

Success

What is success? One question, many answers. Most use more than one sentence to describe success because what defines it is not as simple as it seems. The allegation “one size fits all” cannot be applied to the definition of accomplishment. 
Ask one hundred people what success means, and be prepared to hear one hundred, if not more, answers. To some, this word implies wealth, happiness, or fame. To others, success is entirely different. It all depends on what an individual values most. For me, success stands for many meaningful achievements that happened in my life. Some of them are small, and others are big.
I will begin with my appearance in this world. I was my Mama’s fifth pregnancy and her third surviving child. When my parents conceived me, they could not afford another mouth to feed. Mama wanted to abort me, but the doctors said no. Her last abortion did not go well, and she almost died. 
Life in the Soviet Union, a country of not enough, was hard. There was a shortage of everything; for that reason, families could not afford to have many children. Abortion was legal in the USSR, and women terminated their pregnancies. They used it as birth control due to the lack of contraceptives. 
Our family was poor when Mama found out she was pregnant. Determined to dispose of me, she sought the help of an herbalist to terminate her pregnancy. The woman prepared a toxic tincture and gave it to Mama. Knowing how hard our family’s life would be with another baby, she drank it, but I refused to leave her womb. I hung in there for dear life.
 	Nine months later, Mama nearly dropped me on the hospital steps. The contractions were coming quickly. She barely found the strength to make it inside the hospital, and a few pushes later, I made my appearance. My birth represents two significant accomplishments. For my mother, despite the toxic tincture she drank, Mama gave birth to a healthy baby. For me, I joined a loving family. Success! 
Seven years later, on the first day of school, I was introduced to anti-Semitism when my first-grade teacher mocked my name. It caught me off guard. I did not know how to handle prejudice at seven. 
Hearing the Communist Party leaders talk of “ultimate” equality in the USSR, I believed them. Sadly, on September 1, 1961, I discovered that equal rights ended with the Jews. 
The totalitarian regime singled out this minority by targeting them for persecution and discrimination. There was no justifiable reason for the Jews to become the scapegoats of socialist society. Most of the Soviet Jews were not even Jewish. All of them were born after the Great October Revolution into a godless civilization. Religion, being the anathema of the Communist Party, was outlawed. Judaism, the faith of their forefathers, the very thing that made people Jewish, was forbidden to practice. 
To keep the Jews in constant fear, the government devised a clever plan. It required every person of Jewish descent to list the religion of their ancestors as a nationality on the infamous Fifth Line on every official document. 
I was born in Kazakhstan, but my parents could not register me as Kazakh. Anywhere else in the world, nationality is determined by the place of birth, but it did not work like this in the USSR. The word “Jewish” on my birth certificate predetermined my fate and made me an object of persecution. 
For twenty-three years of my life, anti-Semitism had followed me everywhere. It became my daily companion and my second shadow. It stood by my side on a pristine winter morning when I heard a woman yell, “Kike!” from an open window as I ran toward a group of children in anticipation of making friends. Were it not for the support of my loving parents, I would’ve become its victim, but I survived it. Success!
In 1974, in college, I met my future husband. Our courtship lasted one and a half months before he proposed. His parents did not want him to take me as his wife; his mother even tried hiding his passport. Without it, he could not apply for a marriage license. In the end, her evil intentions did not pan out. Her plan failed, and three months after we met, Yefim and I became husband and wife. Forty-eight years have flown by since January 4, 1975, and we are still together. Success! 
On my wedding night, I became pregnant. Nine months later, I welcomed my first child, a beautiful, healthy baby girl. She was perfect. When I first held her in my arms, I rejoiced in knowing she was a part of me. Success! 
Overwhelmed with love, after she was born, I promised my daughter to protect her from anti-Semitism. Two and a half years later, I fulfilled that promise. With my face glued to the window and tears running down my cheeks, I watched Mama run alongside the platform as the train slowly pulled away from the station. At some point, she stopped. My gaze fixed on her until I saw the familiar petite silhouette of my beloved parent disappear from my view and become a stick figure. Holding my child close to my heart, I collapsed into the seat.
My mind raced. My heart grieved. Will I ever see the woman who gave birth to me again? I did not know the answer to this question, but I hoped I would. Hope was the only constant that kept me going then.
Sitting inside the train, we were on our way to Moscow to receive the exit visas from an American Consulate. A few days later, with passes in our hands, we purchased the airplane tickets and boarded a plane to Rome, Italy. We were on the way to freedom. Four hours later, our family disembarked at Leonardo da Vinci Airport. Success! 
After staying in Italy for three months, we took our last flight on March 7, 1978. The plane flew ten hours before landing at the JFK International Airport in Brooklyn, New York. At long last, on March 8, 1978, we reached the last stop of our destination, the land of the free and the home of the brave. Success!   
Our family rented a cheap apartment in Brooklyn a few weeks later and moved away from Queens, where Yefim’s parents settled. I felt relieved to put some distance between the in-laws and me. To have a place just for the three of us made me ecstatic because I no longer had to be the object of my mother-in-law’s constant scrutiny. Success! 
My husband found a job pumping gas a week after we moved into our new apartment. Not knowing one word of English, he asked his customers to write the number of gallons in a small notebook. Shortly after he was employed, his boss fired two other employees because my spouse could handle his and their loads simultaneously. A few months down the road, the owner of the gas station promoted him to a mechanic. By then, my husband spoke broken but understandable English. Success! 
In 1981 Yefim opened an auto repair shop in Brooklyn, New York. His reputation as one of the best and most honest auto technicians in the area preceded him, and the loyal customers he served in his previous job followed him. Success! 
In 1984, our son was born. He is the apple of my eye, and my love for him is infinite. He brought so much joy into my life despite putting me through a wringer as a teenager. As a talented artist, he won the Adobe Design Achievement Award in the Interactive Design category in 2005. 
He and I flew to New York to attend the award ceremony at the Guggenheim Museum. When they announced his name as the winner, I watched him cross the stage to accept his reward. Holding his head high, my son lifted a three-dimensional letter A into the air, looked, and smiled at me, making my heart overflow with pride and joy. My unyielding support for my child and his hard work paid off. Success! 
In 1995, we moved to Florida. While building a brand-new house, we had to fire our builder. The decision was hard to make. Our house stood at forty percent of completion when we took over. However, six months later, after we became builder-owners, our family moved into our dream home. Success! 
In 2007, I faced the biggest challenge of my life. The neurosurgeons diagnosed me with a tumor at the base of my skull. They told me that the basal skull meningioma was about to kill me. My prognosis was bleak. The doctors gave me a less than thirty percent chance to survive the massive craniotomy. Facing uncertainty, I did not succumb to the dire predictions. I looked into the neurosurgeon’s eyes and said, “Thirty is just a number. I know, I am coming back.” And I did. Success! 
Growing up in the USSR, I wanted to study at a university, but those in charge of admissions cut my academic career short. The quotas and Fifth Line on my application got in the way. I sat in front of a Professor of Physics, superbly answering his questions when he looked at me and said, “Young lady, they won’t admit you this time. I am going to fail you.” With a stern expression, he continued, “But if you want to come back next year, I will help you get in. I would give you my phone number so you could call me, and we can talk.” His words disgusted me and made me uncomfortable. The professor blatantly hinted at a bribe. Disappointed, I left. 
I did not want to waste an academic year, so I applied to a trade school. Two years later, I entered a community college. Having graduated High School with a Red Diploma, the second-highest honor, I did not need to take any entrance exams. The committee granted me a seat, and I became a college student. Success!
Years went by before I went back to school again. I put my dream of receiving a Bachelor’s degree from an American University on hold because of other priorities in life. My children had to get educated first.
As an exchange liberal arts student, my daughter studied for a year at the College of William and Mary in Oxford, England. She received her Liberal Arts Bachelor’s degree from Sarah Lawrence College in Bronxville, New York, a year later. My son attended the Ringling School of Arts and Design in Sarasota, Florida, and Creative Circus in Atlanta, Georgia, to fulfill his professional goals. All are prestigious learning institutions. Success!
Watching my children grow academically made my desire for a four-year degree even stronger. I wanted to be on par with them. I became obsessed, longing to prove that I did not waste the excellent education I received in the USSR. I yearned to ensure that my hard work to become one of the best students in my graduating class was not in vain. For me, it was a matter of pride and resilience. On August 1, 2009, at fifty-four, I strutted across the stage to receive a Bachelor’s Degree from Barry’s University, presented to me by my favorite Professor, Susan Braunstein, turning my dream into a reality. Success! 
Success is an elusive but exciting word representing different things to people. Some seek wealth, and others fame to achieve it. Success means getting through the most challenging times with dignity and inner strength intact. Success is about not giving up and not about becoming a victim under any circumstances or in the face of adversity. But even more than that, success means that when I look at myself in the mirror, I like the person staring back at me.  


