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ream Deferred

LANGSTON HUGHES

What happens to a dream deferred?

Doesitdryup

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore—

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or crust and sugar over—

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?

The production's high caliber, worthy of prestigious venues like Steppenwolf Theatre or
Broadway, challenges stereotypes and emphasizes the power of voice and artistry as means of
expression and community connection. Ultimately, "The Dreams That Make Us" offers a
powerful commentary on the universal human experience, inviting reflection on the
aspirations that shape our identities across cultures. Therefore, each component of the
collective performance could be envisioned as a multicultural collaboration because the
themes transcend culture and ethnicity, but the beauty and significance of a full female cast
and crew amplifies the power of collective female voices. Every woman with a dream has a
choice between deferring her dream to appease those in her life or fighting for the dream
while losing some people along the way, or dealing with the consequences of disappointing
loved ones through non conformity.
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“Harlem,” originally published in 1951 by
Langston Hughes as part of his collection

Montage of a Dream Deferred is one of 91

interconnected poems designed to be read as a
cohesive long poem. This structure mirrors the
format of the play “The Dreams That Make Us,”
which features a series of extensive
monologues that collectively convey a rich
tapestry of experiences and aspirations. Both
works explore themes of deferred dreams,
using their unique formats to enhance the
emotional depth of the narratives and to
highlight the significance of each voice within a
larger context. The similarity in structure
emphasizes how individual stories contribute to
a broader commentary on hope, longing, and
the quest for identity.

The first scene of the play captivated me with the
striking performance by Emma Barel, whose
monologue about her loved interest reminded me
of someone | care about. The way the story refers
back to the piercing eyes of the guy who catches
the character’s attention drew me in. The more she
talked about those eyes, the more | saw the eyes of
someone significant and specific in my mind. We
sometimes meet people who make such an impact,
even if we take a detour to spin the block once
again. Understanding ourselves and our initial
instincts about those who make a grand entrance
can be a complex journey. Life's twists and turns can
obscure clarity, yet they often lead us to realizations
that what is meant to be inevitably falls into place.
This interplay of fate and familiarity reminds us that
meaningful encounters, no matter how brief, can
deeply shape our perception of ourselves and our

relationships.
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Jessica’s reflections on the dreams imposed upon her by her mother resonated deeply with
me, stirring my own regrets about not fully understanding my mother’s aspirations for my life. |
couldn’t help but feel that my dreams, too, had been curtailed in some way. As | sat next to a
lovely South African woman who mentioned her son, hinting at a potential connection, |
recognized a universal truth: all mothers yearn for their children to find stability,
companionship, and care, much like my own mother desires for me. This shared longing for
fulfillmment across generations and cultures underscores a powerful bond among mothers and
their children, illuminating the complex interplay between personal dreams and familial

expectations.
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Respectfully, | showed her a photo of the man
with the piercing eyes—someone who had truly

captivated me. Her immediate response was,

“Well, he looks like a Greek God. | can’t blame you.

Even | love him just from the picture. His bone
structure is impeccable.” | couldn’t help but
agree, laughing as | replied, “There lies the
trouble; I'm either at a loss for words or | end up
saying too much.” In a nurturing tone, she
advised, “Oh dear, just let him win. It's better that

way.”

Internally, however, | mused, “I'm feeling like I'm
taking a lot more losses than I'd like in life, and a
few more wouldn’t change much if winning at
love means softening up and missing the ball.”
This reflection underscored my struggle with
vulnerability, revealing a tension between the
desire to embrace connection and the fear of
potential heartache. It was a poignant reminder
that love often requires navigating a delicate

balance between openness and self-protection.

Almost audibly hearing my own thoughts clashing
with the ongoing monologue on stage felt like a
tennis ball struck with force rather than precision. |
found myself transported to my mother’s living room,
just as | had been the week before. Beneath the
humor of the actress's performance, there was a
palpable sense of the pain that accompanies
expectations. Parents who are too lax may
inadvertently raise children who become careless
adults lacking boundaries. In contrast, overly strict
parents can instill such fear in their children that they
impose limits on their own abilities to dream in vivid
colors.
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“The combination of distinct
artistic expressions not only
elevated the emotional
resonance but also
unoderscoreo the idea that
dreams—though personal—
are interconnected in

meaningjul ways. “

As the play progressed, it offered various perspectives on dreams through a rich tapestry of
drama, dance, and songs, performed as solos or duets, each capable of resonating on its own.
Much like Langston Hughes's collection of poems, each segment of the play could be
appreciated independently. However, when viewed together as a cohesive collection, the
impact of the overarching message intensified, enriched by the interplay of diverse genres. This
multi-faceted approach allowed for a deeper exploration of aspirations, revealing the
complexities and nuances of each character’s journey while harmonizing their individual
stories into a unified narrative. The combination of distinct artistic expressions not only
elevated the emotional resonance but also underscored the idea that dreams—though
personal—are interconnected in meaningful ways.
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Enchanted by the proficiency of all the women
performing on stage, | found myself envisioning an

off-Broadway performance in New York, where such

talent could easily shine. Yet, here | was in Skokie,
seated at the Devonshire among an audience
composed almost entirely of Orthodox or modern
Orthodox Jewish women, all modestly dressed in
long skirts and long sleeves. The sense of
community was palpable, and in that moment, |
caught myself wishing, ‘I wish | had worn a skirt.”

This thought highlighted not only my admiration for

the performers, but also my desire to connect more
fully with the cultural and communal spirit
surrounding me, making me acutely aware of the
unigue atmosphere we all shared in that intimate
space.

| almost always wear a skirt to Jewish events, even
when it's not required, but that evening, |
unknowingly opted for leather shorts paired with
patterned stockings, giving me the appearance of a
cabaret dancer—a fact gently noted by the South
African woman sitting next to me. This little detail
brought back memories of my own mother, who
emphasized modest dress during my upbringing
and continues to do so today. Yet, despite my
unconventional outfit, no one in the audience
seemed to mind whether | wore pants or not. The
woman's comment was meant as a compliment;
she admired my fashion sense, which she conveyed
in her charming South African accent. She shared
that she had once been a social worker back in
South Africa, another detail that reminded me of
my mother, who is a nurse. This connection rooted
me further in the moment, highlighting the
interplay between personal identity and cultural
expectations, and reinforcing the bond shared
among women navigating their aspirations while
embracing their unique paths.
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| found myself slumping in my chair, distracted by a text from a girlfriend who is also a
playwright. The desire to join her after the performance to unpack everything was strong;
| yearned for a conversation that would allow us to reflect on the myriad themes of
struggle and resilience that the play illuminated. This urge to connect further
emphasized the shared experience of grappling with dreams and identity, making the
performance not just an artistic endeavor but a personal journey for everyone in the

audience.

| desperately needed a hug, yet | didn't know anyone in the audience well enough to
allow myself to unravel publicly. As | turned my attention back to the play, | heard the
actress on stage say something along the lines of, “When the beat drops and you fall, you
get back up.” At that moment, the strong voice of my beautifully fierce friend, Carmilla K
—a remarkable Native American and Black fitness instructor and aspiring literature
professor—echoed in my mind. She often says, “Fall down seven times, get up eight.” Her
words resonated with me, triggered by the actress's message, prompting me to press my
back against the chair and straighten my posture.

In that instant, | felt a surge of resilience rekindle within me. The intertwining of their
messages served as a poignant reminder of strength and perseverance, encouraging me
to embrace my challenges rather than shy away from them. It was a small but significant
shift, reinforcing the idea that even in moments of vulnerability, | carry the support of

strong women in my life, inspiring me to rise again.
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Watching the performance drew me in and out
of various states of consciousness, triggering
memories of significant people in my life—most
of whom | hold dear. | didn’t just see reflections
of myself in the performances; | also recognized
the extraordinary women who have shaped my
journey, depicted by the talented actresses on
stage. Each character seemed to embody traits
and stories reminiscent of these influential
figures, creating a rich tapestry of personal
connections.

Through their performances, | was reminded of
the strength, resilience, and complexity of the
women in my life, each of whom has left an
indelible mark on my heart. The interplay of
these memories with the live artistry created a
profound experience, allowing me to celebrate
not only my own narrative but also those of the
remarkable women who continue to inspire me

chian at Northbrook Public Library Silent Protest

every day.

Credit: Ina Bochian
Once the play was over, | sought out Arielle
Turover Cohen, a children's book author | had
met at the Purim Book Fair hosted by the
Chicago Jewish Alliance a few weeks prior. Our
initial connection had blossomed over my fine
art design of "Ariel the Jewish Bear," which was
initially inspired by Ralph Lauren's Bear and
someone with that middle name whose
presence gives me a sense of safety, much like a
teddy bear gives a child, but also challenges me
enough to develop courage, much like the little
bear in Arielle’s book.
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Connecting with Arielle and meeting her daughter and mother after the performance
was deeply meaningful for me. It helped pull me out of my comfort zone and placed me
among women who exude kindness and possess beautiful spirits. Their warmth and
welcoming presence enhanced the experience of the performance, making it even more
impactful. This interaction not only fostered a sense of community but also reminded me
of the strength and support found in female relationships. Sharing this moment with
them enriched my understanding of the play’s themes and highlighted the beauty of
connection, reinforcing the idea that we are all interwoven in our journeys, each
contributing to the narratives of one another’s lives.

When she asked me to attend the performance, her message included gratitude for a
bag | had given her with “Ariel the Jewish Bear” in exchange for her book about the
courageous boy and his bear. Essentially, my little Ariel brought me to the play. He helps
me make friends and feel appreciated, which is why | carry him everywhere now, as a
patch on my jacket, a print on a bag, or even a sticker in my pocket, or on a notebook.
Ariel is more or less my good luck charm.

After the show, | went to a speakeasy called Kashmir, where | was supposed to meet my
playwright friend and the host of the party; however, | didn't see either of them. My
playwright friend changed her mind about coming out, and | couldn't locate my other
friend in the crowded venue—he must have been caught up entertaining. Instead, | ran
into Nick C, a friend | had recently made on the set of a music video for another local
artist, Taylor Bennett, who noticed the little Ariel on my jacket. It's remarkable what a bit
of creativity and self-confidence can accomplish, even when we feel like our dreams
have been cut short. Once we shift our mindset to letting go of childhood dreams or
aspirations that we've placed on the back burner, we can genuinely thrive—even on days
when it feels like we're in the midst of a nightmare.
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For the past six months or so, it feels like every
day is the same nightmare, repeating itself in
different ways. | feel stuck in a maze, living
some version of a different hell over and over
again. Just when it seems like something good
is about to happen, it slips through my fingers
or the colors fade away. | find myself in a gray
space, devoid of color, where | started, telling
myself the same tired story that you can only go
up when you're down. But I'm exhausted from
running uphill on a slippery, icy slope only to fall
flat on my back, ending up at the bottom of
that same forsaken hill. While | lay there
figuratively, | experience small moments of
gratitude, reminded by a mentor of mine, Dr.
Eric Thomas, who says, ‘If you're gonna fall

down, fall on your back, because if you fall on
your back, you can look up, and if you can look

up, you can get up.”

This idea connects to a moment in the play
when the actress posed the question: “What do
you do when the beat drops?” She answered,
“When the beat drops, you get up.” However,
sometimes it takes too much energy to get
back up, only to find yourself running around in
circles and spinning the block. Lately, this
sentiment feels particularly relevant; my current
state feels like I'm caught in this cycle while
also trying to watch my back. When our energy
is low and we have our backs turned, those who
wish to bring us down tend to take their shots.
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“I| HAD THE wWORLD IN MY HANDS AND LET IT SLIP FROM ME.
YOU WERE CONTROLLING OUR PATH LIKE IT wWAS DESTINY.
STRINGS PULL LIKE SYMPHONES TRY TO MAKE ME DANCE TO
YOUR BEAT BECAUSE MENTALLY | FELT OUT OF TUNE, BUT
STILL MAKE SONGS FROM MELODIES”

13 2

To address the larger question posed by Langston Hughes in "Harlem," | believe that what
happens to a dream deferred is that it ignites our determination to keep pursuing that dream. We
fall seven times and get up eight, as Carmilla K. inspires her students to do. We rise after the beat
drops, ready to write a new song, filling the silence of despair with the crescendo of an upbeat
that encourages us to dance. Fortunately the rest of the night at Kashmir ended on a high note as
we danced the night away.

For about an hour, | felt on the edge of happiness, but not quite there yet—still in pursuit,
considering that all the dreams that truly matter to me have been deferred. On the way home, my
favorite song, "Sincerely," by another Chicago artist, Kami, came up on my playlist. The lyrics
resonate deeply with the phase of life I'm currently navigating, inspiring me to channel
uncomfortable circumstances into a source of creative fuel. The first few lines capture this
sentiment perfectly: “| had the world in my hands and let it slip from me. You were controlling our
path like it was destiny. Strings pull like symphonies try to make me dance to your beat because
mentally | felt out of tune, but still make songs from melodies..”

Kami was the first person | saw when | arrived in the city that night and the last person | said
goodbye to before leaving with Nick and our other friends. When | first got there, | shared a bit
about the play, and he asked what it was called. “I can’'t remember exactly,” | admitted. “You don'’t
remember the name of the play?” he responded, sounding a bit surprised. Embarrassed, |
explained, “Not really. | only found out about it a couple of hours before | went because someone
involved asked me to come.”

Kami understood. ‘It was kind of heavy. | just came out to decompress. | wasn't ready for
everything it triggered,” | added. It was comforting to see a familiar face in a fellow artist who may
have wrestled with some of the same emotions | was experiencing, especially considering that the
lyrics to his song articulated some of the feelings | struggled to convey in that moment.
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Reflecting on the night as a whole helped bring
me back to the pursuit of dreams deferred
along with a conversation | had with Nick about
our mutual dreams. “We met for a reason,” he
said. “The little bear brought us together for a
reason and | know we will do great things in
the future.” As it turns out Little Ariel managed
to connect me to an author with the same
name, get me to go to a play written and
produced by Orthodox Jewish women, while
also resonating with a black man who shares
some of my dreams.
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Somehow, this experience has revealed that
Ariel, the little bear, must have a soul and
dreams of his own, despite emerging from
my imagination. Although he is named after
a real person, he seems to have taken on a
life of his own, propelling the narrative
forward and connecting me with individuals
who inspire my creativity. Perhaps Ariel is my
spirit animal, embodying the part of me that
lies exhausted in my back after having fallen
down for the hundredth time. Maybe the
little bear allows that tired part of me to look
up at the sky and count the stars, all while he
joyfully seeks out the right people to bring
into my life, helping me rise again and
pursue my deferred dreams. This little Jewish
bear, whose name means "Lion of G-D," has
been leading me lately, guiding me to see
beyond the physical realm and encouraging
me to place my future in the hands of the
Creator of all dreams.

As | walked to the car, | noticed another
literal sign attached to a yellow piece of
metal on a light pole. A sticker proclaimed,
“Prevail & Prosper,” and | took it as a sign of
guidance for my journey ahead. To
commemorate the moment, | hung my bag,
adorned with “Ariel the Jewish Bear,” on the
sign and captured a photograph. The light
hit just right in the dark alley by the parking
lot. Perhaps, in time, the nightmare would
come to an end, and | would once again be
able to dream in vivid color.
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