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"You survived a war! This is a piece of cake." These aren't the words of a poet or philosopher. 
They are the words of my teacher, Ms. Barile, and they inspired me to achieve great things. They 
continue to echo in my head, long after graduation. Ms. B. "discovered" me when I was lost - 
when I wasn't sure where I was going or what I would become. Let me tell you how I came to 
know my teacher, mentor, and friend, Ms. B. 
 
I was 6 years old when war broke out in Bosnia. We were Muslims, so my family became targets 
of Milosevic's campaign of ethnic cleansing. Immediately the war hit home when my uncle was 
shot by snipers. While playing in our backyard, my 2 year-old sister was hit by a bomb. Her leg 
was badly damaged. There were no hospitals, so my parents wrapped her leg in bandages and 
gave her liquor for the pain. Soon my parents, 4 siblings and I fled our home. We were in 
Srebrenica when Mladic came. My mother demanded we leave the city. We were lucky - later 
we found out that over 8,000 had been massacred there.  
 
Life during war was not fun for children. We played soccer between buildings, only at night. We 
seldom attended school - it was too dangerous or the schools were damaged by bombs.  
 
After the war, we were fortunate enough to come to the U.S. for medical help for my sister. I 
spoke only two words of English - “okay” and “bye” - and I wasn't sure what they meant. I 
wasn't interested in school; I planned to drop out and get a job. Then I met Ms. B. She asked me 
what my problem was. She said I was smart and I should be working harder. When I said I was 
dropping out, she said I was not. After seeing me run while playing soccer, Ms. B said I was fast 
and should try out for track. I did and it turned out I was good, but I had two F's which made me 
ineligible. Ms. B. convinced me to stay in school, get my grades up, and run track. I did. When 
things got tough, Ms. B. would say, "You survived a war- this is a piece of cake!"  
 
 
Because I missed so much school in Bosnia, Ms. B. told me to apply to prep school. I did. I was 
amazed when I was accepted to Phillips Andover. At Andover, Ms. B. still mentored me. If there 
was a problem, the school called her. When I was overwhelmed, she still said, "C'mon! You 
survived a war! This is a piece of cake."   
 
I never dreamed that I would attend college, but Ms. B. helped me apply for scholarships. I was 
accepted to Wheaton College, where I continued to hear her words. I made the dean's list, 
became a 5 time All-American, and won 2 NCAA Championships. In 2010, I won the NCAA 
Inspiration Award.  
 
Ms. B. has been a constant support. She encouraged me to write a book about my experiences – 
which I did. She helped me become a U.S. citizen - one of my proudest moments. She helped me 
find a job. I now work for the federal government with the hopes of making sure no child has to 
live through what I did. I survived a war and, thanks to Ms. B, everything else is a piece of cake. 


