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 I learned about snapdragon flowers unexpectedly, on a blue skied 
day in August, in the middle of downtown Cleveland. A friend named 
Hope and I bustled down the street, carrying hefty bags of styrofoam 
takeout boxes, in search of picnic tables amidst the concrete and brick 
towers of the city. We were on Payne Avenue, a street with close to as 
many abandoned buildings as there are occupied ones. Up until this past 
summer, my only frame of reference for this part of town was knowing 
that my great-grandfather had once worked in the old elevator factory a 
few blocks over.
 My foot brushed against something on the sidewalk, and I looked 
down to find a cluster of pear-shaped pink flower petals extending from 
the cracked cement beneath my feet. The flower’s stem shot straight up 
from the crumbling ground, as easily as it would in a lush garden, and I 
peered down with fascination.
 “That’s amazing,” I said to Hope, who had turned around to see 
what I was looking at.
 ”Oh, isn’t it?” She said. We paused there for a moment, and I 
watched the breeze shimmer along the semi-translucent petals. “That’s 
snapdragons for you.”
 “Do they always grow in random places like this?”
 ”Oh yeah,” Hope explained. “These things can grow anywhere- 
sidewalks, pavement, brick. And they’re so resilient. You can come back in 
the winter and I guarantee this little guy will still be here.”
 “Wow.”
 We continued walking towards the picnic tables on the corner of 
26th, but the flowers stayed with me, tangled in my thoughts for the 
time being. Maybe I was familiar with snapdragons after all, just not 
the kind you’d find beneath your feet on a city sidewalk. Maybe I’d lived 
in a ”snapdragon city” all my life- a place where beauty thrives in the 
most unexpected of places and overcomes whatever obstacles attempt to 
contain it. Cleveland and this tiny flower that I had nearly stepped over 
may have more in common than I had ever thought.
 If you don’t know the snapdragon’s story, you don’t expect it to 
survive. If you don’t know the resilience and strength with which the 
flower blooms, you would never guess that a million vibrant colors could 
spill from its unassuming buds. Even as someone who has lived in Cleveland 
her entire life, I had not realized until this past summer the extent of 
what my city has to offer. This book is a compilation of the stories I’ve 
collected over the past year- the flowers I would have normally walked 
over but instead took the time to notice. When I finally slowed down to 
see my city more fully, I found more snapdragons than I would have ever 
imagined.
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 I grew up in the Old Brooklyn neighborhood in Cleveland, in a tiny cul-de-sac hidden away 
from the main roads and covered in a canopy of trees much older than myself. The neighborhood 
was not the kind where kids ran around playing until the street lights blinked on. Crime became more 
prevalent with each passing year, and the majority of neighbors were senior citizens. I lived with my 
grandparents, Chris and Tony Lizzini, life long Cleveland residents and my unofficial tour guides for the 
city. My grandfather (right) grew up in the Clark-Fulton neighborhood, just a five minute drive north.
 Growing up, every car ride with my grandparents came with a story, many of which I’ve heard 
countless times. These stories were often of the past, describing the world as it was many years ago.
 ”If only you could have seen the old neighborhood, Lyss...” My grandpa would always say. “The city 
is always changing.”
 Every story kept me aware of life’s larger continuum- of the spaces that exist outside my 
own perception, both temporally and geographically. Over this past year, I have used drawing as my 
primary form of research to connect with these spaces outside of myself. I owe this curiosity, and the 
inspiration for this project, to my grandparents.
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 On the corner of East 13th and St. Clair, an apartment building sits among towers 
of concrete in the center of the city. St. Clair Place is the home to Asiatown Adult 
Literacy classes and a thriving garden that spills unannounced from a concrete parking 
garage.
 On my first day of class, I park beneath a Cleveland sky uncharacteristically gray 
for the middle of June and hurry across East 13th to the apartment building. Class 
is held in a wide, bright room on the first floor of St. Clair Place, with mostly senior 
residents in attendance, all of whom speak Mandarin. Tables are organized in a square 
formation, worksheets and pens spread out for all of the learners. Many residents 
bring notebooks filled with hundreds of pages of English words combined with Chinese 
characters. I would find myself mesmerized by these notebooks in the weeks to come, the 
flowy combination of letters and characters an art form in itself. The women at adult 
literacy class always dress in vibrant prints and patterns, jewelry dangling from necks 
and ears. Bubbly chatter fills the room, always a mixture of two languages. And then 
there is Hope, the lead instructor and engine that keeps our train moving.
 On this first day of class, Hope assigns me to work with Bao and Peifeng, two of 
the more advanced students. Bao is a tall man with kind eyes and short, cropped black 
hair. His smile radiates, even with a mask on. Peifeng is an older woman, with short gray 
hair and delicate wrinkles around her eyes that speak to years of smiling. She wears a 
pair of ornate, oval glasses low on her nose and always seems to have a phone pressed 
to her ear as she walks in to class. ”Peifeng is so popular,” Hope always says. “She’s got 
places to be and people to see!”
 Bao, Peifeng, and I talk about our jobs, families, and the weather in Cleveland. 
Google Translate fills the few gaps between our understanding. I learn that Peifeng 
knows fluent Russian, as she lived there for nearly twenty years- a lifelong traveler. It 
is immediately obvious that all of the younger residents look to Peifeng as a figurehead, 
a cornerstone to the community. Months after this moment, as I sat in the parking lot 
drawing St. Clair Place for this book, I watched as Peifeng returned with friends from 
the grocery store, leading the way towards the garden with fresh soil and materials for 
a new lattice. She leads with the ease and experience of someone who has spent a lifetime 
taking care of her community.
 Bao, on the other hand, is frantic, expecting a baby girl in the next couple weeks, 
his first daughter. His only other child, a son, remains in China for schooling. He asks for 
my opinion on possible baby girl names and shares that he’s lived in Cleveland for almost 
two years now.
 ”How do you like it?” I ask.
 “Ehhhh,” he says with a laugh. “Cleveland is too cold. But I like America. I like 
freedom.”
 We finish the worksheets early, on account of how speedy Peifeng and Bao are. 
We’re not done, however. Before I know it, Peifeng writes 1-10 across a blank sheet of 
paper, along with the Chinese characters for each number. She holds it up to me. ”Your 
turn.”
 ”Oh, I don’t know Mandarin,” I say with a laugh.
 ”You can start with pinyin.” 
 She writes the romanized transliterations for the ten numbers and again gestures 
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for me to read. I stumble through pronouncing them with no context.
 ”Okay, we’ll help you,” Bao says, chuckling. Peifeng recites the numbers in Mandarin, gesturing for me 
to follow suit. I struggle through the pronunciations, feeling red embarrassment flush my cheeks. Bao and 
Peifeng speak in slow motion, giving me time to adjust the muscles in my mouth to a new set of sounds.
 I repeat the words several times after they do, slowly but surely beginning to match their tones and 
pronunciations. Their faces light up with each correct sound, and I feel myself beam from their approval. 
 “See,” Bao says. ”You have ten new words today.” 
 He goes on to explain his daily practice of learning a new word each morning. Today’s word was 
“lorry (noun)- a large, heavy motor vehicle for transporting goods or troops: a truck.” This is Bao’s 304th 
memorized term. As he flips through pages and pages of dictionary definitions in his notebook, I am 
reminded of the power of words as something we can collect and hold on to. I would repeat my ten until 
they were memorized. 
 Lily is another resident who I would meet weeks later, on a sunnier day in August. She wore a 
crystal blue necklace to class that day, and a shimmer of glowing aquamarine caught my eye while we 
practiced phonetics at the benches behind the apartment building.
 ”I love your necklace,” I mentioned, while I checked her worksheet.
”Oh thank you!” She said. She catches me before the end of class that day, resting a gentle hand on my 
arm. ”I’ll bring you your own necklace next week!” 
 Hope explains to me that Lily buys her jewelry from a small kiosk in Tower City, a former mall that 
hasn’t seen its heyday for many years. Not the place that I would expect such a beautiful necklace to 
come from. 
 My memory of Tower City as a child is a bright and vibrant building, sky-high ceilings strung with 
Christmas ornaments and giant stockings. Now, however, even the lights in Tower city are dimmer, many 
of them left off since half the mall has been closed down due to a lack of vendors. The three floors are 
quiet and lonely, most often passed through for the sole reason of getting to the RTA station. I imagine 
that Lily, with her bright smile and patterned blouses, returns some light to a formerly sparkling place.
 She walks us out to the gardens each week after class, waving goodbye from the doors of the 
apartment building. ”I love you! I love you,” she calls. Two hours always passes in the blink of an eye.
 “We love you, too, Lily!”
 Behind St. Clair Place, gardens grow in the most unlikely of places- beneath parking garage beams 
and around pvc pipes. The garden has several levels, built on makeshift structures that can hold plants 
as heavy as watermelons above tiny radishes and peas. Lattices of bamboo sticks, wooden dowels, and 
rusted pipes allow winding vines to climb up towards the sun beyond the parking garage. A concrete cage 
turned into lush beauty.
 Hope and I meander through rows of cabbage, bitter melons, and squash. A man with a watering 
can and sun-dried skin smiles at us from behind tall stalks of green. The RTA speeds by with a heavy 
rumble, but the sound seems to be muffled by the warm heat that cascades down from a perfect blue 
sky.
 Hope and I admire the craftsmanship and work ethic it took to turn old scraps of found materials 
into a flourishing garden. Storage bins have been repurposed as rain collection basins. Plants stretch on 
for the entire length of the parking garage, waterfalls of green overflowing onto yellow parking bumpers 
and smooth asphalt. There is peace in this garden and peace in the residents who have planted it.

 Lily, Bao, and Peifeng remind me of all the beautiful things that can be collected from the most 
unlikely of places;

A garden from cement cracks and crumbling bricks. 
A necklace from a forgotten city. 
A new word from each day.
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 I met Carol and Irene in July, at a neighborhood history event in Slavic 
Village. A pair of sisters with the same blue eyes and fuzzy gray hair, they 
agreed to tell me their stories if only they could do it together. “The neighborhood 
was different back then,” they agreed. “The world was different.”
 “We used to play down at a gully,” Irene continued. 
 She painted the scene: a gully that today would probably be referred to 
as a field- a sprawling open space with the remnants of industry scattered 
amongst tall grass and spindly trees. A lone swing set stood on the eastern side 
of the gully. The girls would come running down the street to the swings, always 
keeping an eye out for frogs and fish in the little stream that ran through 
the space. Only the kids would gather here, never an adult. The city’s version 
of Neverland- one that could be accessed with nothing more than a short walk 
down the block from your house.
 ”Oh, the swingset was so fun. We would sit there swinging for hours and 
watch people walking back and forth from the grocery store.”
 ”Oh do you remember that one time, Irene?”
 “With the man with the sack?”
 ”Oh yeah, that was something else.”
 Carol described a startling childhood memory, when the girls had gone 
down to the gully and were almost kidnapped by a tall man holding a black burlap 
sack. ”If I hadn’t ran, I know he would have got me.”
 “Even then, you could see the neighborhood changing,” Irene concluded.
 ”Oh there’s so much crime now,” Carol chimed in. ”It’s hard to stay in a 
neighborhood where you see your neighbors getting robbed at gunpoint in their 
own homes.” She shook her head. ”I don’t know how we got here sometimes.”
 I’m reminded of when I was a child and my own home was broken into 
while we slept, my family waking to the lingering smell of cologne in a dim yellow 
kitchen that felt as though it belonged to someone else. Our side door hung half 
open as we ran out of beds to see what had happened. The car was gone.
 “That wouldn’t have happened 30 years ago,” I remember family members 
saying at our next gathering.
 “They need to get out of this neighborhood. It’s not safe anymore.”

 I come back to Carol and Irene, thinking that perhaps we are the same 
in some ways despite our difference in age. We have both seen the less than 
ideal sides of our neighborhoods, only five minutes away from one another. We 
have both found ways to remain, because, as Carol would say, “home is home.” I 
could feel amongst the three of us that a moment like this gave us hope for the 
future. Maybe there was something to this concept of remaining.  
 Irene looked at her hands, shaking her head and taking a deep breath. 
“Somehow, the angels always find a way to protect us,” she finished. She 
shrugged, and looked at me with a pair of honest blue eyes that were all at once 
sad, nostalgic, and reassuring. 
 “The kids were always alright. They almost always are.”
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 On the corner of East 66th and Hough Avenue, an unexpected urban 
vineyard stands among the patchwork houses of Cleveland’s historic Hough 
neighborhood. My first visit to the vineyard, I pulled into the gravel driveway 
just as the late afternoon sun began to dip below budding treetops, casting 
purple shadows on the wide expanse of grapevines directly before me. It 
was already March, many months after the passing of Mansfield Frazier, the 
vineyard’s founder, but this would be my first time visiting Château Hough. 
 I knocked on the large red door of the winery- a triangular building 
with a slanted glass roof that doubles as what biologist Jean Loria calls a 
”biocellar“(an underground greenhouse built from the basement of a demolished 
property). Mrs. Frazier answers the door with a warm smile and leads me up a 
set of stairs to a long, wooden table prepared with an overflowing charcuterie 
board. Jeremy, a neighborhood resident who worked closely with Mr. Frazier, 
sits across the table, notepad in hand. 
 “So I heard you want to talk about Mansfield, huh?” 
 I answered that I did, and Jeremy looked down at his note pad, a list 
of his memories of Mansfield. “Well, he definitely changed my life. No doubt 
about that.”
 Jeremy went on to describe Mansfield as magnanimous, the kind of 
person who felt larger than life and like a local celebrity. Someone who truly 
cared about the neighborhood, the people who lived there, and who knew how 
to be strategic about making change.
 “Do you remember any specific moments with him?” I asked.
 “Well, we visited a jail together one time, just to talk to the guys there, 
and I think that memory has affected me the most,” Jeremy said. ”He had a 
big heart for young people... and knuckleheads.” He laughed. ”He was an OG, you 
know, meaning original gangster. And back then, OGs were gentlemen. They had 
a code of conduct and values that they upheld. He could always see what was 
happening in the neighborhood and made sure we weren’t left by the wayside.”
  Jeremy went on, filling me in on the life of a man who was a mentor and 
friend, a neighborhood activist and resident himself. He helped young people to 
get on their feet and think strategically about the future. When I interviewed 
him over the summer, he spoke passionately of new housing. Specifically, new 
housing that wouldn’t result in gentrification or displacement of residents. 
Everyone who knew him knew that he would take care of the area, always 
doing his best to pull in more income and job security for residents. His TED 
talk is a testament to his outstanding innovation and urban pioneering.
 I think of Mr. Frazier now, as I write this, a man who I never got to 
meet in person but whose visible impact has left me in awe. He is a reminder 
that instead of trying to “make it out” of a neighborhood, we should do 
what we can to “make it better.” He is a reminder that one person can be the 
catalyst for changing hundreds of lives. I have lived in Cleveland my entire 
life, and yet I never would have known Mr. Frazier’s story if it were not for 
my senior thesis project. I will always be grateful that I had the chance to 
speak with him and learn about his incredible vision for the future.
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 The year is 1962, and down a narrow brick stairwell in the basement of a quiet 
house, a world of sharp perfume, whispered gossip, and Stella D’oro cookies unfolded. 
Janet was just a kid when it all began, the perfect runner to grab a fresh pair 
of haircutting scissors for Ma if hers got dull. “The beauty shop was my favorite 
place,” Janet would say years later. “All my childhood memories seem to take place in 
that room.”
 I sit across from Janet at the cash register of Small Screen Designs, her 
daughter’s business, just a few miles down the road from the old beauty shop in 
Little Italy. Plexiglass separates us (the lasting results of the pandemic) but I can feel 
Janet’s warmth radiating despite the separation. She greets me with a warm smile 
and short gray hair, eyes emanating kindness. “So you want to hear some stories 
about the neighborhood, I heard.”
 ”Yes,” I answered. “Anything and everything.”
 I met Janet through her daughter, Sara, who’s shop Small Screen Designs sits 
along the winding cobblestone path of Murray Hill Road, among the drooping siding and 
rusted fire escapes of former immigrant housing. Mayfield Road is only a hundred 
feet away- the source of Little Italy’s hustle and bustle- but there is something 
perfectly quiet and peaceful about Murray Hill on a Sunday afternoon in August. 
The air is warm, and I could have spent forever walking from my car to the shop, 
listening to the echoes of Frank Sinatra from the main strip.
  “Well, growing up here was interesting because it was the kind of neighborhood 
where everybody knew your business.”
 The year is 1962 and morning sun glitters along shingles and sidewalk cracks 
as a pair of black pumps click towards their destination, past birds just awakening 
and ”good morning”s called from front porch swings. This summer Saturday is just 
like any other- the usual neighborhood ladies make their way down Murray Hill’s winding 
cobblestones towards the basement of Mama Hoover’s wine colored house. 
 “My mother had a beauty shop in her basement,” Janet continued, “And a lot 
of the neighborhood ladies came and had their hair done.”
 The beauty shop operated out of a small but lively room with green walls 
and a checkerboard tiled floor. A single sink stood in the corner beside three large 
chairs, each of which had a round, reflective hair dryer attached that would drop 
down over your head. A row of folding chairs sat across from these- a place for 
guests to wait until one of the hair drying stations freed up. In the center of the 
room, a large mirror hung on the wall opposite a chair and table where hair would be 
styled. Chattered secrets and heavy cigarette smoke seemed to fill what little space 
remained.
 I can imagine Janet sitting on the steps of the basement, peering through the 
glass-block windows as the older women click-clacked down the driveway towards the 
beauty shop, sunlight streaming in between hurried ankles and frilly polyester skirts. 
On this particular morning, a familiar frayed dress swished past the glass.
 ”Oh no,” she gasped. ”It’s Mama Ana!”
 She whipped around towards the interior of the beauty shop to find six heads 
that had snapped up from their magazines, eyes wide. “Manache!” Someone yelled. ”Hide 
the biscotts!”
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 Janet dashed to the plate of fresh cookies on the counter and frantically tucked them into a drawer 
below. “Ma! Ma! Where are the stale cookies?” Janet called. “Quick!”
 Ma came running down the steps with a plate full of cracked, nearly molding cookies. She set them down 
on the counter, rearranging them to look a fraction more presentable, and hurried back to the hair styling table, 
straightening her skirt in the hopes that Mama Ana would be none the wiser of her sprint upstairs. 
 ”I swear, if that woman would just wash her hands after using the bathroom,” one of the ladies said. “We 
wouldn’t have to go hiding all the good cookies.”
 “Shhhh!” Someone else hissed. Jewelry jingled in the silence. ”I can hear her opening the door.”
 A pair of heels clicked down the steps, getting louder and louder until a black beehive of hair descended 
just below the ceiling. 
 ”Oh, Ana!” The roomed crooned. “Ana, it’s so good to see you!”
 ”How have you been, dear?”
 ”You look lovely.”
 “Ana, grab a biscott’ and some water.”
 Janet giggled to herself, covering a smile with her hands. There was a certain joy about pulling the wool 
over someone’s eyes, especially an adult’s. The feeling reminded her of meeting up with the neighborhood kids and 
running off to “the hills” (wide, grassy fields on the easternmost side of the neighborhood) or the time she snuck 
into her grandparents’ garage when it used to be a bottle factory.
 Janet’s nonni lived right next door. The house was attached to a giant garage occupied by various 
production companies over the years, the most notable of which was either the “Unnamed Egg Factory” or Little 
Tom’s bottling company.
 Janet had not yet been born when the “Unnamed Egg Factory” moved into her nonni’s garage, but she 
would live to hear the story of its demise time and time again.
 It was the late 30’s or early 40’s and Janet’s three uncles, teenagers at the time, shared a tiny room on 
the second floor of their parents’ house. Pin-drop stars twinkled in a sapphire blue sky, perfect silence enveloping 
the three boys asleep in their beds. 
 Murray Hill was dead silent at this hour, the neighbors well aware that driving along cobblestones at 2 a.m. 
would wake the whole neighborhood. The smell of tomato sauce and herbs always seemed to linger through the 
night, and not a single child would be caught out of bed once the streetlights had winked off.
 Just as the boys had fallen into the deepest layers of sleep, the world exploded.
 A million shards of glass rained down from the windows tinkling along their skin and the floor. And there 
was something else- this gooey cold substance that stuck to everything and slid down your face like slime.
 The brother nearest the window rubbed his eyes in disbelief, gawking at the broken window and sticky 
substance all over the walls.
 Eggs.
 ”I think they forgot to pay off a debt or something,” Janet would say years later, with a nonchalant 
shrug. “So the whole place was bombed.” She stared off into the back of the shop, perhaps recalling a memory. 
“There was always an undercurrent of the mafia in the neighborhood. It was never fully present, but you always 
kind of knew it was there, somewhere in the background.”
 The year is 1968, and Janet hurries after her mother into the corner store. It’s already eleven pm and 
the world is silent aside from the cling of a bell that goes off as the two enter the store.
 ”Oh good, the paper!” Janet’s mother hurries over to the counter, scooping up a copy of the Plain Dealer 
and furiously flipping through its pages. 
 ”Pet DiGravio had died,” Janet would explain to me. ”He was a big-time gangster in Cleveland. My mother 
always had to know the gossip on the mafia, even if it meant running to the store at eleven o’clock at night.”
 Janet laughed a little, covering her mouth with her hand. “She always said her first kiss was Jimmy the 
Weasel. He’s another one you can look up online nowadays.”
 “My Lord!” Janet’s mom nearly shouted. ”He was shot and killed by a sniper rifle! On the 16th hole of a golf 
course!”

 Janet’s eyes widened, her stomach turning. The two walked home in a hushed silence, these familiar 
streets not looking quite as safe as they once had. Who knew that all of this was happening, right out in the 
open and yet hidden behind a veil.
 I can’t help but think about the worlds that exist right beneath our noses-the stories unfolding in beauty 
shop basements and anywhere else you might imagine. I wonder if my great-grandmother had gone to a similar 
beauty shop, perhaps hidden in the back room of a friend’s house on the west side. I imagine these moments in 
history are not isolated events, as humanity has proven that many of the stories we find personal to ourselves 
actually overlap and unfold in strikingly similar ways. If there was one beauty shop, there is bound to have been 
many more.
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