Diane Gerstner Memorial Scholarship
Venese Edwards

I felt guilty for writing this, because I was about to use my mother’s death for my own
personal benefit of a scholarship. It’s been twelve years since my mother died from breast
cancer. I have become desensitized by the thought of it (some of the time). It took my father two
days to tell me “Mommy’s with all the little angels” and four years for me to stop crying on
Mother’s Day, her birthday, and Christmas.
After two years my father sent me to live in Queens with his sister and her family. He felt
that he was only able to raise my older brothers, but he could not raise a girl. Instead of having
me stay with one of my three aunts who lived literally blocks from where I lived in the Bronx, he
sent me to live with his strict and generally harsh sister in Queens. This angered my mother’s
family and was very upsetting to me. She was not a warm or loving person, in fact she was quite
angry and unwelcoming.
Since, I was seven, I was subjected to constant belittling in her strict Guyanese
household. To no one's surprise, I was conflicted when my aunt got sick when I was in seventh
grade. By 2014, we found out she had breast cancer. When my mother was sick, I had no idea
what was going on. When my aunt fell ill, it was like I received the “parent with cancer
experience” I previously missed out on. Between late night hospital trips, entering high school,
and an increase in household responsibilities, I couldn't handle it. I thought everything in my life
was destined to become cancerous. I had an irrational fear that I brought cancer to everything
around me.
I’m seventeen now and I realized that at the time, I was too young to actually be day to
day affected by my mom’s death, yet I faced the repercussions of her death instead. I felt like a
burden. It didn’t help that adults would bring her up at awkward times, like at award ceremonies
in, what I now realize, was an attempt to be comforting… “Your mom would be so proud”.
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Instead, it upset me. So I made a conscience effort to detach anything I did, away from her to try
to avoid the grieving process or the moments of self-pity when I felt that everyone had it so
much better or thinking about my own mortality with these strong breast cancer genes.
So why am I writing about her now? Am I not using her death to gain leverage in life?
All of these thoughts went through my head. Until I stopped and realized that it is not immoral to
share my story even if it is for my benefit. As I get older, experience more and heal, I believe
that my life would only become “cancerous” if I didn’t put in an effort. When I realized this, I sat
down and wrote this essay. Now I am phenomenally happy that I shared this story. I know that
I’m not alone and that there are many who have similar and worse situations. I hope that I can
help someone else in the future if they are struggling.
I will be the first person in my family to go to college and I could really use the financial
help. Especially since my father is a much older man now, 72 years old, and has been retired
since 2017. I plan to keep costs down by going to a 4-year Cuny college, but as you know,
college costs are expensive. Thank you for considering me for the Diane Gerstner Memorial
Scholarship and I appreciate your time.

