
appeared was self-published by Malgorzata 

in English, Polish and German.





Martinez spends about fourty hours a 
week working in the kitchen as a chef 
and prep cook for a local resturant. 

STORY BY KRISTEN TORRES

PHOTOS BY BREANA DROZD

No American Dream

It was shaping up to be a regular Wednes-
day morning for Maria Martinez. 

She woke up at 5 a.m., made breakfast 
for her six children and grandchildren, and 
boarded the 7 a.m. bus from her home in 
West Rogers Park to her job at a fast food 
restaurant in Evanston.

At 9 a.m. Maria saw her husband knock-
ing on the door of the unopened restau-
rant. She immediately knew something was 
wrong - the familiar sound of knives chop-
ping fresh vegetables suddenly faded into 
the background. 

“At fi rst I thought he was just surprising 
me,” Maria said in Spanish to a translator. 
“But somehow I just knew – it was my son; 
something bad had happened to Gio.”

Giovanni Salgado, 21, was one of Maria’s 
three sons. He was involved in a gang that 
operates in Chicago’s Rogers Park neighbor-
hood, and was shot in the heart by a rival 
gang member while at a party on January 19. 

Salgado was found sitting in the pas-
senger seat of a car in the 6800 block of 
North Ridge around 11:50 p.m. He was pro-
nounced dead on the scene at 12:01 a.m., 
according to police reports.

“It’s devastating,” Maria said. “He’s my 
son. He was only 21-years-old and they’ve 
killed him. I hoped for a better life for him 
here and he got the opposite.”

Maria’s hopes for a transformative “Amer-
ican Dream” did not pan out as she had ex-
pected. At age 45, Maria still doesn’t have 
the paperwork necessary for her to live in 
the United States, and struggles to support 
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her six children and two grandchildren 
who all rely on her. 

“I thought this country was going to be 
as hopeful and fruitful as everyone talked 
about back home,” Maria said. “But it isn’t 
like that. Th ings are still very, very hard.”

Maria was 22 when she illegally 
crossed the Mexican-American border in 
1993.

“My husband paid a coyote to sneak 
my three oldest children and myself over 
the Tijuana border and into California,” 
Maria said. “We hid underneath the bed 
of a pickup truck and didn’t move until 
we had reached our destination.”

With just the clothes on their backs, 
Maria and her children set off  on the 
three day trip that so many immigrants 
before them had endured. 

For Mexican citizens, coyotes – hu-
man smugglers – typically charge any-
where from $2,000 to $5,000 per person. 
Th e illegal business brings in about $6.6 
billion a year for smugglers along Latin 
American routes to the U.S., according to 
a United Nations report.

Th e fees go toward paying off  cor-
rupt government offi  cials, border patrol 
agents and the drug cartels that own the 
routes that coyotes frequently take.

At the time, Maria hoped for the 
promise of a new life in America.

“Poverty in Mexico is really hard and 
really sad,” Maria said. “We suff ered a lot. 
On a good day all we had to eat were tor-
tillas with salt and beans – we rarely ever 
had a taste of meat.”

One of Maria’s children who jour-
neyed over the border with her went back 
to Mexico shortly aft er their arrival in the 
U.S. 

“My ex-husband didn’t want my son 
for some reason. He would play favorites 
and my son never got any money or food, 
so he decided to go back to Mexico and 
live with his grandparents where they 
would care for him,” Maria said.

Aft er crossing through California, 
Maria, her ex-husband, and three chil-
dren settled in Chicago. Maria has lived 
in Rogers Park throughout her stay in the 
country, and has since remarried and had 
four more children.

“My ex-husband mistreated me, so 
I left  him in 1996,” Maria said. “I came 
to America to work and to lift  my kids 
above the poverty line so they wouldn’t 

have to go through what I did at their age. 
We don’t live anywhere fancy now, but we 
have money for rent and our bills.”

Maria shares a two-bedroom apart-
ment with her new husband, her three 
youngest children, three of her grand-
children and a puppy named Toby.

Life at Home
“Come here Natalia,” Maria said, beck-

oning over her 10-year-old granddaugh-
ter.

 As Natalie jumped down from the 
living room bed and up to her grand-
mother’s side, she said, in a distinctly 
dismissive tone: “Don’t call me Natalia 
grandma, it makes me sound paisa.”

“Paisa” is a term that typically conjures 
up images of Mexican individuals from 

the impoverished countryside with cow-
boy hats and traditional clothing. Barely 
through elementary school, Natalie is al-
ready trying to shed her Mexican identity.

But the family’s apartment, adorned 
with Mexican fl ags, tells a diff erent story.

Th e apartment, located on the far west 
side of Rogers Park, barely fi ts its eight 
occupants comfortably. Maria and her 
husband have their own room towards 
the back of the house, while her eldest 
daughter and her three children occupy 
the other. Maria’s three children share a 
queen size bed in the living area.

“My mom is nice, she be working hard 
for us,” Jose Martinez, 14, Maria’s young-
est son, said. “But living with so many 
people is irritating – it gets me so mad. 
When my friends come over we hang out 
in the stairs because living with so many 
little kids is so annoying.”

Jose is one of Maria’s few children 
that aren’t involved in some capacity 
with gang activity in the city. Two of her 
daughters have children whose fathers 
are both involved in gangs.

“I tell them to stop and to cut ties with 
those men but what can I do?” Maria said. 
“My life…all I do is work. I work and I 
come home, that’s it. Th ey’re old enough 
to make their own decisions.”

One of Maria’s daughters, 19, attends 
Truman College, while her other two 
children attend Sullivan High School in 
Rogers Park. Maria has no idea what her 
daughter in college is studying, and hasn’t 
seen her in a few days.

“Right now she’s with her boyfriend 
– he lives south of the city,” Maria said. 
“I’m always working and when I’m here 
she’s with her boyfriend so we rarely cross 
paths.”

What Maria lacks in presence is made 
up for with respect. Like most tradition-
al Hispanic families, the matriarch is the 
supreme authority when the father is not 
home. Her children are obedient, and do 
everything she asks of them without hes-
itation.

“Gio never listened,” Natalie said, ref-
erencing Maria’s deceased son. “Grandma 
would tell him to throw out the trash and 
he wouldn’t. He was barely home and was 
the only one who ignored what grandma 
asked.”

Life at Work
When Maria fi rst arrived in Chicago 

in the 1990s, a family member helped her 
secure a job at a now-closed Burger King. 
She’s been working her current job as a 
line cook for 11 years. 

“Maria is one of the hardest working 
people I’ve worked with during my time 
at [Here],” her manager said. His name 
and restaurant have been left  out because 
of Maria’s illegal immigrant status.

“She works 40 hours every week – 
overtime if she can sneak it in without me 
realizing. I know she struggles to make 
ends meet but she’s always here, 8 a.m. 
to 10 p.m. Monday through Th ursday, al-
ways upbeat and smiling.” 

When she started working at her cur-
rent job, Maria was getting paid $7.50 an 
hour and has since had her pay increased 
to $11.23.

But that is nowhere near enough. Ac-
cording to the Living Wage Calculator, a 
project of the Department of Urban Stud-
ies and Planning at the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology, a single parent with 
one child would need $22.78 per hour to 

“I thought this country 
was going to be as hope-
ful and fruitful as every-
one talked about back 

home,” Maria said. “But 
it isnʼt like that. Things 

are still very, very hard.”
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Martinezʼs home is decorated with Mexican 
memorabilia and hand drawn pictures done 

by her grandchildren. Eight people occupy the 
two bedroom apartment in the west Rogers 

Park neighborhood.



meet their basic budget needs in Chicago. 
Maria, however, is grateful.
“I have a job here and that is more than I can 

say for people back in my hometown. I didn’t have 
money for shoes or clothes in Mexico, and now I 
can provide all of my children with those things.”

Many immigrants who cross the border into the 
United States illegally simply just don’t know how 
to maneuver through the immigration system.

Maria simply has no idea how to begin the pro-
cess to gain citizenship.

“I don’t know how to get papers for myself,” 
Maria said. “I want to bring my parents and my 
son who left  back from Mexico but I don’t even 
know how to do that.”

According to the American Immigration 
Council, there is no ‘regular’ channel that undoc-
umented immigrants can wait in to obtain a green 
card. Most immigrants don’t have the necessary 
family ties to apply for legal entry and an even 
larger number don’t qualify as refugees, regardless 
of the widespread poverty in their home countries. 

Still, Maria sends her parents money every 
month with hopes that they too will rise above the 
poverty they face in her hometown of Guerrero. 

“I wish I had a way to bring my parents over,” 
Maria said. “But for now, I’ll just keep working and 
hoping that we continue to create a better life for 
ourselves while we’re here.”







Justin West works as a special education 
teacherʼs assistant at New Field Primary 
School, which is located 1707 W. Morse 
Ave. in the Rogers Park neighborhood.

STORY BY WILLIAM TOLAN

PHOTOS BY SERGIO VALENZUELA

The Lottery Winner

It was Justin West’s 33rd birthday when 
he won the lottery that would change his life.

West was an English teacher in Togo, a 
country located in West Africa. He arrived 
to school in the morning and was told he 
had received a package. Th e moment he saw 
it, he knew he had won. Inside contained the 
forms needed to become a United States cit-
izen, the result of winning the Diversity Visa 
Lottery.

“When my results came, I decided imme-
diately I had to go,” West said. “Teaching in 
Togo wasn’t that fun. Even though you love 
teaching, they were not paying.”

West, now 49, is currently a teacher’s as-
sistant at New Field Primary School in Chi-
cago’s Rogers Park neighborhood. He has 
lived in Chicago since 2000 with his wife 
Stella. West has held a variety of jobs to make 
ends meet including working as a cashier at 
White Hen Pantry, a bagger at Jewel-Osco, a 
truck driver and a parking attendant.

“I came [to Chicago] with an open mind 
to learn quickly about the culture, the peo-
ple and the country,” West said. “All these 
jobs put me in contact with a lot of people, 
which helped [me] feel more at ease and 
achieve these goals.”

Growing up in Togo
Th e son of a soldier and a secre-

tary-turned-hotel owner, West grew up in a 
household consisting of 18 children. His fa-
ther’s military involvement meant his family 
moved from city to city throughout his life.

“[My father] was in the army, so I was 
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In addition to there being three instructional special education classrooms at New Field, the school also has one inclusive special education classroom per grade level (kindergarten to third grade).
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fortunate because he became like a coast guard,” West said. 
“Th ey moved from place to place, so we followed him to every 
city [and] that’s why I know everyone in Togo.”

Th roughout West’s childhood, he moved several times, re-
siding in cities spread throughout the country such as Kanté, 
Kpalimé, Blitta, Badou and Lomé - the capital. As he continued 
to pursue his education, West said he grew interested in the En-
glish language. Th is led to him acquiring a position as a high 
school English teacher when he turned 32 at ITC Assomption 
in Sokodé, a city located in central Togo with a predominantly 

Muslim population.
Before applying for a 

United States Visa, West said 
was waiting for the chance 
to continue his education in 
France. Togo was a French 
colony until it earned its in-
dependence in 1960, and To-
golese citizens oft en move to 
France when they get older 
to pursue careers and further 
their education.

“While I was waiting, the 
job came up,” he said. “Th ey 
wanted to teach English, so I 
didn’t have the opportunity 
to go immediately, so I said 

why not, [I could] practice my English by teaching.”
It was here when West began to learn more about English 

and the United States through the teaching curriculum he used. 
He said that unlike most of his English teachers who would use 
French to speak, he would only speak in English to his students.

“Th at was tough for them, [but] it was easier for me,” West 
said. “I was, you know, speaking and listening to myself too, 
since I didn’t have a lot of opportunities to speak.”

ITC Assomption was a Catholic technical school, according 
to West, which meant he taught lessons concerning subjects like 
life in America, computers and banks.

Teaching in Togo was not always easy for West. In his sec-
ond year of teaching, the teachers launched a strike for seven 
months because they were not being paid.

It was during his third year of teaching that West realized 
it was possible for Togolese citizens to win the Diversity Visa 
Lottery. Th e United States hosts this lottery every year, giving 
the chance for 55,000 immigrants to move to the U.S. West had 
previously entered the lottery in 1994 and 1995 with no luck.

“I lost the hope at some point even before I began teaching,” 
he said. “In my country, the government didn’t allow people to 
leave, so we were thinking they were messing up with the results 
or they didn’t want the results to be published in Togo.”

Entering the Lottery
         West said he went to the Togolese Newspaper Library 

in 1998, which provided archives of past newspapers. While 
reading the previous week’s paper, he noticed there was a reg-
istration form for the lottery. He decided to take a chance and 
bought an issue of the paper from the library. West mailed the 

form on October 1, 1998 - the birthday of his fi ancée, Stella 
Tchekou.

Th e moment West realized winning the lottery was possible 
came when one of his acquaintances won in March 1999, just 
a few months before West got his own results. Even though he 
said he was happy, West chose not to express his emotions and 
even kept the results a secret from Stella until he was on sum-
mer vacation.

“I didn’t want anybody to block my departure,” he said. 
“Most of the people didn’t go. I knew people who won [and] 
they couldn’t travel. Th ere was no celebration. I was happy, but 
I kept it to myself.”

West was able to secure a visa for Stella because applicants 
who win the Diversity Visa Lottery are able to extend the ben-
efi ts to their spouse and children under 21 and unmarried. 
Th ey were legally married in September 1999 and in the Cath-
olic Church in February 2000 before heading out to the United 
States in June of the same year.

“I wasn’t nervous, I don’t know why. I was just happy I’m go-
ing far away,” said Stella West, 42. “For me, I didn’t really think 
once about how it was going to be.”

Once in Chicago, the two found themselves living with a 
family acquaintance in a one bedroom apartment in Uptown. 
One week later, they all moved into a larger apartment in the 
Austin neighborhood before the couple settled on their own in 
Edgewater. Th e move was a change for the positive, according to 
the Wests, who eventually moved to the South Side once Justin 
began working at New Field Primary School.

“Now you’re living what you’ve read about, you know, in 
books,” Justin West said. “Now you can see the Chicago River. 
I had a friend who sent me postcards before that were Chicago 
River, Navy Pier, so now I can see all those things I was seeing 
before.”

Life in Chicago
When they fi rst arrived in Chicago, Stella got a job as a hair 

braider and Justin remained unemployed for three months. He 
said it was diffi  cult to fi nd a job due to his immigrant status 
until a family friend found him a position as a cashier at White 
Hen Pantry in 2000.

“It was challenging. I was speaking English, but I couldn’t 
hear what people were saying because it was so fast and the pro-
nunciation,” he said. “I was brought up with British English, so 
American English was weird.”

With family back home expecting the Wests to send money, 
Justin made the decision to become a truck driver for Schneider 
Trucking in November 2000. Th is job helped bring in a steady 
income for the couple for one year, but it also led to hardship 
as by this time, they were the parents of a baby boy named Em-
manuel. West would oft en travel across the U.S. and sometimes 
into Canada for three week periods with only three day breaks 
back home.

“I came home once and my son wouldn’t even recognize me. 
He was scared of me because I was away for a long time,” he 
said. “So I started thinking, I was making money, but I wasn’t 
happy.”

Stella, who now works as a nursing assistant at Advocate 

“I came home 
once and my son 
wouldnʼt even rec-
ognize me. He was 
scared of me be-
cause I was away 
for a long time. I 
started thinking, I 

was making money, 
but I wasnʼt happy.”
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South Suburban Hospital, said this period in her life was dif-
fi cult, especially as a new citizen in the United States.

“It was terrible,” she said. “Especially at that time, I couldn’t 
really speak a lot of English. I have to go to hospital by myself 
and everything. It was really tough.”

Back In The Classroom
Justin West went on to work as a parking attendant for 

Midcity Parking in the Loop from 2002 to 2005. While work-
ing, he met a Board of Education employee who encouraged 
him to get a teacher’s assistance certifi cate. He applied for 
a certifi cate through the Educational Credential Evaluators 
and had over 90 credit hours, when 60 were required, mak-
ing it possible to get the certifi cate.

Later that year, he was hired at New Field Primary School 
where he continues to work today as a special education 
teacher’s assistant. 

In 2007 he made the decision to go to school with the help 
of the organization, Grow Your Own Teachers. Th is program 
helps those in low-income communities become qualifi ed 
teachers.

“Grow Your Own regularly works with immigrants,” di-
rector Kate Van Winkle said in an email statement. “Th ere is 
a gap in Illinois and Chicago between the number of teachers 
of color and students of color and Grow Your Own Teachers 
works to bridge that gap.”

With the help of Grow Your Own Teachers, Justin earned 
his degrees in bilingual/bicultural education and elementary 
education and teaching from Northeastern Illinois Universi-
ty in May 2015 and he now has a teaching certifi cate. He said 
he hopes to one day have a classroom of his own.

Members of Justin’s family, such as his daughter, eighth 
grader Justice West, 13, said they admire Justin’s strength. 
Justice said he taught her to “work hard and never give up.” 
She is one of four siblings, with the other three being Em-
manuel, 15, Messifa, 11 and Morthen, 5.

“He’s strong,” said Justice, a Memorial Junior High School 
student. “He went through a lot of things and it takes a re-
ally strong person to go through all those things he went 
through.”

At New Field, many teachers such as Linette Roman, 32, 
have nothing but positive words for Justin West. Roman is 
the special education teacher who Justin assists.

“I can honestly say Justin is one of the wisest men I have 
ever met [and] in the classroom, he is a hard worker who 
takes his responsibility seriously,” Roman said. “He is a quick 
learner and is very observant; he catches on to my teach-
er models as I use a variety of instructional and behavioral 
strategies on a daily basis.”

Th ere are three instructional special education classrooms 
at New Field and West said he recognizes the importance of 
them.

“It’s something I think every teacher should do. Come 
here at least a month or so because these are the challenges 
[in] other classrooms,” West said. “Behavior problems, how 
do you solve them, how do you help those kids learn? I like 
it, I like being here.”

West goes to church at the South Campus 
of Christʼs Oasis Ministries in Dolton, Illi-
nois with his wife Stella and his children 

Emmanuel, Justice, Morthen and Messifa. 
Photo courtesy of Justin West.
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Andres and his mother, Lourdes. Lourdes 
said that although she misses home, she 
is happy to stay here because her sonʼs 
health is most important to her. 

STORY BY HANNAH MAGNUSON

PHOTOS BY MONIQUE CHEVALIER

Accidental Tourists

All Jose Acebedo wanted on Christmas 
Eve was for his youngest son to witness a 
glittering snowfall for the fi rst time. Trav-
eling with his wife and his then 5-year-old 
son, Andres, Jose decided on Chicago as 
their vacation destination aft er a request 
from Andres to see the winter wonderland 
that was a novelty in their native Hondu-
ras.

Instead, Andres woke up in Chicago 
that morning with a headache and uncon-
trollable movement in his right eye that 
threatened his ability to see anything at 
all. Jose and his wife, Lourdes Paz, rushed 
their child to the emergency room where 
he would have surgery in an attempt to 
remove a previously undetected brain tu-
mor.

Rather than spending their visit stroll-
ing down Michigan Avenue and taking 
photos at the Bean, the family spent the 
next month in the intensive care unit of 
John H. Stroger Hospital. And rather than 
returning home aft er a quick trip abroad, 
the family has relocated to Chicago per-
manently.

“We had never thought to live in the 
U.S.A.,” Jose said. “Th e majority of people 
think a Latin person came here because 
[he/she] didn’t have a job or had security 
problems, but in our case, we had a prob-
lem with our son’s health.”

While Jose and his family came to Chi-
cago that Christmas in 2014 to catch a 
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(TOP LEFT) Andres dances for his father, Jose, in their home. Dancing with his favorite doctor is one of the ways Andres lightens the mood during his hospital visits. (BOTTOM LEFT) Andres 
goes to his room to play, with little sister, Alice, right behind. (ABOVE) The Acebedoʼs living room is any kidʼs dream, decked out with a playhouse and numerous toys and video games.

glimpse of snow, they stayed for the superior medical care 
the city could provide. His story reveals another layer of the 
modern Chicago immigrant: each come for a unique reason, 
not necessarily related to education, job opportunities or 
safety.

Defying traditional stereotypes of Latin American im-
migrants, Jose left  behind a stable job as an electrical engi-
neer and fi nancial security in Honduras in exchange for the 
chance to save his son’s life.  

The Treatment
Th e now 6-year-old Andres’s initial stay at John H. Stroger 

Hospital uncovered a brain tumor diagnosed as Astrocyto-
ma grade 1. Astrocytomas are tumors caused by star-shaped 
cells that make up the supportive tissue in the brain called 
astrocytes, according to the American Brain Tumor Associ-
ation. Th is type of tumor occurs rarely, and is still a subject 
of research in the U.S. In Honduras, Astrocytoma is not even 
on the radar.

“In our country, it is impossible to fi ght for his life, be-
cause we don’t have the technology or the knowledge neces-
sary for that kind of illness,” Jose said.

Th e family decided that, in order to preserve their son’s 
life, they must come to live in Chicago full time. Jose and 
Lourdes offi  cially settled in Chicago in June 2015 along with 

Andres and their other two children: Alberto, 14 and Alice, 
5.

Within two months of his initial Chicago trip, Andres had 
endured two craniotomy surgeries at John H. Stroger Hos-
pital. Originally trying to remove the tumor from his brain, 
the surgeries were unsuccessful due to the tumor’s location.

In March 2015, he relocated to Lurie Children’s Hospital 
where he underwent one more surgery, this time shrinking 
the tumor instead of removing it. Th is treatment allowed 
him to regain a somewhat normal lifestyle, although ramifi -
cations such as the loss of his peripheral vision will continue 
to aff ect him.

Andres still visits the hospital 5 to 6 times a month for 
checkups, treatment and to participate in an ongoing study 
about his condition.  He undergoes chemotherapy every 28 
days as a means of keeping the tumor in check, and will con-
tinue to do so until the tumor’s behavior has been monitored 
long enough to confi rm that it is no longer harmful. 

Andres said that he feels scared each time he goes in for 
treatment, but he trusts the doctors. His favorite doctor, Dr. 
Stewart Goldman, tells him jokes and dances with him.

The Job Search
In between taking their son to checkups, Jose and Lourdes 

have been practicing their English, and Jose has been search-
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ing for work that both complies with his Visa and allows him 
to utilize his education.  

Jose grew up in a medium-sized Honduran town along-
side his three siblings. He described his childhood as enjoy-
able, highlighted by trips to the beach and the Ruinas Mayas. 
Based on the recommendation of a high school teacher, Jose 
went to Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Honduras in the 
nation’s capital city, Tegucigalpa, to get his bachelor’s degree 
in electrical engineering and went on to get a master’s in fi -
nance from Universidad Tecnologica de Honduras.

         From there, he worked 15 years for a govern-
ment-owned electric company, in addition to maintaining 
a family business that provides aluminum for building win-
dows. His career allowed him to take vacations to Florida, 
Niagara Falls and Chicago, while saving money for the fu-
ture.

         But aft er months of his son’s surgeries and prolonged 
stays in the hospital, Jose spent all of his life savings on med-
ical bills, thrusting him into a job search. However, Jose has 
found securing a job in Chicago to be diffi  cult, since his cur-
rent citizenship status limits the types of jobs he is allowed to 

pursue.
Dr. Hector Garcia, Di-

rector of the Latin Amer-
ican and Latino Studies 
program at Loyola Uni-
versity Chicago, described 
the systems and attitudes 
at work behind Jose’s, and 
many other immigrants’, 
struggle for suitable em-
ployment.

“Chances are it would be very diffi  cult to get a job in [the 
fi eld of electrical engineering] if someone does not have a 
U.S. degree. We don’t usually acknowledge degrees from oth-
er countries,” Garcia explained. 

Translation of foreign degrees requires a process of ac-
creditation that is not easy. Additionally, many companies 
and organizations choose not to sponsor an immigrant for 
fi nancial reasons. Jose hopes that sharing his story will serve 
as a networking opportunity for potential employers. 

The U.S. Experience
In between his hospital visits, Andres attends the Hope 

Institute Learning Academy, located in Chicago’s Near West 
Side neighborhood.  His favorite parts of the day are lunch-
time and recess, and he enjoys playing basketball, football 
and Legos. 

All three siblings have adapted to life in Chicago, a tran-
sition made easier by the fact that they had already learned 
English at their school in Honduras. Alberto now attends 
Richard T. Crane High School, while Alice goes to Malcolm 

X Elementary. Both Andres and Alice said that they don’t 
want to speak Spanish anymore, since all of their new friends 
speak only English.

“When I’m older, I will play for the Blackhawks,” Andres 
said. He has not played ice hockey yet, but he likes the hock-
ey video game at Chuck E. Cheese. His favorite food is chick-
en nuggets at McDonald’s and his favorite movie is “Th e In-
credibles.” 

For now, Andres says the hardest part about his condition 
is that it keeps him away from all of the things in Honduras 
that he loves.

 “I miss my family, my dog Maya and going to the beach 
to surf,” he said. His doctors have told him that he can visit 
Honduras for a few weeks at a time but cannot return per-
manently.

Jose and his family feel fortunate to have gained access to 
the U.S.’s medical care. His wife, Lourdes Paz, described their 
Chicago hospital experience as very good, with experienced, 
professional doctors at their side.

Th e family initially lived in the Illinois Medical District’s 
Guest House, a temporary lodging service off ered to Chicago 
patients, and recently moved to an apartment in the Pilsen 
neighborhood, a Hispanic enclave.

The Immigrantʼs Condition
Despite the changes his family has recently undergone, 

Jose remains positive about his fi rst year in the U.S. He is 
thankful for the beautiful city of Chicago for its medical care, 
and enjoys the Shedd Aquarium, the Museum of Science and 
Industry and the relative safety the city provides compared 
to Honduras.

He describes his overall Chicago experience so far as both 
sad and happy.  Despite the life-saving treatment Andres is 
receiving, the challenges brought on by the move still weigh 
on the family.

 “Our life is hard. It’s hard to fi nd someone to sponsor me 
for work and it was hard to leave everyone in Honduras be-
hind,” Jose said.

Daniel Loft us, President and CEO of the Poder Learning 
Center, an English and job training program in Pilsen, has 
known Jose since his time in the neighborhood.

He described Jose as, “an extremely talented and driv-
en individual who really needs an opportunity,” lamenting 
his diffi  culty in fi nding work due to his citizenship status in 
“limbo.”

While Jose’s circumstances for coming to Chicago are 
unique, his struggle to fi nd work is not. As diff ering immi-
gration policies continue to be a front-page issue, Loft us be-
lieves Jose’s story holds signifi cance on a national scale.

         “I don’t know how people can see topics as black and 
white, there is always so much gray area,” Loft us said.  “A 
story like Jose’s can open their eyes to that.”

“In our country, it is 
impossible to  ght for 
his life, because we 
donʼt have the tech-
nology or the knowl-
edge necessary for 
that kind of illness.”
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(FROM LEFT) Jose, Alice, Lourdes, 
Andres, and Alberto, in their 
Pilsen living room. The family 
has relocated to the Hispanic 
neighborhood where they can 
take advantage of the inexpen-
sive food and relative safety 
compared to their Honduras 
home. 





Galvan and Restrepo dance in 
Catalina Restrepoʼs family room.

STORY BY ALEXANDRIA GRAAFF

PHOTOS BY CAROLINE STARCZEWSKI 
AND SAM ALLEN

Star-Crossed Lovers

As they serenely looked up into the 
night sky, recognizing star formations 
taught to them in high school, Catalina 
Restrepo and Jorge Galvan held hands.

Under the moonlight, the two dis-
cussed their past, hobbies and funny hab-
its. Th en Restrepo told Galvan she was an 
undocumented immigrant.

Galvan’s reaction was shock.
“I didn’t expect it out of her,” Galvan 

said. “I just thought how can we get this 
resolved? What extra care she would need 
in the future, how I can help out in any-
way?”

Restrepo, 20, on the other hand, felt re-
lief opening up to Galvan.

“I just decided to tell him. We were 
talking about a lot of stuff  and it just came 
out. I didn’t plan it or anything,” Restrepo 
said. “It sucks to be an immigrant with 
this status, but I have to be positive. I am 
driven and motivated. I can get the grades; 
I am in the extracurricular activities re-
gardless of status. I can still be good, even 
though I can’t have that 9-digit number 
[Social Security].”

Galvan, 21, who is a United States citi-
zen, understands the diffi  culties of having 
an undocumented status.

“My father was one at a time until him 
and my mother got married back in the 
‘80s. She has dual citizenship with Mexi-
co, which is how she got him citizenship.” 
Galvan said. “I also had an uncle here at a 
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Catalina Restrepo, her mother, 
Monica, her father, Luis, and 

the family dog, Tony, sit for a 
family portrait. 



time that came here illegally to do work then went back to 
Mexico. A lot of our workers are undocumented in the land-
scaping business my family owns,” Galvan said.

 
The Future

Galvan knows his future. He wants to transfer from Elgin 
Community College in the Chicago suburbs to fi nish his sec-
ondary education degree at DePaul University in Chicago.

Galvan then plans on moving back to Elgin, where he 
grew up, to help kids at his alma mater, Larkin High School, 
as a biology teacher.  He wants to pay off  his student loans, 
and buy his parents’ house so he can renovate it and live what 
he calls a solid life.

Restrepo, not one to sit quietly, has dreams of her own. 
Th is January, she transferred into the psychology major at 
University of Illinois-Chicago from Elgin Community Col-
lege, where she received an associate degree in science. She 
wants to earn a doctorate degree in ei-
ther clinical or organizational psychol-
ogy.

However, as an undocumented im-
migrant, she faces many confusing hur-
dles in deciding what she can do. 

Restrepo admits it’s hard to look past 
what limits her but she tries to focus 
on the positive. She became involved 
on campus at Elgin Community Col-
lege through diff erent clubs and orga-
nizations, like United Way where she 
helped raise money to give kids free books. She was also giv-
en the honor of being the commencement speaker for her 
December 2015 graduation.

“I can value things more. In class, it’s not just about get-
ting the grades; it’s about understanding the knowledge,” Re-
strepo said.

Without the passing of a legislative act called, “Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals” or DACA, in 2012, Restrepo 
would not be able to work, drive or apply for scholarships.  

Only certain undocumented immigrants are eligible for 
DACA. For example, they must have graduated high school 
and have been undocumented in the United States before 
their 16th birthday. DACA allows those who qualify, like Re-
strepo, to have a two-year work permit, as well as exemption 
from deportation.

Coming to America 
Restrepo’s immigration story starts like any other. Her 

parents, Luis and Monica Restrepo made the decision to 
leave Colombia in 2000 for a better life and access to better 
education for their family. Th ey brought with them, a then 
5-year-old Catalina, her older brother Carlos, 11 years old at 
the time, and Restrepo’s grandmother Ophelia Norena, who 
was 76 years old.

Th e Restrepos entered the United States legally through a 

tourist visa. Th is visa allowed them to stay up to six months 
in the United States. When the Restrepos stayed past the al-
lotted time, they became undocumented. 

Because of the limitations of how many visas the United 
States issues every year, it is hard to be approved for a legal 
permanent residency visa. According to Restrepo, at the time 
they immigrated to the United States, Colombia’s waitlist for 
a legal permanent residency visa was at least fi ve years.

Growing up undocumented has more consequences than 
just fear of deportation, according to Ruth Gomberg-Munoz, 
an anthropology professor at Loyola University Chicago. 

“Th ere are a lot of psychological ramifi cations. Th e un-
documented youth normally have diffi  cult economic situa-
tions and chronic stress,” Gomberg-Munoz said.

Th ere are a number of causes for stress.
“Th ey have to worry about the fear of deportation and 

separation from their parents,” Gomberg-Munoz said. “Th is 
can be really straining and depressing. 
When you realize you are undocu-
mented and everything you have been 
told: from college, to traveling, to buy-
ing a house, everything, doesn’t apply 
to you. It doesn’t matter how good your 
grades are. You are coming of age with 
a jarring reality.”

Restrepo found out she was undocu-
mented as a teenager when she wanted 
to take driver’s education.

“It was really hard. I wanted to start 
going to driver’s ed, and you see all your friends learning to 
drive with their parents and you ask, but you can’t do it and 
you can’t tell your friends why not,“ Restrepo said.  

Th is realization changed the way Restrepo acted.
“It really made me more afraid of doing certain things, out 

of fear of consequence, any decision I take, it’s about whether 
or not I am going to get caught, arrested or deported,” Re-
strepo said. “I couldn’t do things that my friends did, which 
made me feel like I wouldn’t get as far as my peers.”

Along with any mental strains that Restrepo has had to 
go through, her family has suff ered some major health is-
sues. Restrepo’s father, Luis Restrepo, 56, who had worked as 
a truck driver, had to stop because of a spine and disk injury 
caused by pulling heavy merchandise.

He then found out, by chance, that he had colon cancer 
when a doctor had insisted on a colonoscopy.  He was re-
quired to undergo surgery, and the family has had to pay off  
the bills without the help of health insurance.

Th e other daughter received her legal permanent residen-
cy status during the passing of the last comprehensive im-
migration legislation, the “Immigration Reform and Control 
Act” or IRCA in 1986.

Legal Permanent Residents are allowed to sponsor what 
the United States defi nes as immediate relatives. In other 
words: a spouse, unmarried children under the age of 21, 

“It sucks to be an immi-
grant with this status, but 
I have to be positive. I am 
driven and motivated...I 
can still be good, even 
though I canʼt have that 

9-digit number.”
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Catalina Restrepo was 
promoted to Pool Manager at 
the Streamwood Park District. 
The job involves lifeguarding 
as well as organizing classes 
and the pool of ce.  



and parents.
Under the “family preference cate-

gory” Norena is sponsoring her other 
daughter, Monica Restrepo, who can in 
turn sponsor Catalina Restrepo until she 
turns 21 in August 2016.  In the last few 
years Congress has limited the amount 
of “family preference category” legal per-
manent residency visas they have issued.

Currently the Restrepos have been ap-
proved and are waiting for the next step 
of the registration process.

Although the family is still undocu-
mented, with the ex-
ception of Norena, 
the path to citizenship 
looks a lot less thorny. 
For example, Norena 
now qualifi es for health 
insurance, taking many 
undue burdens off  the 
families’ shoulders.

 
The Homefront

Inside the two-bed-
room Restrepo family 
home are mementos 
hanging on the wall 
from Colombia.

Sectioned off  from 
the family room is 
Catalina Restrepo’s 
bedroom. In it hangs 
a picture of Restrepo 
reminiscent of Barack 
Obama’s famous 
“Hope” poster. Only 
underneath Restrepo’s image is the word 
“Jefe”-boss- in Spanish.

She has medals hanging from her light 
fi xture from her years on the swimming 
team and the clubs that she has joined or 
help lead.

Restrepo has put her swimming skills to 
good use and is working as a pool manager 
at the Streamwood Park District in subur-
ban Streamwood, a position she was pro-
moted to and something she never thought 
would happen.

If you asked Catalina Restrepo to 
describe herself –similar to President 
Obama’s now winning campaign slogan, 
plastered proudly on his infamous poster – 
she would say, “Hopeful.”

Catalina 
Restrepoʼs 
friends made 
her the ʻJefeʼ 
poster--reminis-
cant of President 
Obamaʼs ʻHopeʼ 
poster--because 
of her hard work 
and determina-
tion that led her 
to be Elgin Com-
munity Collegeʼs 
commencement 
speaker in 2015. 





STORY BY AMANDA QUISENBERRY
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Unlimited Drive

It’s dawn in Chicago’s Edgewater neigh-
borhood and Taras Girnyy is preparing for 
the long work day ahead. He’ll leave the 
apartment he shares with his new bride at 
7 a.m. and work a two-hour shift  as a driv-
er for Lyft , the ride-sharing service.

When he returns home, he’ll rest up 
before heading back out around 3 p.m. 
for his shift  at the Th omas Club where he 
works as a server. He’ll be home around 
11 p.m. before repeating the routine again 
the following day.

Girnyy, 24, commits to this schedule six 
days a week; if he doesn’t have an evening 
shift  at the Th omas Club, he’ll drive from 
4-9 p.m.

Th e money is good and the two jobs co-
alesce, but the grind is exhausting — an el-
ement Girnyy suppresses because a driver 
and server must be present and focused at 
all times.

“It’s hard, but it’s supposed to be hard,” 
Girnyy said. “Th ere is no easy life.”

In 2012, Girnyy was having a diffi  cult 
time fi nding himself. He was attending 
National Forestry University of Ukraine 
in Lviv, but his coursework didn’t resonate 
with him and he yearned for something 
more.

He had recently returned to his home 
country aft er spending three years in Ita-
ly where he lived in a small town on the 
coast of the Adriatic Sea with his moth-
er and older brother. He attended school 

Taras Girnyy stands alongside 
his car before beginning a 
driving shift with Lyft, the 
ride-sharing service.
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Girnny landed his  rst job in 
Chicago as a server in 2014.





“I grew up here 
in three years more 
than I would have 
in 20 years in the 

Ukraine. I went from 
being a student, 

careless kid, to an 
adult with all these 
responsibilities.”

there, played on the soccer team and ran with a large group 
of friends — It had been the best time of his life.

Th e country he came home to wasn’t the same; everything 
once familiar was now foreign.

Everyday interactions were strained, and there was an 
air of negativity making life complex and isolating. Girnyy 
struggled to connect with anything tangible.  

“It didn’t take me long to realize I didn’t belong there (in 
Ukraine) anymore,” he said. “I wanted to experience some-
thing diff erent.”

Divine Inspiration 
When Girnyy recalled all the amazing things a cousin told 

him about a trip to the United States he became enchanted by 
the opportunities available. His destiny soon became clear — 
he had to make it to America.

His quest began by locating an agency that connects stu-
dents with employers in the U.S. through a work exchange 
program. He was enticed by a job off er in Arlington, Tex-
as, which would allow him to work as a photographer at Six 
Flags. 

He submitted an application, interviewed over Skype two 
weeks later and was hired shortly thereaft er. Next he needed 
to secure a student visa through the U.S. Embassy.

When the day of his appointment arrived Girnyy was full 
of nervous energy. With a job already secured in the States, 
he just needed to nail the interview. 

Despite watching several students in line ahead of him be 
denied their visas, Girnyy remained ardent.

“I was ready and pumped to be interviewed by the U.S. 
ambassador,” he said. “I knew what I came for and I was de-
termined to get it.”

A few weeks later his passport was shipped back to him 
with his visa inside. He purchased plane tickets and set his 
sights to the West where he could fi nd the freedom and in-
dependence eluding him in Ukraine. In six swift  months 
Girnyy had successfully executed his escape plan. 

His fi rst few weeks in Texas were exciting, but the condi-
tions were ill suiting. It was hot, the pay was low and living 
expenses were high. 

Aft er two months, Girnyy and his friend Ivan Kostenko 
moved to Gatlinburg, Tennessee where they found a com-
munity of Ukrainian students and more suitable living con-
ditions. 

Girnyy and Kostenko had only lived there for a month 
when opportunity came knocking — another student was 
moving to Chicago and invited them to join. It was exactly 
the type of move Girnyy had been waiting for since arriving 
in America and he seized the moment.

He arrived in Chicago in July 2013 and the city fulfi lled 
all the hopes and expectations he carried with him from 
Ukraine. Impressed with the size and vibe of the city,  he 
spent his fi rst several days and nights out on the town.

“It felt like a fi t,” Girnyy said. “Everything was positive, 

and diff erent than any big city in Europe.”
Girnyy immediately responded to the ambition and spirit 

of Chicagoans. Unlike Ukrainian culture, where people tend 
to be withdrawn and passive, Girnyy related to Chicagoans’ 
positive approach to life and was turned on by the friendly, 
outgoing nature of strangers.

Aft er taking a few weeks to get acquainted with their new 
city  and crashing at the home of a friend’s relative, Girnyy 
and Kostenko settled into an apartment in Roscoe Village. 
It didn’t take Girnyy long to understand it was going to take 
energy and determination to make it in Chicago. He quickly 
landed a job as a server.

Leap of Faith
Girnyy had been in Chicago for about one year when he 

determined it was time to take a chance and see what the city 
could off er him in terms of 
a relationship. He took a 
leap of faith to test the wa-
ters of online dating.

His decision paid off  
when he connected with 
native Chicagoan Olga Al-
varez. Th ey had casual ex-
changes for a week before 
planning to meet for drinks 
at Wild Goose on March 
29, 2014.

“I didn’t really know 
what to say, or how to con-
duct a date like that, but it 
was fun,” Girnyy said. “It didn’t take me long to realize she 
was a very genuine and open person.”

Th e feeling was mutual on the other side of the table.
“I thought Taras had very kind eyes, which I repeatedly 

told him during our date,” Alvarez said. “I loved his sense of 
humor because he was just as sarcastic as me.”

In the weeks and months that followed, they allowed the 
city to guide their love aff air with trips downtown and walks 
along the lakefront. Alvarez showed Girnyy sites he had yet 
to visit, such as Navy Pier and the Willis Tower.

Alvarez was struck by how well spoken Girnyy was, con-
sidering he had only been in the U.S. for a year. 

As the daughter of Mexican immigrants, Alvarez is famil-
iar with the process of assimilating to American culture. Her 
father came to Chicago as a teenager in 1982 and her mother 
immigrated in 1991 at age 21.

 As a child, Alvarez got her own taste of the immigrant 
experience.

When she was 10 years old her parents divorced and her 
father moved back to Mexico. At the time, her mother was a 
stay-at-home-mom and needed to reposition her life in order 
to provide for her children. So Alvarez and her two younger 
siblings moved to Ciudad Hidalgo, Michoacán, Mexico, to 
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live with their father for two years.
It was an emotional time for Alvarez. She missed her 

mother desperately, her father was frequently away on busi-
ness trips and the aunt caring for Alvarez and her siblings 
was unkind.

Alvarez sought refuge in Mexican culture. She traveled 
throughout the country and immersed herself in the lan-
guage — learning how to speak, read and write fl uent Span-
ish. She attended elementary school and graduated fi rst in 
her sixth grade class.

Dreaming Big
Today, Alvarez, 24, is in her fi nal year of undergraduate 

studies at Loyola University Chicago and works as a hostess 
at Th e Dawson. She is studying molecular biology, with plans 
to attend medical school and has relied on Girnyy for sup-
port over the past two years.

“I have always been very cynical of myself when thinking 
about my future,” Alvarez said. “But Taras always talks about 
the big plans he has for our future with such optimism, he 
has made me believe in myself.”

Th e two decided to move in together in the summer of 
2015. It was at that time when Girnyy realized he wanted to 
marry Alvarez.

He had been refl ecting on their relationship and as he 
looked to the future, he couldn’t picture anything beyond life 
with Alvarez. Girnyy proposed the following December and 
they were married April 30, 2016.

“Olga’s plan to fi nish her degree, get into medical school 
and become a doctor is not only her goal, but mine as well,” 
Girnyy said.

With aspirations of owning his own business one day, Al-
varez is as equally devoted to making Girnyy’s hopes a reality.

“He wants the big American Dream, and that’s what I see 
in our future,” Alvarez said. “We are two odd pieces that fi t 
together.”

Today, Girnyy has adapted to the speed of big city living 
and is refl ective about his personal development and evolu-
tion.

“I grew up here in three years more than I would have in 
20 years in Ukraine,” Girnyy said. “I went from being a stu-
dent, careless kid, to an adult with all these responsibilities.”

He is focused on living in the moment, keeping up with 
his two jobs and doing what is required to stay on pace with 
the fast track. Eventually he plans to be his own boss, reach 
fi nancial freedom and slow down. But for now he is commit-
ted to the daily rigors of being a workhorse. 

Since leaving Ukraine, Girnyy has consistently capitalized 
on the biggest moments, and in so doing, found where he 
belongs.

He has adopted Chicago as a second home and possesses 
an energy and drive that matches the vibrancy of the city.

“If I was back in Ukraine, I wouldn’t be dreaming about 
the future as much,” he said. “Chicago defi nitely plays a big 
role in that (dreaming big); it takes a lot of hope and a lot of 
energy, but the hope is always there.”

Girnyy prepares coffee for one of his tables during a shift at work. He manages to squeeze in time to make a few extra dollars using Lyft between his shifts at the restaurant.
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Sayaka Fukuyama came from 
South Korea to run a restaurant 
in Chicago.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY NICOLE WONG

Empty Tables
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A blanket of snow covered the strip mall 
parking lot, isolating Sayaka Fukuyama’s 
restaurant, Sushi Kamon, in a desolate, icy 
wind. Fukuyama, 57, peeked from a cur-
tain corner.

“No customers,” Fukuyama said, as 
she tucked her arms together against the 
cold. Aft er wiping down the spotless ta-
bles and countertops, prepping lettuce for 
side salads, refi ling soy sauce containers to 
their brims and setting placeware for what 
seemed like the millionth time, there is lit-
tle to do but hope for a customer to ven-
ture out for her Japanese/Korean cuisine.

Despite positive Yelp reviews, business 
has dwindled enough for her to reduce the 
restaurant’s hours. She shuffl  es to a table 
to quietly sip on green tea as she tells her 
sushi chef, Song Min Hyuk, to go on break 
until customers arrive. Th ey both sigh 
heavily. Business has been like this for a 
while at the suburban restaurant in Ver-
non Hills.

“It felt like freedom when I was young-
er, but now...it’s not freedom. I feel like I 
don’t know what else I can do here. I won-
der if I should have stayed,” Fukuyama 
said. 

Fukuyama came to Chicago in 1984, 
at age 25. Her older sister and younger 
brother fi rst immigrated to the United 
States from South Korea. Th e country, 
she said, was left  in uncertainty aft er the 
Korean War.

SOUTH KOREA



“It felt like 
freedom when 
I was younger, 

but now...itʼs not 
freedom. I feel 

like I donʼt know 
what else I can 

do here. I wonder 
if I should have 

stayed.”
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“Th en, jobs might include [being] a housewife or not 
working at all for women. You could be a good wife, maybe,” 
she said. “Most of my experience has been working in restau-
rants here. I remember asking my husband, ‘What else can I 
do?’ I still don’t know the answer.”

Third Wave
 Fukuyama and her family are part of the third wave of 

Korean immigration to the U.S. A high proportion of these 
immigrants were well-educated and emigrated in their prime 
to seek a better life, pursue further education and join family 
members. 

From 1965 to 1990, a lack of job opportunities and polit-
ical insecurity under Major General Park Chung-hee’s mili-
tary dictatorship prompted many Koreans to leave the coun-
try, according to the Migration Policy Institute.

“I came here for more opportunity,” Fukuyama said. “I was 
anxious and excited. I didn’t know what to expect. Th ough, 

the longer I stayed here, the 
more I disliked it. Th e cold 
was especially new. I hated be-
ing trapped in the winter,” she 
said, frowning at the snow pil-
ing outside her windows.

  Her fi rst job in Chicago 
was at a Japanese restaurant 
in Streeterville, Hatsu Hana, 
where she worked part-time 
as a waitress. Th ough barely 
making ends meet, she did not 
have negative feelings about 
working or feeling alienated 
in a new culture.

“I had to make do. I was here. I didn’t have a choice to go 
back,” Fukuyama said. “It was not a thought I could have had 
to think about failing.”

Th at goal of survival, combined with the independence 
she lacked in Korea, was inspiring as a new immigrant. She 
was determined to make a living for herself and her family.

Nowadays, it feels tiring, as business wanes and her com-
munity dwindles. Faces come and go, and trying to mingle 
with Japanese or Korean communities can be diffi  cult as a 
newcomer. 

Both of her siblings eventually returned to South Korea, 
as they felt they had less opportunities and less freedom in 
the United States. 

“My sister returned because she failed her driving license 
test so many times. She couldn’t get around, she couldn’t 
speak English very well. It was too much for her,” she said.

 “I tried to make ties in the Korean church. It was hard to 
get to know people at my age.”

However, she did have her husband, Allan Fukuyama, as 
support.

 Fukuyama moved to the suburbs in 1989 when she preg-

nant with her fi rst child . Her daughter, Marian, arrived in 
May.

“I wanted the best opportunities for her,” she smiled. “Per-
haps the suburbs would be better, I thought.”

Happier Days
Th e new family fl ocked to Arlington Heights and opened 

the fi rst incarnation of Sushi Kamon in 1994. Her husband, 
originally from Japan, helped as the sushi chef. With a wel-
coming Japanese community in Arlington Heights, business 
was decent.

 “It was the best our restaurant ever was,” she said. “[In 
2013] We couldn’t aff ord it. We had to move locations. Busi-
ness has dried up since.”

Fukuyama was reluctant to share further details about 
her life, showing an ambivalence in staying in the United 
States. She shrouded herself in a thick cardigan while looking 
around at the empty chairs. It was apparent, the current anxi-
ety she faces as a third wave immigrant today. She mentioned 
her husband passed away 17 years ago, which made things 
extremely diffi  cult for her.

“We talked over everything together. Business, family, re-
tirement, our whole lives. Now, I have to think and do every-
thing on my own, whether I like it or not,” she said.

Opening the restaurant six days a week, Fukuyama can 
end up working twelve-hour days. 

“I am the waitress, the cook, I clean, I manage money, ev-
erything. It’s not easy,” she said.

Th e restaurant is only staff ed by her and her sushi chef, 
Min Hyuk. Fukuyama is exhausted running Sushi Kamon, 
with panicking worries about staying in business.

Th ough Yelp reviewers say they have felt “welcomed 
by [Sayaka]’s sweet personality” and admire “her person-
al touch” with authentic Japanese and Korean dishes, the 
restaurant frequently has empty chairs.

“Th ough we work hard together, especially Ms. Fukuyama, 
it’s tough maintaining a restaurant nowadays,” Min Kyuk 
said. “Business is unstable. Ms. Fukuyama is a capable, re-
silient person, but this kind of unknowing can wear on any-
body.”

For the most part, she hides it well. When a family of four 
regulars came in to eat, she wore a welcoming smile and 
made heartfelt recommendations. Th ere was no sign of wea-
riness or loneliness, as just moments prior she was looking 
back at old baby photos of her daughter on her husband’s lap.

Her daughter, Marian, now 26, lives in St. Louis as a teach-
er. Th ough she wishes she could be closer, they keep in con-
tact through Facebook and texting.

“When Marian’s dad passed away, I wanted to go back, 
very much. But Marian wanted to stay here. But, now that 
she’s an adult with her own life, I think about going back.” 
Fukuyama said.

Marian Fukuyama has always admired her mother’s 
hard-working ethic but feels just as torn about Fukuyama
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returning to Korea.
“I do want her here. She’s my moth-

er. But she’s allowed to live her own life. I 
know the restaurant is hard on her, espe-
cially with my dad gone. She’s exhausted, 
isolated, alone. Her friends are mostly in 
Korea. Facebook is the only thing she has 
close to a social life. She keeps joking that 
she’ll surprise me in St. Louis to move in 
with me.” Marian Fukuyama said.

“I should return. I should visit my fam-
ily again,” Sayaka Fukyama said. “I’m not 
sure what there is for me here anymore, or 
what can I do. I can’t be in a restaurant for 
my whole life.” 

Marian Fukuyama agreed.
“I wish my mom happiness. She hasn’t 

felt it in a long time. I owe my life to her 
coming here. If she hadn’t left  Korea, who 
knows who or where I would be now,” 
Marian Fukuyama said. “For her sacrifi ces, 
she deserves so much more.”
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Two-year-old Rayhana is the only 
family member to be born in the 
United States.

STORY BY MARY BYRNE

PHOTOS BY ELEANOR DIAZ

A Motherʼs Wish

Rahma refused to go to her fi rst day 
of kindergarten in the Chicago suburb of 
Des Plaines.

But unlike other students, it wasn’t be-
cause the summer months had passed too 
quickly.

Rahma feared that if she went to school, 
she would be kidnapped.

Th is wasn’t the fi rst time Rahma re-
fused to enter a kindergarten classroom. 
She did the same thing aft er her second 
day of school in Baghdad, less than two 
years before.

“I went [to kindergarten] for two days,” 
said Rahma, 11, recalling what her parents 
had told her of that day in her hometown. 
“I heard the teachers talking about a kid 
being kidnapped. I told my parents that I 
didn’t want to go anymore.”

So, on Rahma’s third day of kindergar-
ten at Melvin Elementary in the U.S., her 
mother, Hanan Mahdi, went with her. 

“Th e teacher said to me, ‘it’s OK to 
come with Rahma for 10 days,’” Hanan 
recalled. “And just for one day I was with 
her. On the second day she said, ‘It’s OK, 
mom, you can stay home, I’ll stay alone at 
the school.’”

In the Saydiyah neighborhood of Bagh-
dad where Hanan lived with her family, 
militia patrolled the streets. Shootings 
were common and gangs ran rampant. 
Houses were looted. Organized crimi-
nal gangs and Jihadist groups kidnapped
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Hanan Mahdi tells the story of the 
time her oldest daughter, Rahma, 

refused to go to her  rst day of 
kindergarten in Chicago for fear of 

being kidnapped.



children from inside their homes and held them for ransom. 
All too oft en, whether or not the ransom was paid, the ab-
ducted child wouldn’t return home safely.

Th at wasn’t the life Hanan wanted for her daughter, nor 
her son, Fehad, 9. More than anything, she said, she wanted 
her children to be safe. She also wanted them to get an edu-
cation.

But in the war-torn city of Baghdad, their priority was 
safety. She said that she and her husband, Muhammad Hus-
sein, 40, decided Rahma would stay home from school until 
they found a better option for her, one that would make Rah-
ma feel safe again.

Better Life
Fortunately, that option took the shape of an off er from the 

New York Times – where Muhammad worked as a newsroom 
manager in Baghdad – to resettle his family somewhere in 
the United States. As an Iraqi working for an American or-
ganization, he and his family were considered high risk for 
danger, Hanan explained. Aft er an 18-month refugee vetting 
process, which included health tests, multiple interviews and 
passport applications, Hanan and her family arrived as refu-
gees to the U.S on a cold, snowy day in January 2010.

 Since the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, the United Nations 
estimates 2.2 million Iraqis have taken refuge beyond the 
country’s borders. Hanan and her family were four of more 

than 18,000 Iraqis who were admitted as refugees to the U.S. 
that year, according to the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services.

Of the more than 83,000 Iraqi refugees who have arrived 
to the U.S. since 2008, about 5,307, or 6 percent, settled in 
Illinois, making it the fi ft h most common settlement state for 
Iraqi refugees, according to data gathered by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention.

Th e Baghdad Hanan grew up in – the Baghdad where she 
could have foot races and play outside with her two younger 
brothers and her older sister, all of whom remain in the Mid-
dle East – was nothing like the Baghdad she left  behind.

“You couldn’t walk in the street,” said Hanan, her words 
just grazing the cultural signifi cance they carried. In Iraqi 
culture, as it is in other Arab cultures, the street is a social 
gathering space – a place to shop and hang out – it’s not sim-
ply a means of getting from point A to point B. Th e war in 
Iraq had stripped that freedom from them.  

“All our friends [and] all our neighbors, we stayed inside,” 
she said.

With the help of Muhammad’s family, Hanan and her two 
children settled in relatively easy, according to Hanan. Mu-
hammad’s aunt and uncle – the Nasers, who currently live in 
Morton Grove, a Chicago suburb – found the family a place 
to stay, helped furnish their home and found work for Mu-
hammad to begin as soon as possible.

Hanan and her husband, Muhammad, try to maintain their home culture in many ways around their home, from the food they offer guests who walk through their door to the Quʼranic scriptures that hang on their walls.
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The American eagle placed next to an image with of congratulations in Arabic represent the mesh of cultures apparent in Hananʼs home. She and her husband became citizens in February 2014.

For their fi rst three months in the U.S., the family of four 
squeezed into a small room in the Nasers’ home, where six of 
the eight people in the house spoke Arabic.

“Th ere were a lot of fi ghts,” said Amina Naser, 21, one of 
Muhammad’s cousins. “Especially between me and Rahma 
… Now, now it’s weird. It’s like none of that ever existed.’   

Planting Roots
Now a family of fi ve, Hanan and her family live in the 

Chicago suburb of Glenview, in a small apartment furnished 
with photos and memorabilia from their past. Th e small 
kitchen connects to an ever-so-slightly larger family room. 
Th ere are two bedrooms at the back of the apartment with a 
small bathroom between them.

While Naser described her memories of their transition, 
Fehad buried himself in a hand-held video game, Rahma in-
tently listened and the youngest child, Rayhana, 2, twirled a 
spoon in small bowl of honey placed on a small table full of 
sweets and pastries.

“[Th eir current apartment] had been foreclosed, and 
the cabinets were taken by the previous owner,” Naser said. 
“Most of the home was furnished by the Salvation Army. Th e 
bed sets were [the Naser’s] old bed sets.”

Muhammad came here with savings, and family back 
home sent them money, she said, but they’ve worked really 
hard since they’ve been here. Some of the original furnish-

ings have since been replaced.
As positively as they speak of their experience, Naser re-

members the diffi  culty the family fi rst had. It wasn’t easy for 
them, she said. Mohammad was frustrated he couldn’t get a 
job with his degree in English journalism. In Iraq, Moham-
med was a reporter before he became the newsroom manag-
er and an Iraqi interpreter at the New York Times’ Baghdad 
bureau. For several years, he also wrote for the column, “At 
War: Notes From the Front Lines.”

He published his last piece for the New York Times in 
March 2013, a piece that detailed his experience leaving Iraq 
for the fi nal time.

Mohammad currently works two jobs to bring home as 
close to a full-time paycheck as he can. He is a brand manag-
er at an Audi dealership in Des Plaines, where he handles the 
marketing and public perception of Audi’s brand. He is also 
a translator for a company called Alliance Business Solutions 
(ABS). 

But just three weeks aft er arriving to Chicago, he started 
a managerial job at Pizza Hut. For Muhammad, the hardest 
transition from Iraq to the U.S. was the work.

“Imagine being a newsroom manager,” Muhammad said. 
“You’re running the newsroom for the most prestigious 
newspaper [and] then you come here, you end up working 
… what I call a survival job.”

Meanwhile, for the children, the hardest adjustment was 
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the realization that their reality in Baghdad wasn’t 
their reality in Chicago. Th ey lived in constant fear 
that they would be kidnapped, cousin Naser said.

“I remember one time Fehad, who really liked 
automobiles as a toddler, was skipping to the park 
with me and saw a John Deere mowing the lawn 
in the park,” she said. “He was all excited about the 
lawn mower and then he stops and goes ‘does that 
man steal kids?’ And I didn’t understand that until 
just recently.”

For Rahma in particular, the transition to 
America wasn’t smooth. She still carries with her 
some of the fears she had from her home in Bagh-
dad. Muhammad said that to this day, his daughter 
has a habit of locking the doors whenever he steps 
outside for a smoke.

“She knows I’m standing in front of the build-
ing,” he said. “She makes sure the doors are locked, 
every time ... She still worries. I can feel it. She still 
doesn’t feel secure, but I don’t know why.”

Naser said she thinks that her cousins are hesi-
tant to express regret or frustration of their move 
to Chicago because of how it compares to the life 
of fear and uncertainty they would have had in 
Iraq.

“I think they make it seem like they had an eas-
ier time here in the beginning than what was really 
[the case] because they had such a diffi  cult life [in 
Baghdad] that they can’t complain about adjusting 
here,” Naser said. “Th ey don’t want to take their 
things for granted.”

Back to School
However, education has played an important 

role in helping Hanan and the kids to adjust, Nas-
er said. Both Rahma and her brother Fehad took 
English as a Second Language (ESL) classes the 
summer before they began kindergarten and pre-
school, respectively. Rahma, who missed out on 
her fi rst year of education in Iraq, only started one 
year behind her peers.  

Now, at age 40, it’s Hanan’s chance to get an edu-
cation. Had she still been in Iraq, she said, her last 
year of school would have been when she was 18. 
Aft er two years of English language classes, Hanan 
enrolled in Oakton Community College, studying 
to be an elementary education teacher.

“I love kids. I like to help them with homework 
[or to] play with them,” she said. “And maybe I will 

get a job with this kind of study.”
Th e language barrier, for someone like Hanan, 

was especially diffi  cult. She’d always been a talk-
er.  In her youth, she was a good student but oft en 
considered a “trouble maker,” too – always telling 
jokes and keeping her audience in laughter.

“When I fi rst got here, I couldn’t speak well,” she 
said. “I don’t like to sit at home. I have many, many 
neighbors here who I talk to and connect with.”

But she refused to let the language barrier stop 
her from trying to connect with people.

“If you don’t know [what I’m saying], I do this,” 
Hanan said, smiling and miming with her hands. 
“My language is not perfect now, but I can connect 
with [neighbors and friends].”

Native Tongue
As Hanan learns to speak English, her children 

continue to learn and practice Arabic, she said. In 
the home, the family speaks Arabic. Th e young-
est in the family and only child to be born in the 
U.S., Rayhana, speaks and understands very little 
English.

Naser said that on weekly family gatherings, 
the younger generation prefers to converse almost 
entirely in English. Th e adults, she said, stick to 
Arabic.

Much to the children’s dismay, Hanan and Mu-
hammad insist that the children regularly attend 
Sunday school at the Muslim Community Center 
in Morton Grove, where they study Islam and Ar-
abic, she said. It’s one of the many ways in which 
Hanan hopes to keep part of their home culture 
alive and well in the U.S.

Today, both Hanan and her husband proudly 
say they are American citizens. In February 2014, 
they were given small American pins that com-
memorated their new citizenship. It wasn’t an easy 
process, she said.

“[Th e test] was not easy because I studied for 
100 questions … I studied English … [and] they 
asked me just six,” Hanan said.

Muhammad, who received his citizenship 
shortly thereaft er, said that although he’s proud of 
his Iraqi heritage, he’s proud to be an American, 
too.

“Th e country gave me a safe place, a shelter for 
my family, for my kids,” he said. “Th e environment 
is better than what they had at home in Iraq.” 

“Imagine being a newsroom manager - youʼre running the news-
room for the most prestigious newspaper [and] then you come 

here, you end up working...what I call a survival job.”
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Fehad, 9, buries himself 
into the couch, engaged 
more in his handheld video 
game than the conversation 
around him.





If it wasnʼt for his dog, Peaches, 
Vedant Naik claims he may not 
have been here today due to the 
depression he suffered in what 
was a tough 2015 for him.

STORY BY ABHINAV KINI

PHOTOS BY CHRISTOPHER JONES

The Plot Twist

Pearl is an alien sent to Earth to help 
humans fi nd love. Working undercover 
as a barista, the logically-minded Pearl is 
bored playing cupid. Th en she meets a hu-
man named Mark, and suddenly, Pearl ex-
periences these strange feelings that could 
mean she’s falling in love.

Th at’s the plot of Th e Pearl Equation, a 
short concept fi lm being shot by Chica-
go-based director Vedant Naik.

“It’s the biggest thing I’ve done. I have 
a director of photography, producer and 
more, and we’re in the casting phase right 
now,” said Naik, 23.

But Naik’s life has a plot twist of its own: 
His parents, who live in India, know lit-
tle about his budding fi lmmaking career. 
Th ey think he’s focused on fi nishing his 
business degree and working as a copy-
writer.

“My parents didn’t encourage me to 
pursue it. I listened to them because I 
thought they knew better than me,” Naik 
said.

Currently residing in the Boystown 
neighborhood in Chicago, Naik, an in-
ternational student from Mumbai, works 
as a full-time copywriter at Tom, Dick 
and Harry Creative. He is also pursuing a 
master’s degree in business development 
at DePaul University, where he previously 
completed his undergraduate studies, ma-
joring in advertising and public relations 
with a minor in screenwriting. 
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However, he initially wanted to study in the United States to follow 
his dream of becoming a fi lmmaker – something he’s wanted to do 
ever since growing fascinated by Th e Lord of the Rings as a child.

 Naik got his fi rst taste of actual fi lmmaking during an En-
glish literature class where he had to produce a modern take on Ro-
meo and Juliet.

“Our professor showed us Romeo and Juliet and said we’d have to 
fi lm our own take on it,” Naik said. “I borrowed a camcorder from the 
school library and essentially turned the movie into a World War II 
love story between a German and a Jew. It was a fun experience and I 
realized this was something I really enjoyed doing.”

Naik aced the project and was told by his professor that his work 
stood out. But Naik’s parents weren’t happy with his dream career, 
preferring that he went into another fi eld, such as business, to im-
prove his chances of getting a well-paying job.

Staying on Script
In high school, his parents made him take business, information 

technology and environmental management instead of the classes 
Naik wanted to take, such as drama and history. Th ey also didn’t want 
him to go to the United States, instead, preferring places like Hong 
Kong, Singapore and the United Kingdom for their business courses. 
However, Naik was at least given the choice as to where he’d end up 
studying and chose DePaul in Chicago.

“Whenever I didn’t listen to my parents, it panned out badly, so I 
ultimately became an advertising student,” Naik said.

Despite fi nding enjoyment as an advertising major in the latter 
years of his college experience, Naik initially fought back against his 
parents, not wanting to give up on his childhood dream of becoming 
a fi lmmaker.

“Th at was when I got my fi rst real criticism. I realized  I wasn’t as 
good as I thought I was – which is exactly why I should go to fi lm 
school to become better. Th is was also down to one of my friends who 
told me to stick to what I believe in,” he said.

Rishab Rao, 22, was one of those friends who roomed with Naik 
at DePaul.

“All I told him was he needed to make up his mind,” Rao said. “He 
needed to fi gure out whether this [fi lmmaking] was what he wanted 
to do and if he wanted to, he had to put in 200 percent. In my honest 
opinion, he had room for a lot of improvement but I could clearly see 
he was passionate about it,” Rao said.

Meanwhile, Naik said his relationship with his parents deteriorat-
ed aft er freshmen year.

“At that time, I had given up on the dream of fi lmmaking,” he said. 
“My conversations with my parents were always a screaming contest. 
I didn’t go home for a year and a half and I felt like my parents were 
trying to invade my life and control it even though they were on the 
other side of the world.”

“My parents did give in though and were like, ‘if you’re so sure you 
can get a job doing fi lmmaking, go for it’. At that point, I was like, oh 
snap, I can actually do fi lm now. But can I get a job? Maybe I should 
listen to them one last time,” Naik said.

Naik obeyed his parents but still found time to pursue his passion 
in his free time by making movies during his undergraduate career. 
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Vedant looks over one of the many 
scripts he has written over the 

course of his four years at DePaul.



However, getting their approval was not the only struggle 
that Naik has had to endure.

With his father working as a branch manager, and his 
mother working as a bank clerk, Naik had to live with his 
grandparents as a child. He frequently became sick, due to 
being in close proximity to a factory. In school, he was also 
bullied because he didn’t play any sports, didn’t come from 
a rich family, was fat and had pale skin. So when Naik’s fa-
ther got an off er to work as a managing director in Bangkok, 
Th ailand in 2005, it was a new start for Naik, and his fi rst 
time outside India.

“Because of my experiences in school in Mumbai, I was 
terrifi ed of moving to a new country. What if life will be the 
same?” Naik said.

A Star is Born
Not wanting a repeat of that, Naik tried to fi x his situation.
“I played sports proactively and even joined the soccer 

team. I went from a nobody to a jock, Naik said. “When I 
fi rst joined the team, someone from the girl’s soccer team 
came up to me – it was literally like a scene from Friday Night 
Lights – she was like ‘Now that you’re part of the fi rst string 
team, you need a fi rst string girl.’ I had no idea how to date 
girls so I mucked that up spectacularly.”

Naik said he really grew in Bangkok, but his struggles 
soon returned in college. Naik had a long term relationship 
with an international student from Malaysia. Th e relation-
ship lasted over two years, and they even moved in together, 
getting a puppy named Peaches. However, she broke up with 
him on New Year’s Eve last year, which kicked off  a tumultu-
ous 2015 for Naik.

“For the fi rst six or seven months, I was in full depression. 
I rarely went out, and from March to June in my fi nal quarter 
of school, I didn’t go to one day of class,” Naik said. “I would 
eat one large pizza a day which is where the weight gain came 
from along with a complete lack of exercise.”

“It was really important that I had Peaches at the time be-
cause dogs know when you’re sad. If it wasn’t for Peaches, I 
may have even committed suicide,” Naik said.

Naik went for counseling, and was able to graduate by 
completing a term’s worth of assignments for his four classes 
in one week.

“I almost messed up my chances of graduation. If my par-
ents knew, I may not have seen the light of day and would 
probably be back in India, being the disgrace of my family,” 
Naik said.

Naik’s parents still don’t know about what he went through, 
such as the depression and nearly not graduating.

“Th ey don’t know that I dated this girl, they don’t know 
that we lived together, they don’t know that I have a dog,” 
Naik said. “My dad actually thought I was on drugs because I 
was spending so much money, when in reality, it was on her 
and Peaches. Th ey would have been very upset if they knew. 

Th ey’d be like, ‘you nearly threw your life away because of a 
girl and you lied to us?’” Naik said.

The Real World
Aft er graduating from DePaul in the summer of 2015, 

Naik started looking for jobs, only to fi nd another barrier in 
his way.

“It was really tough as an immigrant to get a job because 
they have all these hula hoops that you have to jump through. 
You have to have a campus job, then an unpaid and paid in-
ternship, and only if you can maintain that paid internship 
and keep your Social Security number can you get a job,” 
Naik said.

Th is is partially why Naik pursued a master’s degree in 
business development at DePaul. He reasoned that if there 
was a choice between an immigrant and an American who 
both went to the same school, why would a company choose 
him?

“I chose to enroll so that when I apply for a job aft erwards, 
I can look at them and say, I know the creative, I know the 
business, so you can trust me to have both mindsets,” he said.

However, Naik soon learned that his parents couldn’t keep 
sending him money every week because they had to save up 
for his sister’s college expenses, so he now had to work as well 
as study. He soon got an internship at Tom, Dick and Harry 
Creative. Naik had to work harder than he’s ever done in the 
past, and he did just that, eventually getting a full-time job.

“What impressed me about Naik is his work ethic. I’ve 
spoken to him and I know his passion as a fi lmmaker,” said 
Ken Wilson, creative director at Tom Dick and Harry Cre-
ative. “Usually that serves as a crutch to many young interns 
who just don’t give their 100 percent due to other passions 
and goals, but Vedant, however, gives his all in whatever task 
he is assigned to.”

Despite all the struggles he’s had to endure throughout his 
life from his childhood to college, Naik says he’s now a happy 
man. With the income from his current job, he is now able to 
fund his fi rst passion project  — Th e Pearl Equation.

“I always used to work on crime thrillers so this is some-
thing completely new. I’ve already made a list of festivals that 
I’d submit it to. If something happens with it, I can actually 
move into the fi lmmaking business, which is the real dream.”

Naik would only leave copywriting if he saw stability with 
a permanent fi lmmaking gig.

While he enjoys his current job, it’ll always remain second 
to fi lmmaking as the only reason he has the job is to have a 
stable pay and lifestyle. 

However, if his fi lm doesn’t get accepted, Naik said he 
won’t be disheartened and will instead use it as a learning 
experience.

“I don’t cry over the past now,” Naik said. “ I’ve also learned 
to stop looking ahead to the future, already envisioning your 
success, and instead, focus on living in the present.”

COMING TO CHICAGO | 62



The Pearl Equation is Vedantʼs 
biggest project yet as he is 

self-funding the entire project, 
having hired a director of pho-

tography and a producer among 
others. He hopes to submit it 

to  lm festivals when the post 
production phase is complete.
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Pauline Moon and her huband 
runs an Evangelical mission

STORY AND PHOTOS BY CAROLINA DURON

Special Mission

On the second fl oor of a house near 
Loyola University Chicago, a South Kore-
an woman sits with her head bowed as she 
reads through a packet called “Th e Secrets 
of the Kingdom of God.” 

Th e door opens and four university stu-
dents walk in, calling out a greeting as they 
take their seats around a large rectangular 
table fi lled with food, drink and packets. 

Th ey are promptly followed by an old-
er man who takes his jacket off  and sits 
across the woman, saying, “Missionary 
Pauline, should we start Bible study?” She 
looks up, smiles, and says, “It’s time to 
work, Shepard Jim.” 

Shepard Jim met Missionary Pauline 
Moon when she fi rst arrived to Chicago 
in 2002. She barely spoke English and was 
working with their church to set up a Bible 
Study group for her to work with. 

“I had been living in Chicago for 12 
years and was working with UBF to im-
prove my missionary skills” Shepard Jim 
said. 

Th e University Bible Fellowship (UBF) 
is a Presbyterian church that stands as one 
of Korea’s largest religion-based mission-
ary sending agency.

Pauline Moon joined UBF the summer 
of 1984 when she was a senior undergrad 
at Dungun University in South Korea. She 
studied fashion design and had a passion 
for photography, which made her curious 
to learn about other cultures around the 
world. 
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Th is was the fi rst University where she taught the gospel 
aft er training with UBF, and where she stayed for six years.  
Aft er teaching at Dungun University she expanded her work 
to three larger college campuses in South Korea, Kookmin 
University, Sangmyung University, and Sung Kyun Kwan 
University.

“Kookmin University campus is my favorite place in Ko-
rea,” Pauline said. “I 
taught the gospel there 
for 25 years.” 

It was there that Pau-
line decided her true 
calling was teaching the 
word of God to others 
because of how fulfi lled 
it made her feel. 

“I always knew the word of God had to be taught and 
teaching the people I knew was the best,” Pauline said. 

To dedicate her life to college campuses and living 
amongst the students to help them understand the word of 
God turned out to lead her in an unexpected road in her ca-
reer but one she embraced nonetheless. 

She would work with seamstresses for money but dedicat-
ed most of her time to being a Bible study teacher. 

Missionary Life 
Th is way of living is rooted in the heart of UBF, and it 

started during the South Korean civil war in the mid to late 
1960s, when American and British pastors and missionar-
ies worked to help the war-devastated youth in Korea and 
founded the University Bible Fellowship. 

More than 50 years later, the church now has 105 chapters 
all over U.S. university campuses and holds its largest service 
in its headquarters in Chicago.  

Without any fi nancial support of any kind those who are 
part of the church community are encouraged to embrace 
the evangelization of American and other Western college 
campuses as their calling. 

An article published in June 2015 by ‘Christianity Today’ 
said, “UBF is seen as unique, though it is a mainstream evan-
gelical group… Th ey are more theologically conservative, 
intensively devotional, enthusiastic about evangelism, and 
more hierarchically organized than most of all the other al-
ready conservative, devoted and hieratically organized evan-
gelicals.” 

Being based off  the importance of evangelization, UBF re-
mains a very strong and passionate church among second 
and third generation Koreans. 

Hanna Choi a university student at Loyola said her expe-
rience as a second generation South Korean and second gen-
eration missionary changed the way she approached coming 
to live to America. 

“My parents weren’t missionaries when I was born but 
when I was fi ve, they decided to take the missionary role and 

move to Mexico, I was a kid and we were living in poverty; 
my whole family was living in one room and aft er we moved 
to Mexico, God blessed us with a lot, specially fi nancially.”  

Choi’s experience is from a young age and part of a move-
ment that is not only deeply rooted in the church but also 
part of the lifestyle that many missionaries choose as part of 
a path to better their lives. 

“My church has always pushed for me to teach and learn 
while I teach” Pauline said. “For me that’s the best part of 
being part of University Bible Fellowship Church.”

She was 28 when she expanded her work and since then 
has taught Bible study on more than 10 campuses, six of 
which are in South Korea, three in Chicago and one in Mich-
igan. 

Shortly aft er she expanded her work, Pauline met her hus-
band, Luke Moon.

“I met Pauline at the church,” Luke recalled, “I had told my 
pastor that I wanted an artistic woman as my wife, and two 
days later he introduced me to Pauline.” 

Luke Moon is a soft -spoken man who had studied, and 
was now working in international business. Aft er a one-year 
courtship, the couple got married.

In 1991, she and Luke adopted their son, Paul. Luke and 
Pauline raised their child with a missionary state of mind. 

From a young age, Paul knew it was a possibility that they 
might leave Korea to become missionaries. He just didn’t ex-
pect it to be so soon.  

Calling from God
In 2000 the Church’s pastor approached Pauline. 
“He said to me, I think you’re ready to expand your hori-

zons” Pauline said.
For her husband, it meant leaving his position as a CFO 

and for her son to start a new educational system, a new city, 
a new world. 

Th eir son Paul was 14 at the time and in Paul’s mind, the 
problem wasn’t his parents coming to the U.S., but how his 
parents had decided to come to the U.S. 

Before they knew it, the family was making preparations 
to move to Chicago.  

His parents had decided to follow the church’s calling and 
move, however their visa would have to come from his fa-
ther’s sister-in-law. 

Paul, a 29 year-old University of Illinois-Chicago grad-
uate, has embraced the American culture and nurtured his 
calling as a businessman. He lives upstairs from his parents 
and helps Pauline teach Bible study at his alma mater. 

Pauline was reluctant about leaving her life behind in Ko-
rea and saw this opportunity as a possibility, not a necessity. 

“I didn’t want to come in the beginning, I would always 
say that I wanted to die in Korea, why leave?” she said. 

“If it was God’s will to use our family as missionaries in 
America, then we were going to follow his path,” Pauline said. 

Luke added, “since we have been going to the church all 

“I didnʼt want to 
come in the begining. 

I would always say 
that I wanted to die in 
Korea, why leave?”
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Missionary Pauline does Bible 
study with Shepard Johnson.





of our lives, it only made sense to try and see if our family was meant to 
be missionaries.” 

Pauline and Luke decided that to make the move easier on their son, 
they would send him a year before to spend time with his aunt that lived 
in Rogers Park, Chicago. 

In 2002 Luke and Pauline Moon arrived to O’Hare International Air-
port to start a new life. Th eir son Paul, and the Church Shepard received 
them and the family was ready for their new lives to begin. 

It has now been 15 years since the Moon family came to America and 
10 years since they have become U.S. Citizens. Th e family maintains their 
traditional Korean lifestyle in their home in West Ridge a Neighborhood 
in Chicago. 

Th e family maintains an active role in the church and are constantly 
helping other missionaries get used to life in America. 

It has been a long road for the family and Pauline and Luke are think-
ing about retiring in Korea within the next fi ve years however, her experi-
ences here are cherished changes and a welcome learning experience for 
her and her family. 

“When I fi rst came I suddenly became deaf and mute,” Pauline said 
with a soft  smile in her face. “Wherever I went, I couldn’t understand 
anything but now… I understand.” 
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“If it was in Godʼs will to use our family as 
missionaries in America, then we were going to 

follow his path.”





Fetic is the operations director for 
the Niagara Foundation, a nopro t 
organization based in Chicago.

STORY BY NIDHI MADHAVAN

PHOTOS BY ALEXANDRA SCHMIDT

The Refugee
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Hadis Fetic sits in a pristine conference 
room almost 500 feet above Michigan Av-
enue. Behind him is a breathtaking view 
of the Chicago skyline. Clean shaven and 
clad in a crisp dress shirt and well-tai-
lored suit, the 26-year-old could be any of 
thousands of young Chicagoans working 
white-collar jobs in nice offi  ces through-
out the city.

Staring out the fl oor-length window at 
the cluster of skyscrapers ahead, he recalls 
landing in Canada with his family at age 7 
as a refugee from war-torn Bosnia.

“Seeing cars, planes, buildings…it was 
all mind blowing,” Fetic said. “Which is 
now weird, because we’re on the 42nd 
fl oor and all I can see are buildings.”

Fetic and his family immigrated to On-
tario in 1997 aft er being forced from their 
small village outside Chechnya in 1994 at 
the height of post-Soviet confl ict in East-
ern Europe.

One of the earliest and most vivid mem-
ories Fetic has of his childhood is lying in 
bed at night as a sniper shot through their 
lights, instantly casting darkness over the 
whole house.

“Within 20 minutes, they dragged us 
outside,” Fetic recalled. “Th ey had my fa-
ther on his knees at gunpoint before fi -
nally releasing him…we left  shortly aft er 
that.”

Fetic spent the next three years of his 
childhood living in a refugee camp in 
neighboring Croatia while Bosnian Serbs 

BOSNIA



(Top) Fetic lived in Canada for most of his childhood and adolescencent years before moving to Chicago for work. (Bottom) A few souveniers from Feticʼs most recent visit to his native Bosnia. 
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and Croats fought for control over the newly independent 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Both groups reportedly committed varying degrees of war 
crimes before NATO interference ended the war in 1995. 
It wouldn’t be until 2016 that the United Nations convict-
ed Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic of perpetrating a 
genocide that slaughtered more than 8,000 Muslim men and 
boys,the worst European mass-murder since the Holocaust.

Despite seeing these atrocities unfold, Fetic doesn’t view 
his childhood as traumatic.

“As a child, you have no idea that you’re in the middle of 
a war,” he said. “I remember waiting for the trucks to arrive 
at our camp each Friday with food and toys and being quite 
happy. As a child, you don’t think of it as sad.”

Coming to Canada
Aft er applying for refugee status all over the world, Fetic, 

along with his parents and younger brother, received asylum 
in Canada. Th e family would spend almost a year living in 
the church that sponsored their arrival before fi nding a place 
of their own.

“We didn’t speak any English, and neither of my parents 
even knew how to drive,” Fetic said.

Although the family struggled to learn the language and 
obtain legal documents, they quickly settled into their new 
home in Burlington, Ontario.

“In Canada, they pride themselves on being very welcom-
ing to foreigners, more so than here,” Fetic said.

Th is still holds true. Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau recently made headlines aft er agreeing to accept a 
total of 35,000 Syrian refugees, while other nations, the U.S. 
included, balked due to terror concerns.

During their fi rst several years in Canada, Fetic’s family 
was very close with the 15,000 or so Bosnians in the commu-
nity. As white Europeans, Fetic and his brother Harry found 
it easy to fi t in, and grew increasingly assimilated to Western 
culture.

“By the time we arrived in Canada, we were just starting 
school, so our personalities and attributes were very much 
shaped by Canadian Society,” his brother, Harry, said.

Today, Harry, 29, works in fi nance and still lives in Burl-
ington with his expectant wife. Although he was the one who 
stayed in Canada, he said it is Hadis who has more national 
pride.

“Hadis and I vary a little about our Canadian opinions,” 
Harry said. “I know Hadis considers himself to be a very 
proud Canadian, whereas I still consider myself more Bos-
nian, perhaps because I am a little older.”

Life in Chicago
Just weeks aft er receiving his bachelor’s degree in fi nance 

in 2012 from Sheridan College in Ontario, Fetic arrived in 
the U.S. for what he thought would be a short business trip; 
he didn’t particularly want to leave Canada, given the job op-

portunities and social well-being he enjoyed there.
“I told my parents I’d probably be back in three days,” Fetic 

said. Instead, he ended up relocating permanently for work. 
He spent his fi rst year in the U.S. in Morton Grove, a 

northern Chicago suburb, working for the Federation of Bal-
kan Americans. Once he decided to pursue a graduate de-
gree, he jumped between several universities and graduate 
programs, beginning with human resources at Robert Mor-
ris University in Chicago. He also attended the University 
of Kentucky for a short stint before eventually ending up at 
University of Chicago in the economics program with plans 
to become a professor.

“I’m a pretty lazy person; what’s better than only having to 
work nine months a year?” he joked.

But for someone who calls himself lazy, he keeps a busy 
schedule. Fetic currently serves as the Operations Director 
for the Niagara Foundation, a nonprofi t promoting interfaith 
and intercultural cooperation and understanding. Founded 
in 2004, the organization now has 70 offi  ces nationwide.To-
day, he’s been with the nonprofi t for a year, overseeing oper-
ations for  the foundation’s four centers.

Additionally, Fetic serves on the Graduate Student Coun-
cil, the disciplinary board and the admissions board at Uni-
versity of Chicago.

As for balancing coursework, a full-time position and his 
other commitments, Fetic claims he has one secret.

“I knew this man who trained his body to function on less 
than two hours of sleep,” Fetic said. “Although the fi rst few 
months were incredibly rough on me physically, I now sleep 
about four hours a night now and feel just fi ne.”

Erik Levine, a graduate student studying anthropology 
and linguistics and one of Fetic’s close friends, said that it’s 
not uncommon to see him awake in the early hours of the 
morning, studying in the lounge of the International House, 
where he lives with about 100 other graduate students from 
the U.S. and abroad.

While the academic rigor at University of Chicago oft en 
demands all-nighters, according to Levine, few students go 
so far as Fetic.

“I don’t understand it, but somehow he makes it work,” 
Levine said.

Sink or Swim
Th ese days, he’d be considered incredibly ambitious to 

most people, but he claims that he was much less driven 
growing up.

With higher education in Canada being more aff ordable, 
Fetic said that there was less academic pressure placed on 
students and more time for social development.

“I was the worst student you could imagine,” he said. 
“Th ey only passed me because I looked older than all the 
other kids.”

While school in Canada may have been easy on him, his 
Eastern-European parents were not.
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Fetic said his father, a former military offi  cer in Bosnia, believed 
that hard work was its own reward and pushed his children to succeed 
without the need for praise.

“Having Eastern-European parents means you have to work hard 
and adapt quickly,” Harry said.

Faced with minimal skills in a new country, Fetic’s parents were hard 
workers themselves. His father, working as a language tutor at the time, 
would go on to start the community’s fi rst Bosnian cultural center, all 
while working towards his own college degree. He is now a physics 
professor at one of Canada’s top universities and speaks 14 languages.

“My parents, like most Eastern-Europeans, believe that if you throw 
someone in the water, they’ll learn to swim,” Hadis said.

He isn’t kidding. When Fetic was just 18 years old, his parents put 
him on a fl ight to Nigeria to spend two weeks in a cultural exchange 
program and see fi rsthand how others in the world lived.

“I didn’t know where I was going until they handed me my ticket at 
the airport,” Fetic said.

However, Fetic said it was the summers he spent traveling back to 
his native Bosnia and the surrounding countries during college that 
would change the trajectory of his life. He met people, oft en relatives, 
who didn’t know how to read or write.

“It made me realize that I was a refugee just like them, but I had 
been given opportunities they hadn’t,” Fetic said. “I became much more 
serious about my studies at that point.”

An American Dream
Fetic is well aware that his academic and professional success is an 

anomaly among Bosnian refugees, especially those in the United States.
“My life would have been very diff erent in the states,” Fetic said. “I 

probably couldn’t have gone to university because of the fi nances. You 
pay $2,000 for an Ivy League education in Canada; you can’t aff ord 
community college at that price here.”

Between 1992 and 2007, the U.S. took in approximately 131,000 
refugees from Bosnia, and 9,000 ended up in Chicago, mainly in the 
Rogers Park and West Ridge neighborhoods.

Faced with language barriers and little education, many parents 
ended up working minimum wage jobs while their children struggled 
to keep up in school, oft en dropping out to work the same low paying 
jobs or turning to crime.

Living in Hyde Park, Fetic sees fi rsthand the roadblocks that keep 
many lower-income residents from moving upward.

“Th is is one of the worst countries to live in, in terms of personal 
security,” he said, drawing on his experience as an economics student. 
“We pay the most out of any country in the world for just healthcare… 
15 percent of people here can’t even aff ord food. Th at’s worse than 
some African countries.”

He doesn’t sugarcoat the lack of resources here, but Fetic still be-
lieves in the opportunities available in America, and particularly in 
Chicago.

“In a lot of the countries where I’ve lived, it doesn’t matter how 
smart you are or how hard you work,” Fetic said. “Th is is one country 
– and one city – where you can really move up the corporate ladder if 
you commit to it.”
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