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Little Harlot

Clatter of chopsticks, rice bowls, smacking lips of aunties and uncles seated at 

wobbly folding tables we'd draped in our best linens, greedily eating our best food: 

roasted pig pieces, oily duck chunks—tender, pink.

The baby, hidden under a heart-print blanket Lin had strung around her chest with 

a shoelace, makes kissing sounds like the couples do in the movies I'd recently started to 

watch. My fifteen-year-old cousin was Mother’s cautionary tale. “That harlot. Sex in a 

station wagon. All those stains.”

A loud crash in the kitchen.

“Grandma, we’re glad you’re visiting us. But don’t let us see you!” shouts B- 

actress auntie, rubber gasket heiress, mouth full, oily smears on her lips.

Lin loops the shoelace around her throat, crosses eyes, sticks out her tongue. I ask 

Lin who the daddy is.

“No one.” Lin hands me the baby and joins the food. I carefully lay the baby 

across my legs, pinch her stomach to see what it’d take to make this little harlot speak, 

lift her, blow on the strawberry pinch. Spit vibrations and my nose itches. I use the baby’s 

tuft of head hair to scratch, place my hand on her soft belly, quick bird breaths, warmth, 

soiled pink terry cloth.
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I think of when Grandma died: early morning darkness, Mother seated at the edge 

of my bed, whispering to me, voice gravelly with grief She tells of finding Grandma in 

her favorite chair, kitten tightly curled on her lap. Grandma did not have a cat, but I 

didn’t correct Mother’s storytelling when she described the animal’s rough, barbed 

tongue licking furiously, rasping life from Grandma’s translucent skin.

I imagine the story kitten, small as a fist, brown paper bag, with x’s for eyes, 

tongue dangling. I imagine it circling three times, tiny claws piercing Grandma's paper- 

thin skin through cotton pajamas, a warm ball in the dent between Grandma’s bony legs. 

Did Grandma’s last breaths sound like a ragged purr?

Lin returns. I watch her struggle with the baby pouch. I remain silent, small as a 

cat toy. Baby observes the ceiling, searching for her own answers.

We weave between uncles wavering on their feet, drunk on funeral wine. We 

push between aunties, their rose and lilac perfume. My parents wave tiredly at me. 

Captains on Grandma’s drunken boat funeral tour. I do not wave back.

Upstairs, sweat beads my upper lip. I wipe away like a cowboy. Lin picks a 

glittering broach out of a relative’s suitcase, holds it to the light. Rolls a gold pen between 

fingers, licks. Flips open a diary, soft cowhide, sketches of copper mountains, golden 

clouds, words of sadness. Lin inhales deeply, the leather, ink and gilded grief.
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The baby, slung in a pouch on Lin’s chest, reaches out: red wool socks, silky 

panties, opal-faced lighters with mesmerizing blue flames. We sniff, probe, lick our way 

through our relatives’ belongings. And, in each room, Lin opens a door, turns, puts a 

finger to her lips, Shhhhh.

We snoop our way to my parents’ bedroom: Mother’s jewelry box, heavy jade 

ring, pearl earrings, a diamond cat pin. I observe the pile of black polyester dresses 

Mother tried on before dinner.

Lin angrily rummages. “Why does she need all of this?”

The baby sucks a frayed bra strap. I finger a delicate gold chain, lick, taste of a paperclip.

“Take something,” Lin says.

I check the doorway, listen for sounds of footsteps.

“Really. I want to give you something.” Lin slips Mother’s jade ring on, the heavy 

stone’s deep green holding someone else’s years of good luck. I think: How do you give 

something that isn’t yours? Luck, grief, stories, drunkenness? Why do you take when 

you need, not everything you need?

“Why’d you do it?” I point to the baby.

“1 caught a glowing bug before. Did you know that? That we have those?” Lin 

drops the ring into an empty vase. My eyes dart to the doorway. “Kept it in an old
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applesauce jar, in water. This beautiful glowing thing.”

“Where’d you keep the jar?”

Lin shrugs, drops Mother’s earrings into the vase with a loud clang.

I imagine her stained wagon, squelching heat. Dirty jar water. Glow-bug floating 

to the surface on a tiny apple-bit life preserver, trying to suck air through tiny punctures 

in the lid.

“People see me as some harlot. Even your mom.” Lin holds her face in her hands. 

“I deserve more.”

I stay silent.

“What’d he do for me that I wasn’t already doing for myself? He said that he 

loved me. I already loved myself He said he didn’t want a baby, he was enough for me. 

He said he’d provide for me, I should quit school. But why should I quit this world?

Why?”

The baby punches the air in her dreams; I worry for her first words, what she’d 

have to say. Would she stand up for Lin, tight little fists swinging at anyone calling her 

mother a harlot?

Lin cries silently, head curled in, knobby shoulders hunched. After a few minutes 

she stands, uses one of Mother’s dresses to wipe her nose. “Look what I found.” She
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holds up a pair of white silk panties harvested from a suitcase, does a squirming dance. 

“Isn’t this a thrill? I’m going to wear them. I’m gonna stain the hell out o f ’em. Our 

secret. Will you tell?”
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The Fox Spirit

Elder Sister had a smooth river rock forehead, perfectly rounded and sleek. She 

had pointed ears like a fox. The women in our mountain village were skilled seamstresses 

and made their own clothes, but Elder Sister outshone them all. Her black robes were 

adorned with the brightest reds and greens; from small tin squares she cut strips like 

tendrils, then embroidered her favorite spirits, the fox and beetle, into thick, wooly fabric 

with the silvery thread. We were not wealthy, but she wore silver necklaces even when it 

was not Spring Festival. She told me that as the Elder Daughter of the village priest, she 

must maintain face, to show the villagers how Father had raised a dignified family 

outside of the temple. Mother and Father barely looked at me when she and I were in the 

same room. You could not blame them. Elder Sister shone so brightly.

I was always an avid storyteller, but I was especially dedicated in those winter 

months during Elder Sister’s fever. My stories filled her dreams with color and animals 

and magic. Bright orange tigers bounded in and out of the jungles of her mind, and hoary 

goats bounded up the tallest peaks so that their heads jutted through the clouds. The 

dreams stirred her; she giggled, her teeth chattered, and she cursed foully. Mother 

clucked her tongue, displeased at the dirty language, and I marveled at how much she 

sounded like a woodpecker. She even looked like one when her ashy hair was wound into 

a tight bun, and when her beady eyes darted around Elder Sister’s room, looking for 

secret places where the illness might hide. Her eyes were eagle sharp; they glowed
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yellow, reflecting the dim bedside candle which she kept burning day and night. Mother’s 

anxious bird sounds, the perpetual darkness, and the cursing all intensified as Elder 

Sister’s fever burned.

Kneeling at the edge of Elder Sister’s bed, I noted how her throat burbled like a 

dying fish while she slept. I whispered into her ear, I  need you. Please listen to my story. I 

held her hand, but her frozen fingers rested limply in mine. I thought of the nights she 

played guitar, lively music to accompany my stories. I thought of the strummed beat in 

the air, of her strong hands on those strings, how her sounds deepened my imagination. I 

thought of my fictional heroines finding triumph over the ogres, the ruin, blood and 

madness that they battled. I exercised Elder Sister’s fingers, slowly flexed each one, tried 

to warm them in my own. I watched for her expression to change, but there was no 

struggle in her face, no war or campaign.

Mother returned with a pot of steaming tea, placed it on the bedside table, and 

tiredly sat down beside me. I studied her lips, her cheeks, thought of how they were once 

so full of warmth and red. The best of our vegetables and dried meats went into medicinal 

soups for Elder Sister. My stomach, empty and twisted, grumbled and complained.

Before Elder Sister’s illness, I’d told her stories of eating large red apples, breaking their 

skin with my teeth, letting the juice run down my chin. In my stories, our family grew fat 

on flour-battered fried fish, succulent roasted pigs dripping in oil, egg custard tarts with 

sunny yellow centers and golden crusts.
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A feast, she would always say. More than we could ever need.

In my hungriest hours, I resented Elder Sister. I thought of how she must have 

savored my stories, stockpiled her imagination with dreams of our family’s food. I 

wondered how many more months our family could survive with our meager pantry and 

our waning imaginations.

Mother tried to wrap her sweater tighter around her shoulders. Our elbows

knocked. “You take up too much space.”

“No I don’t.”

Mother’s eyes rested tiredly on Elder Sister’s warm cotton quilt; the fabric was 

hand-rubbed, soft, dyed in indigo, deep blue like water. Elder Sister’s arms were sleeved 

in heavily wrinkled brown cotton, like the bark of a tree. When I blurred my eyes, it 

looked as if Mother was patting her branches.

“Let me stay.”

Mother sighed heavily—her breath smelled of ashes—then shooed me from the

room.

Fumbling around the pitch-black house, I was left to wander in a cold river, alone.

I felt a heavy pull on my limbs, rocks filled my stomach, and ice pierced my skin. To

keep myself company, I cursed aloud at Mother, the dark, the cold—at all the wickedness 

that kept me from Elder Sister.
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I lay awake; two silver foxes nudged me with their cold, wet noses. Elder Sister is 

like a snowy carp, wandering in dark, icy waters, they whispered, their icy breath 

ghosting my ear.

I nodded, admired their slicked fur, red and silver in the moonlight, and smooth as 

hardened mud on the banks of the river.

Without sunlight, your sister is adrift in colorless dreams, said the silver foxes.

How do I find  a way into her dreams? Tremble the waters?

The foxes shook out their fur, and stretched; chin up, rear legs stretched 

backwards, their claws scraping the stone floor. They sighed contentedly, then replied, 

You must warm her.

I am good at this game. 1 offered a dried lotus root. The foxes nibbled the delicate 

plant, smacked their lips, blinked sleepily.

Fire- eating beetles will help you i f  you feed  them. Their blazing tongues can push 

the sun into the sky and morning will come. They twitched their pointed ears; moonlight 

glinted off their sharp, black eyes. Without Elder Sister, you will have no stories to tell.

No one to listen.

I ’m very good at being afraid... I f  Elder Sister dies... My breath caught. The foxes 

began to crumble, the spirit mud long since dried. I imagined scooping the foxes up, 

placing them into one of Mother’s large cooking pots, filling the pot with steaming hot 

water until the mud softened, cracked. I wondered what the foxes would look like, 

unshelled. Would their spirits be the same size and weight of a fox, alive, trembling? Or
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would it be more like the small robin that I’d found last winter, frozen, inert, fallen out of 

a tree, empty of breath and chirp and life?

It is easier to be afraid, easier not to be heard, or take up space, I said.

Is that how you want to be? To eat in little hard bites, to carry a letter instead o f  

mail it? they asked with their fading breath.

I thought about the foxes’ question. It was not charity, or scorn. It was hunger. It 

was eating fistfuls of warm, steaming rice. It was a potato sending out new roots even 

after its been ripped from the earth, after you’d swallowed it whole. It was eating a lemon 

whole, biting into its skin, admiring your teethmarks in the yellow flesh while you’re 

chewing and licking the sour.

Father kept a special room for his sacred papers and cloth scrolls— a room that I 

was forbidden from entering. While the house slumbered, I found the papers and drew 

over the sacred symbols with my charcoal stick. I drew Elder Sister’s silk dress, made 

heavy with her embroidery of foxes and beetles—luminous silver chains wound tight 

around her neck. I drew Father in his priest robes and riding atop a demon dog, and 

Mother wearing a goat head and swimming in clouds. In my pictures, I rode with Father 

as we hunted for my goat mother. Elder Sister’s decolletage lit the way.
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Father left the house before sunrise to comfort a family whose baby had not 

survived the same sickness that plagued Elder Sister. He asked me to come along even 

though he knew that I never touched the dead.

As soon as he left, the silver foxes nipped at my legs. It was time. Now. Hurry, 

they said. I bounded out of the house with my drawings and Father’s sacred cloth scrolls 

stuffed inside of my robes. My eyes glimpsed left then right because I was fearful that, at 

any time, Father might pop out from behind the fragrant cinnamon trees surrounding our 

house and stop me. I cut into the cinnamon forest, scuttling in a low, crouching squat in 

the direction of the temple. Would Elder Sister laugh if she saw how I teetered like an 

unstable shore crab? I headed north toward the river and prayed that in crossing the 

bridge, which was brightly lit by the full open moon, I would not be caught.

I carefully counted my steps as I picked my way up the temple’s stone pathway. 

Once inside, I placed my heavy bundle at the feet of the wooden statue of a cloaked 

woman cradling an egret, Father’s favorite goddess. I jammed a burning incense stick 

into the center of my holy paper shrine, fell to my knees and prayed that the silver foxes 

were right and that fire-eating beetles would bring the sun.

The fire started slowly and I watched it from up close. When the fire-eating 

beetles appeared at last, smoke poured from their tiny nostrils as they danced in the 

scented flames, f got up and threw my arms wide, twirled and stomped my feet with 

abandonment. Soon the floor began to vibrate, the walls shook as if made of twigs, and
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smoke pushed out all the air. Jagged flames leapt up towards the temple spire, and 

goddess crumpled to her knees; her necklace of fire shone even more brightly than Elder 

Sister’s silver chains. I stayed until the fire’s roar became too much and the great noise 

pushed me outside.

When the villagers came with their buckets of water from the nearby creek, they 

did not see me crouched in the shadow of a nearby tree because I was blackened with 

soot. Father, fully dressed in his priest robes, was the first of my family to arrive. From 

my hiding place, I watched him start towards the line of villagers who were passing 

buckets back and forth, when he stopped abruptly mid stride. I wondered if he had, for 

one guilty moment, considered how he could fight the fire without ruining his elegant 

robes.

Mother and Elder Sister arrived soon after, moving slowly up the path. Elder 

Sister’s forehead glistened with a pale sweat, and she stepped carefully as if she did not 

trust her legs to keep her up. I felt powerful seeing her there. I watched the field of 

shimmering faces. I watched Mother’s face, her eyes bright, mouth open. And I watched 

Father, unable to bear the weight of his grief, cradle his face in his soot-black hands. It 

was I who had fed the fire-eating beetles, I made morning come, and it was 1 who stirred 

Elder Sister from her colorless dreams. She leaned on Mother for support, and I 

wondered if she knew what I had done for her. I wondered if she had looked over at my 

empty bed when Mother shook her awake, whether she worried because I was not there. I 

wondered if Mother remembered me at all.
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When the fire-eating beetles had tired of feeding, they hurled the sun into the sky 

where it perched unsteadily atop Mount Luohan, burning, burning. I lost my hiding place 

in the shadows. But when the winter frost met the sun and the fire’s heat, a rancid fog 

grew and I was hidden once more. Villagers, one by one, dropped out of the fight to save 

our temple, no longer able to work in the stifling haze. I trembled with excitement as I 

waited impatiently for the fog to clear so that my weary audience would turn their 

attention to me.

Father, Mother, and Elder Sister had not moved since they arrived. But when one 

elderly villager stumbled in front of them and splashed water all over, Mother helped the 

injured woman up, set her safely beside a tree, then took up the bucket and returned to the 

creek to retrieve more water. Father looked like he would be sick as he watched his wife 

struggle alone with the heavy bucket of water, her legs coated in mud. He tried to brush 

the mud splatters and soot from his robes, but even from where I stood, I could see that 

the fabric was hopelessly stained. With a deep breath, he stripped down to his linen pants 

and undershirt, waded into the water up to his waist. The villagers, heartbroken to see 

their spiritual leader struggling to fill buckets alone, reformed their bucket brigade and 

worked diligently alongside Father and Mother to douse the fire. Elder Sister stood 

perfectly still. Her haunted gaze looked as if she believed she had not woken up and was 

inside of a nightmare. She began shivering, though she stood just feet from the flames.
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The silver foxes nudged me forward. I walked out from the shelter of the 

cinnamon tree and, for the first time since the fire started, stood straight. I lifted my arms 

to the heavens and in my powerful storyteller voice, praised the silver foxes and fire- 

eating beetles.

“Thank you,” I said. “You helped me bring the sun and now I have healed my

sister.”

The villagers circled around me and some dropped to their knees to weep at my 

words. Their sorrow pounded the hardening mud, fist over fist, more bitter than the 

smoke. A breeze blew the acrid haze across the wet field; my eyes and nose stung. I 

turned and looked expectantly at my family. Look at me, I begged silently. I wanted them 

to see how powerful I had become. Please, please look at me. But they remained 

motionless, their faces contorted in shame, as they watched the burning temple.

I walked over and clutched Elder Sister’s trembling hand. I looked up at her, 

pleadingly. At first she did nothing, and we stood in stillness, watching the smoldering 

embers of the temple, of Father’s goddess, of our village’s most sacred space. But after a 

while, she squeezed my hand with hers, and I felt my heart squeeze. The curved stone 

path that had led me to the temple’s entrance was also destroyed; small rock islands 

jutted out of a river of ash. The cloaked goddess was nothing more than a blackened 

stump of charcoal that ended right at our ankles. My drawings, of course, had been 

devoured by the voracious beetle spirits, and I knew that I would never find them. The 

temple’s carved wooden spire, which once reached as high as the treetops, was gone. I
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looked up at the blue-black open wound in the sky where it used to be and realized that I 

could not remember exactly what it looked like. I could not remember what animal spirits 

our ancestors had carved into the wood; whether they had included the fox spirit or fire- 

eating beetles. I closed my eyes and saw my sister’s face, and for the first time, how the 

cool darkness of her colorless dreams must have comforted her when her fever burned 

bitterly. I saw the tender flicker of Mother’s candles, how they must have drawn away the 

heated power of Elder Sister’s sickness. And I saw my father again, in his splendid robes, 

a bright balm for the stormy grief of the parents of the dead child, and I felt my own grief 

rise.

Elder Sister leaned into my ear and spoke in a hoarse whisper, her throat 

constricted by the acrid smoke; I could not hear what she said, but I imagined her saying, 

1 can hear you, Little Sister. I hear your struggle. My eyes blurred, and I closed them so 

that I could not see how the villagers looked at me—I could not see how Father and 

Mother would not.
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Wearing My Skin

Our neighbor, Jill, is Mom’s Thursday Friend. This means that they meet on 

Thursdays; two-hour spurts of friendship over dinner. I know everything I need to know 

about Jill: she is taller than Mom, likes to talk about her husband, and has short hair, 

brown and soft like a squirrel.

“Look at the wind blowing those branches. I swear they’ll come down,” Mom 

says to Jill on the phone as she sips black tea and eats Cheetos. It is Wednesday and they 

are planning the menu for Thursday.

Mom is looking out the kitchen window in the direction of our other neighbor’s 

oak which is tangled in power lines. It is winter break and there is no school or leaves in 

the trees, so I am home to check things out. When the wind blows, the tangles yank on 

the wires connected to our three houses, and now I think they will come down and 

electrocute our house. This terrifies me. So I go around and try not to touch anything 

metal, and I wear shoes in the house because they are rubber-bottomed.

“I swear that the Warners are the most selfish people I know.” Mom uses her 

bottom teeth to scrape the orange cheese off her fingertips.

The volume is up high and I hear Jill say, “Ask them. Ask them to help you pay 

for half of it. Tell them that if they don’t and your daughter dies, it will be on their 

heads.”

“Half of what?”

“Of cutting that branch down, Cynthia.”
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Because this is her name, Mom nods. I can almost see Jill rolling her eyes.

Mom once told me: Sometimes it is easiest when you’re in a situation, to just nod 

at everything. Nod nod nod. Agree with everything on the phone. If they want you to take 

your clothes off, you say you’re taking your clothes off. You are on a horse now. Ouch, 

your hymen just broke. The horse doesn’t mind. Yes, you are a virgin. Yes, you agree 

that virgins are really the best kind of people in the world. Yes, the road sure has a lot of 

hills. Up and down, up and down, turn now. Yes yes yes.

But it doesn’t make sense. The lonely men who call Mom on the phone cannot see 

her do these things; she could be nodding and moaning, just sitting at the edge of the bed 

in her robe, peeling turnips into a metal bowl on her lap. They know and they do not 

know.

On the phone, Mom is the best storyteller in the world. I ask her to tell me stories 

when I cannot sleep. They are nothing like the ones that she tells to the men who call. No 

one is ever naked or owns telephones in our stories. In our stories I am the star and I wear 

turtlenecks and long pants. I graduate from high school, then college, and I am president 

of my class because my math grades are better than now. Then I am president of the 

whole college, and then the first Chinese President of the United States.

I study Mom’s hair in plastic pink curlers, her chewed cuticles. It must be easier 

to believe make-believe when you cannot see who you’re talking to.
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There are two phones in our house. The Batman red phone, I do not touch this 

phone. And our regular house phone, beige, because beige is hot in 1990. When the 

Batman rings while we are cooking, Mom’s white airplane slippers slip-slip-slip across 

the house to her bedroom. Maybe this charges her up with static because she answers, all 

electric, Hello stranger. (She tells me that they want to be thought of as strangers.) Are 

you looking fo r  some fun? (They are always looking for some fun.) What do you want to 

be tonight? Uh huh. What are you wearing? Ohhhhh yeaaaah, she moans, dries her 

hands on her apron. Me? 1 am wearing...my skin.

This is when she clicks her bedroom door shut.

Oh, that? I hear her say through the door. That was me jumping on the bed. L et’s 

get going. Are you ready?

This is all that I want to hear. I have good ears, so I retreat to my bedroom to re

do my math homework, which is all in knots, red lines all over the place. Don’t blame 

me. Why would I want to hear how Mom prefers whip cream to KY even when I know 

dairy and sugar curdle her stomach? This is pragmatic of me.

We emigrated from a rural town far away in China when I was just a baby, where 

it rains in summer, there are deep green bamboo forests all around, and a rushing creek 

that runs through the middle. Mom often talks about this magical place we left. Me and 

Mom became our own Unit after Dad died. Our Unit has been together, strong, for twelve 

years. We are Cynthia and Shelly Unit.
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From swimming at the Y, I know that underneath Mom’s greasy apron strings her 

back is smooth. Her hair is black, like mine. Her hands are rough from cooking but her 

back is smooth. When she tucks me in bed, I tell my Unit that she is soft like a peach, and 

this is the best compliment that I can think of to say to her. So I think that I can also say 

that we are a smooth Unit even without Dad. This sounds nice, and when I say it she is 

glad.

Mom spits in the pan and it sizzles. “We are cookin’!” she says, and that’s what 

we’re doing. When she does one thing, she does it with nothing else in her mind. I must 

be born from my father, then, because I think of twenty things at once, sometimes more.

Now to add vegetables. I do this with wet hands, and the oil smokes, splatters. 

Mom has skin tough as: rhino, elephant, tortoise. One of these animals has cold blood, so 

she is not like that one.

“Shelly! Watch your sleeve!” Mom slaps my hand away, steps between me and 

the blue flames. “I’ve told you a million times. Dry. Keep things dry when you cook.”

“I am not flammable,” I say.

She wraps two pounds of raw pork tenderloin in paper towel, blots fresh whole 

cod with her yellow fish sponge. There are mounds of pimply pig fat, fish intestines, 

vegetable peels and seeds and rinds on the counter. I wash my hands twice in the sink.

“You’re not dirty. Why do you use so much?” Mom studies the running water, the 

half-empty soap bottle.
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“Why not?” I ask. When the sink is free, this is the time to do what you want in 

there. Splash around, fill very tall glasses with water, wipe the table and throw crumbs all 

over the place, fill the wide plastic tub with water and Simple Green to wipe the sticky 

floor.

“Bring me those. Hurry. Soup is simmering,’' she says. “Jill will be here in an

hour.”

I drop a piece of pork on the ground, and throw it away. Mom picks my trash out, 

rinses off the bean sprout hair and turnip shavings. Returns it to our bubbling soup.

There is a credit card zip-zap machine in our kitchen next to the phones. It is 

metal and heavy and square black. There are yellow and gray carbon sheets. Mom is a 

legitimate business. Taxes. Uncle Sam. Mom keeps the yellow credit card receipts in a 

recipe box, filed, manila tabs with the alphabet. And she keeps this on top of the fridge 

where I can reach only when I stand on a chair. It is raining and now I am afraid to touch 

the zip-zap. I am flammable and conduct electricity.

Each receipt has a person’s name and a credit card number and a place for their 

address and a line that says what they paid for. Mom always writes in on this line, Go 

Ahead! Life Coaching. This is what she tells her friends when they ask what she does.

She gives them tips sometimes.

How should 1 tell Jack that I want to work? Jill once asked.
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Go ahead! Tell him. Mom had said. Tell him that you can speak up for yourself. 

That’s what he’s scared of. You giving too much o f  yourself to others, not to him. Tell him 

that you know how much to give, and you've given enough at home. This isn ’t the fifties! 

Go ahead, tell him that you want to work and he needs to learn to cook. Mom does not 

like Jill’s husband, who kills bugs for a living, but when you are friends with someone 

coupled, you are friends with the couple.

When Jill became an accountant two years later, she became Mom’s first success 

story. The only time Mom lets the phone ring and ring is when Jill comes over.

Dinner begins at seven o’clock sharp. Jill is always on-the-dot. The steaming fish 

and pork is served with salty cabbage and brown hardboiled eggs. There are piping hot 

biscuits-from-the-can, but Jill is no-carbs. Mom pours her wine. When they are together 

they drink a lot of mediocre Special Reserve, mostly under ten dollars. So they only get 

mediocre drunk.

“Tell me all about it,” Mom says to her friend.

“He was...” Jill glances at me, uncomfortably.

“It’s okay,” says Mom. “She knows how to keep her lips shut.”

I nod and tear apart two biscuits that had glued together in the oven. I give Mom 

half of my kissing crust.

“Well,” Jill takes a gulp of Mom’s Special Reserve. “Jack quit his job and didn’t 

tell me. When I come home he pretends that he’s been at work all day. He goes to ‘work’.
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For a month, he does this, puts on his uniform, goes to ‘work’. Every morning. Puts on 

his uniform, goes to ‘work’. And then I look at our bank account and find out that we are 

almost broke.”

“Go on,” says Mom.

“So I ask Jack. I say to him, Where did all our money go? What is going on?” 

“Let me understand this. He made you believe for a month that he’s been going to 

work. Telling you stories-”

“Lies.”

“-about his day at work. The things he’s exterminated. The mice, termites, 

beetles, all that?...And you believed him?”

“Yes! Yes! What do I do?”

Mom serves Jill fish out of the large dish in the middle of the table, says, “These 

are all very good questions. Life-altering ones. You are on the precipice. It’s good that 

you’re coming to me now.”

I take a sip of milk from my wine glass, which I grip like a bouquet of flowers. I 

know it is not right but that is okay. I am low-key.

“You need to leave him. You cannot be with someone who tells you stories like 

this,” says Mom. “What other stories has he told you? Have you thought about that?” 

“Well, how do you do it? How do you be alone all of these years? Is there some 

magic pill?”
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Mom sips her wine. This is a good question. She sips some more. I can see her 

thinking: If Jill really wants a magic pill, how much wine will it take to swallow because 

it would be huge? Probably as big as a whole peach pit. But who eats garbage?

Mom must read my mind because she says, “Think about swallowing a peach pit. 

Have you ever tried?”

Jill looks at her quizzically. Mom continues. “I once ate an entire peach.”

“Pit and all?”

I imagine the pain Mom might have felt if she’d actually eaten garbage. I imagine 

her chewing the bitter brown pit, swallowing its jaggedness, earning her rough-and-ready 

voice so that she could do what she does all day and night on the phone.

“Maybe you need to offer him something.. .more,” says Mom to Jill. “Maybe you 

tell him nice things and then you are a Unit,” she offers. She hands me a plastic cup and 

fills it with water from the pitcher.

Jill frowns. “Peach pit for meat? A .. .unit? What is that? How can that be 

enough?” Jill asks, eyes narrowed.

Mom’s face is flushed, like two wine stains on her cheeks. I want to tell Jill that a 

hamburger throat, bright red and raw, is more than enough. I know the truth.

Jill continues, “Cynthia, you haven’t been in a relationship since I’ve known you. 

Don’t you feel stuck being all alone? Don’t you get tired? How could your life be your 

life? I could never live like that.”
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Mom’s voice gets all husky, but it is different from the way it sounds when she is 

working. “You are right and not right,” she says. Her cheeks glow with red wine and 

bravery. “Why do you come to me? You talk and talk. Who here fell in love with a man 

who lies to her? Who here falls for his lies and only learns of them when he tells her?” 

Mom points to me. “Her father would never do that.”

Jill glares at Mom. “You told me I should get a job! So I became an accountant. 

At least I do something worth something. What do you do? I’ll tell you. You clean up 

other people’s messes. You listen to garbage, and you tell them garbage. What do you 

know about anything?”

“You are just my Thursday friend. I don’t need to talk to you.”

“What the hell is that?” Jill gulps the last of her wine and stands to leave. “Why’d 

you even come here? Just to be alone? To talk on the phone to people you’ll never meet? 

When was the last time you’ve left the house? What are you teaching her?” She jabs her 

thumb in my direction. “Why do that to Shelly? Why don’t you just go back to China?” 

Everyone knows that if you smell garbage stink long enough, you eventually stop 

noticing. I began to feel the mess in the kitchen from our cooking. The compost pile of 

our vegetable garbage would fill two pink plastic shopping bags. There were multiple 

chopping boards that would take boiling water to wash off the stink of onion and raw 

fish. By the time we'd make a dent in cleaning, our faces would be dripping with sweat.

I can tell that Mom is trying to swallow the word, ‘stuck’. I imagine her busy 

throat muscles, textured like a bee hive. Mom keeps her lips tight; I want to unzip her
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mouth, let the bees erupt from her throat. Mom’s eyes scan the kitchen, the pile of 

compost, the streaked table.

Jill nearly knocks over her wine glass as she gets up. “I don’t know what this 

Thursday Friend business is, but there are other places that I have to be.”

After Jill leaves, Mom watches me clean the kitchen until the phone rings. She 

squares her shoulders, smooths her apron as she stands, goes to her bedroom and shuts 

the door with a soft click. The Simple Green makes the kitchen smell like dark green 

trees. And the water sloshing in my yellow bucket sounds like a creek running through 

the green. I lean on my mop and listen towards Mom’s bedroom door. I picture her on the 

phone, her bedside lamp on low. I imagine her seated at the edge of her bed, wearing her 

smooth skin, talking into the receiver all hushed. I cannot hear her husky whispers, and 

this makes me glad.
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Ephemeroptera

Below the winding river road there are naked sunbathers clinging to naked milk- 

sucking babies, a spotless rainbow of towels, neat comers, not a speck of sand because 

nudists are worried about getting grit out of all their sensitive cracks and crevices. There 

are women’s swollen breasts, their sun-oiled babies, the river’s vintage waves, its hollow 

curves.

In Northern California’s wine country, we follow the hazy swarm of mayflies 

across a short red bridge; a buzzing gold cloud surrounds our car, slicking the road as we 

tread a rubber groove into their bodies. We park off the road by curved barbed wire, and 

angry red bullet-holed signs. In the car I sweat metal heat, watch mayflies try to break 

through glass. I scratch bloody mosquito bites on my ankles and although I’m not alone, I 

think about being a woman, alone in the woods by a river. I think about rape, evictions 

from private property, gridlocked traffic. Standstills. My knotted long black hair.

On our epic dragon-hunting journey — dragonflies and land dragons and 

Gilgamesh and please hold this Western fence lizard and don’t squeeze so hard. My 

husband hops the fence and jumps down the banks to the river’s edge in search of 

mayflies, dragonflies, damselflies. Just insects on his mind. Pupae. Slippery rocks.

I ask my husband, the insect scientist, for statistics and facts: What if the whole 

world farted at once?
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He thinks carefully about this, shrugs straight, his backpack stuffed with gloves 

and tweezers and bottles of ethanol, wipes his neck with his palm. After a few moments, 

says, “If we all face in the same direction, we can change the Earth’s rotation!”

I wander uphill, up bank, away from green reeds that itch my bites. I mouth the 

Chinese word for dragon, an onomatopoeia, sound of thunder. I picture warm, electric 

summer thunderstorms, soggy gray clouds. My eyes graze the blue-green bunch grasses, 

red barked shrubs. I wave down at my husband from my perch on the river road shoulder, 

point at my wrist as theatrically as I can, shout, “Ten minutes!” Longer than the lifetime 

of a mayfly once in flight. I try to estimate the number of insects my husband will find, 

his hands plunging into the clear water as he turns over wet rocks. Scientists say that 

social caring is sex with needs. I try to imagine a ten minute lifetime, all you have to 

learn to care.

Down the road, a sign for a winery: Blue Heron Tasting today. In the gift shop, I 

buy a two dollar artist’s pencil. The shopkeeper looks like a grandmother; white hair in 

bun, cool gray eyes, knitting a baby hat. She promises no smudges. A near-perfect tool. 

When she adds tax to the two dollars, she borrows my new pencil and sketches long-hand 

multiplication on the back of a gas station receipt. A photo in a frame on the counter; the 

shopkeeper gripping a duck by its neck in one hand, a rifle in the other. I ask her: Do you 

watch the bird tumble from the sky?

What is it like to hunt?
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Deep in numbers, she mutters, “Thrash. Thrush. Duck.”

I ask her: What would it be like to live your entire life, literally-literally?

She responds, “Blue Heron. Tasting.” Her laughter, the sound of gravel under 

tires. She takes my five, shuffles through a wooden box for change, asks, “Where are you 

from?”

Oakland.

“No.” She hands me back coins and wrinkled dollar bills. “Where are you really 

from? Where are your mommy and daddy from?” The shopkeeper places my pencil in a 

small paper bag with the winery’s wine label affixed to the front. She returns to her 

knitting without waiting for my answer.

Out the shop’s window, a flowering pink azalea bush and bags of trash I had not 

noticed before. My eyes quickly search, as they always do on quiet roads like this, for the 

shape of a body inside the black stretched plastic. I’ve never seen murder leftovers 

before. But once when grandmother was drunk, she showed me the secret photos hidden 

under her bed, of China’s Cultural Revolution, a man shot in the head, frozen red mist. In 

the picture, not dead yet. Just almost. Eyes squeezed shut.

D&D and my grandmother will tell you that a silver dragon is good and breathes 

cold. Outside the shop, I pause before crossing, watch my husband ascend the sandy 

steep riverbank towards the car, brush cobwebs out of his hair. He reaches our car, flings
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open all the doors allowing it to cool, evil to good. One hand shields the sun from his 

eyes as he looks up and down the empty road, then towards the gift shop. He waves, 

holds a glass bullet up to the light. From his smile, I know that floating inside the ethanol 

is a stonefly exoskeleton. Imagine: a tiny empty cricket, marbled brown and white, two 

tails, two antennae, six muscular legs, claws. They cannot travel far from home, a 

signifier of pure, clean water.

I head back across the empty road, and glimpse the Do Not Trespass sign. I think 

about all of the hall passes my husband's been granted in Life. Walks at night alone, free 

from fear. Questions answered seriously by the mechanic, by the doctor, by his students. I 

think about famous revolutionary painters: Would I let an old man watch me dance ballet 

for hours, painting me as I stretch, legs opened? Who gave Degas his hall pass? Why do 

we keep giving hall passes to the same people? Over and over, again? How do you prove 

that your grandparents and parents’ life here was more than just visiting, fleeting 

ephemeroptera? What can I say that will show what it means to live Chinese-American, 

first-generation; legs dangling, seated on the lip of a hyphen, like living at the edge of a 

storm? Always. Waiting and waiting.

Back at the car, my husband brushes the sweat off my upper lip with his finger, 

cups my chin in his hand. Warm ice cream cone.

How do you show love without words? On the back of a gas station receipt, I list 

the times that I’d seen my grandmother cry:
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She was hung-over and found a dead possum on our porch.

She read an article about a woman with aphasia who could only say Yes and No, 

who could no longer read or write.

She read that this woman used to be an engineer, a talented artist and musician.

She watched an ant drag a dead ant friend away from our poisonous ant trap.

She learned that cats are used as bait for fighting pit bulls.

She thought she’d lost the secret picture of the man being shot in the head after 

leaving it

on top of the microwave.

She remembered the woman with aphasia, and wondered what she thought about 

movies she watched.

She found a photo of herself when she was eight years old in China, winning a 

watermelon seed spitting contest against her older brothers.

She found her immigration papers with her Chinese name printed neatly on 

the signature line, crossed out by the entry officer who had replaced it with a 

hastily scribbled Joan.

She watched a home movie of my childhood dogs, brown labradors named Nelly
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and Jill.

For eight years, until the day she died, Nelly accompanied me (I was then, just 

nine years old) up the stairs to bed. The first night after Nelly died, I waited at the 

bottom of the stairs, my parents and grandparents watching, waiting, not knowing 

what to do. It was Jill, younger than Nelly by just one year, who got up from her 

warm spot by the front door, nudged me with her wet nose, placed one arthritic 

paw on the lowest step, sharing the love Nelly had left behind.
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Lincoln Chan: Pear King

The San Joaquin and Sacramento Rivers join on the western edge of California’s 

Central Valley to form the Delta, a collection of slowly sinking tracts of land, islands 

surrounded by water and manmade levees. These tracts—-dark, peaty soil full of organic 

matter that caught fire during very hot summers—were perfect for farming asparagus and 

pears. Like my ancestors, who built the Great Wall of China and the American railroads, 

my great-grandpa, Lincoln Chan (who I was named for), helped build hundreds of miles 

of peat block levees. Every night I prayed the dirt walls would not break. Every night I 

dreamed about drowning.

A pear tree in full bloom is a magnificent sight; shrouded in white blossoms, it 

looks like an enormous silver-haired pear. Mom was shaped like a pear, too. Dad and me, 

with our wild black hair, resembled the pollinating sticks we used on our trees: slender 

cigarette filters topped with chicken feathers. While Dad toiled with our neighbors to 

build up the levees, adding more peat, straw and concrete, I spent each winter creating a 

set of pollinating sticks for us to use in the spring. I etched my name into the plastic with 

a hatpin: Lincoln Chan, Pear King. We spent weeks dusting pollen onto millions of pear 

blossoms in our 10-acre orchard. After years of flagrant pesticide use there were not 

enough bees left to do the job, so each spring my family turned into bees.
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“Teach me to drive,” I said to Flint Wei one afternoon. My eighteen-year old 

neighbor became my best friend three years ago after I helped him bury his parents in the 

town’s makeshift cemetery behind the asparagus canneries. Flint was six foot six, the 

tallest person that I had ever known, the tallest person on the whole island. He worked for 

my father in our orchard after working on his own asparagus fields. In the fall and winter, 

our neighbors pulled together their meager savings, and paid him to deliver their 

asparagus and potatoes to Stockton, Sacramento, and San Francisco markets.

“You know,” Flint said, ignoring my request, “when I leave the island for good, 

I’ll pollinate everything, I’ll pollinate the world. I’ll find every lonely blossom and use 

my chicken feathers to join it together with another. I’ll be the world’s best matchmaker. 

I’ll pollinate pears with apples, peaches with radish, zucchini with watermelon. There are 

no limits. Every combination is possible. I’ll be the world’s best worker bee.”

This type of proclamation was nothing new for Flint, who was also responsible 

for taking care of his senile grandmother. Though only two years older than me, he had 

the gentle determination and patience of a hundred-year old turtle crossing a highway.

“Come on. Teach me how to drive. You’ve got a truck, a really cool truck,” I said.

“Why would you want to drive? Cars are dangerous.”

“Dad doesn’t want to teach me.” I didn’t tell Flint that my parents did not want 

me to drive at all.



34

“He’s just worried about you.” Flint dipped a chicken feather into the plastic 

sandwich bag filled with pollen, reached up his long arm, dusted a blossom, and sneezed.

I climbed up to the top branches of the tree, the pollinating stick jammed in the waist of 

my pants so I could use both hands. It was early April, but the day had already begun to 

heat up. I wiped my face with a purple handkerchief. Sweat dripped from my armpits, 

and pooled in my navel.

“What does he have to be worried about?” I touched a feather to a blossom.

Flint studied me for a moment before moving on to the next tree. He was not the 

kind to bring up my anger issues, and all the things I avoided to keep control: I did not eat 

spicy foods, I did not drink the beer I stole from my father for Flint, I did not make 

friends at school because no one, except for Flint, was big enough to defend themselves 

against my rages.

Flint dusted a blossom, then spoke slowly, carefully. “Out there, there’s all kinds 

of dangerous things going on.” He paused, tried to meet my eyes before saying, “It’s 

safer here on the island.”

But why, I wanted to ask him, wouldn’t he teach me to drive when he was always 

talking about leaving the island? Why couldn’t I make it off the island, too? Why did his 

protectiveness feel like a dismissal? I wanted to tell him that when I wasn’t drowning, I 

dreamed of storms pummeling our island, wave upon wave, across the dark fields. And
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when I slept, my bed quilt wrapped hotly around my legs, I dreamed of fire, of jagged 

rocks and stones. And when 1 awoke on these nights, Mother would be shaking my 

shoulder in the darkness, begging me to open my eyes, to stop howling. Why do you 

dream in anger? Why? Why so angry? she would ask each time.

But instead of telling Flint all that, I said, “Whatever. Do you want to come over 

to watch Star Wars? It’s on tonight." I climbed back down the tree, swung down from its 

lowest branch.

Flint shook his head.

“Why not?”

“I can’t waste my time watching TV if I’m getting off the island.”

“What about just lending me your truck? I’ll practice by myself.”

“No way.”

I glared into the afternoon sun. Flint’s black hair, rough like dead twigs and 

gleaming in the white light, caught in the breeze and lifted off his head. The dust kicked 

up by nearby tractors and the thick stench of fertilizer were suddenly overwhelming, as if 

Flint had turned over the earth with his giant hands. “This is bullshit!” I spat out. I needed 

to hang onto something, so I reached out with both hands, grabbed his forearm, and 

twisted. Flint cursed, reached, grabbed a handful of skin on my stomach, and squeezed. I
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screamed and let go.

For a while, all he did was glower at me with his back against a tree, rubbing his 

arm and breathing hard. I rubbed my stomach and glared back. He threw down his bag of 

pollen and feather stick and walked back towards his house with long reaching strides. I 

wanted to blame my outburst on brain biology, youth, hormones, or something that I 

wasn’t responsible for, like cancer or being born with black hair. But I knew that it was 

something much more selfish.

“What happened to you?” Mom said in Cantonese later that evening, wiping her 

hands with a blue dishtowel. From our house’s front door, I smelled bacon and bitter 

greens frying in canola oil. My mouth watered. I had just finished five solitary hours 

dusting blossoms, and could barely lift my arms.

“Nothing.” I kicked off my muddy sneakers and left them by the door, which 

Mom had painted a good luck lime green like the rest of our four-room house. I wasn’t 

ready to tell her or anybody what I decided on my slow walk home: If Flint did not tattle 

about my outburst, I would do whatever it took to move to Stockton with my best friend 

and his blind grandma.

“Your dad isn’t happy that you take so long. He’s so much older than you, looser 

muscles, weaker arms, but gets more work done. How many trees did you dust today?
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You talk and talk, cheurng hay, so long-winded. Why ask Flint to help when all you do is 

talk talk talk. He is tall as a giraffe, his head in the clouds, and still you drag his ears to 

the ground. What does talk get you? Out of debt? Your own farm?”

1 studied my flat, dirt-caked nails. The tops of my hands were sunburned and were 

beginning to spot like my father’s.

“Don’t scrub your hands too much tonight,” Mom said as I walked towards the 

bathroom. “Maybe if your dad sees the dirt, he won’t think he’s the only one who’s been 

working.”

After a week of my persistence, and an offer to wash his car for a month, Flint 

agreed to teach me to drive. We took his white Toyota Tacoma truck, a manual, on the 

winding levees behind the orchards. I quickly learned that Flint wasn’t very good at 

teaching.

“Okay now slowly lift up your foot, nice and slow. Not too fast.”

I did it all wrong, lurching across from one end of the orchard to the other side.

I’d get to second gear and then stall. I’d skip the first three gears altogether and grind into 

fourth. I could tell that Flint wanted to reach over and fix my clumsy movements, but he 

never did. Instead, he just repeated the same thing over and over. “Lift, now! Lift, lift! 

Why can’t you lift?”
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I’m not sure who was more frustrated: me, because Flint only wanted to practice 

for a half hour at a time, or Flint, who could have been working and making money to get 

off the island. I thought about all of the truck’s power in my hands, the speed at the tip of 

my sneaker. If 1 got angry enough, I could barrel through the levees and sink my entire 

island. I wondered if any of the frustrated farmers in the town ever thought of doing that.

I wondered how many had tried to leave that way, and failed.

We lurched through April and May until I could finally make it from first to 

fourth gear without stalling. While we drove on narrow roads that skirted the island, 

along crumbling levees and muddy sloughs, Flint told me about his new dreams for when 

he got off the island.

“I’m going to start my own fish business on Clement Street, near all the Russian 

videotape stores and bakeries.”

“I thought you wanted to pollinate the world. Anyway, how can you stand the fish

smell?”

“I’d run things differently, like the rich white grocery markets. At Whole Foods 

there are no smells, no flies.”

While I maneuvered around tractors and Mexican laborers lunching beside the 

road, he told me how he hated the smells he carried home with him after work. “Manure, 

fermented pear, onion grass. It’s like wearing someone else’s skin. It’s not me. When I
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run my own shop, I’ll buy one of those bug zapper lights. I’ll have electric fans 

everywhere in the room blowing any fish stink out the back door. I’ll have windows with 

screens. My customers will take their time and browse the glass display cases with fish 

and ice under bright clear lights.” He sighed happily, absentmindedly tugging on his 

seatbelt.

The written exam that I took by correspondence a few weeks after beginning my 

lessons with Flint was a breeze. Our small town’s unofficial “mayor” was the proctor. I 

only missed two questions, ones anyone would miss. My mom cooked us a big dinner to 

celebrate. Dad offered Flint a beer. Even though they still did not want me to drive, they 

thought it was very important that I won things. Over bowls of rice, steamed asparagus, 

curried potatoes, and salted pork, I asked Flint in English if he knew what blinking 

yellow traffic lights meant, or if driving on the shoulder of the road was an okay thing to 

do—the two questions I’d missed.

He shrugged and said, “If you want to be a driver in the real world, you’ve got to 

be ready for the unexpected. With a license, you’re showing the world that you’re a 

fighter. If there’s a blinking yellow light, don’t just sit there like a turkey, finger in your 

crack. It’s like what Obi-Wan Kanobe says to Luke Skywalker: the force is with you.” 

Flint served himself tea without serving my parents first. Mom couldn’t look at him until 

I took the teapot from Flint and poured some into my dad’s cup, then hers, and bowed my 

head respectfully.
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By June, I was ready for my driving test. I walked over to Flint’s house on the last 

day of school so that he could take me to the Stockton DMV, but he hadn’t returned from 

the orchard yet. His blind, eighty year-old grandmother was working on her handmade 

pear art in their kitchen. It was a beautiful thing to watch, really. She could peel the skin 

off of kiwis, apples, even ripe plums with a knife in one long spiral, all one piece. She 

peeled everything this way. She wrapped the skin around a stone that resembled a pear, 

then let it dry in the sun on the windowsill while she sat and waited for Flint to come 

home. And when her art was dry, she’d unwrap it and it would spring back into the shape 

of a brown, shriveled, lightly sticky, hollow pear. Flint’s grandma sometimes mistook me 

for her grandson, so she’d let me eat the special fruit she peeled. She believed the tender, 

unmarred insides of fruit were good luck and guaranteed longevity, and she wanted Flint 

to live forever.

This time, I resisted taking the naked apple from her spotted hand, telling her that 

she should eat it because she was tremendously old. I placed my rolled up, barely marked 

DMV written test on the table beside her bowl of rejected fruit peelings.

She shook her head. “There are too many things that you must do in the world, 

Flint-ah,” she said. “And maybe if you eat enough good luck pear before you grow up, 

then you can get the island out of your system and not be a farmer like your parents.” I 

wanted to tell her that I didn’t even know why I wanted to leave, that I did not have a 

plan like her grandson. That, everything I did was on impulse, stemming from a need that
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I didn't understand. I wanted to ask her if Flint’s parents were still alive, would Flint be 

as free to leave. Would he be stuck like me on the island, chained to his parents’ farm? I 

patted the old woman’s arm gently, and accepted her browning apple.

It took two hours to reach the DMV, where Flint and I waited another hour for my 

examiner. My test began at four sharp, and ended five minutes later.

“Drive forward, over there! Anywhere!” The examiner, a large woman with long 

fake fingernails painted with pink daisies, grabbed the window frame as cars barreled 

down the wide four-lane street towards us. I had no idea where she was pointing. We had 

stalled, straddling the center lane. There were no streets that I could see, just the entrance 

to a Safeway parking lot. I restarted the engine.

“Now!” She slapped my leg with her palm and, reflexively, I lifted the clutch and 

jammed on the gas. We shot forward and miraculously made it across the street. While I 

tried to parallel park beside an abandoned shopping cart, the examiner checked boxes on 

a form, wrote a few messy sentences, then told me that it was time to return to the DMV.

I killed the engine by lifting both feet off the pedals at the same time.

“If I graded drivers like a teacher at a school, you’d get an F. You’re just not 

ready to drive. There isn’t even a box to check to describe what you did wrong.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, my forehead wrinkling with anger and shame. How 

would I tell Flint? Or my parents? How do I tell my best friend, who’d wasted hours



42

teaching me to drive, that I was worse than an F?

Later, when I looked at the yellow carbon copy of my test, I saw that she checked 

the box, drove over yellow median lines.

Flint let me drive home. “There was just so much going on, and you didn’t get to 

practice in the city. She should come to Isleton and watch you maneuver around tractors 

and turtles.” He tried to flatten out the balled up, thin yellow paper with the examiner’s 

notes scrawled on it.

I mimicked the examiner, screwed up my face and made my voice high and 

whiny. “Don’t drive over lines! You mean these lines? These lines?” Without checking 

for other cars, I swerved towards the yellow lines in the middle of the road, then back to 

my lane. The pulpy pear juice I’d drunk for breakfast boiled in my stomach. I wasn’t 

seeing the road anymore, just cracked asphalt, broken reflector dots, grit, gaping 

potholes, long black rubber scars.

“What the fuck does she know about driving?” I sped through a yellow light.

“Whoah,” Flint said softly, as he grabbed hold of the door handle, the examiner’s 

yellow evaluation rolled up in his other hand.

“Why did you even bother?” I asked after we made it out of the city and onto the 

highway. “You knew that I would fail.” My voice grew as my anger grew. “You only 

wanted to teach me because you don’t have anyone else who’ll listen to you. Everyone is
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shorter than you, but everyone is your boss. My dad’s your boss. My mom’s your boss. 

You’re just a giant, a freak. A giant freaky loser.”

Flint leaned forward to look at my face, but I kept my eyes glued to the road.

“You think that I wanted to help you with the driving test? You think that I want 

to lose my delivery job to a loser like you? All you do is get mad at people when they’re 

trying to help you. I’m the only one who believes that you’re not a lunatic.”

“I’m not crazy,” I said, catching a glimpse of him out the side of my eye. “Your 

grandmother is crazy.”

Flint could have pounded me to a pulp if he wanted to. He was a foot taller than 

me, strong from hauling fruit, and more determined than anyone that I knew. But he 

didn’t need his fists. All he did was speak.

“You need to get off this island. It’s either going to kill you, or you are going to 

kill the island.”

I could feel every inch of the road vibrating through the steering wheel. I felt 

ashamed of the bugs smashed against the windshield. I thought about the raccoons and 

rabbits twisted and mutilated on the side of the road. I felt as if I had killed them, every 

single one of them.

Flint sighed and I understood that sound. My parents would not leave the Delta
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until they died, until the tedium of hand pollination killed every last one of us, and all that 

was left of our trees were empty branches, like thick woody sleeves.

But Flint would not be like our parents, or a dead tree. He had a choice. I wanted 

to believe his sigh meant that I had a choice, too. We would find what we needed off of 

the island. Us together, not alone. What name would I carve into my nametag, working in 

Flint’s fish shop? What responsibilities would he entrust me with? Would anger drive me 

far enough off the island to reach my best friend? 1 glimpsed Flint out the side of my eye.

“When I can drive,” I finally said, “1 want to go with you and your grandma.”

My friend crossed his arms over his chest protectively; he hugged the yellow roll 

of paper, not caring that it marked how I’d failed. He stared at his lap. A shake of the 

head at this moment would have been insulting, a sign that he didn’t believe in our future. 

I turned my head back to the road, but Flint remained silent and still as a rock.
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Ladybug Apocalypse

Ladybugs at the end of the long wooded trail. Thousands of unmoving red and 

black dots, clustered, deep red corn kernels swarmed on the tips of twigs, splintered 

crevices in dead logs, flat tops of trail signs. In dead winter, they are searching for sun, 

warmth. Sharing the tiniest spaces without thought of property lines, borderlines; just sun 

streaks, glowing patches, sunrise pink mist, and burnt orange sunset.

“Are they all dead?” I ask Mother.

“No,” she responds. “Just resting. Bugs do that, overwintering.”

Fd read that waiting for beauty and light is the same as waiting to be saved. I like 

tiny statements like these, left hanging in the room. Low clouds threatening rain, some 

dry and full of air.

The ladybug thousands is nauseating. Fills me with wet dread. Mother taught me 

the word for this: Trypophobia. She is the same way. She says, Give me blindness, 

baldness, bankruptcy. Just don’t give me:



46

Clustered holes 

Fruits and bubbles

Woodpecker holes with an acorn stashed center

Lotus seed heads

Split pomegranates

Honeycombs

Bunches and bumps

Mother grabs me by the armpits, lifts me— like being caught by the wind, out of 

rain. First wet-wet. Then, dry. For a few seconds, I am seaworthy, floating in a pocket of 

quiet high above the squirming lady bugs. I laugh until I’m in tears.

Mother lowers me, I stand with face covered. I tell her that I’m forgetting Father, 

that I don’t want to forget. That my memories of him are turning to liquid, small blue, 

see-through like water.

She shakes her head, pats my hair, tells me that Father is greater than memories, 

that he is fantasy, makes people glow, glow fly. I stare at the faded ink dot on the back of 

her hand.

I remind her of how I’d found her, like a goldfish, caught, yanked out of water.
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Out of splashes, bone-bone dry. I remind her of the view from the bath rug floor:

A white wet towel, rolled beneath the sink.

All that gray wet hair.

Green mildew and yellow stains.

Cracked grout, chipped tile.

A lost single razor blade, rusted and broken.

Mother becomes a moaning cavern, dank and dark, face dripping with memories. 

We return to our blue car. Mother sips steaming burnt bean water from a green thermos. I 

chew on a honey-sweet oatmeal cookie, study a small colorful handbill jammed under the 

windshield wiper; a photo of a man and woman in red helmets, careening across a 

canyon.

“We should zip line,” I say.

“No way.” Mother shakes her head, smiles sneakily. “I like living too much.”

I laugh, say to her what Father had said to her many times, “You’re a hoot.”

“Why are we here?” Mother asks.

“I don't want to forget.”

“Forget what?”
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“Everything.”

Her hand grips mine at the edge of the seat. The soft fabric is blue. Together we 

are blue-blue.

At the far end of the parking lot there’s a burnt, hollowed oak tree trunk. I picture 

four A.M., time of deepest darkness, living inside of that tree. I do not know what will 

become of the ladybugs. I dream awake. I imagine a life where Mother has never lifted 

me, never shown me the ladybug apocalypse, never guided me to the tops of ridges, down 

muddy ravines. I imagine life without Mother’s baking. I imagine life without Father, not 

having memories of him to forget. I imagine that Mother had never shown me any of the 

darkest cubbyholes in her life, a fear that we have always shared.
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The Pear Tree

Mrs. Lee is in the middle of her third cup of tea when Grace strides into her 

kitchen, a handkerchief held to her mouth.

“You’re here. Must be Sunday,” says Mrs. Lee, seated at the table in front of a 

small gray television. She peers up at her seventy year-old daughter, studies the blunt 

shape of Grace’s expensive haircut, the sheerness of her white linen sleeveless top, the 

suppleness of her orange leather purse. “What is a dying person like?”

“The tar! How can they do street work in this heat?” Grace surveys the small 

room: the pale blue walls, the crocheted curtain over the kitchen sink, the high tech soap 

dispenser she had given to her mother on her ninetieth birthday, the glass mixing bowl 

with a single white fish floating lazily like ghost, the moving boxes of dishes that Grace 

had begun packing the week earlier, and the food-encrusted dinner plates from the night 

before.

“What is a dying person like?” repeats Mrs. Lee.

Grace exhales loudly, shakes her head. “Nobody’s dying. Where’s Dad?”

“Your dad start at four o’clock this morning. So I start at four o’clock.” Mrs. Lee 

accepts a pinching hug from her daughter, studies her. Always there are those sharp-eyed 

spiders, she thinks. Eyes on everybody, hands on everything; these are the bugs that she 

steers clear of. For her, the slow moving and soft shimmering scales and round elegant 

body of fish is her ideal companion. She will let herself be happily mesmerized for hours
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by her goldfish, its circular, looping travels.

“Aren’t you warm in that? It’s a hundred degrees out!” Grace tries to roll up her 

mother’s sleeves, but Mrs. Lee swats at her daughter’s hands. “Have you been outside 

today? Where is Mimi? Why is all this out here? You have to tell her to do these things, 

Mom. That’s what you pay her for.”

Mrs. Lee sits up and lifts her chin. The small white hairs on her knuckles bristle at 

her daughter’s efficiency.

Grace pulls a banana from her purse and drops it on the table, says, “And we are 

not moving this fridge. This is a piece of garbage.” She wipes a small puddle formed at 

the base of the leaky fridge with a beet-stained sponge, then begins to strip the fridge of 

the photos that wallpapered its metal front, carelessly tossing them and the farm animal 

magnets into a shoe box.

Mrs. Lee pictures the wet photographs, the colors bleeding, the comers bent and curled. 

She pictures waking up the next morning, the light crawling across the smooth linoleum 

floor. She pictures her eyes finding the box, broken, soggy cardboard. She pictures falling 

on her aching knees, digging frantically through the photos to get to the bottom where it 

is wettest. She pictures finding the most damaged photo and thinking how easy it would 

be, with the paper this wet, to tear it in half, like how everyone when they walk on a tall 

bridge, they think for just a split second what it would be like to jump.

“Well? Did you tell Mimi?” asks Grace who has now begun pulling baking 

supplies out of the cupboards and setting them on top of the photos.
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“I fired her,” says Mrs. Lee, with a smile.

“Yes, I know. You can’t keep firing her.” Grace lets a cupboard door shut itself 

with a loud clack.

Mrs. Lee frowns, checks the kitchen clock. She waves her daughter over to the 

table. “My show starts! Are you glued to the floor? Come on!” She turns on the 

television; the sounds of clapping and a cheerful announcer permeate the kitchen. Grace’s 

purse slides off the chair and lies on the floor. Mrs. Lee glances suspiciously at the papers 

and brochures spilling out. On the television, a woman bursts into tears as an announcer 

hands her a large purple vacuum; her entire family swarms the stage and engulfs her in a 

hug, arms and hands squeezing and patting each other.

“Such a family,” says Mrs. Lee. She is surprised when Grace starts to

laugh. Mrs. Lee thinks of telling Grace about Mimi’s lurid boast the night before, of

knowing one hundred ways to please a man. She thinks of telling Grace how Mimi’s 

good pay makes the forty-year old Chinese woman from the country lazy, clumsy, her 

head and cantaloupe breasts so big they seem to crash into everything, making the house 

seem smaller and smaller over the months since Mr. Lee’s accident.

“Hurry, my show starts.” Mrs. Lee pats the chair next to her.

“First, tell me who’s dying,” responds Grace. The handsome announcer, flashing 

white teeth and smooth hair, begins to showcase a new vacuum, twice the size of the 

previous one. Silver and sleek black, the vacuum reminds Mrs. Lee of the car that
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dropped her caretaker off on her first day of work. She wonders who the driver had been, 

and why Mimi never speaks of the glamorous home that her paychecks must surely be 

paying for.

As the vacuum on the television zooms across the stage in a hurry to devour an 

enormous pile of dried pinto beans, Mrs. Lee blurts out, “Your dad say he’s dying.”

“Why?”

“I tell you later.” Mrs. Lee does not take her eyes off the television.

Grace gently squeezes her mother’s arm as she brushes past. “I’m going to check 

on Dad.”

Last year when Mr. Lee slipped in the shower, Grace found her mother spoon

feeding

him rice porridge; seated on the bathroom floor, a towel rolled and placed behind his 

back, a towel draped over his shoulders for warmth, his lucky blue pajamas yanked 

clumsily over his bony hips which were bruised deep-green and purple. For three days, 

her parents had eaten and slept in the bathroom. Mrs. Lee was unable to move her 

husband more than a few feet, and too proud to call her daughter or Mimi on the phone 

for help. Grace decided then that Mimi would come seven days a week instead of two, at 

hours that never seemed to be the same

from one day to the next. Grace decided how much more to pay her. Grace decided the 

color of Mr. Lee’s new red pajamas. Grace decided a lot of things. Mrs. Lee had 

wondered then what she and her husband were becoming: not parents, not children—but a
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bump on the head, interior deadbolts, a liability.

Mrs. Lee hears her daughter’s returning footsteps and turns up the volume of the 

television.

Grace drops tiredly into a seat beside her mother. “He looks good in red.”

“He doesn’t like red. But, Mimi. Always, red red red.”

“Where’s Mimi? Why isn’t she here yet? I just talked to her on the phone.”

“I told you. I fired her! I fire her and she always shows up. And my fish food, 

missing. Your dad’s diapers, missing.”

“Nobody is stealing,” sighs Grace.

“I tell you. I will catch Mimi in action, and then I will fire her and call the police

at the

same time.”

Grace squints at the television. “What is this?”

“This is the longest commercial. I want to go crazy.”

“I think this is an infomercial.”

Mrs. Lee and Grace watch quietly as the announcer shouts a play-by-play like a 

sportscaster, as two audience members, each armed with a different vacuum, race to 

vacuum mounds of glittering paperclips poured onto the stage.

“What’s the difference between those vacuums?” asks Grace.

“About ten dollars. Anyway, I’m thinking. Why not we move in with you? Your
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place is so big I can hear echoes.” Mrs. Lee cannot remember Grace’s grand lakeside 

apartment but imagines slick marble counters, plush carpets and elegant vertical blinds.

“You are going to a new place. Remember?” Grace pulls out a stack of papers and 

slick brochures with photos of smiling elderly white people. “Please, Mom. Look at the 

brochures again. This is where you are going.”

Mrs. Lee ignores her daughter, runs her hand admiringly across the purse’s

leather.

“It’s a knock-off,” says Grace, flatly. Mrs. Lee’s sharp brown eyes search Grace’s 

face, tries to understand the whole hush-hush world of business and medicine that her 

daughter is always prescribing. Grace’s cell phone rings; she picks it up to see who is 

calling, then drops it back on the table without answering.

“Are you mad at everyone?” asks Mrs. Lee.

“No, just you,” says Grace with a gentle smile. She picks up her phone again, 

taps the screen and begins to listen to a voicemail. She nods her head to the chattering in 

her ear, and begins to fill a moving box with her mother’s rice bowls, wrapping them in 

faded dishtowels. The sound reminds Mrs. Lee of the chattering birds in the early 

mornings when her husband’s whimpering wakes her, when she has tiptoed in the dark 

from her bedroom across the hallway to spy in the dark like a hallway ghost, to find Mimi 

seated at the edge of Mr. Lee’s bed wiping his mouth with a tissue; the grateful nodding, 

the low murmurs, Mimi patting Mr. Lee’s trembling hand.

“You talk to Mimi, everyone, and don’t tell me.” Mrs. Lee draws an ‘x’ across her
*



55

lips with a finger. “You always have secrets. What’s wrong telling me?”

Grace slides the brochure for Two Star Senior Park over to her mother, then 

begins to fill a moving box with crumpled newspaper, padding the bottom for the large 

glass fish platters and pie dishes.

“Why two stars? Why not four?” Mrs. Lee squints at the glossy man and woman, 

holding hands and grinning as they walk towards a woman in a white uniform, standing 

in the middle of a small gray room, holding a large tray of drinks and orange pill bottles. 

Though their hair is white, the couple’s unlined faces do not look much older than her 

daughter. Mrs. Lee shakes her head. “Your dad doesn’t know I’m here.”

“You’ll have friends to gossip with.” Grace, kneels beside the box, her face red 

from the heat and the uncomfortable position.

“Only gossip about who’s dying next.” Mrs. Lee wriggles her fingers. “I have 

pain all over.”

“I fought for you and Dad to have the best room. The biggest. Lots of sunlight. 

Everything.”

“You always love shopping. Buy this and that. Not make-do.”

“I make do. This IS making do!”

Mrs. Lee studies the spots on her own hand, bends and straightens her fingers 

which are knobby as a pear tree’s branches. She thinks of her family’s ancient pear tree, 

but cannot remember why, at the young age of eight, she had protested the cutting of the 

tree even though it was mostly stripped of its bark and leaves by beetles and rot. She had
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dangled from the topmost branch like a limp noodle while Eldest Brother, nearly twenty 

years her senior, axe in hand, stared at her from their family’s courtyard below.

For years she had asked herself the same questions: Why didn’t her parents 

scream when the Communist soldiers stormed through their home, tore up paintings, 

burned scrolls detailing her family’s lineage through the last two dynasties? How could 

her parents watch as their eldest son is dragged away, hands bound, a wooden pole and 

red flag of shame the size of a napkin waving above his head? Why did Eldest Brother, a 

poet and teacher, kill himself when he returned home, weeks after her parents had paid a 

hefty bribe? Why did the “official” documents, signed by her parents, list the cause of her 

brother’s death as ‘richness and boredom’?

Mrs. Lee tries to recall Eldest Brother’s eyes from the weeks earlier, before his 

imprisonment, whether they had held any sympathy for her predicament in the tree, but 

all she can remember is the smell of sweet white blossoms crushed beneath her fingers, 

the roughness of the tree bark digging into her palms as she hung, wilted, legs flapping in 

the empty space.

“Have you been taking the medicine Dr. Wong prescribed?” Grace begins 

packing up the canned vegetables, the jars of pickled meats, and jugs of canola oil.

“I tell you,” responds Mrs. Lee. “Your Grandmother, Grandfather, Uncles. We 

once lived in what you call, palace. I don’t know if you believe. We had, in the fruit 

pantry...my mother had all white tile floor, the wall, everything. It was so beautiful. Even
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the watermelon look new.”

“You don’t need white tile. Fruit pantries. A palace. You can just do this...for 

Dad, for me.”

“You don’t know anything.”

“Rrrrraaaa! I’m doing all of this for you!”

“Stop this, rraa. Don’t get yourself all crazy.”

Grace looks at her watch. “Where is Mimi? I can’t believe this heat. Aren’t you 

hot in that?” She wipes her forehead with her handkerchief

“Mimi is no good. I tell her, ‘Don’t do this, don’t do that.’ Repeat and repeat 

again.” Mrs.

Lee taps her temple with an index finger. “Kind of dumb.”

Grace takes a break from packing to eat her banana. She makes a face when she

bites

into the fruit, which has a large brown splotch hidden beneath the peel. “Two Star has 

dozens of helpers, smart ones.”

Mrs. Lee studies the column of ceramic mixing bowls wrapped in newspaper, 

nested, one inside the other, on the counter besides the enormous fish bowl. Mrs. Lee 

wonders if Grace can see that the fish, though white and spectral, was still living and 

breathing and circling inside the most comfortable bowl?

“I’m checking on Dad.” Grace tosses the half-eaten banana on the table.
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Mrs. Lee’s nose follows Grace’s sweaty trail: a blend of flowery deoderant and 

burnt wood and irritation. She waits until she can no longer hear her daughter’s footsteps, 

then quickly grabs the remote and turns the volume way up. The television announcer is 

vacuuming a small hill of sand to demonstrate the machine’s suction power. The whirring 

motor sounds like it is wheezing. Mrs. Lee fans herself with one of the brochures. She 

nibbles the bruised banana, lets the sour pulp squeeze between her gums and loose 

dentures—a glue, ripening, something sweet for her to find later. She cannot remember if 

Grace acted like this before Mr. Lee’s accident, when the police found Mr. Lee, a lonely 

man haunting the hilly streets near their house, with bare feet, cut and bloody, another 

strange bump on his head. Mrs. Lee had used animated arms to describe, to the 

policeman, her husband’s mysterious disappearance. He’d been missing for many hours, 

maybe the whole day, Mrs. Lee explained as she pointed to an imaginary sun as it passed 

over the sky, rising then setting. If it is herself, she had boasted, she would follow the 

sun, and then she is home.

Mrs. Lee glances at the clock. Almost time. She dreads the sounds of Mimi’s keys 

jangling in the front door, the dropping of her heavy shoes on the floor with a clunk- 

clunk. Grace will go to greet her, and Mrs. Lee will try to decipher their secretive 

murmurs, tilting her head, hoping to capture the secret in her ears. The brave buzz of 

vacuums and cheering on the television will join Mimi’s clumsy sounds. Mimi will check 

on Mr. Lee first, find him waiting for her, his bedroom heavy with wet diaper and 

nightmares and red. Mimi will clean him, then begin to pack his room, throwing heavy
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books into boxes, wrapping dusty clocks in Mr. Lee’s whitest shirts.

Grace drops tiredly into her chair. She takes a gulp of Mrs. Lee’s tea and clears 

her throat. “Look...someone’s coming tomorrow. My friend. A lawyer. She specializes 

in...handling

things like this. Remember...I have power of attorney.”

“You get the power!? You be my boss? You let your dad make up his mind.”

“He doesn’t have any mind left!”

Mrs. Lee does not recognize the wobble in Grace’s voice, a wet sound, unstable, 

like a raw egg yolk. She tries to comfort her daughter. “He’s able to do, you know, some 

things. Sometimes good, sometimes not too good.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re in cahoots! You and your lawyer and dumb Mimi...Are you better than 

me? I ask you.”

“Do you even remember what you ate for breakfast today?”

“I tell you. Last night at dinner, he tells me he’s dying. I heat up my noodles, but 

he does not want to eat. But then he watches me eat and eat and he must smell it because 

he goes to his bowl and even though his noodle was cold, your dad, he...” Mrs. Lee 

shovels imaginary food into her mouth with finger chopsticks, and makes bulldozer 

sounds. “And I think...if he was dying, he wouldn’t eat like that.”

Grace leans in, swallows the tremble in her voice. “When you move, I’ll let you
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fire Mimi.”

Mrs. Lee thinks seriously about this. Eldest Brother had taught her long ago that, 

sometimes, unkind words can carry praise and wisdom. She tries to imagine the powerful 

words she might use with Mimi, but she finds herself thinking in numbers: Number of 

curse words she shouted at her dreaming husband, number of hours sleeping, number of 

personal resentments and gratitudes expressed in jokes, number of lies she’s told, number 

of hours searching for lost eyeglasses, number of nightmares, number of years since her 

own father and mother and brothers died, number of times she has thought of them with 

fondness and anger and tears. Mrs. Lee imagines what it would be like sharing a studio 

apartment like the one in the brochure, one room, no more space for shadows and haunts: 

she could no longer cut corners, disobey crossing guards, fire Mimi. She tries to imagine 

what it would be like to watch TV without Mimi to distract her. She wants to share with 

Grace and Mimi all that she knows, wants her generosity to shine through.

“Where else can a dumb person go? I feel bad.”

“1 am going to finish packing the books.” Grace touches her mother’s arm and 

starts to leave the room.

“Did I tell you? Last week I go to market, buy more bananas. There was a 

gunshot! People yelling, crying, Mimi hiding. I keep shopping, picking fruit. I mean, 

what can you do? And I ask her, ‘Are you afraid to die?”’

“Jesus! Why didn’t you hide?” Grace covers her eyes with her hands, and laughs 

despite herself.
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“No, I tell you! Don’t hide. That’s terrible. Give yourself too much pressure.” 

“Please, just...This facility is amazing. There are ice cream socials. And you do 

not have to shop for yourself or even leave your bed. Life will just come to you.”

Mrs. Lee studies her daughter’s movements—jumpy, hungry, a kicking and 

pecking

pigeon. She pushes the papers away. “What life is that? Just laying there, waiting to die?” 

“Mom. Please.”

Mrs. Lee turns to watch a woman on the television, wearing a headset and racing 

frantically onto the stage to unplug the vacuum just as the announcer begins to vacuum a 

puddle of water. “I feel good. The bad part is your dad’s brain. I feel, how could I say, I 

feel...I help him to go.”

Grace grabs the remote from her mother, and turns off the TV. “By yourself, 

you’d go 

nuts.”

Mrs. Lee reaches for Grace’s hand, which still clutches the remote, desperate to 

see what

became of the cheerful good-looking announcer. “You are a good egg,” says Mrs. Lee, 

gently. “Your dad and me. Once we visited a new place, a place for old turtles like us.” 

“And? I bet you it was great!” Grace throws her arms up in the air.

“I tell you. I take one look around and think one word.” Mrs. Lee raises a swollen,
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arthritic finger in the air like a snake that’s just swallowed an egg. “Lonely.” She pictures 

the single room, the bright fluorescent glare, the sensible safety bars, the plush berber 

carpet. “So, why do I want to do that? Where I am...here. More brave to live here, my 

own way. These walls, I know. This table,” she knocks the table with her tender 

knuckles, “I know.”

“Brave? Because you live where people shoot people over a banana?”

Mrs. Lee turns to talk to the dark television screen. She wonders why her daughter 

would prefer for her to live in a world of brightness and bars and berber, when she could 

lurk in the corners of her own home like a ghost, haunting herself and Mr. Lee whenever 

she wanted. Where would her spirit go if she died in Two Star? Every day, to an ice 

cream social? Then, to bed? “I wonder if they see me watching them, think I have all the 

answers?”

Grace watches her mother with the same expression as when she’d bitten into the 

green banana.

Mrs. Lee loudly asks the television, “Can you see me? I’m watching you!”

Grace shakes her head madly. “You’re not fine! You’re talking to the TV. And 

it’s not even on!”

Mrs. Lee turns the television back on, points to the screen while facing Grace. 

“Look, see all these winners? Everyone cheering! The big lights! Vacuums! So many 

treasures! There’s no better place except,” Mrs. Lee looks proudly around her small blue 

kitchen, “maybe here. This is me.”
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“Packing is almost finished. Mom. Do you understand?”

Mrs. Lee ponders her daughter’s question as her tongue digs for banana in the 

plastic grooves of her dentures; she tastes sourness, a secret fear. For a moment, Mrs. Lee 

imagines herself as a turtle—not snapping or giant—but with a soft pale underbelly, a 

shell not hard enough to protect her when children kick her down the road.

She curves her spotted hand in the air, mimicking a trembling mountaintop. “One 

speed bump and you are here with me.” She takes Grace’s hand, places it on her own 

forearm. “Rub here...ahhh,” she sighs. “When I have time, I come visit you. Just talk. I 

enjoy that. Going

where it’s all business. Really see hustling and bustling. And, what you call...the place 

with the big water? Geese! So many.”

“Like cockroaches,” responds Grace.

Mrs. Lee speaks in a softened lull, eyes closed, enjoying the massage, “It’s not so 

cold where you are. For cockroaches, it’s very welcoming.” Mrs. Lee opens her eyes and 

finds Grace’s eyes fixated on her. She studies her daughter’s anxious face—each line is 

rigid, all corners and sharp points. She observes the way that the light from the kitchen 

window reflects off the wetness of her daughter’s eyes; the brown irises, solid wood 

walls encased by two, smaller, bright white windows. “Come often. I like that. Tell me, 

you know, what you’re thinking.”

The windows dim for a moment, as if a cloud has passed over the sun. Mrs. Lee’s 

breath catches. Where has she seen this before? She scours her memories, running along
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the tender pink grooves of her brain, searching in all the darkest corners until she finally 

meets Eldest Brother. Is this a dream? Is this a vision? Who is to say? But Mrs. Lee can 

finally see Eldest Brother’s eyes: two polished chestnuts, shining, unblinking as they 

furiously scanned the pear tree trunk, the pebbled ground, the white sky, in search of the 

shriveled wings or parched cloud that had lifted his baby sister to the top of the dying 

tree. She hears the sound of Eldest Brother’s hand sliding along the rough silver-colored 

bark, probing, measuring the few remaining limbs. She watches as he tests the sharpness 

of the axe’s blade with his thumb. Eldest Brother staggers under the weight of each cut 

branch. He prefers to jump over the small fire he’s made to burn the dead wood, instead 

of walking around the flames. Mrs. Lee thinks: How much will Eldest Brother cut before 

she must drop?
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The Unfed

Bea Ogilby pops her new dentures into her dress pocket for safe-keeping, runs her 

fingers along the empty grooves and bumps of her mouth's spongy pink mountain range. 

She glances at her reflection in the mirror before heading out. White hair twisted in a bun. 

Her smile, all gums, no more chomp and chew.

Outside, blinded by the bright Appalachian sunlight, Bea nearly stumbles over a 

fruit tart left on her doorstep. The mountaintop, which once protected her home from the 

afternoon glare, had been stolen by Ye Old Mining Company; millions of pounds of rock 

and dirt, acres of trees and shrubs ripped from the mountain in order to extract coal. The 

town’s sacred mountain could no longer be called The Great Peak because all that 

remained was a grizzled, flattened stump. No trees to glue the remaining boulders in 

place, to keep mud from surging down the steep slope and destroying the town during the 

next monsoon. No guide posts pointing tourists up the path, nor signs to indicate the 

diminished mountain ever even had a name.

Across the narrow dirt road, her neighbor, Teddy Nun, waves. “Hello there!” 

Teddy, a retired librarian, is working in his meager vegetable garden. Misshapen carrots 

and wilted kale poke out of the sandy soil. Bea bends down to pick up the tart, observes 

the glistening strawberries and buttery crust. She eagerly dips her finger in the sugary 

dew, and tastes a lick.
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“Hello there!” repeats Teddy.

Bea points to the tart, “Did you see who?”

Teddy shrugs, Bea nods. His useless I don’t know shrugging responses are 

legendary in town. But Bea appreciates this in a neighbor, with stories and gossip flowing 

in only one direction across the narrow road. Like, when the last of her teeth were pulled, 

gums red, swollen, tender—a finger without the nail— she’d asked the incurious retiree: 

How does the Tooth Fairy for the elderly work? Where do your teeth go when the Tooth 

Fairy dies? Teddy’s response that time was a handful of ice carefully wrapped in a red 

dishtowel, a cold compress for Bea’s sore mouth.

#

The first to perish while rebuilding the mountaintop was an aging horse with a 

three-year-old mentality, named Wilson. This equine senior dragged boulders and planks 

of knotted pine, in metal carts with leather straps, up the steep rocky trail using just his 

chompers. Every tooth of this odd-toed ungulate were bloody and broken by the time he 

reached the top. Bea had nightmares for weeks after this first death, awakening at dawn, 

soft mouthing the horse’s name over and over, as if in prayer.

#

Bea takes the strawberry tart with her down the road. As she strides, the
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crumbling pastry cradled in her cupped hands, the town’s eldest elder recalls the string of 

anonymous love letters she’d received after the death of her husband. She wonders if the 

person who left the tart is the same admirer. She once surmised that it was Teddy, but has 

never been able to decipher a distinction in his useless shrugs.

As Bea rounds the first bend in the road, she remembers the last time with her 

husband of sixty-five years; the touch, glowing warmth. When her legs pounded and her 

heart could bend, and her arms gripped tightly to his body. Their mouths enmeshed. Pink, 

plush-rug furniture dimples. Aching in their wrists, shoulders, ankles, hips, knees, neck. 

Their courageously wrinkled bodies. Her husband sliding his hand up her leg, and 

tickling her moss, then sinking in up to his palms, and pulling, stroking with his fingers, 

and later with his mouth.

On his last night of life, Bea crawled into bed with him. And although he did not 

wake, she rested her head on his chest, listened to his final breaths. She placed his hand 

on her left breast, hoping to share her heartbeat. She put her mouth to his and exhaled 

deeply, hoping to share her breath.

Bea tries to imagine a life unfed, without magic and mystery. Unspent. Without 

her moss, her mud, and long thighs. River waves rolling big, fully, slowly. Trembling 

sighs.

#
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As a girl, Bea’s dreams were the least imaginative; her one love was playing in 

the mud, moulding it into shapes that she let dry in the sun. She’d try to bring home small 

statuettes of April sun goddesses and humpback whales, but the figures would crumble 

by the time she returned home. Imagine: ten- year-old Bea, dirt falling between her 

fingers, facing her mother, the last healer, a magic known only to the town.

So Bea endeavoured to find out how to fuse her statues. She practiced magic 

stolen from her mother’s spellbooks. And then one afternoon, after a solid week of rain, a 

hillside threatened to destroy the small school; Bea’s mother had gone to assist a 

neighbor with a difficult birth. So Bea pooled her mediocre powers together, and 

enchanted the mud so that it held in place until her mother returned. Following the rigid 

rules of healer’s magic, so long as Bea returned each morning until the rains stopped, the 

school was safe.

And, now, without kin to carry on the magic that tiptoed through Bea’s veins, the 

town depended on the old woman to hold up the mountain for as long as she was alive, in 

the hopes that the pine and hemlock and chestnut oak would take root in Bea’s enchanted 

mud. And that their mountaintop would grow once again.

#

The second death was the barber, the Town Brain who engineered the rebellion to 

regrow the mountaintop stolen by Ye Old Mining Co. Always stepping back to view the
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big picture, so overburdened with the mountain’s lack of symmetry, the Brain stepped off 

the chiseled escarpment and plunged nearly a thousand feet. It is told now as a bedtime 

story that as he plummeted, he appraised his hard work and mastery. He landed in exactly 

the spot he wanted.

#

Bea buried her original teeth along with the town’s time capsule at the opening 

ceremonies of the mountaintop rebuilding. Bea could not explain to the dentist why her 

teeth suddenly began to fall out the day after her husband’s funeral. Her enchantments 

that glued the boulders in place, that kept the mud from sliding down the mountain and 

destroying the town during monsoons, were not strong enough to save her teeth.

Bea remembers the dentist handing her a tortoiseshell mirror, his excitement to 

show off his handiwork plastered on his face. Bea grinned manically at her reflection, 

opening her mouth wide and then snapping the plastic shut. Each tooth perfectly sized 

and bright white, like the glare on a truck’s freshly polished windshield. Bea thinks of 

George Washington’s dental fittings constructed out of hippopotamus ivory, brass 

screws, lead, gold wire, and the teeth of slaves. She recalls the history books she’d read 

as a child that described this slave owner’s constant pain, the embarrassment Washington 

felt when he learned that the British had intercepted his desperate letters from the 

battlefield, that begged his wife to send his fallen teeth so that he could add them to his 

newest dental fittings. Bea pictures slaves pulling out their own teeth, using pliers or the
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shorn metal of their chains, in desperation and fear, in the hopes that blood from their 

torn gums would be enough to free them. She wonders if Washington provided for 

manumission of both his slaves and their teeth in his will.

When Bea buried her teeth with the town’s artefacts, she thought about who 

would find them long after her demise, imagines how they will hold the teeth in their 

spindly fingers, open and close, open and close, a puppet mouth. She wonders whether 

they will turn her teeth into dentures like Washington’s. Will they smack their selfish 

lips? Will her teeth say all the things that she could not? For now, Bea knows that the 

mountain speaks for her.

#

The third death was a mute child named Maurice, nicknamed Tender. Dimples, 

pink neck. He showed off to his friends and sisters the best way to hurl into the mud 

while his mother, a sculptor, helped shape the bedrock with the town’s other devoted 

artists and builders. Each time Tender climbed, slip slip slip slip slip up to the top of a 

boulder, pockets stuffed with moss. He’d mouthed the word Freedom!, and then a 

spinning leap. On his final jump. Tender’s feet slipped, and as he tumbled, he clipped his 

head on the boulder. Blood and brain and mud made a sludge around the other children’s 

feet.

His mother goes to that boulder every year to paint his likeness on the enormous
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stone. She awakens Tender’s ashes with water and mud from the mountain stream, uses a 

slurry of marshmallowy ash coated up to her longest knuckle. Paints hieroglyphs of her 

son, imagining him as he bloomed. Let his black hair grow long, wild, fallow. Makes him 

taller each year. Sketches the words: Tender. Mud. Town. And while she paints, sings the 

mountain songs of springtime ginger-sweet blossoms.

The town buried Tender under the mountain’s new trailhead sign, under the 

crushed yellow grasses and aching clouds. At the end of the informal service, the mayor 

wrapped the mother in a grief hug.

#

Bea and her husband were once soon-to-be parents. She was told by the town’s 

doctor to throw her placenta off the spot where the barber once stood, to appease the 

spirits who might think that she expected perfection from her child. The Birth Spirit that 

mountain mothers most feared was feathered-black, cawing. It was believed that the spirit 

had the power to steal the roundness from them. So, the town taxidermist made stuffed 

birds for the town museum housed in the library. New fathers rented these spirits to bring 

home, for the mothers to practice not being scared. Bea was never scared. She cheered 

the goal-oriented, no-nonsense villains in the books that she read. She revolted against 

the banality of a heroine’s day job, of overly tender motherhood. When their newborn 

arrived, blue and unbreathing, she called herself The Devil until the day her husband left 

the mountain, leaving nothing behind but his shoes.
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#

The fourth death was the town’s mayor, nicknamed the Town Clock because he 

went to the mountain to check on the progress each morning before work began. Taking 

in deep breaths of chilly morning air, the view of the wood scaffolding surrounding the 

hollow sun-filled peak, he did not see the blue jay that startled the squirrel that terrified 

the bear that dislodged the boulder that would crush him. The mayor’s hat was recovered 

after two days of digging. The mayorless town holds festivals every year at the top to 

commemorate his devotion. His ghost continues to haunt the town as a polite old shadow.

#

Bea’s toenails are too long for her shoes. On her walk under young pines, through 

asters and blueberry replanted by the town, she passes a tailing pond and tosses pebbles 

into the thick yellow water that is tinged blood red around the rim. She steps over rusted 

wire ropes the width of her thigh. Rocks slip into her loose socks, sharp enough to 

awaken something tender. She remembers a time from before, when her heels were 

smooth as river rocks, slick as a new photograph just printed, wet, still developing in the 

bath mb.

Bea stops walking, places her tart on a rickety doorstep, sits to untie her sneaker. 

The doorstep belongs to the head of The Committee of Committees, Sue “Sunbeam” 

Chau, the tallest woman in town. Sunbeam had gathered together the eldest and most
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retired elders to committee the Mountain when the mining company refused to repair the 

gaping wound it left behind.

Sunbeam had lost everything when her wife died, but had carried Bea for months 

on her own strapped shoulders, cinching her belt tighter, leaving food and sundries on 

Bea’s doorstep whenever she could. Maybe the tarts were the town’s offering, Bea 

thought, a way to lessen the load of Sunbeam’s diligence.

#

Bea nibbles the center of the tart with her gums, wonders who baked in the 

strawberry’s sour pinch. She worries: what if her old dentures have nothing to say? She 

pictures what she’d say to her husband’s ghost. How would she describe her waning life 

under the mountain’s diminished shadow? Or, how the spoils of the mines buried their 

beloved valley? Would she tell him that the town still could not decide on a new name for 

their new peak, one strong enough, that wouldn’t slip in the mud?

Bea leaves the half-eaten tart on Sunbeam’s doorstep, slips her hands inside her 

pockets and feels for her dentures, whistles a song about the full moon, mud and 

mountain moss, holding the crimson bittersweet emptiness in her mouth.
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When Bones Grow

The jawbone is the only bone in your head that moves; it opens and closes and lets you 

talk and chew food. When people say something is jaw-dropping, it usually means that 

it’s unexpected or shocking, and when something as jaw-dropping as death happens, 

people usually say their eyes get big. But eyes don’t actually get bigger, nor do the holes 

in your skull where your eyes sit, it’s the skin flaps covering them that stretch.

How heavy is your head?

Your head is pretty heavy. Brain, nose, eardrum (the smallest bone in the body), hair, 

eyeballs, eye flaps (blink blink), gums, teeth, tongue, a pound of bacon grease skin, and 

your mind too, but no-one knows what that weighs. You often carry plastic and cotton 

and platinum and glass and gum, you are a grocery store. And still you can hold your 

head up high.

You start with more bones when you are born, and end up with less. But your meat 

doesn’t change much. You still have a piggy-bump nose. Still flat as sliced salami. Still 

medium-rare.

You have two more siblings than when you were born. Middle sister, the Pretty One. 

Baby sister, the Smart One. Eventually you will have two less parents. When people say 

someone has backbone, it means they’re courageous. Bones in your back give you the
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power to sit up, stand, walk. You like to do these things. You like to pat yourself on the 

back, to reach around and feel the tiny bumps on your spine, think about how camels 

don’t actually have hump bones.

Some thin kids can see their ribs right through their skin. You are not this kid. But, if you 

straighten, breathe deeply, run your fingers along the side of your body, your bones grow. 

Ribs come in pairs, the left side exactly the same as the right. When Dad dies, your ribs 

are like a cage around your chest and you suffocate in your brother’s hug. Older brother, 

the Rational One. You are not a hugging family. Mom is one less without Dad.

In your shoulder, the round end of one bone fits into the small cup-like area of another 

bone, and allows for movement in every direction. When you are eighteen and angry and 

no one will let you see Dad’s dead body, you try swinging your arms all over the place. 

You yell at nurses, doctors. Let your grief be spectacularly jaw-dropping.

Later, you listen to a religious person talk to Mom in the hospital waiting room about the 

meaning of heart attacks, and his ideas about ghosts. About the ways they hoot and holler 

if you listen hard enough. You don’t believe in ghosts. Ghosts don’t have bones.

Everyone stops growing. By the time you are twenty-four, your bones are as big as they 

will ever be. And, Mom is as old as she will ever be. Someone steals your car radio, and
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cancer eats up Mom's organs and makes her shit blood and shit-shit-shit until she weighs 

nothing more than her bones. You leave work after the diagnosis. You go home, fighting 

and fighting, someone slapping someone. People say houses have good bones. But walls 

don’t remember like you do, everything. Your brother punches a hole in the wall, breaks 

down your bedroom door. Mom rationalizes that you are all too big for your bones. She 

points at the hole, says, This proves it. She makes you promise with every bone in your 

body, to not dream big when she’s gone. And she tells you that it takes real backbone to 

be in pain and not make a peep.

Thoughts like these make a heavy head heavier. Memories too.

Still now, you remember the white hallway, the hospital orderly saying, Hurry. You 

remember shouting in Mom’s ear to Wake up, loud enough to break her smallest bone. 

You didn’t want to be what she had asked of you; you remember she asked fo r  you. Y ou 

remember fighting for Mom to get the biggest room, wanting to sleep there in a cot. If 

you have a backbone, you know what to ask for when it counts. You remember listening 

to Mom mumble and mumble, running your fingers along her cheekbones, your head 

bowing from all that extra weight. You remember your bones, aching, inhaling every inch 

of growth, willing her eyes to open, for her mind to reawaken, watching her take her last.
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Spider Love Song

The fisherwoman lays down her box of tackle, drops a tattered yellow beach chair 

from her shoulder, jams her fishing rod into the sand, line and red plastic ball swinging in 

the wind. Eight-year old Sophie Chu studies the woman’s manicured hands, short gray 

coat, spindly legs tucked into tall rubber boots, jeans, two buffy knees, skin the color of 

wet sand, and black hair, streaks of ash.

“Time for lunch?” asks Sophie.

Sophie’s grandmother, hard of hearing over the crush of waves, asks, “Repeat?”

It is almost noon. Sophie’s empty stomach churns on itself; her frozen pink earlobes peek 

out from under her sweatband, her paper elephant ears flap in the wind. Sophie rests her 

cheek on Grandmother’s stomach to warm them. The stomach growls.

#

Posters of Sophie’s missing parents were plastered all around the small coastal 

village, affixed to powerline poles along the narrow dusty roads, tacked to hay bales in 

the busiest pastures full of sweet brown cows, and fliers pierced by baling wire in 

neighboring corn fields. Sophie had used their wedding photo, where the newlyweds 

posed on a misty ocean bluff looking over their shoulders at the camera, grinning as if 

running away. Her mother’s hair, a tangle of knots, blowing in the wind. Their sepia- 

toned smiles bright as cantaloupe slices. Sophie included a description of the car they’d 

been driving.
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Over the subsequent months, their smiling faces were scrawled with mustaches 

and eyepatches and blackened teeth gaps and lion mane ruffs and hog ears. And, soon 

enough, other posters plastered over her parents’ faces, thumbtacks speared through her 

parents’ paper foreheads: a lost narcoleptic curly haired dog, a waterlogged piano that 

needed a new home, an emaciated and milkless goat for sale, a demented grandfather 

who was obsessed with seaweed.

Sophie thinks of the morning her parents went missing, how she cradled the large 

box of doughnuts, standing in the bakery with Grandmother—smears of rich coconut 

filling, pineapple sugar-crusted buns, deep red bean paste—her six-year old heart 

thumping a steady wingbeat, anxious to bring the sweetness home to her tired parents 

who she thought were asleep in their bed. She remembers how Grandmother, red-blind 

since birth, bragged with the other patrons until silky oil blooms on the bottom of the box 

saturated Sophie’s fuzzy elephant arms so that she smelled like a wooly doughnut, how 

Sophie carried that scent home, how she still smelled hours later when Grandmother 

called neighbors and then the village hospital in search of her missing daughter and son- 

in-law. How, as she fell sleep on the couch listening to the uneasy drone of Grandmother 

and the sheriffs voices in the kitchen, Sophie buried her nose deep in her elephant arms, 

trying to pull clues from the downy fibers.

#

The fisherwoman knocks on their bright red cottage door, asks to use their phone 

to call a tow truck.
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It will be a forty-minute wait.

Sophie and Grandmother learn that the woman’s name is Gail “Owl” Yip. Owl 

does not know why, Owl. She claims that she knew Sophie’s parents in college back in 

the city where she’d become a journalist, and just happened to be visiting the area.

Owl surveys the small cottage, sits on one of the two matching brown chairs in 

the diminutive living room, studies the deep navy walls, the cracked paint, the stains on 

her armrests, the knotty walnut floors. She tells Sophie that she knew that her dear, old 

friends had a daughter, but didn’t know that they’d named her Sophie. “What a lovely 

name,” she says.

Sophie shivers as she warms her hands over the radiator; the only people that she 

and Grandmother have allowed in their home since her parents’ disappearance were the 

sheriff, the podiatrist who clips Grandmother’s toenails and checks her blood pressure, 

and Grandmother’s quilting club which consists of five elderly women who never spoke. 

Owl picks up two hard-covered books written in Braille. “What’s this one?” 

Sophie squints in the dim, recognizes the bright orange and red covers. “That 

one? ‘Napoleon on Night Writing.’”

“And the other?”

“’Braille: Six Dots to Success.”’

“What are they about?” asks Owl.

“How Napoleon used too many dots in his army code so no one, not even his own 

army could figure it out.”
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“How many dots?” asks Owl.

“Twelve.”

“And the other book?”

“Mr. Braille figured how to do it in six.”

Owl nods admiringly, studies the long spines of the books, flips through the thick 

white pages, runs her fingertips along the raised dots. Where there would be color photos 

of Napoleon—his pointed nose and hat—there were instead embossed outlines of his 

portrait. Sophie watches as the woman places her entire hand over the famous general’s 

face, as if feeling for fever, and then pushes her nose into the open page and inhales 

deeply.

“Why does she need these? Your grandmother,” asks Owl. “She’s not blind. Is 

she?” Owl squats down in front of Grandmother, waves her arms slowly in the old 

woman’s line of sight. Grandmother flicks the air in front of her face, as if swatting a bird 

that just fell from the sky, heavy, like a stone.

#

Sophie Chu’s Journal:

1 am a cat. I  am nine. 1 am hiding in the closet. There is a window and 1 know that 
it is almost time for me to cook. I am seated on top o f the bags o f clothes. They 
are wrapped in plastic like dead bodies. My knees are pulled up to my chest. It is 
nighttime but I wish that it was daytime because my window lets in the light and 
warms the tiny closet, makes it feel like a real room. When I hide here, 
Grandmother always finds me, and I  always ask, “How did you know? ” And, she 
always says, “Where else would you be? ”
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Finding is not always bad. I am not a very good swimmer, but i f  1 have to I can 
splash and kick my legs wildly until I  am moving somewhere. I  am a loud 
swimmer, that’s what Grandmother says. She likes that because she can always 
find me in a crowded pool.

I  am not stretched plastic. I  am bunched up, and it feels good sometimes to 
squeeze into the tiniest spaces to remind myself o f how big I ’ve gotten. I am 
growing at the speed o f  light.

I am facing the closed closet door because when i t ’s closed i t ’s better for hiding. 
On my left there are more bags o f clothes. On my right there is the window, small, 
high up. I  have to stand on the bags to see outside. Outside there is a small patch 
o f concrete that Father poured, and a basketball hoop. I  am good at basketball 
when 1 want to be. Behind me and below my feet are more bags o f clothes. None 
o f the clothes is mine.

1 am certain that there is going to be an earthquake one day and the bags o f  
clothes will come tumbling out o f  the closet like an avalanche. The door doesn’t 
close properly, but it is nice and crooked and heavy and the paint is nice and 
thick, so it just sort o f ‘sticks ’ shut. I  like that. I like when things don’t work, but 
they do.

#

Sophie goes to the kitchen, tries to eavesdrop over the sound of oil bubbling in the 

wok; under the rich gurgling notes, she hears just chipped murmurs of Grandmother and 

Owl. Outside the window is her mother’s planter box filled with yolky buttercups, milky
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daisies, iridescent violet snapdragons, and the low tremolo whirring of a small black bird 

with a rosy throat and a rich brown head.

Sophie carries in a tray to the two women: green tea served in small ceramic 

bowls, and steaming hot, caramel-colored blocks of soybean cakes fried in oil and soaked 

in soy sauce. Sophie sucks on a soybean cube, squeezes it into a pulp between her cheek 

and her teeth, uses her tongue to masticate it against the roof of her mouth. Grandmother 

slurps her tea approvingly. Highest compliment.

Owl plucks a tofu cube, nibbles a comer of it before putting it down on the edge 

of her tea plate, continues her perusal of one of the books, the bumpy white pages like 

two soft white frog bellies, opened, curved, held in place by her thumbs. She pauses to 

run her hands along the braille pages of a book about trains, and again for a book about 

ducks. She asks, “So, your parents. Have you heard from them?” She looks around the 

room, cranes her neck towards the dark hallway leading to the bedrooms as if expecting 

two grownups to suddenly peek their heads out.

Grandmother opens her mouth and swiftly leans in as if to speak, but instead lets 

out a series of low burps, chup-chup-chuuup, then leans back and smiles at the room; 

Sophie is reminded of the sound of warblers hunting, tiny but fearless, adept in the air, 

catching flying insects on the wing.

“People in town say that you have quite a special gift for cooking,” says Owl. 

“Did your mother teach you?”
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Grandmother pops an entire tofu cube in her mouth. She pops another and another 

before she starts chewing. “I want to remember every good taste,” the old woman says, 

mouth full. “Do we remember tastes the same way we remember smell? ...I’m 

surrounded by everything good, here.” She pats Sophie’s hand, goes on to describe how 

her own father had entered a radio jingle contest because the first place prize was a 

powerful electric hand drill, but he won second place, a goldfish in a bag, which doesn’t 

really help someone who needs a hand drill.

Sophie thinks of the meal that she has planned for tonight; two splendid frogs 

wrapped in butcher’s paper and sprinkled with finely powdered sawdust to keep the skin 

from sticking, ripping. She had placed them in the crisper, frogs so fresh they were just 

that morning hopping and clinging to the edges of the village fishmonger’s portable 

aquarium (aka Bucket). After Owl leaves, Sophie will wash the frogs under the faucet, 

ice water cold enough to make her skin goose-pimple, and her arm hairs stand in salute. 

The clean froggy flesh will be smooth, wet, shining, mottled green and white and brown. 

Blue-tinged blotches and dots. Laid out on the counter, a long silver knife run along their 

bellies, and a red line blooms beneath the skin, the intestines spill out like thick wet yarn. 

Grandmother will help with simpler tasks, scooping out the silky organs, placing them 

into a slick coffee mug.

Recipe for tender frog skin:

Soak
flesh
wash
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rinse
drum
beat
stretch
oil
drum
beat.

Afterwards, they will roast the frog thighs in the oven’s broiler: pungent garlic, 

tiny onions, pearlescent moon slivers. Served on a bed of peppery baby arugula. They 

will munch and chew the tender meat, and later, make loud croaking burps.

#

“You must be a pretty smart elephant, to figure out this braille stuff,” says Owl. 

“Your parents must be so proud of you. Did you talk to them, before, you know?”

Grandmother’s ears perk up; she tilts her head, wears a solemn expression as if 

she'd heard a different question than the one that Sophie heard.

Sophie shivers; she hadn’t thought that braille or frogs made her more special of 

an elephant. She wanted to tell Owl that sometimes she cannot remember what her 

parents look like; in her mind she sometimes sees their smiling faces, sometimes with 

pirate eyepatches, sometimes with missing teeth, with pig ears. She wants to tell her that 

she sometimes forgets the difference between melon and lemon, because the letters 

scramble up. But, she can scramble powdered eggs so they taste fresh from the shell. She 

can fry up sausages, oily salty skin so crisp it shatters in your mouth like wet glass.
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Owl drags her heels when she walks, like how Sophie’s parents did after a long 

shift at the hospital, when they told stories to Sophie, waking her up just to say 

goodnight. Sophie remembers those nights, her mother’s warm breath close to her cheek 

as she whispered sweet dreams, and how Sophie’s hand would grip her mother’s wrist 

pulling her back, asking about her day’s adventures. She remembers how on nights with 

full moons, she can see her mother’s face contort, pondering if she should answer. Some 

nights, her mother would shush Sophie, and gently retrace her steps out of the room, 

closing the door behind her with a firm click. Other nights she would brush Sophie’s 

tangled hair with her fingers, and tell her about a man brought into the hospital, wheeled 

in on a gurney just to be declared dead, a pile of blood and bone and skin. Everything rich 

red, throbbing, oyster soft. Sophie remembers how her mother’s breath smelled like milk 

warming on the stovetop, rich with foam, the raw sourness boiled off with the rich steam.

Sophie watches static sparks, the hairs at the top of Owl’s head stand up like a 

deep sea creature’s tentacular waving to passing ships.

“What’s this?” Owl holds out a bird’s nest resembling a twiggy cup.

“Grandmother says it’s a warbler’s.”

“This?” Owl cups a small black rock in her hand, size of a penny, smooth, glossy, 

with a graphic white spiral in the center. She moves to stand in front of the living room 

window; the fading afternoon light from outside silhouettes her so that she resembles 

someone haunted.
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“A fossil.”

Owl gives a low hooting whistle, eyebrows cocked.

“It’s, like, 450,000 years old and used to live under the ocean.'’

“A real treasure!”

“Grandma paid five dollars at the magic shop.”

“You sure are a special kid to know so much about stuff.”

Sophie cannot remember the last time she’d been told that something she did was 

special; at school she was teased constantly for her old elephant skin. At first, the kids, 

curious, craned their necks for better views as she strode down the hallway to class—they 

reached out to touch her woolly gray arms that had grown to twenty times their original 

size, to gently tug her white and blue striped trunk, to flick her floppy gray ears, to 

squeeze her long tail as she strutted past. They begged their parents for their own 

elephants, begged Sophie to teach them how to become their own. She gave advice no 

one ever took: Be bigger than life, stomp your heavy elephant feet, trust your trunk and 

wrap around your cranberry juice box and squeeze!

But after months of elephant life, Sophie began to stink: an old banana peel left in 

a hot car all day, or ground beef graying on the kitchen counter, a hot wet sock running 

around in a soggy shoe, a yellow foam tray dripping with raw fish juice, a boggy load of 

laundry left in the machine for a week, a rotting tree stump filled with dead shrimp and 

grubs, low tide humping the shore and rancid green foam coating your ankles, slithering 

between your toes.
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The kinder kids, though ones with noses like bloodhounds, begged to do her

laundry, offered to bring her home with them because their mommies were the best at

getting stink out. Some kids would pinch their nose dramatically as they passed her in the

cafeteria, bathroom, hallway, classroom desk. The school’s regular bully— a boy with a

crafty reputation, hair like a gloomy tumbleweed, who claimed to be a descendant of

California’s first potato king, who had held his tongue during the weeks when helicopters

circled the village coastline in search of the red Saab, whirring blades stirring up dust and

excitement for everyone—revved up his bully engine with slurring, plaintive taunts that

wrapped like sharp yellow ribbons around Sophie’s throat:

Sophie, dummy Sophie. Seep-seep-seep! Living with crazy grandma. Chatter- 
chatter, bubble-bubble, rot. Did your mommy and daddy find  a better life in the 
city or are they worms and sod? Schick-schick-chink! What happens when you 
take o ff your stupid ears, your stupid trunk? Where does your elephant go? What 
happens when you peel a dog?

#

Sophie’s first costume was not of an elephant. Grandmother had stayed up with 

her the night before Halloween, helped her build different costumes made from clothing 

and cooking utensils and garbage from the house. Sophie’s first costume was as a big 

game hunter, pulling all of the khaki colored clothing harvested from her parents’ closets, 

from the attic trunk, from Grandmother’s collection of sewing fabric. Shaving the 

neighbor’s cat into a lion, leaving just a tuft of fur around its face, neck, and the tip of its 

tail. But building a replica rifle out of cooking utensils proved to be too difficult. The 

second costume was of a swan, but it would take more than the two pillows that they’d
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torn apart to get to the feather fluff, and there wasn’t enough fluff in the house to go 

around. And the paste that Sophie used to glue the feathers on to her was making her 

arms and legs break out in hives. The third costume was a nightmare bat. The frame for 

the wings was built out of wire hangers, bent and twisting and cranky, so that they 

extended from her body as if she were about to take off in a flat-wing glide. But the black 

felted fabric that they used proved too heavy for the hangers, and the dark metallic wings 

cut into the tender skin on Sophie’s shoulders, and scraped the floor as she walked.

“Who do you most want to be?” asked Grandmother, as Sophie quailed. “If you 

were this person, really this person, who would you most want to beT

The elephant costume came as a lightning bolt of inspiration. The voluminous 

gray coat that Sophie found in the garage was what her father wore when he had to clear 

the storm drains during hurricanes. And the tube sock was her mother’s from a pair she 

had when she used to play tennis on Saturdays, before Grandmother’s declining health 

took up the bulk of her time when at home.

The elephant lived a long life, their mammoth memories could make the grandest 

storyteller blush. Elephants towered over everything, everyone, yet can curl its firehose 

trunk around a branch, gently pluck a green leaf, whole from the wood. What power! 

What bigness! What sensitivity!

Sophie’s parents brought home death every day, stories that kept her up for hours 

some nights, stories of men brought into the hospital, men with blood dripping out of
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their ears, men with cheekbones protruding through their eye sockets, eyeballs skewered 

like soft-boiled eggs. Sophie imagined an elephant’s brain stem, how it might feel ripping 

through the base of its colossal skull. On the tongue, would it be bitter and hard like the 

woody stem of an apple? Would it prick like a burr? Would it crease and snap like fresh 

spinach?

She’d heard stories that turned her stomach inside out, stories of young women, 

girls not much older than herself, forced to bear a child before their bodies could manage 

that type of ripping pain. Her mother described the fistulas that formed, the gaping holes 

where their vaginas should be, limp meatball tunnels, openings that would not close 

without specialized surgery, where their organs and shit and blood would come rushing 

out. Sophie remembers falling asleep, staring at her peeling ceiling, the worn wallpaper, 

imagining the bedroom walls tumbling down.

#

Sophie Chu’s Journal:

I  am cures. 1 am full o f them. My recipe books are full o f everything she’s taught 
me. Recipes to repair broken seams, to nourish hunger, to temper nausea. I  am 
full o f  everything she's taught me.

I  am a sad sack tonight. I  am inside the sack. It is cotton and there are tiny 
pinprick moth holes that I can see out of. 1 am sitting inside the sack, pressing my 
face against the fabric to breathe. I  am there, it is nighttime, and my bed turns 
into a sack when I  can’t get to sleep because my memories are keeping me up. I 
am alone but my memories are there. It is almost winter. I  am ten.
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I  am looking at the door to my bedroom. The lights are on even though the whole 
house is asleep. There is no more wholeness in the house, just me and 
Grandmother. But we are the house. To my left is the wall, bumpy and painted 
blue. To my right is the edge o f  the bed, and i f  you step o ff without the right 
slipper socks, the Blob or Tremors will get you. Behind me is my pillow, which is 
flat and covered in spots o f blood. It is dry and my nose does not like that. So, 
blood spots. I  am staring at the ceiling because I  am inside. I f  I  was outside, I  
would see the stars, and i f  I  am near the house, I  would see the roof. Below my 
feet is the other edge o f my bed. There is a small pathway to the closet, and there 
you will find bags o f Mother’s clothes because plastic will keep them fi-esher, 
safe. They do not hang well any more. Grandmother tore them all o ff their 
hangers on the one-year anniversary o f their disappearance. She left them in a 
heap. She placed them in storage bags on the second year. Now I sit on them like 
bean bags, they keep my closet warm, they insulate because some o f the bags are 
filled with Mother’s sweaters.

I  am a sad sack. Year Three, soon. I  don’t know what Grandmother will do with 
Mother and Father’s clothes. Grandmother knits only potholders because we 
have a lot o f  pots, and a lot to hold.

I am a sad sack and Grandmother doesn t like to see it when she feels like a sad 
bag. Together we are just holding

on.

#

Owl pulls a small object from her pocket, hands it to Sophie. “For the tofu and the 

telephone,” she says.

Sophie takes the object, which turns out to be a plastic doll hand.



91

“I catch lots of things out there,” says Owl. “Keep an old milk crate in my truck 

filled with this stuff.”

Sophie turns the hand over and over, and tries to give it back to Owl. The woman 

holds up her own hand, shakes her head. Sophie places it besides the salt and 

peppershakers, the tiny cracked fingers pointing out the peeling painted ceiling.

“So much from that tsunami in Japan finds its way here. I catch something new 

every time she fishes. Normally I give it to the university. Nerds over there like studying 

these things.” She pauses. “I don’t get how they can just study these things. Bits. Just 

specks and pieces of people’s lives. And not just feel torn up inside. You know? But 

today, something told me to hang on to this one.”

“Why?”

“I dunno. I’m kind of like a hunter. I have an eye like a hawk. A journalist is kind 

of like a hunter. And out there on the water, today, a piece of chewed wood—probably 

from a boat or something. Or a clock. All this Japanese writing on them. Tomorrow, who 

knows. But today, this...small hand. Like the ocean was reaching out to me.”

“What are you searching for?”

“I’m like that wife in Japan who goes diving every day in search of the bodies of 

her missing husband and daughter after the tsunami; she brings back to shore the broken 

dolls, chair legs, cooking pots, toaster ovens, tennis rackets, shoes of others who have 

gone missing. A total hodgepodge. You should see the piles. Pillaged things...all mutts, 

just tails of wolves, just mixed up pieces of other people’s lives. All different, all
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jumbled. That woman, she dives every single day because she needs to do something. I’m 

like her. I like to put these pieces together, I love puzzles, the mystery, the selfishness, 

hunting for The Story.”

Sophie imagines the diver finding her husband and daughter on dark the ocean 

floor, her daughter’s long black hair swirling around her head in the swift ocean current, 

seated at a kitchen table, chopsticks in hand, their bowls of noodles still full, warm.

“Will she ever find them?”

“What do you think?”

#

Sophie studies Owl, who has returned to investigating the bookshelf, pulling 

books out, running her fingers along the spines, and placing her nose deep in the creases. 

The girl begins to check her reflection in the window when she goes to the kitchen to 

refill her glass with water. She wishes that her elephant ears weren’t quite so wrinkled, 

that her sleeve didn’t have that charred spot from when she’d tried to make her mother’s 

fried cod fish recipe. She’s glad that she’d worn one of her mother’s dress shirts 

underneath her elephant coat, though the pink polyester blouse made her back sweat. 

When she gets up for more tea for Grandmother, she looks at the woman’s silhouette 

reflected in the window, marvels at Owl’s sprightly posture compared to Grandmother’s 

hunch.

What about your Grandma?” asks Owl.
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“What about?”

“People in town say that she’s kind of,” she points a finger at her own ear, makes 

a looping gesture, “an idiot.”

Grandmother slurps her tea, eyes closed.

Sophie asks, “If you are just fishing, when do you know that what you’re catching 

is just trash?”

Owl seems to think carefully about this, circles the bookshelves once again. She 

goes on to describe her life as a journalist, her love of nature, how she likes to combine 

the two skills. She once stalked a wounded badger, followed its tracks for hours, her nose 

to the ground, chin to chest, glasses slipping off the salt-grit sunblock on her nose. The 

badger made loops around trees, stopped to urinate on a mushroom. She describes how 

the mustelid’s footprints in the dirt became obscured by its low wide body, how when it 

got tired, its stomach dragged through the dirt, dusting its own overlapping pigeon-toed 

tracks. “But I still tracked him down. And, I can make the distinction between what’s 

trash and what’s fodder. If it’s not part of someone’s life... well, let’s just say that I can 

tell when something was thrown out, when they didn’t want it to be a part of their life 

anymore.” Owl checks her watch, scrutinizes the walls cluttered with photos of Sophie’s 

parents and Grandmother. “Don’t you ever want to get out of here? Out of this dump?”

“We are waiting,” says Sophie.
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“All you have here is...just waiting to get old. You’ve got brains, kid. You 

figured out this braille stuff. You figured out her crazy stuff.”

Sophie, embarrassed, shrugs awkwardly. She tries to serve Owl more tea.

The woman puts a hand over her cup. “If they wanted to come back, if they could, 

wouldn’t they have?”

Sophie places the teapot back down on the tray. Clunk.

“What about her?” Owl gestures with her chin towards Grandmother.

“About?”

“How are you taking care of her? How did theyl It must have been so much work. 

I couldn’t do it. Come home every day after work, to take care of that.” Again, Owl 

gestures towards Grandmother.

“It wasn’t so bad. We were all together. We were like bees in our own little hive,” 

says Sophie.

“Bees?”

“I knew how to take out the trash, I helped cook, I could clean Grandmother.” 

Sophie describes the hive that her mother grew up caring for on the roof of the public 

housing tenement that she and Grandmother and Grandfather once lived in. She describes 

how bees sleep in cold weather, a full hive, thousands and thousands of bees clustered,
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cheek-to-cheek in a tight ball, the size of a fist. She describes the misunderstood anger of 

bees, their true gentle nature. And how when bees’ wings get too old, those bees leave the 

hive and crawl around the ground waiting to die, but that Sophie’s mother would gently 

pinch them between two fingers and place them on the lip of the hive. She’d never been 

stung.

#

Sophie’s parents drove a red Saab, thirty years old, purchased from an elderly 

barber who lived on their block. Helicopters combed the beaches surrounding the small 

village for weeks, searching for a glimmer of its taillight or a sliver of bumper or hubcap, 

or a shredded tire floating in the low tide with a nail puncturing its rubber walls. But 

aside from a camper van full of Chinese tourists that plummeted from the seaside cliffs 

one stormy night, there was no evidence of any other crash.

Owl stops by Sophie’s parents’ bedroom on her way back from the bathroom; 

inspects the brocade bedspread, olive walls, a dresser displaying natural fox skulls, a 

raccoon skin, and a whole baby otter that they’d found washed up on the beach one 

January. The village taxidermist had tried to repair the tears in the flippers and flanks, 

wounds from a speedboat propeller, or a battle with a shark as it plunge-dived for little 

sea creatures to eat, or when it crashed onto the rocky shore, its limp body riding the rust 

colored waves.

Sophie’s mother wrote down the recipe the taxidermist used for skins and furs:
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Soaking, relaxing skin in salt,
Fleshing, rendering off the remaining fat and muscle to get to the true skin, 
Currying, paring the skin’s thickness down,
Whizzing, extracting moisture in a homemade salad spinner,
Drumming, removing oil using hot dry sawdust,
Beating and beating and beating

Sophie describes, to Owl, running up to the dead animal; she remembers startling 

flocks of pipers and gulls so they squawked thunderously and looped overhead, her 

parents’ excited shouts kicking up sand behind her.

#

“Why an elephant?” asks Owl. She has started nibbling her tofu cube, changes her 

mind and places it inside of a napkin that she balls up in her fist.

Sophie describes her first morning as an elephant. The village doughnut shop. 

Wobbly gray paper ears stapled to a jogger’s sweatband, long tube sock trunk duct taped 

to the end of her nose. Her tiny frame swimming in a voluminous gray wool coat. Face 

pressed against the finger-smudged glass case, fixated on a row of elephant doughnuts 

with white icing tusks and sugar pink sprinkled ear flaps. Inside the doughnut shop, the 

air boiled. Finger faces drawn on the fogged glass.

As far as Halloween costumes go, Sophie’s was a sweaty disaster. But 

Grandmother, dressed as a ghost pirate with wide purple stripes and streaky maroon 

anchor tattoos drawn with lipstick on her wrinkly forearms, had described proudly to the 

doughnutress how they had been up since four o’clock, costumed and seated at their 

kitchen table with mugs of hot tea to warm their hands. How they’d waited for sunrise,
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for the shop to open, how she was rewarding her granddaughter for her dedication to 

Halloween. Grandmother proudly announced to the other doughnut enthusiasts at 7am, as 

they swarmed around the dynamic costumed duo, buzzing like mosquitoes, “How often 

do you get sweets for dressing up as what you most want to be?”

#

There were reports that Sophie’s parents had been spotted in Boston. In San 

Francisco. In Virginia. In a tobacco shop in Georgia. Down at the Pak-n-Pay near the 

interstate. None of these were true, and Grandmother had long ago stopped reading the 

newspaper or answering phone calls from reporters calling to confirm these false leads. 

“I’m tired of living in a fishbowl,” she’d said to Sophie. “I don’t know what else to tell 

them. What they’re hunting for, I don’t know. What can I tell them? I’d rather go deaf 

and blind than to listen or read any more of this nonsense.”

But Sophie didn’t give up. She borrowed a police scanner from the same elderly 

barber who sold her parents the Saab. She set it up in the basement. At nights after the old 

woman went to sleep, Sophie tiptoed downstairs to listen to the scanner, volume hushed 

to its lowest setting, listening to reports of cats stuck in trees, neighbors’ heated disputes 

over fence lines, and husbands beating their wives and children and elderly parents. She 

felt like she was listening in on what her father called “taxicab secrets,” which are very 

different from “barbershop secrets”: one secret, you tell knowing that the only thing the 

other person has on you is a rearview mirror view of the top of your forehead—while the 

other, you tell in a tiny room full of neighbors, knowing that your story will be
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mythologized and gossiped along, ear to ear, neighbor to neighbor, their shhhhhh as you 

enter the room, sounding like an iron left on at full steam.

Sophie falls asleep and dreams about the dark secrets of her village, oftentimes 

taking the dream form of a superheroine who can fly and turn invisible and breathe 

underwater and walk through her neighbors’ walls to rescue the victims of bullies, young 

and old.

#

Sophie excuses herself, goes to the bathroom to pee. As she washes her hands, she 

examines herself in the mirror. The tattered elephant ears. The soiled sweatband. The 

duct tape attaching the trunk to her nose has left a ridge of glue, burnt umber lines across 

her nose that do not scrub off.

Sophie imagines Owl giving her a tour of the elegant institution where she works, 

its marble pillars and polished granite floors. The korr-korr-arrrr mechanical sounds of 

newspapers being printed echoing throughout the thirty-story building. Sophie and Owl 

would wear matching, structured, mossy tweed dress suits. Owl would introduce Sophie 

to her colleagues as her long-lost niece. Grandmother could be there, too. But just 

visiting, gentle and un-pushy, and whisper-quiet, giving everyone meaningful life 

lessons.

Owl and Sophie would have sophisticated chitchats about using coriander in 

recipes and advice about where to find the best shoe cobblers in the City. And as they’d 

leave the office, Owl’s colleagues would wave purple streamers and spangle the air with
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ruby glitter like professional funeral wailers, mourn and gossip after Sophie and Owl’s 

grand departure as they counted crisp dollar bills. And once outside on the bright 

sidewalk, they’d be greeted by Sophie’s parents who had been waiting forever for her, 

and why did it take her so long, and doesn’t she look dapper and so grown-up, and what a 

ladylike haircut, and how is everyone back in the village, and how beautiful it is to see 

her taking such good care of herself.

Sophie shivers as she thinks of Big City life for an elephant, for her trumpeting, 

silvery, debut independence.

#

The last person to see Sophie’s parents was the graveyard shift janitor, Ed Root, a 

crippingly private man with a bright funny face, known by the staff as the human radio, 

who sang along to tunes that he made up in his head, with a voice like a human saw.

Did they say anything? Did they seem distressed? the newspapers had reported 

the sheriff as having asked the janitor. Had either o f  them been drinking? Was there any 

indication that they were trying to flee something or someone?

Sophie has always imagined her parents asking the janitor for help in jump- 

starting their Saab before heading home. While the man untangled cables, fiddled with 

tubes and knobs under the hoods of their two cars, her parents probably told him jokes, 

about paying him a thousand dollars to brush their teeth for them, wash their hair, change 

them into flannel pajamas, carry them upstairs to bed, tuck them in, each with two fingers 

of whiskey. For an extra thousand, they’d love to have him use his scratching, gurgling
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voice to read their daughter to sleep from her favorite book about magical talking bears, 

to sing to her one of his made-up songs, something that sounds like hoo-ooo owl, ow- 

owly, owly, ah ah ah. Her parents were still wearing their nursing uniforms: Mother’s, 

womb red, soft. Father’s, teal, stained, worn thin at the ankle hem. Their matching brown 

leather clogs, clomping through the underground garage like a pair of tired horses, 48- 

hour shift tired, so tired.

#

Owl checks her watch. “It’s getting late. What could possibly take him this long? 

Do I need to go into town and drag the mechanic here myself?”

“He is the only one. And the managing janitor for the hospital and middle school 

and the mayor —“ says Grandmother.

“- the deputy mayor,” Sophie chimes in.

“I can’t wait all day. I’m a problem solver. This is ridiculous.” Owl looks around 

the room, then at Sophie. “Why don’t you give me your phone number? I’d love to call 

you when I’m back in the City. Would you want to visit?”

Sophie looks eagerly at Grandmother, who remains perfectly still, her expression 

unreadable. The waning afternoon light in the room seems to bring out the faded 

everything in the room; the navy blue walls, once so regal when her parents had first 

painted them, now just seem too harsh and fussy for such a small space.

“I don’t want to take you away. You could come. Just for a visit, meet my 

colleagues. Maybe even visit the office. Everyone would love to meet you,” says Owl,
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looking between Sophie and Grandmother. When Sophie does not chirp up, Owl becomes 

impatient, frowns. “Look, just, write your phone number down and we’ll figure 

something out.”

Sophie begins to look around the living room for a scrap of anything to write on. 

She checks the junk drawer, behind the coin bowl where they normally keep a small stack 

of mail they hadn’t read. Owl taps her foot. Sophie, afraid that Owl will leave if she 

doesn’t problem solve this paper dilemma fast enough, pictures her glittery life in the big 

city, the hurried steps she’d take to keep up with Owl’s long strides, her tweedy arrival at 

the newspaper office.

Sophie gently tears one elephant ear from her head, the paper, worn, yielding, 

with edges that feel like soft cotton wonders. Sophie hopes her parents will forgive her, 

hopes they will be able to recognize her with just one ear, just half the elephant to listen 

to their adventures. Sophie writes her phone number—her very first phone number, her 

first memorized thing—in thick block numbers with an inky black pen on the creased grey 

construction paper, hands it to Owl. But Grandmother tries to snatch it, reaches out, 

snapping the air with her wrinkled, knobby fingers.

“She’s giving it to me!” says Owl.

“You leave her be. You leave!” says Grandmother.

“I can make up my own mind, Grandma,” says Sophie.

Grandmother and Owl tussle for a moment, each trying to grab the ear out of the 

other’s hand. But, the fisherwoman holds off the old woman easily with one arm. Sophie
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almost laughs at the scene, watching the two women spar over her elephant ear, though 

the walls of the room seem to tighten.

Owl: her arm outstretched, palm to Grandmother’s forehead, holding the old 

woman away from herself.

Grandmother: gracious proud rage, swinging the empty air between herself and 

Owl, with her arms. And her hair which normally holds the curls from the same set of 

aluminum curlers she has slept in since the 1920s, has become unraveled so that pieces 

stick up from the top of her head like silver antennae. Owl, who is not wearing shoes, 

who looks like she’s never walked anywhere without shoes, clumsily tries to brace 

herself by digging her flat toes into the linoleum.

As their sparring continues, Sophie is struck by how, when it was no longer 

stapled to her head, her ear looked just like a tattered piece of paper. The other one, still 

attached, just dangling by the metal prick of a staple. The block numbers she’d written so 

carefully around the curve of the ear had bled through the paper in places where it was 

irreparably creased.

Sophie’s chair scrapes the floor as she stands. Worried that her grandmother will 

hurt herself, Sophie tries to wedge herself between the two women, but Owl easily pushes 

the girl away so that Sophie stumbles backwards.

“You’re crazy! You are both crazy!” Owl is out of breath, eyebrows knitted 

together in a furious scowl. “Can’t you see what you’re doing to this girl?” she says to 

Grandmother. “Indulging her! Letting her stink in this saltbox shithole! Rotting away in
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that ridiculous costume? You are destroying her life! I don’t care if you’ve lost your 

marbles or not. I don’t care if you can hear me or not. The people in the village are right. 

You two are just going to rot away here. Just waiting waiting waiting. Letting her just 

wait. For whatT

Grandmother blinks at Owl.

Owl sighs a huff, and Sophie realizes that the woman does not care enough about 

either of them to keep fighting.

Sophie helps Grandmother sit back down in her chair; the old woman is panting 

slightly, red-faced, but with a strangely calm expression. Sophie observes the side-by- 

side mouths of the women: one, agape and resolute, and the other, scowling in disbelief.

#

Sophie’s last driving trip with her mother. Shopping in the City for her first-day- 

back-to-school dress that she gets each year. Freshly washed Saab, a bright red apple 

stalled in a busy downtown intersection, cars honking, arms waving out of open 

windows, and her mother’s scratchy old-school music blaring on the radio, a nasal 

wheezy chanting flight-song:

Apple-cherry-apple chew!

Skip hip hop hip for Ohio!

Ooooo-hi-ohh, the nicest place

The nicest place to bee-eeeee!
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“Don’t worry about sounding lo-fi,” her mother said to Sophie over the din. “Just 

don’t go through life jaded. I’m not talking the smoking cigarettes (but don’t you smoke, 

Sophie!) and sitting in a cafe kind. But the wearing leather that you hate wearing because 

you’re not comfortable in even your own skin.” She smiled at Sophie, gave her earlobe a 

gentle tug. “The world is huge, if you know what to reach for, and where to find it.” She 

reached across the space in front of Sophie’s face, knocking into the spruce green 

thermos of coffee with her elbow, stretched her arm out of her daughter’s window, and 

with a belligerent scowl, warm cheeks, she flicked off cars and people in the intersection, 

honkers or not, to their right, left, and straight ahead (Fuck fuck fuck!). Satisfied, her 

mother restarted the engine, and off they went.

#

Owl gathers her tackle box and her rod from the front hallway. The curtains in the 

living room, deep midnight purple, rustle in the wind brought in by the open door. As she 

puts on her coat and rubber boots, tucking her jeans into her pants, the gray paper ear 

with Sophie’s phone number falls out of her pocket. Neither Owl nor Grandmother see it. 

Sophie does not pick it up; instead, she follows the woman out the front door, stands on 

the top step, and watches as Owl heads down the road, head bent against the wind, rod 

and tackle box gripped in hand, digging in her heels as she marches towards town.

#

Sophie Chu’s Journal:
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Red Saab. I  am in the back seat, playing rubber bands, but the bouncing makes 
me carsick. 1 face the dawn horizon because this will cure me. Colors o f morning:

Blue

Blue

Orange

Red

Purple

Blue

Inside the car it smells like warm coffee. Rhe thermos steam swirls and curls, and 
it is all that I  need in the world. Mother and Father are in the front. Mother is 
driving. It is autumn, so the reds are redder, oranges are more, yellows are 
golden, everything is more. I  am six in this memory, tall enough to rest my chin on 
the side door lip.

In front o f me is the back o f Father’s head; salt and pepper, coarse, slicked back 
hard andfull o f  crunch. Ro my left there is an empty seat, but 1 have my pillow for  
when I  want to stretch out in the backseat to sleep.

Behind me is the road, dusty andforgotten. A pinpoint o f  black, reaching back 
back back. And right around the rear o f the car, it glows red.

Rhe carpet on the ceiling peels away from the metal skull. Inside it is called the 
ceiling. Outside, it is the roof. Inside, it is the floor. Outside, it is the ground.
Rhere’s a difference, he says. Distinctions matter, he says.



106

Below my feet are crumbs, and my unlaced shoes side-by-side. I  am wearing 
socks. There are balls o f Kleenex. The car is hush hush hush because it is 
morning. The carpet keeps it hushed. Gravel vibrates below my feet.

I  am not homesick because home is coming with me in the car. This is a special 
time o f beginnings. People think that autumn is near the end, before snow and 
cold, before short days and long nights. But this is the beginning.

I  am waiting. That is what it is to sit in a moving car. 1 am not directing. I am not 
driving. I am waiting. And that is okay. All you have to do is sit back and enjoy 
the ride. Relax, she says. We ’II be there in no time, she says.

1 am warm, in socks. I  am nested in this maroon velour goodness. And there are 
seatbelts to hold us back. But 1 can pull mine forward i f  I move slowly enough, 
and I  can reach the back o f  Mother and Father's necks, and I  can tickle them with 
my fingers, with my pencil eraser shaped like a duck, with a corner o f my pillow.

There is no need to be anywhere else. You are moving and you are waiting and 
you are staying still and you are traveling at the speed o f sunlight. You are never 
lost inside o f a car. At home, 1 am never lost.

I am getting minutes older, each mile. I am getting miles older, each minute.

In the city we will buy things at penciled in discount prices. Knock-down, drag 
out, best ever. Too good to pass up. Our car will fill up with everything. Reds and 
yellows and blues and greens. Something fo r  me, something fo r  Mother, for  
Father.



107

I  am sitting in the dark. I  don’t want to miss out on the horizon and the sun 
scrambling over the hills to fill our car with light. I am certain that we are driving 
the fastest this car has ever been driven. I f  I  pull my knees up to my chin, I can 
rock with the movements o f the car, tip over. My bony behind, she says. Light as a 
wafer, he says. Tip over, jerk the wheel, tap the pedal. Pedal. Petal. Soft, just tap.

#

In the breakroom at the village hospital, there were lockers for the staff. A man 

and woman met. There were pumpkin decorations on the breakroom walls, layered over 

faded Christmas tree cutouts and Easter bunnies made by children in the pediatric cancer 

ward. Taped inside his locker, the man kept a poster of a nimble cat dangling from a 

branch, the words ‘Hang In There ’ in bright yellow letters printed across its face.

The woman rolled her eyes amiably, creak-creak-kar-ruckkk, every time she saw 

this. In her own locker, a photo of a young girl, about six years old, wickedly long black 

hair, tangled all over the place. She reminded herself to be kinder to their daughter; she 

would not remind her to brush her teeth, let her have one night of cavity-sweet dreams. 

She quickly scanned the empty room, wanted to kiss the man’s sticky cheek, taste his 

sweat from working a nearly completed triple-shift alongside her. The man wanted to rest 

his head for a moment on the woman’s shoulder, his nose facing her neck, take in the 

worn cottony scent of her scrubs, hints of the sweet figs and savory olives she’d nibbled 

during their last break. The woman’s stomach growled, and she thought about the warm 

midnight breakfast she’d cook for them before crashing in bed: eggs, whisk-beaten,
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scrambled fluffy, so that they’re lighter than air. And, paper thin potato slices fried on the 

pan, the salty, starchy crisps served with dollops of sour cream and sprinkled with bright 

green chopped scallions.

The woman wanted to whisper something into his ear, so that his earlobes 

trembled; she thought of how arachnids rub silky filaments between two legs, musical 

vibrations that he always imagined sounded like a mourning dove’s deep rolling purr: 

coo, coo-curroo coo-curroo, coo-coo-coooo, a spider love song to let the other spiders 

know.

They left the breakroom, headed back out into the bright hallway, ready to 

complete their final rounds before heading home. Both wanted to squeeze the other’s 

hand, a secret handshake of knowing. Later there will be time. The blue light buzzed in 

the hallway, an orderly rushed past with a gurney topped with rumpled paper and wheels 

that pinched their eardrums with skwee-skwee-skwee, and their shifts groaned on.
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Tentacled

Our first breakfast without my mother, Dad orders: Two scrambled eggs. Waffles, 

real butter in the foil. Mugs of steaming milk. In our red vinyl booth, I am twelve. For 

restaurants like this, two make a chain. Me and Dad are not a chain, but we are pals for 

the waitress. Dad tells her my mother’s secrets: like, the hours she spent learning how to 

cuss fluently in Japanese. And that she’d broken bones so many times that she was 

mostly metal-made, pins and rods. And that she was once forty for three years in a row. 

That her fountain of youth had been bought on sale, bargain basement prices, splattered 

with black dye.

Dad points to me when the waitress returns with our food. “Her mother was just 

like her.” He pauses for dramatic effect. “But evil.” The waitress thinks he’s flirting.

Over breakfast, Dad talks about how my mother was loved. Oh, how she was 

loved! And every time I think, Here it comes! Because he tells of the other men, 

everything. Heartbreaking details. My piano teacher, the bank teller, the Safeway cashier. 

The bedbug motels, parked cars in alleys, darkened movie theaters. The sounds of suckle 

suckle suckle like a nursing baby. I picture two smooth lumps of dough resembling the 

ones my mother baked into sweet bean buns: pale, stretched, full, ready for a hungry 

mouth.

But I remember who my mother once was, before her natural nosiness and
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easiness were masked by dementia.

If I were mistress of the universe, I’d have painted my mother’s mask a pattern of 

hope, her mouth full of the right words, eyes clear, cheeks warm and red.

Without her, I am alone. Alone at twelve is not like alone at four. There is history 

to deal with, heavy, crowded, loud. Alone at twelve is red spot face, a meager bush, 

greater depth. And if a stranger, a woman, were to tap my shoulder gently, offer me her 

seat on the bus, I would take it because, why else, I love to be mothered.

What a life we had. The first time my mother disappeared, Dad took me out of 

class to search for her. Loyal and curious, like a maple leaf unaware of the bleak winter 

approaching, I did not resist. We found my mother curled up under a neighbor’s front 

porch, her long black hair tangled around her mouth. Wet eyes the color of pond. Shiny 

greasy mud slicked on her elbows and knees; she looked just born. We paled to her 

brightness. Later, my mother, seated at the edge of the bed in her bathrobe, face in her 

hands. Me, a deep age, said, “Wait, I’ll help you.” I found my mother’s brush, returned to 

her hair, black tresses flowing down her neck.

I’d once asked Dad to describe childbirth; he used words like, ‘whiplash’, ‘paper 

cut’, ‘lobster pinch’ and ‘rope burn’—the only words of pain he thought I understood. 

When I asked my mother, she described my tiny fist vigorously protesting out of her birth 

canal, and ended with: Even a squirrel makes a bump under the tires.
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“Did you sleep at all last night?” Dad asks me as the waitress clears our plates. “I 

heard you up.”

“Why were you up?”

Dad looks at the ceiling. I can tell that he is trying to calculate the number of 

times I’ve answered questions with questions. Overhead is a red pendant lamp with a 

metal cage covering the bright bulb. It makes a purple glow, blue mixed with red, like 

you are wearing 3-D glasses that let you see things bigger than they are. I don’t tell Dad I 

hadn’t slept in months.

I want to tell him that my mother had taught me many things, like how to keep 

cool in bed. It doesn’t take much. Just uncover one foot, let it breathe the cool night air, 

because it spends its whole life squeezed inside socks. I like lessons like these. Simple 

ones. Just one foot out. It is enough.

I don’t remember Dad paying the bill. I don’t remember getting into the car or the 

drive home from the restaurant. What do I remember?

I remember a time from before: If I was nine, my mother was forty-one. The 

beach was smiling. The kelp, greening. Waves in the background did their thing, foamy, 

big, all important like. I practiced pronouncing, sea anemone. On the sand, shards of crab, 

just leg or mouth or carapace. Low tide revealed puddles on rocks, green slime and 

sewer.
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Have you ever seen the ocean try to look important at low tide?

My mother explained how kelp in Japan is used by the elderly to treat goiter and 

flatulence, all about the sea animals living in caves that are used to cure illness. She tried 

to explain her own mother’s mental illness, and heredity. She pointed to a purple, 

tentacled thing. If she had tentacles then I’d have tentacles. Low tide is very humbling for 

the ocean, she said. Like someone peering into your mouth.

“We should talk,” Dad says when we pull up to our driveway. Our windows are 

steaming. I draw three stick figures drowning under a single row of waves.

“Why?”

“You need to sleep. This is no good for you. She doesn’t need you anymore.”

I don’t tell Dad that just before sunrise-I’m not sure if I actually slept, but I had a 

dream I was a dentist inside my mother’s mouth. It was dark. I poked and explored with 

my metal mouth mirror and miniature silver sickle. Spelunked right into her. I don’t tell 

Dad how I scraped and picked and scoured, navigated pitches, squeezes, water hazards. 

My mother was headstrong, but she was mutable. Stalactite or stalagmite, means from the 

top or the bottom. Ocean caves were full of these things.

My dream was nothing special, and yet I had this dream. I do not tell Dad that he 

should try to do the same.
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Bebe the Queen

Bebe Wong paid twelve dollars for herself and her granddaughter to enter a dead 

woman’s mansion and look at her things. Bebe was a plump woman of sixty, shaped like 

a quail. Her features were wide and flat on her face, with a short curved nose, gray 

mottled hair, pale legs, and eyebrows plucked to match her constant state of amazement. 

The eight-year-old granddaughter was small enough to fit into Bebe’s shadow when 

they’d waited at the curb in the broiling Massachusetts sun for a bus to take them to the 

mansion.

Bebe paid two more dollars to hire a svelte Filipina to guide them through the 

mansion’s maze of rooms. The volunteer had a pale mustache and smooth caramel skin, 

and wore an olive dress with a lace collar that she had sewn on.

Bebe and her granddaughter followed the volunteer from room to room. Bebe 

admired her own passing reflection in the lacquered fans and beveled mirrors. She 

nodded approvingly at the glossy signs tacked to walls: “No Sitting.” “Place No Object 

Here.” “No Shouting, Running, or Gum Chewing.” She swatted at her granddaughter’s 

hand, which had reached out to touch a suit of armor stationed in the corner of the great 

room. She gently tugged the girl’s long braid after her granddaughter flicked the nose of a 

taxidermied fox. The child, each time, stared indolently up at her grandmother. The air in 

the museum was so quiet you could hear the paint peeling and the metal rusting. Bebe
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wondered, as she often did in elegant places like this, who the child really belonged to. 

How could such a girl be her granddaughter?

Bebe held the cold railing as they ascended a steep marble staircase, occasionally 

peering down at the interior courtyard’s giant ferns. She was panting when they reached a 

roped-off floor where preservationists had restored the mansion’s furniture. Bebe 

wrinkled her nose, overwhelmed by the odors of turpentine, hardened leather, beeswax, 

and varnish. She was sweating heavily, cheeks pink, by the time they reached the top 

floor. In the Letter Room, she bent over a display case that held a stack of brittle 

yellowed papers covered in a thin inked scrawl.

“What’s so special about these?” Bebe asked, her breath fogging the glass.

The volunteer tapped the case with a slender finger, like a woodpecker drumming for its 

dinner.

“Mrs. Isabella knew lots of famous people. I’m not sure who these letters are 

from, but probably Elizabeth Taylor.”

“How much do you think they’re worth?” Bebe asked, suddenly rejuvenated.

“Oh, at least a million dollars. Maybe even more.”

Bebe nodded. “I save letters, too. I save everything. Absolutely everything.”
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“Do you want to see something that's worth more than anything else here?” The 

volunteer led them to a painting of a woman in a golden suit of armor, with red boots and 

red tights and a sword in each gloved hand. At the woman’s feet was a baby swathed in 

muslin—but the lower half of its face was scratched off, leaving ripples in the canvas and 

cracks in the surrounding paint. On the engraving beside the painting were the words 

“Marye the Queen (and baby).”

“Notice the gold knee pads over her tights,” the volunteer said.

“Ooooh! How unusual!” Bebe’s eyes were the size of self-serve car-wash tokens. 

“A woman, so strong. Fighting! Do you think the armor was really gold? Can you 

imagine how heavy it must’ve been? Just look at the queen’s posture,” Bebe said. “So 

regal.”

“Marye was a warrior but no queen,” the volunteer responded. “Do you see how 

rough and calloused her skin was? She fought and worked with her hands, outside. Look 

how smooth my skin is.” She stroked her own cheek with her fingertips.

Bebe turned to her granddaughter. “See? I’ve told you over and over to wear 

sunscreen. People can tell, even from a painting, when you are not a lady.”

“What happened to the baby’s face?” the granddaughter asked in a small voice. 

She scratched at a hole in her yellow cotton dress near her upper thigh. The hole was 

enlarging, and Bebe could see that her granddaughter wore no underwear; instead of
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ducks or hearts printed on cotton, Bebe glimpsed pink skin, cut with red streaks. Bebe 

imagined herself donning the gold breastplate and red gloves, slapping her 

granddaughter’s fingers to say, “Stop thy scratching or face the wrath of Bebe the 

Queen!” She took her granddaughter’s hand and squeezed it. The girl pulled out of 

Bebe’s grasp.

The volunteer’s black eyes narrowed. “Too much scratching. That’s what made 

the hole.”

Bebe let out a nervous laugh and tried once again to grab her granddaughter’s

wrist.

“I caught the vandals myself.” The volunteer’s gaze returns to the painting. “Right 

here. The parents just let those kids run wild. Didn’t care about the rules. And I found 

them going at that baby’s face, scraping at it with coins from their pockets.”

The three studied the painting, and it was in this silence that Bebe noticed a young 

mother who had slipped into the room. The woman had a large forehead and dark, 

watchful eyes the color of coffee grounds. She sat in the corner, breastfeeding her infant 

on a red velvet chair that was clearly a display piece. Completely still, the woman might 

have gone unnoticed had she not lifted her arm to adjust the baby’s red blanket.

The volunteer called across the room, “What are you doing?”

The mother looked up.
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The volunteer approached the mother. “Those chairs are not for sitting.”

At first the only response from the mother’s corner was the sound of the baby’s gentle 

suckling, like steady kisses. “It’s so hot outside,” the mother finally said. “And we paid 

our twelve dollars. I need to sit but there are no places to sit in this goddamn mansion.” 

She smiled, revealing a narrow gap between her front teeth.

“Get off or I’ll get a security guard,” sniffed the volunteer.

“Now, do you hear this?” the mother fake-whispered to her baby. “Do you see 

what happens when you break the rules?” The baby smacked its pink gums, and the 

mother trained her gaze on Bebe’s granddaughter, who was still scratching at the hole in 

her yellow dress. “Do you know where babies come from?”

The girl shook her head.

“Don’t listen to her,” said the volunteer. “Babies are made out of a mommy and 

daddy and Jesus’s love.” She waved her arm, trying to signal to someone in another 

room.

The mother laughed. Her breast jiggled and fell out of the baby’s mouth, her 

nipple a brown Hershey’s Kiss. “There’s no Jesus that can do what I’m doing.” She 

flashed the gap in her smile, and the red blanket slipped. The rounds of the baby’s rashy 

cheeks were peeling, dappled yellow and red like an autumn maple leaf. “And you?” The
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mother turned to Bebe as the volunteer charged out of the room to retrieve a security 

guard.

Bebe’s heart pounded and she felt thirsty. She licked her dry lips, but her tongue 

was dry too.

“Why are you here?’’ the mother asked. “Why bring that girl here?”

Bebe studied the stained glass above the woman’s head. The image was of an 

overweight man, stuffed in velvet and lace, holding a blue chrysanthemum. Bebe could 

not see through the colored glass whether any clouds had come to temper the midday sun. 

“We’re on a tour.” Bebe showed the pamphlet and ticket stub clenched in her hand as 

proof.

“No, I’m saying, what are you giving that girl by coming here? What does all of 

this mean?”

Bebe searched the stuffy room for answers. She studied the hole that was once the 

painted baby’s face, the brightness of the warrior’s gold breastplate. What did it mean to 

have a gilded life laid out, catalogued, and guided through by mustachioed volunteers? 

What were brittle, yellowing letters without a glass case? Stained glass without sunlight? 

Paintings with holes gouged out by teenagers? Bebe searched the gap in the mother’s 

teeth, the drabness of her granddaughter’s eyes.
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“Go on, get going,” the mother said impatiently. “You’ve gotten your money’s 

worth, haven’t you?”

Bebe grabbed her granddaughter’s hand and nearly crashed into the stunned 

volunteer who had just returned with a pimply teenage security guard. It took Bebe and 

her granddaughter a full minute to reach the exit. As soon as Bebe opened the door, a 

wall of heat, wet and curdling, hit them full in the face. On the sidewalk, their shoes 

melted into the pavement. They dodged the splattered remains of eggs someone had fried 

on the blistering concrete. They lifted their feet, moved their legs faster and faster. Bebe 

dragged her granddaughter behind her like a limp kite, to catch the bus just before it 

pulled away from the curb.
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Duck Head

Mom decides that we’d better hurry because she needs to do some serious 

cooking. But she massages each leaf, bulb, and root that she selects from the vegetable 

stalls, then puts them to her face and breathes in. When I spot a purple potato worthy of 

being added to our stash, I hold it up for Mom’s approval. She studies it, sniffs it, rubs it 

between two fingers, and then gives me the head shake. I think about that man in Ohio 

who brought his spud gun to work. He sat at his desk all day with it and no one said 

anything. At closing time, the man shot his boss dead with potatoes. I wonder if the ones 

he used were purple like Mom’s, if he took as much thoughtful care in picking them out, 

and if he washed or cooked them first before he loaded his gun. I wonder if his potatoes 

closed their eyes as they zoomed through the air. When I ask, Mom says, “If that man 

saves his potatoes, he has lunch. Then he is not so angry and maybe he eats potatoes with 

his boss instead of kill him.”

At the butcher counter, Mom chooses the middle duck. “That is the biggest,” she 

says in Cantonese, jamming her finger against the glass case. “MeiLin, how big of an egg 

do you think it once was?” She takes a potato out of her overflowing shopping basket and 

cradles it like a baby. “I bet you the egg was even bigger than this.”

“We already have so much,” I say, but Mom shakes her head and uses the potato 

to knock on the glass. The butcher looks nervous, probably because he knows that Mom 

will haggle for the best price over anything. Mom likes to brag that the Chinese
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shopkeepers on Clement Street tell all their butchers, Ai-ya, watch out for Sophie. Hide 

your biggest ducks if you want to stay in business.

While we wait in line to pay for our groceries, Mom tells me about the time she 

tried to hatch a duck egg with a desk lamp when she was eight years old and living in 

Shanghai. She’d accidentally cooked the embryo.

“Oh the smell, it was awful,” Mom says, shaking her head, chuckling. “And the 

ugliest thing I’d ever seen. Totally see-through, it was like a raw shrimp, and its eyes 

were just these black pinpricks. Your grandpa drank a whole bottle of cooking wine to 

forget about the smell. Drinking all that made him sneeze for days.” She closes her eyes 

and crosses her arms over her chest. “I wonder why it shook him up so much?” Mom was 

not really asking me. This is the thing to remember about Mom’s stories: Know them, 

just so you have something to compare things to, otherwise you’ll never figure things out.

As soon as we settle into the house, Mom throws herself into cooking her famous 

Chinese New Year dinner.

It takes hours and hours to pinch off the tips of bean sprouts and sweet peas, dice 

the fragrant ginger roots, purple potatoes, and daikon, and slice up the stringy gray 

mushrooms and flat black ones that stink up the house as they soak. Mom washes each 

bok choy leaf with the care of a surgeon. When it is time to dissect the roasted duck,

Mom lets me rest. She grabs her biggest cleaver, the one with the bamboo handle, and 

chops the bird in half. She cuts off its head and gives it to me to chew on. I go for its eyes 

first. Then I dig my tongue into its empty eye sockets and lick the wrinkled hole on its
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face where the beak used to be. I use my fingernails to scrape off the skin, and then set to 

work on the threadlike tendons and muscles. When I have stripped the duck head mostly 

clean, I turn it around and around in my hands, then stick the whole thing in my mouth 

and chomp down with a loud crunch. Mom says that bird eyes are the biggest part of their 

head, besides their brain, and that if I ate enough of them, I would never need glasses.

At dusk, once the sun slides below the houses and the whole sky turns orange, it is 

time to set the dinner table. Extra chairs are brought in so that we have nine. I leave a big 

gap where Grandpa’s wheelchair will go.

“I do not feel ready, but the day is already gone,” Mom says as she wipes her 

hands on her apron and surveys the table. Some of her jet-black hair, which has wriggled 

out of the low bun she always wears when she’s cooking, is stuck to the sweat on her 

cheeks. “MeiLin, use the special chopsticks for this dinner, the ones that are carved into 

spirals and painted red.”

I nod.

“And put your Grandpa’s spot next to my seat.”

Mom adjusts her apron strings and then studies her palms like she is inspecting one of my 

potatoes. I watch her closely, liking the way she moves when she’s nervous. She looks 

like a little girl, much smaller and quieter than she really is. I notice how dirty and ruddy 

Mom’s hands are in the presence of the table settings I lay out. The glossy chopsticks and 

ceramic tea cups are delicate; everything about them is elegant, like fine bone china.



123

“Your grandpa is a no-good, that’s what he is when he drinks. He goes crazy and 

doesn’t know what he’s saying,” Mom says. “Only tea tonight.”

I nod and look away from Mom. I think about the man in Venezuala who broke 

his brain when his angry wife dropped a bushel of sweet potatoes on his head. The 

doctors drilled a hole in his skull to fix him, but afterwards the man didn’t know his own 

name or that he was ever married. I bet if he had eaten his duck, he would’ve seen his 

wife coming from a mile away.

I want to ask Mom how she plans to stop Grandpa

from drinking since he always brings his own bottle. I must look worried because she 

smiles real big.

“Duck is his favorite. I saved him the biggest pieces.”

“Goody,” I say unenthusiastically. “At least I’ll be far away from him when he 

starts sneezing.” Mom snorts a laugh.

“Ah, my daughter, always using your brain. But he is your grandfather and you 

cannot say everything that pops into your head.” I wonder if Mom knows how much I 

know. I wonder what happens to old stories or memories that we try to forget, if 

everything that we think but don’t say churns in our brains until it explodes out of our 

noses, like how broccoli that we eat comes out as stomach gas. Does Mom remember my 

stories the same way I remember hers?

When my aunties and uncles arrive, the dinner table is crammed with all the dishes Mom 

has prepared: a purple potato and sweet pea stir-fry, gingery bok choy, braised whole
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cod, crispy daikon radishes and water chestnuts over rice, and the roasted duck. In the 

center. I’d placed Mom’s Monk Special made of garlicky gray and black mushrooms that 

adorn a steaming pile of clear rice noodles.

“Sit, sit!” Mom commands everyone cheerfully, after we gather around the table.

“Shit down, everybody,” Grandpa mimics.

Mom looks down at the floor and I know what she is thinking: Brain first, mouth 

second. So I spin the Lazy Susan so fast that some of the chopsticks fly off the bowls, and 

the duck dish skids to a stop in front of Grandpa. Sometimes you have to put your two 

feet down to show who’s the boss.

We all start talking at once. My aunties compare parking woes—trying to find a space 

near our house on Chinese New Year—while my uncles compare who has the bigger 

appetite. And Mom hurriedly loads up Grandpa’s plate with duck. It grows dark outside, 

and our chatter softens as we get busy eating. I think about the long day that I spent 

helping prepare Chinese New Year dinner with Mom. I think about the man and his spud 

gun, the angry wife and her sweet potatoes, and Mom giving me the duck head. I want 

the clatter of chopsticks and slurping and chomping to go on forever, and for Grandpa to 

stay quiet. Mom must read my mind because she plops another chunk of duck on to 

Grandpa’s plate. He starts to complain about the duck head being gone, but a sneeze 

stops him.

I watch Mom eat, one eye on her bowl, the other on Grandpa. I try to imagine 

Mom tiptoeing through her childhood. I imagine her at eight years old, not tall enough to
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ride a roller coaster, yet brave enough to creep around in the dark after everyone’s gone 

to bed, searching for Grandpa’s bottles that are stashed behind stacks of old telephone 

books, or behind coffee cans in the pantry, or behind every large piece of furniture in the 

house. I imagine her crawling out from behind the sofa, dust and spider webs clinging to 

her black hair as she grips Grandpa’s bottle to her chest. She tiptoes to the bathroom. 

Each night she pours an ounce of vodka down the toilet, and then replaces it with tap 

water. And, each night she prays that his dulled taste buds cannot tell the difference.

I squeeze Mom’s hand under the table. She smiles tiredly at me, then turns to 

study the colorful plates of food; her eyes follow the steam gently weaving up to the 

ceiling.
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I See It All

Early Saturday I woke to fog, the San Francisco kind that made the windows in 

our house steam up and the front door stick. I felt anxious for the warmth that surrounded 

Mom after she’d woken up the kitchen: coffee boiling on the stove, just-washed dishes 

steaming on the rack beside the sink, the glowing half-light of morning.

I bounded down the stairs to the kitchen in my cowboy pajamas, and nearly 

tripped over Dad who was asleep on the kitchen floor—one arm curled under his head and 

the other soaking in a puddle of sesame oil. Mom stood over him, hand on hip, the other 

cradling her pregnant belly. She turned to me. “Edmund, I don’t know where your dad is 

trying to go,” she said in Cantonese.

“Is he hurt?” I asked, unable to look away from Dad, whose eyes were wide open 

even though he was gently snoring. “Aren’t you worried?”

“Sure! But I think, maybe this time he falls, then wakes up and sees how stupid he 

looks, walking around like a zombie.”

I hadn’t believed Mom’s wild stories about how Dad sleepwalked through the last 

few days leading up to my birth, twelve years ago. I pictured Mom in her pink terrycloth 

robe, sash tied crookedly over her bulging middle, as she followed Dad around our 

darkened house late at night as he sleepwalked; Mom would plod silently, waddle ahead 

to move chairs and push sharp table corners out of Dad’s path. And in the early morning 

light, hours before I’d woken, she would wipe his big greasy handprints off the kitchen 

walls and ceiling.
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Mom gently poked Dad’s arm with her toe. “Your dad sleepwalks only because 

he is sleep-hungry. You should see his appetite. He picks up his chopsticks, everything 

into his mouth—whole tofu blocks, raw cabbage, even spicy radishes. And your dad 

hates radishes.” She absentmindedly rubbed her protruding belly. “Anyway, you are only 

twelve. Why do you worry like an old man?”

“Why did you leave him here?” I crouched down next to Dad, who had stopped 

snoring, and put a finger up to his nose to make sure that he was breathing.

Mom shrugged, then squeezed her eyes shut in pain.

“What’s wrong?”

She rubs her pregnant belly. “A little kicking. Anyway, you are old enough now.

And I think this morning, maybe it is time.”

Dad woke up, groggy and stiff, just as I finished warming soymilk on the stove. I 

peppered him with questions. “1 can’t believe this! What did you see? What did you do? 

Where did you go?”

“What can I tell you?” he responded in a husky voice as he sat up and rubbed the 

sleep out of his eyes. Mom tossed him a gray dishtowel. As Dad dabbed at the bright 

orange sesame oil soaked on his white pajama sleeve, he spoke. “I don’t know why my 

dreams are real.”
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“That's it?’’ I complained, and looked over to Mom, but she was busy digging 

through the fridge, muttering about the shredded uncooked wonton skins and chicken 

bone splinters and the half-chewed pork dumplings that Dad left behind.

I turned back to Dad. "Tell me what you see.”

Dad studied the spot on the floor where Mom had tried scrubbing out the sesame 

oil; the tiles were black and white and glittering, the grout stained orange.

"At night outside it is dark, for you,” Dad began. “But when I sleep, there is no 

difference between night and day.”

"None? You mean it’s light no matter what? That's awesome!"

I gripped the table edge, pulled my chair up close to Dad, and leaned in.

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. No difference,” he said matter-of-factly. “But I don’t say that 

it's awesome or that it's good. Nothing like that."

"Oh?” 1 say.

Dad gave me a long, curious stare and my face burned.

"It's like this, Edmund. The stars and moon shine all the time, not just at night. 

But most people see only half the light. Just the sun. It’s no wonder they sleep in the very 

dark, sleep without seeing." Dad reclined in his chair, closed his eyes, and after a few 

moments, said, “The moon shines for me, lights my dreams, lights my day and night. I 

can taste and feel, walk and see, in my dreams. I see rivers. I catch fish and ducks from a 

dock on the water with my bare hands. I eat everything.”
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I nodded vigorously even though Dad’s eyes were now shut. Dad played with his 

oily sleeve as he thought of something else to say, then lifted his fingers to his nose. Did 

they smell like toasted sesames? Or did they smell earthy, salty, like river and algae and 

fish?

“I don’t go to sleep to find the river. I don’t hold onto everything, like you do, 

Edmund. You want answers, always, to see everything right in front of you as clearly as 

the sun. But it’s not only your eyes that can see.” His voice was thick and full of phlegm. 

He curled his greasy fingers into a fist, as if trying to conceal something in his palm. He 

cleared his throat and, before I could speak, stood up and started towards the bathroom. 

He took one last look at Mom who was still kneeling before the open fridge, grumbling 

as she cleaned up Dad’s deranged banquet. Through the kitchen window above Dad’s 

head, I spied a seagull flying way up high, a slender black shadow sliding across the flat 

white sky. Could birds sleep and fly at the same time, too?

I figured that the easiest way to find answers to my questions was to follow Dad 

while he sleepwalked. At dinner, I told my parents, “Tonight, I will find out where Dad 

goes.”

Mom studied me over plates of gingery fish and scallops, pickled duck web and 

salted squid, and bowls of rice.

“Edmund,” she said. “You sleep like you are dead. Your dad sleeps like he is 

awake. Do you really think you can follow him?”
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“I am one hundred percent positive. I have a plan.”

Mom shook her head. “Look, last night I followed your dad because he is making 

a mess in my kitchen. I tell him, ‘Wake up! Go back to sleep!’ but he just sleepwalks 

away.”

Dad twirled a chopstick between his fingers like a baton. “Like I told your 

mom.. .you can try to follow me, but these are my dreams,” he said, using the chopstick 

to point at his temples for emphasis. “When I sleepwalk, I see things that no one else can. 

Do you understand, Edmund?”

I frowned and studied Mom who sipped her tea slowly. The purple bags under her 

eyes were more pronounced now than they were in the morning. Her hair was tangled, 

her shirt sleeve was stained. Mom, who never left the house with so much as a button 

misaligned before her pregnancy, now looked as if she were falling apart. For the first 

time, I began to worry whether Dad would leave-leave if he had the chance. What would 

happen to Mom? And what was Dad scared of? Was he scared of a house filling with a 

baby’s wailing? Was he afraid of losing his dreams? Why wasn’t he afraid of Mom 

accidentally hurting the baby while she moved furniture out of Dad’s way?

Later, in bed, I stayed awake for as long as I could, and imagined all the things 

Dad had seen the night before: ducks, fish, river water—all bathed in light. I imagined 

finding him in the dark living room, watching as he opened a heavy oak door, golden 

light spilling in. I imagined the sounds of water gently lapping against the dock, of birds’ 

friendly quacking. And I imagined Dad holding the door open for me and Mom, waving
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us in to his dream world, a world safe from the dangers of birth, from purple eye bags, 

from stained sleeves and pinched eyebrows. I pulled the covers up over my chin, rubbed 

my feet together to get them warm, and slept the sleep of the dead.

I did not wake up like I planned. Late Sunday morning I found Mom standing in 

our driveway, shoulders slumped, and rubbing her pregnant belly in slow, small circles. 

Dad was asleep on top of our old Chrysler station wagon. His salt-and-pepper hair needed 

a good combing, and his white-orange pajama sleeve, which was snagged at the base of 

the car’s antenna, had lost its oily sheen.

Mom told me that the sheets of bubble-wrap that Dad let me place on the ground 

beside his bed last night had popped when he got out of bed. “They sounded just like 

firecrackers, rat-tat-tat!” she said with full moon eyes. “Very loud. But you and your dad 

still didn’t wake up. Only me.”

“And the cup of water?” I asked.

“When he pushed open our bedroom door, it tipped and splashed all over him, 

just like you planned. He doesn’t even blink, just smiles. Your dad must have dreamed he 

was the dragonhead in the Chinese New Year parade. It rains every year, you know?” 

Mom mimicked a slithering dragon with her arms. I wondered what the neighbors would 

think if they saw Mom slithering, both arms straight overhead, her pink robe straining to 

stay closed over her pregnant belly.
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I jabbed a small dirt mound beside the driveway with my slippered toe, then 

rested it there until ants began to crawl up my leg. I brushed them off, and thought about 

the time I left a dead mouse on the ant hill, how I returned each day to see what the ants 

would do. And how in just one week, the insects had devoured and carried away the 

mouse’s meat, tendons, cartilage, tender pink paw pads, fur, even its long gray whiskers. 

All that remained was the mouse’s tiny skeleton.

Later, I asked Dad about his dreams. He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat 

with me at the table while I finished my soggy bowl of corn flakes in warm soybean milk. 

He described the grand forest that he’d visited, the spires of trees, the golden winged 

creatures that resembled enormous seahorses soaring through the air. “The creatures, they 

just took me, lifted me with their tremendous wings. And we went in search of grasslands 

to stomp on with our hooves. And the feasts we had. Oh, the green garbanzos that 

glittered like brilliant emeralds. Slices of cake the size o f ..of. ..your bed. I just buried my 

face in frosty clouds of sugar icing. There were prisons, churches, schools.. .built out of 

bright vermillion pomegranate skins. The red, it was so red. Like a beating heart.”

“Take me with you,” I said. “Why can’t I go with you?”

“Sometimes I wonder who I would be if I could not sleepwalk,” he said, ignoring 

my question. “What if I had nowhere to go? But then I wake up with dirty feet and my 

bones creak like a broken wagon wheel, and my mouth burns and my stomach is full, and 

I know I know that it’s not a choice. I know that I’ve been somewhere
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“You can teach me to sleepwalk.'’

“To teach you.. .this is not something you teach.” Dad looked out the kitchen 

window over my head and sighed tiredly.

I wanted to tell him that I was terrified of his ravenous sleep. I wanted to ask him 

whether he preferred his sun-drenched dreaming life, to his awake life with me and 

Mom? Did he feel caged in? When he slumbered his way to our station wagon, was he 

trying to leave us? When he chewed cantaloupe rinds, raw shrimp, whole sticks of butter, 

was he trying to fill his stomach with life, the way that Mom’s held my baby brother’s? 

Weighed down by my need to understand, these questions felt like rocks in my own 

stomach. All I could say was, “Why don’t you believe in me?”

Dad sighed and closed his eyes. For a long time he just sat there, slowly breathing 

in and out, oblivious, and I realized that I could not tell if he was awake or asleep.

That night, as soon as Mom and Dad went to bed, I snuck down to the kitchen. 

Unlike the mornings, where the room glowed with Mom’s light, the room was inky 

black. Sounds of my footsteps were muffled by my thick socks and the hum of the 

refrigerator; the ground felt sticky underfoot. I went to the pantry, silently pulled out 

boxes of waffle mix, week-old brownies, a bag of sesame seeds, molasses, a jar of canola 

oil, a can of garbanzo beans, a bag of flour. I hunted through the fridge and grabbed 

celery, spinach dip, an enormous bunch of bok choy, milk. And in my hushed hunger, 1 

crunched into the celery and bok choy with my fangs. I inhaled handfuls of seeds, which I
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washed down with milk and the garbanzo juice. I peeled the plastic lid off the tub of dip, 

spread the creamy paste on slices of bread, sprinkled beans on top, then stuffed it all into 

my mouth. I waded into the bag of flour like a dusty moth, grabbed handfuls which I 

mixed with canola oil and dark brown molasses. I shoveled the mud into my mouth.

After what felt like hours, though just minutes had passed, I stood back to view 

my progress. The mud on my hands had hardened into a thick glove; when I wiggled my 

fingers, the crust crumbled. I’d barely made a dent in the food. The dusty air swirled with 

flour. Bags and boxes I’d ripped open and empty cans were strewn around the kitchen 

floor. My stomach churned and bellowed. I marveled at how Mom could carry all this 

weight, this rich, roiling life inside of her for nine whole months. My stomach pinched 

again, and I wished right then that I could die, that Mom or Dad would find me, carry my 

body down to the ant hill. I wished for the small mound to turn into a great peak, for ants 

the size of salamanders to peel my body apart, and walk away with my meat and beans, 

my limbs and hips and thighs, all the way down, clear to the bone.

I left my mess, crept back to my bed without washing up. As I fell asleep, I 

thought about how I was no longer just Dad’s fragile shadow, just residue biology. I 

wanted to tell Dad not to be scared of the new baby, to look at how I had become my own 

odyssey, journeyed to the land of indigestion, without maps or charts, and the ground was 

flowering and vibrating just for me.
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It was sometime after midnight when a jolt sent me tumbling out of bed, my 

sheets wrapped around me like I was a pork dumpling. With my cheek smashed against 

the floor, I listened to the earthquake; it cracked and rumbled and let out a deep boom 

like thunder. The oak floorboards rolled and water sloshed out of Ed-junior-junior’s fish 

tank.

"This is the Big One!" I yelled in the dark.

Mom suddenly appeared in my doorway; she grabbed me, sheets and all, and we 

bolted out to the backyard. By the time Mom and I reached the bench in the center of the 

garden, the shaking stopped and I was wide awake.

I was shocked to find Dad already seated on the bench in his white pajamas, head 

cranked back, chin and slow-blinking brown eyes aimed at the night sky. I wrapped the 

sheets tighter around myself and pressed in close to Dad. I wanted him to pat my head or 

squeeze my shoulder, but he just continued to breathe, evenly and heavily, out of his 

gaping mouth.

A baby cried somewhere nearby and shouts echoed up and down our darkened 

street which, like the rest of the city, had no electricity. While Mom dug around in our 

small, messy tool shed in search of a flashlight, I looked up into the sky like Dad. It was a 

clear night; the earthquake must have shaken all the fog away. The moon, white and 

shaped like a watermelon slice, peeked out from just over our neighbor’s house. Was the 

moon scared, too?
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The whole sky seemed to grow smaller as it moved up and away from us to make 

room for the stars burning in the blue-black horizon. Unlike the moon, the stars were not 

hiding. There were thousands of shimmering clusters, and behind them were millions 

more. The longer I stared, the more stars appeared. I was afraid that the darkness could 

not hold so much light, and the stars would fall like fiery apples from a tree, right onto 

our heads.

Mom returned with an enormous flashlight, which she carried snug against her 

belly, like a loaf of bread. “No batteries. Ai-ya! What does your dad do when he’s not 

sleeping?” She gently patted Dad’s cheek, and looked up at the moon. “Remember this 

sky, Edmund. You might never see it like this again.”

When I offered to return to the house to find a working flashlight, she responded, 

“Stay with him. He needs you.” She handed me the useless flashlight before leaving. I 

knew that she could walk the house blindfolded after hours of trailing Dad in the 

blackness, but after several minutes I began to worry that she had stumbled in the dark, 

her toe catching on the lip of a doorway. Or that she walked into the sharp corner of the 

kitchen table, shifted out of place for Dad’s sleep path. Or that she tripped over the mess 

I’d left in the kitchen, landed on her stomach, crushing my baby brother, and I would 

never get the chance to teach him all that I know.

I started to stand up, to go to her, when Dad sighed loudly and smacked his lips 

like he was hungry. I leaned back against him. I wanted to pluck a star from the sky and 

put it in Dad’s mouth so that he lit up from the inside out. Then light would shine from
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his eyeballs and mouth and even his ears, and he would guide Mom safely back to us. I 

wanted to tell him, I see it all: the bright stars, the blue-black sky, the glow from the low 

white moon.

“Tonight,” I whispered into Dad’s sleeping ear, “we are seeing the same thing.”
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Anatomy of a Cloud

The low sunrise, gray clouds and mist, glows from the mountain cave opening. Fei 

slowly waves her paw, cuts the air above YingLong’s face, a shadow to wake him. She 

circles the hard ground where he lies. YingLong’s breath is staggered, no longer able to 

form clouds to soak the mountain region, nor breath of fog, thick around the mountain’s 

neck. Imagine: Air in, snow out. Fei fervently checks for the tiny hearts that should beat 

in his paws, throat, and chest. YingLong, the last dragon god of rain, does not stir.

Fei bows her head, her long leathery wings folded and resting neatly on her ridged back 

so that they do not drag on the dusty ground. She listens to YingLong’s breath, the 

rattling ch ch ch ch, sound of thirsty clouds. Biological burble. She walks like YingLong 

once flew, swerving left and right. She studies YingLong’s brilliant blue scars, wounds 

from dry lightning strikes—like shafts of sun and yun, like virga falling, like crystal storm 

sublime—where the azure teardrop scales would never regenerate on the back of his long, 

slender neck.

When YingLong’s father died, Fei had been diligently working on her clay sculpture by 

the nearly dry riverbed. When she sculpts, she cannot hear the carrion crows cawing or 

the cockroaches’ gregarious chirping, her thoughts are so loud. The only other sound is of 

her claw scraping designs and sculpting the deep red clay. When she had returned on that 

day to their mountain top dwelling and found YingLong, she had thought that his
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paleness and hunch were for her. She observed the artifacts scattered around YingLong’s 

feet: a chicken claw back scratcher, a sand dollar that YingLong had carried home tucked 

inside his cheek from his final journey to his father’s lonely mountain, an enchanted urn 

filled with the precious water collected from clouds long ago. She understood then, that 

they were now alone. When YingLong dies, Fei will be the last dragon. A coin without 

country, a book without pages. A name without meaning. A land without home.

Fei uses the chicken claw to comb YingLong’s coarse beard, and recites stories of the 

afterworld, a place not deadened by drought, with oil slicks for oceans, black and mystery 

deep. Fei shakes the sand dollar to hear the sand inside. She puts it to her ear the way 

you’d put a seashell to your ear to hear the ocean. But she hears the way the sand slides 

over itself, washes over rocks and sea ledges the way water once did before returning to 

the long dead sharks and penguins, seaweed and jellyfish. The sand dollar lets her see 

underneath the beach. And there she finds millennia before the anthropocene dried up the 

planet. She finds buried treasure, gold booty and purple gemstones, lost eyepatches of 

pirates. She finds the footsteps of every creature that has ever walked the beach, every 

bird, every warrior. She finds every seal and whale and dragon skeleton. She finds broken 

kite strings, lost tennis balls. She finds the ocean that was once ice and once glacier and 

once in Africa and on the cap of the Earth.
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As Fei braids YingLong’s coarse mane, she thinks back to her first attempt at flying as a 

juvenile. No mother to teach her to fly. So, imagine the flailing wings, around and 

around. Never lifting off the ground. Dirt flinging everywhere, spoons and shovels. And 

because her wings were not strong enough to fly, she’d decided then to dig. With her 

lantern eyes at night. Yellow, brilliant blasts. She dug until her claws cracked and bled, to 

the same depths as the deepest ocean trench. And there curled into a circle, she slept, 

dreamt of steam vents, fire and lava, krill and glowing fishes, of cures for every disease 

but the drought that had ravaged the planet. She dreamt of lost civilizations, crashed 

airplanes and sunken boats. There, at the bottom of her sleeping ocean, in the darkest 

crevice of the Earth, there were no shadows.

Fei had shared a balloon-soft belief with YingLong, that the clay beast she sculpted could 

fly for both of them, bring water to the land. That the beast would have YingLong’s gift 

of flight that Fei did not share, its arms spread wide, holding up the sky like a caryatid to 

raise the planet’s waters. But the night of YingLong’s father’s death: Doubt, hard as 

wood. Loud as trumpet. Living lunacy. Fei remembers the sounds of sorrow out of 

YingLong’s horn mouth, mournful music that bled and drowned and boomed, trumpet 

call for other dragons to join. But theirs were the only sound. Their tears thick with clay 

and dirt. By morning, they’d used their claws to dig out the dried tea leaf dreams from the 

corners of their eyes.
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Fei remembers the summer day she started the sculpture. After a long frigid winter, she'd 

been craving jasmine blossoms, which is the scent of dragons in love. The only scent that 

makes her scales glitter with excitement, lifting from her body like fish gills, open and 

close and open and close. For many months, the mountain villagers had burned huge 

bonfire shrines in desperation, filling the sky with ash and prayers, calling out to the 

dragons for the rain they had not seen in ten years. So, as YingLong tried to garner the 

strength to fly again, Fei descended the mountain, out of the choking smoke, and headed 

towards the river valley.

Fei started by building the beast’s armature with elephant bones melded with fire, and 

affixed with wax and tallow. She stuffed the frame with ostrich nests and juniper treetops. 

She built the beast wings larger than even YingLong’s, and extended them beyond the 

reaches of the valley. She moulded armfuls of clay around this frame, slowly adding 

dimension when she could find enough water. Fei’s clay sculpture, a beast she and 

YingLong had dreamed about, is barn big with matted fur and a metal jaw. Its tongue, a 

pink belt beneath hinged teeth that grind and crunch. Exposed brain grooves like walnuts. 

A jagged bony spine. The villagers collected hundreds of elephant hides, stitched them 

together, and massaged them every day with the last of their precious almond oil, so that 

the skin could stretch and double in size. Thorns screwed into its sides. Legs that egg and 

dart, like four oval pillars. Sturdy shooting arrows. Solid, swiveling. Certified beast.
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Unlike YingLong, who is deaf, Fei hears everything. She knows that the clay beast’s talk 

will be garbled, gentle. Large and soft. Unlike the harsh words screamed at the sky, 

brought on by the villagers’ growing desperation and grief during the drought, beast 

speech is all vowels, no hard angles, heard low beneath the warble symphony, morning 

chorus. Fei carved a pink slit, crooked and ragged, where sounds come out of. Sounds 

like sand sliding over round river stones. Sounds like the final breath of an oak, decayed 

wood pieces, a shadow tree on the ground. Sounds like a vulture flapping its wings, or 

ants scurrying and scurrying. Like eggs laying, or growing limbs inside a womb. Like 

fungus breaking earth, or snakes dragging trails in the sand. Sounds of sun rising, the 

moon setting.

So different were these from the sounds and smells of dragons in love. Imagine: The 

villagers chanting loudly in the background, their necks crooked and cranked towards the 

sky. YingLong carrying Fei into the air, tangled together, coiled, tail to nose tip, rippling 

the clouds. The adults cheering with glee and understanding. And the children shouting at 

what they believed to be two deities battling one another: Go, Big Vicious! Go, Big 

Vicious! Yes yes yes! Pungent summer days, fish oil in heat, like steam rising off of damp 

dirt, like turtles swimming, their bubbles rising.

Fei ventures out of her mountain cave when she can no longer stand listening to the 

movements of YingLong’s shallow bird breaths. Climbing down, her bones feel heavy
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like waterlogged wood, her blood dense like pressed mud. She returns to the crumbling, 

dried beast by the parched river. She smooths the dirt around the base of the sculpture, 

stomps with the flat of her paw. With wild pig blood and grey matter and the whites of 

their eyes, she paints designs of the sun on calm water, and the movements of fish she 

can no longer catch. Paints a murder of withered crows, in flight. Unhappy with this, she 

drags her long tail across the dirt and starts over. Paints her father as she remembers him, 

as the grieving drunken widowed royalty of a mountain forest. She speaks to her dragon 

father: “You remember me?” she asks. “Because I remember you.” She tries to explain 

why she chose art over water, says, “See, I told you. Timid dragons live forever.”

She sketches what his response would be: “You can always tell who has no mother.” Fei 

swipes the dirt with her tail once more, and paints her mother in muscular flight.

Each day, Fei leaves the cave for longer and longer. Scrabbles down the mountain. Paints 

more of her mother, father, the villagers and their angular words, and everyone’s 

happiness engorged on fatted deer and rabbit. She paints her collection of snake skins. 

Tries to paint the anatomy of a cloud, of a home with rolls and ripples, an endless 

heaping etage of white water and gray shadow and blue sky.

And, each evening, Fei returns to the mountain, hurriedly takes in YingLong’s hulking 

form silhouetted against the moon, and measures his uneven breath. She reminds herself 

that ghosts do not have shadows. She licks his cheek, tastes of nighttime, of warm wavy
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lines pressed into a heavy belly from cracks in the hard ground. She places her snout 

close to his, and inhales deeply his outgoing breath, the smell of swollen river, turbid 

with silt and sand in winter, the apple dew in summer, the center of YingLong’s heated 

palm in springtime, the reflecting moon on still water in autumn.

Fei wonders when the end will come, when YingLong’s pointy ears perk up for the last 

time, what she will make of his slow gesture, not of a final sleep, but of other dragons 

and beasts in his dreams. Will the tears Fei shed be for YingLong’s demise, or for the 

villagers who will die without rain? All Fei knows is that she will take YingLong’s blood 

and brain and sclera, and in the darkness paint the sun rising, sun setting. And, when the 

light of the new dawn comes, she will find that she cannot tell the paintings apart.
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The Money Runner

Nine.

San Francisco row house. Lavender. Three stories high, laundry chute, legs dangling over 

the cold metal edge, kicking echoes with my feet.

That Halloween, I was a Cheerio box. Yellow. Charlie Brown yellow. A good yellow. 

Painted cardboard, nutrition facts, bigger than life. People followed me around and read 

me. I yelled at them. I was not a honey nut.

Some houses gave candy. Some, apples. Some, raisins. One guy saved his pennies all 

year for us. We would see eye to eye.

Mom, always sick. You went to her bed to say Hello because you knew she wasn’t really 

sleeping.

If you lay down next to her, cheek pressed into her pillow, she would braid your long 

black hair. She told me: teachers did not live at school. Dentists sometimes played 

basketball. Pilots drove cars. Moms had nightmares.

I had nightmares as a baby. Kicking and clammy and mewing and grumbling. Mom 

asked me once, What did you have to be scared o f at two weeks old?
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Later, a cold radiator under the window by her hospital bed. I wanted to ask Mom if she 

was scared to sleep in the hospital with all the beeps and dings.

#

Ten.

Ten was different than nine.

The dying did not always shout and scream and grip their chest before they went. The 

dying mumbled softly and gurgled and hummed and dreamed.

The dead did not bleed.

#

Eleven.

Outside the dime store, Sour Patch Kids melted in my pocket. Sour sucked off, saving 

sweetness for later.

Budding breasts hidden under an oversized sweatshirt. Toothpick legs. A walking Potato 

Head.

I traded my shark tooth for a classmate’s Walkman, wanted to plug my ears so that I 

could not hear my own footsteps on the pavement. If I couldn’t hear me, then they
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couldn’t hear me, then they couldn’t see me.

Helicopters buzzed overhead, low, made shadows that flickered in the shop’s window. I 

admired my reflection’s long hair, greasy and tangled.

Begging neighbors for candy, costumed and huge and yellow, no longer my thing at 

Eleven.

#

Twelve.

Who says that Twelves don’t work?

The dead still needed us. The dead had hospital bills. Mother’s debt. Father’s need.

Summer fog. On MUNI, crisscrossing through Chinatown, Japantown, The Marina. 

Delivered money for an “accountant” of a friend of a girlfriend of an uncle. Backpack 

stuffed full with thick stacks, wrinkled ones and tens and twenties, bound in blue 

rubberbands.

I watched a homeless man under the freeway floss his teeth. I listened to an elderly 

Latina, purple streaked hair, speak fluent Cantonese with the fish monger on Clement 

Street. I saw a cashier at the Pak-n-Save pocket change from a cigarette sale. I watched 

two teenage girls walking in Duboce Park, arms wrapped around each other, slender
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fingers slipped into the waistbands of each other’s jean shorts.

Money running delivery to a barbershop. Delivery to a mechanic. Delivery to a 

drycleaner. Delivery to a small apartment above a Chinese bakery, the dense air full of 

coconut and sugar and almond. Muffled clanking of metal mixing bowls, ceramic cups.

Waiting, the woman’s counting. One eye on me; one, the stacks.

Her statement, lilting Mandarin: You sure are your uncle’s niece. Her questions: Why 

don ’tyou smile? Aren ’tyou scared carrying all this around?

Me, needy and germane: No one sees me.

Outside, my red jelly sandals, thin and flimsy on the city streets. Hair pinched in the 

empty backpack’s zipper.

A white man licked an ice cream cone, paused, looked at me, smiled with sugar iced lips. 

Whistled.

I tucked my head in, ripped the hair from my scalp.

#

Thirteen.

Steep hill outside the row house, the concrete smooth, no trees, no buckling. No driveway
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dips to stop rolling downhill.

I guess that I’ve delivered thousands and thousands. I pass a payphone on my way to the 

bakery. 1 think of the TV special about the therapy phone booth installed in Japan for 

grieving families to call loved ones they’d lost after the tsunami and earthquake. I think 

of calling Mom, wonder what I would tell her, wonder how many coins it would cost to 

reach her.

Sun is bright and grim overhead. Seated in the bus, I rest my head against a poster 

advertising an exotic parrot sanctuary in Montana, and study another poster about raptor 

rehab. I feel a new bump in the back of my head—gum in my hair, a tacky peppermint 

nest.

Later that night, Dad with scissors in hand. A cold kitchen, my hair shorn to its roots, 

blunt blades, a stubble freedom.

The beginning of a cold neck, red ears. The beginning.
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Mom’s Desert

#1.

Smell of slick summer fog, and wet asphalt. San Francisco. 1966. On Mom’s first 

date with my father, she agreed to copilot his motorcycle. She wore sandals, and a long 

pink skirt hitched up and knotted above her knees. When they crashed, Mom was thrown 

onto a grassy median, but not before the concrete curb tore off her toenails. My father, 

unluckier, slid across the road, shredding half of his leg skin. Still, he carried Mom in his 

arms, up the steps of a blue house, placed her gently down, then passed out. Mom lay 

there on the porch, bleeding with him, her pulpy toes soft as squash soup.

They shared a room in the hospital. Imagine: their four legs hitched in the air. For 

weeks, they shared the same pus and bandaged sweat smells. That sort of rubbery, meaty, 

salty smell you can’t get enough of, especially when it’s your own, or that of someone 

you love. They had fifty more hospital dates, full of limping and scab-picking and 

ointment. Then, they had me.

#2.

Mom cooked breakfast for dinner: flat fried eggs propped up on torn chunks of 

buttered baguette. I was eight. Mom sipped wine, and watched me watching her toes; her
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big right toenail was still missing. Nine had grown back: thick, opaque, but without the 

faint white crescents above the cuticles. I imagined the original ten, painted pink to match 

Mom’s skirt, scattered and buried in the grassy median. In their place grew neon pink 

earthworms, bright foschia pebbles, magenta gophers.

Dad was an amateur actor, and a holiday music freak deeply in love with steak sauce, 

said Mom on the phone to her friend while I ate dinner. Mom described how she caught 

Dad the previous week, squeezing a young actress’ “peaches” in his dressing room at the 

community theater. “I just screamed ‘SEX!’ from the doorway. I didn’t know what else 

to do.” She described with sad satisfaction how Dad frantically stuffed his excited 

“grapes” back in his jeans, snagging skin in the zipper, how he howled.

“Why did he do it?” I asked when she hung up.

Mom did not answer my question, instead, blocked the saltshaker with her paw 

when I tried to use it on my eggs. “Too much,” she said, rigid and pointed as my fork. I 

pushed my plate away. “Why don’t you finish your food? Do you think eggs grow on 

trees?” She dug into imaginary empty pockets and commanded her lap, “Money, come 

out!”

I smiled, despite myself.

“Why are you smiling?”

“Because you are.”
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“No. You misread my face.”

I kept quiet, sat on my real thoughts like a bird warming its eggs high up on a tree. 

I thought of how, when the time was right, when the excitement was near, I would get up 

and just let those eggs roll out the nest. Crash! Splat! Tender yellow and wet.

#3.

Mom was raised on the hot, arid, western edge of China. She often compared our 

foggy Ocean Beach to the blazing sands and flash floods of her youth. She described the 

idiots on plywood riding water, the sound of the flash flood’s roar, her family’s poverty, 

and her rural desert upbringing. She once told my father that she’ll know she’s made it in 

life when she has a fridge with an icemaker.

After Dad left us, we moved to a new apartment with a view of Lake Merritt and 

an icemaker. Mom left our ice cube trays in our old freezer, stacked, empty, ready for 

someone else’s cold, clear water.

#4.

The horoscope for Pisces in the Sunday Chronicle said, “Water is life. But true 

love is smell. If you love someone’s smell — skin smell, sweat smell, mouth smell, those
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deep dark inside of you smells -  it’s true love.”

“Then you must true love Beatrice.” Mom poked me playfully with her smooth 

big toe. She was thinking of how I liked to run my fingers along the inside of our 

bulldog’s drooping lips, then smell the wetness. It was all mossy and meaty and decaying 

wood. And when Beatrice yawned, I stuck my face right mside her gentle underbite.

The day Dad moved out, Mom let Dad bury his nose in her long black hair, still 

wet from her morning shower and smelling of citrus and rose; he told her that he loved 

her shampoo.

I think, now, that this was him saying sorry.

I remember these things about that day, too:

Going to the beach so we wouldn’t have to watch Dad pack his things.

The foghorn’s slow, deep bellow.

Finding a stranded sea turtle, its enormous shell, heavy, round and brown as our

coffee table.

Black sand fleas swarming our ankles and the turtle’s leathery flippers.

Beatrice licking the turtle’s large, black eye.

The long track carved in the sand where the turtle had dragged itself from the
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water.

Begging Mom to drive the turtle to the animal hospital.

Mom sounding like a disapproving scientist when she said, “The turtle should die

on this beach. It shouldn’t die in the back of a Subaru.”

Mom watching me watch the turtle.

#5.

On our way back home from the emergency animal clinic, we were pulled over 

for making a wrong turn down a one-way street. It was a cold evening, damp and quiet. 

My ankles itched, cherry red spots, first-rate beach rash. I pushed my nose into Beatrice’s 

face folds, smelled a million things at once: ocean saltiness, seaweed, dead turtle, sweet 

and putrid. When the policeman returned to his patrol car, Mom smacked the steering 

wheel with her palm, whispered fiercely, her excitement like pink neon, “This cop’s an 

asshole! That vet was an asshole!” The veterinarian had lectured Mom on the importance 

of leaving wildlife in its natural habitat, especially a turtle that was already dead. Mom 

had nodded obediently, fists clenched below the counter, her long pink nails digging deep 

red crescents in her palms. I did the same, in solidarity, as if to say, “It’s not our fault,” 

but my nails were too short.
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Mom checked her rearview mirror, frowned at the cop writing our ticket. There was a 

sound down the street; someone shouting a woman’s name. Maybe for their cat? Maybe 

their Mom? The night clouds hung low, dark and cool.

Mom said, “I just feel like.. .1 just want to turn right, and the whole world is 

turning left.”

I nodded, watched the light from cars passing by light up the brown age-spot on 

Mom’s cheek and my smooth, sunburned tops of my knees, and thought, Shiny us. 

Beatrice crawled over the armrest onto my lap and I scratched her belly, released the 

deepest scent of her fur into the air. Biscuits and warm bread. My fingers traced the tiny 

pink scar on her stomach where she once had her puppy belly tom by the vet, insides 

shifted, no more room for puppies. I thought: fingers and skin remember. Beatrice 

barked. I made a ring with my hands and muzzled her snout; she pulled away, but I held 

tight.

After I let go, I asked Mom, “Why didn’t you want to save the turtle?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Why did you?’

# 6 .
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In our new kitchen, Mom filled a glass with ice for my apple juice, after school. I 

held up a piece of paper marked up with bright red slashes and a big letter “C” circled 

three times, at the top. I proclaimed, “Math is an asshole!” Mom’s laughter, sad and 

generous, sounded like a flash flood moving at top speed. I pictured Mom’s desert, the 

parched grasses bleached white by a white sun, the winds picking up, silvery clouds 

rolling in. I pictured scrambling on the sandy banks towards the waves. Cheering 

wantonly though glued to the shore. Mom’s toes digging into the wet sand; spoons in 

pudding. I pictured the fervor and risk, the overheated dreams of those idiots on plywood. 

And Mom, waiting to cross all night; she would wait, wnglued, edging closer to the 

crumbling shore as the world rushed on.
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She Is a Battleground

Twelve-year old butter boys face the old Chinese woman they call, Baboochka. Imagine: 

The eighty-year old woman on their apartment’s shared front stoop, the silver moon 

caught in her tousled hair, her yellow sweater vest, her milky white velcro E-Z Steppers. 

She jostles grocery bags from one hip to the other as she digs in her pockets for keys. She 

grumbles about the checker at the vegetable market pocketing her change, about her 

arthritic fingers too weak to open jars but too strong for the wet lettuce bag, about the bus 

driver that did not hear her call out for a stop. And now, the butter boys on her stoop who 

whistle for sesame candy, beg to see inside her bags, throw dirty leaves in her hair when 

she refuses.

The old woman knows that in two years the boys will become teenage fools: lanky legs, 

smelling, soiled underpants, an erection when someone taps their shoulder, or sloshes in a 

puddle, or fires a gun. It doesn’t take much. The fools will come home from school and 

find the old woman weaving long green blades of grass into her house slippers like laces, 

her purse filled with acorns, resting against her stockinged feet. The fools will laugh and 

point their sticky fingers at Baboochka, some so close they leave fingerprints on her 

eyeglasses.
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And the old woman will choose to fight back. In her own true myth, she is not a corny 

grandmother, soft like a pillow. She is not Mother Dear. She is not Lady Khorosho, just 

waiting to become a ghost. She does not weep and cry and mumble. No.

She is a battleground. Luiyun, is her real name, she will tell the fools, go and puk gai.

She is a person. She is sex. She is useful poison. She is a survivor of wars. She is a 

dream. She is a sarcastic beast. She is the skeleton key who understands little criminals. 

She will yank the fools’ earlobes with joy, grab handfuls of shirt and rip them a new 

hemline.

And the arrogant snouts will call her mad, crazy, a shithead, a starry buttock, a whore.

But the old woman will laugh and laugh, howl like a bolshy dame. The sound, quick, 

scratching, the sweetest noise you’ve ever heard. Like an ancient drug, with chipped teeth 

like tin bells, a tongue like a rake, a fighting drive to live, a horror heart in wooly 

slippers.
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Bug Dot Milk

I show Grandma my half-eaten bowl of granola, the fifty black and yellow dots 

wriggling furiously in the milk. “Ai-ya!” she says in Cantonese. “Are the bugs 

swimming? Bring me my glasses, WeiWen. I like to enlarge everything, you know.”

Saturday’s late morning light shines through the trees in the window behind 

Grandma and makes green shadows dance on the kitchen table. Grandma’s head is bent 

over the bowl. Her hair sticks out from her bun like pure-white barbed wire. Thick, beige 

socks are bunched up around her ankles like wrinkled elephant skin, and her quilted 

bathrobe reeks of camphor liniment and dried mushrooms.

“You’re lucky they’re not worms. Worms climb up your stomach to eat your 

brain, make you stupid, and then kill you,” Grandma says in English. She looks up and 

studies me, her head tilted to the side, one eye squinted shut like a pirate.

I feel my face turn hot. Can she tell how much I want to rip open the box and pour 

the rest of the granola into my mouth? I wish that I had kept quiet, but it’s wrong to eat 

bugs.

“You really ate this?” Grandma dips a pinkie into the milk and tries to get a bug 

to stick to her finger. “Maybe I should call the granola company and tell them that an 11- 

year-old girl almost died from bugs.”
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A motorcycle goes by and its rumblings wrap around me like a stiff hug.

“You should thank me I don’t call the hospital. Doctors would probably make you 

drink boiling water.”

I can see that Grandma is worked up so I clamp my lips together and look her 

directly in the eyes, the way I’m supposed to when I am about to learn a serious lesson.

“Why do you look at me like that? You tell me for weeks to buy granola because 

it’s the best in world. ‘All the kids at school doing it,’ you say. Then a brand new box is 

rotten and you eat bug-dot milk.”

I don’t like sticky or dirty things. I don’t like bugs. But I would bite off my own 

tongue and swallow it before I admit to Grandma that she is right.

Grandma looks down into the bowl and speaks, almost as if to the bugs, “You tell 

your mom that you almost died when she comes home.” She clucks her tongue. “Your 

Mom’s the smartest lawyer, but she’s never here. Job first, daughter second.” She nods 

like she is agreeing with something someone else just said.

“You’re not supposed to say stuff like that about your own kid.” I cross my arms 

over my chest.

Grandma waves my voice away and begins to dial the phone number printed on 

the granola box. I think of telling Grandma about how smart Mom really is. Smart people
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know how to keep secrets; Mom would never have told Grandma about the bugs.

Ten minutes go by with Grandma still on hold with the granola company, and I 

feel queasy. Questions race through my mind: will the bugs eat up my insides; why did I 

eat the granola when I saw that it was moving; why did I tell Grandma?

With the phone pressed up against her ear, one hand covering the receiver, 

Grandma turns to me. “I was thinking,” she begins slowly. “Milk is so cold. Right into 

your bones. If I drink milk, I'd probably die from pneumonia. Maybe bugs are not so 

bad.”

For all of her loud talking, Grandma is nervous, I realize.

“Tell me, WeiWen, are you happy?” She wants to know if my stomach hurts.

“I am okay, PauPau.”

Grandma’s eyes get big and she waves me over to where she is sitting on the sofa. 

Someone has finally picked up her call.

“Let me tell you. I buy a brand new box and something’s very wrong.” She 

shakes the granola box at the telephone receiver to show she has a box in her hand. “I ask 

you. I paid good money? Then why I get bugs in my granola?” She looks up at me and
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winks, then starts to speak in Cantonese. “Of course I can prove I purchase it! Didn't you 

hear me shake box?” She rolls her eyes. She is dealing with an idiot. “WeiWen is too sick 

to come to the phone. You’re lucky my granddaughter’s not dead.’’ Grandma’s hand 

holding the telephone is shaking and her cheeks are red. She uses her strongest voice.

“I’m telling you now. My daughter is a lawyer. Very expensive, you know. Everything, I 

call her to do this, do that. My lawyer-daughter is high-priced, working just for me. 

Anything I want, I call her.”

I know that the person on the other end of the phone cannot understand Grandma, 

and even if he did, he could not know that Grandma wouldn’t bother Mom with this. 

“Lawyers know too many secrets,” Grandma would say. “If I lawyer and know 

everyone’s secrets, my head explode. No wonder your mom always nervous.” I think of 

my dolls, Sushi Bushi and Table Set, Grandma made for me out of two small pillows 

stuffed full with rice and decorated with lace and buttons. She’d told me to be gentle with 

them or they might pop.

She bites her lip as she waits for an answer from the person on the phone. I want 

to shout out: Please don’t fight her! She is too stubborn and she will never hang up!

Grandma nods into the receiver and spells her name. “S-U-F-A-Y.” And then says 

slowly, “Su...Fay...Wong.” After giving our address, she hangs up, grabs my arm and 

jiggles it excitedly. “They send us two coupons for free boxes of granola! Free!” she 

repeats, her eyes bright.
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I cannot tell if the churning in my stomach is from excitement when I picture 

getting two more boxes of my deliciously sweet granola or if the bugs are doing laps 

inside of me. Grandma can hardly contain herself.

“Can you believe what I did? All without your mom’s help,” she says proudly. 

“This is the best day.”

“Thank you, PauPau,” I say, smiling.

“Imagine! You ate bugs and did not die, just like I did not give up. You tell me. Is 

this not wonderful?”

I nod.

“This will be our secret. Hush-hush. If it’s our only secret, maybe our heads won’t 

explode.” Grandma giggles, she pats my hand and I help her to stand up.

We pour out the bowl into the kitchen sink. I think about the dollhouse Grandma 

built for Sushi Bushi and Table Set out of a discarded refrigerator box pasted with 

magazine pictures of brand new stoves and leather sofas and a shining grand piano. I am 

about to burst. I want to tell Grandma about how warm and colorful and noisy our home 

is since she moved in. Grandma hums the telephone’s on-hold music, her hair slipping 

out of her bun and her eyes squinting into the sink looking for bugs. I close my eyes and 

hold this image of her in my mind.
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Odonata at Rest

Bernice Chan pumps her arms as she walks the thirty blocks from her home to 

Saint Gregory Middle School. Her short black hair bristles in the frigid January sun; her 

eyeglasses magnify her toffee-brown eyes. Bernice’s mind works like her mother’s, a 

part-time scientist who distributes medication at Golden Gate Senior Care Center. Like a 

scientist, Bernice uses all of her senses to observe four homeless men her father’s age: 

she notes the pungent odor of urine and liquor, and the fervent sounds of coins rattling in 

cups. The men count their earnings in public while slurping 7-11 Big Gulps and 

lamenting their blackened, frostbitten toes.

The men compliment Bernice’s green-checkered school uniform her mother had ironed 

that morning, pose interesting questions as she passes. With one man, Bernice 

hypothesizes that, yes, tortoises are slower than tarantulas. Bernice drops a coin in his 

coffee cup; the man recites a singsong blessing about a bum who can still chew gum. 

Bernice continues on to school, stops to laugh her machine gun heh-heh-heh at the faded 

poster of a blond woman eating a slice of pizza taped in the greasy window of Yum Yum 

Dim Sum.

Bernice’s laugh does not endear her to the nuns who run Saint Greg’s.

“Today,” says Ms. Adams, the school’s youngest nun, during first period, “I will 

teach you about the bears and the bees of sex because you never know what garbage you
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learn out there. ” The young nun who teaches Bernice’s favorite subject, biology, sports a 

blue habit, vermillion pants, and white seashell earrings, and sits on the desktop the way 

teachers do in movies. “Remember the video about the pack of wild coyotes being born?”

Bernice remembers how her heart had pumped faster and faster as out of the 

coyote mother’s body seven glorious pups glided. Bernice had barely been able to keep 

her seat; she’d wanted to stand in ovation as the furless, pale wet pups, ears still slicked 

down, piled on top of each other in the dirt. What a miracle! What pure delight! Bernice 

had wanted to shout.

“Can you imagine the pain?” Ms. Adams asks the class. “Her body splitting open 

like that?” Ripples of uneasy giggles and murmurs fill the classroom. Bernice remembers 

the smells of her pet rabbit giving birth—salted, spongy, squid porridge, a murky 

morning mouth. She thinks of her mother’s skillful rabbit surgery, the ugly red 

smoothness of the blind kits, how her mother tried to warm life into the dying doe using a 

blanket nested inside of her own bed.

Bernice compares her mother’s swift-thinking agency at home and as a veterinary 

surgeon in China to the uninspired work at the senior center doling out heartburn 

medication. She thinks of how her mother hides her intelligence from her nosy manager, 

how she cries silently in the janitress’ closet after a sickly client dies—the tiny utilitarian 

room becoming a well-stocked cocoon for her tender heart.
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Ms. Adams begins to draw on the board, images of reproductive organs and their 

corresponding names. The fallopian tubes connecting the uterus to the ovaries look like 

legs, and the one-dimensional line drawings of ovaries remind Bernice of wings. Bernice 

thinks of the tales of her mother’s birth, how she was born as a damselfly—how all of 

their Chinese ancestors could fly, but that here in America, they were members of a 

grounded flock.

Bernice has heard stories of her mother’s mutation for years. She often tries to 

imagine her mother as a damselfly nymph in China, her tender skin splitting across her 

back, long translucent wings unfurling, her first wobbly flight. And she imagines her 

mother’s mutation from Odonata into a wingless human, her engorged pregnant belly, 

wings shorn from her back to be burned along with her medical degrees, filling the house 

with an enchanted haze fueled by the greatest sacrifices her mother could give.

Bernice makes a sound like a trumpet exhaling. Ms. Adams claps her hands for 

attention, lands her gaze on Bernice who is anxious to get to lunch and then next period’s 

computer lab.

Pencils scratch away in notebooks, in what her mother calls ‘superbly coordinated 

handedness.’ On the chalkboard, Ms. Adams lists three tenets that are practically the 

school’s motto:
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1. Take your time.

2. Don’t be boy crazy.

3. Don’t spend too much money on clothes.

“Are we clear?” Ms. Adams asks the room. “Understand?”

The other girls nod. But Bernice does not understand. This is not enough to understand. 

Her own bedroom walls are heavy with bright dream-filled art, the periodic table, and 

posters of Shirley Ann Jackson, Chien-Shiung Wu, and Rachel Carson.

As the other girls begin to rummage in their cubbies in search of sweaters and 

lunch bags, Bernice thinks of her mother’s bedtime stories describing the biochemistry 

and physiology of horses, speaking in Science which is the universal dialect of 

damselflies. She thinks of the tenets her mother had taught her; how sexiness is a state of 

mind, and it is a good mind that knows how to use it; most importantly, that Bernice 

existed because of biology, because different fleshy parts on her parents rubbed together 

to make sparks, and Bernice grew out of that light. How was biology not already a 

miracle?

Bernice raises her left hand and clears her throat like she has seen her mother do 

on the phone with their landlord when the rent was late.
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“Yes, Bernice?” nods Ms. Adams.

“My mom says that if you don’t use it, you lose it. And it’s ‘the birds and the

bees.’”

The sound of her classmates’ giggles follows Bernice and the nun out in to the 

hallway.

“You hardly speak up in class,” says Ms. Adams, “and then you say this? What’s 

going on inside that head of yours? Do you want to miss our next fieldtrip to the spider 

museum because of your attitude?”

Bernice smiles nervously and lets out a weak heh-heh.

Ms. Adams frowns. “You got into this school because you won a random district 

drawing. Do you think you deserve to be here?”

“Yes.”

“You’re just a kid. What do you know?"

Bernice wants to tell her exactly what she thinks about the inconvenient lottery 

that landed her in a private school over an hour from home, a school that taught that the 

Kraken was just a swollen octopus, that cannibals were just good at eating, that space 

travel and immigration were just symptoms of depraved curiosity. A school that promises 

ivory-glazed Ivy League futures for its students.
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But Bernice just smiles at the nun.

“Well, I’m glad you’re getting such a kick out of this,"’ says Ms. Adams, her 

patience shrinking.

Bernice shifts from foot to foot as the nun decides what to do. Everyone knows 

that spiders’ webs wind around anything that stands still for long enough; flies that are 

not observant get caught in the sticky threads and die when the spiders return to drain 

their blood.

Bernice clicks and unclicks her dental retainer with the flat of her tongue as Ms. Adams 

calls a colleague for advice on the classroom’s beige telephone. On the phone, the nun 

nods and mm-hmmm’s, and says, “I keep getting these. Mm-hmmm. . .So true. . .1 don’t 

know why!’’

Ms. Adams’ decision is for Bernice to spend lunch break indoors with her. The 

nun sits cross-legged on her desk while she eats. She shapes curdles of mashed potatoes 

into God’s beard, pours on gravy black as coffee. God looks like he’s blistered in the sun 

because Ms. Adams uses crumbles of meatloaf for his face. Tangles of green arugula 

form his long disobedient hair. Bernice unwraps the large, soggy bamboo leaf from her 

tetrahedral-shaped jung. She nibbles sweet pork and sticky rice. She slurps her cranberry 

juice box through a straw, and chews on the tips of her disposable chopsticks while Ms.
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Adams flips through a fashion magazine.

Outside, Bernice’s classmates practice for their Presidential Fitness Award digital 

badges. From her desk, Bernice watches Grace, a new international student from 

Thailand, struggle to do a pull-up without her wings. The popular girls, blond-haired twin 

eighth-grade basketball stars, can do all sorts of pull-ups for the President. Bernice 

watches as Grace dangles from the monkey bars until she slips off. Crack! Snap! Cry!

Bernice thinks back to second grade when she accidentally threw out her retainer 

with her lunch bag, then sat on her glasses, then her father died, then she refused to leave 

her bedroom for six weeks, then sat on gum, then the senior center manager told her 

mother that asking for a raise and mentioning her veterinary surgeon degree was ‘just 

showing off when you can’t even speak perfect English,’ then a seagull pooped on 

Bernice's jean jacket and her glasses, then she burned her mouth with green chili paste, 

then tasted her mother’s science for the first time, which gave her a new language in 

which to speak her grief.

“I dropped out of college to become a photographer for Vogue. Did you know 

that?” Ms. Adams uses her fork to point at Bernice, who shakes her head and listens in 

fascination for the first time since the coyote video. “I owned expensive cameras. I 

learned how to outfox bosses, convinced them to hire me over the photographers who’d
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been there longer. They all begged for my friendship. I worried sometimes that I was 

building an empire of featureless friendships, like a queen bee and her hive of drones. I 

had two boyfriends at any one time: one Asian, one rich. I flew all over the world. I was 

everywhere all of the time, for everyone. I was the opposite of repulsive; I was a 

magnet.”

“How could you give it all up?” Bernice cries out. “Why are you here?"

Ms. Adams shrugs and tosses her holy meatloaf in the trash. “I was like you. 

Independent. Young. Craving.. .everything. But one day on a photo shoot in Seattle, I 

just didn’t want it anymore.”

“What, it?”

“Everything.”

“But this is deathV Bernice imagines an Odonata shedding her shimmering 

veined wings to become a gloomful human mother with her stolen visits to the 

custodian’s closet.

Ms. Adams stretches out her legs, studies her sturdy leather sandals and flat 

toenails. “Come, it is almost time for your next class. Clean up. You can go.”

“But— !” Bernice throws her arms in the air for emphasis.

Ms. Adams slips from her perch on the desk, takes a step towards Bernice, rests
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her hand on the girl's shoulder. “Don’t you know what it is that we are trying to teach

you?”

“I know.”

“What do you know?” The nun’s hand drops to her side. “You think that either 

the world is against you, or that you are the world. Is that right?”

Bernice searches outside the window for her answer. Her classmates play monkey 

tag on the bars, untrammeled by their full bellies or blistered palms, kicking at each other 

and howling.

“Out there, there is death. There is disease. But, there is also God’s love, and there 

is choice. You can be anything you want to be,” says Ms. Adams.

“Mom says the only thing everyone has is.. .we all die. It’s what we do.”

“How do you love?”

“We have Science.”

“What does science tell you about love?”

Bernice tries to imagine what her mother would say at home, when she is full of 

agency and spark, when she rattles off recipes in Chinese, when she recites the periodic 

table from memory (including the newest elements!) using her specialized Chinese 

scientific-speak. She imagines the damselfly in free flight, its rapid aerodynamics, its
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powerful wingbeat, clap and fling. She imagines a swaying willow branch, and the 

damselfly’s slender perch, holding its wings over its body at rest.

Bernice takes a deep breath. “Mom says there are many loves in the world, and 

the lovers who can’t leave them—mushroom lovers, confetti lovers, gin lovers, cheese 

lovers. Mom says death is evolution. I am evolving. Mom says that we don’t all get 

choices. That when we lost our wings... that... erm... Odonata have,” she stutters. “Mom 

says—”

“I am telling you.” Ms. Adams hands Bernice her backpack. “Life here can be 

shining and glamorous. And maybe it’s just not for everyone. Just tell your mom that I 

said so. Tell her that.”

Outside in the air, swinging under bars, Bernice’s classmates walk hand over 

hand, back and forth, side to side, spinning on their own axes. But Grace climbs another 

structure, a glinting geodesic dome: hard plastic, new metal, copper pipe, wood, rope.

She reaches the top, lies down on the shape.

Bernice’s steps out of the classroom drag into the hallway. They continue to drag 

on her trek home after school. The straps of her black nylon Jansport backpack dangle off 

her hips like a lazy sea creature. At the first red light, a nearby bus gives a tired tssss as it 

kneels to release three passengers, two old and one white. There are no homeless to
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observe. She uses a black marker and drags a line along a gray and worried abandoned 

building. At the second red light, Bernice catches up with a woman who from behind 

resembles her mother, but for a large dark mole on her neck.

As they wait for the light to change, the woman folds her hands before her as if in 

lazy prayer, and Bernice wonders if Ms. Adams' god can see the emptiness in the gesture. 

Bernice arranges her feet so that they line up with the woman’s. They stand side-by-side, 

alone together, equals for thirty red seconds. Cars rush by, and the passing wind picks up 

Bernice’s backpack straps so they tremble like black wings.



175

Louise

May Li and her wife, Lin, ate lunch every Friday on a grassy corner of Oakland 

Community College where they worked as accountants. Although they had met for an 

early lunch, it was already boiling. A thin haze hung in the air, smothering May’s 

appetite.

Lin peeled back the bread on her sandwich and sighed. “I wanted banana on my 

peanut butter.”

May watched with amusement as her wife folded the sandwich in half and took a 

bite out of the center. Lin lifted the sandwich up to her face and peered at May through 

the bread’s oozing hole. May wondered how Lin, who had the spirited appetite of a 

teenage girl, and who would eat the horn off a rhino if she was hungry enough, remained 

so slender while her own small frame had begun to widen the moment she turned thirty, 

so that she resembled a shrimp dumpling.

Lost in self-consciousness, May did not notice the duck that approached the 

couple until Lin squealed.

“Oh my god! A duck! Look at it! Can we bring it home?” Lin’s brown, almond- 

shaped eyes were wide with excitement, her long black hair spilled over her pink 

shoulders. She tossed her unfinished sandwich in to the cooler as she bent down to get 

closer to the bird.
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“It has one eye. And...god. One toe. It’s got one toe.” May took a picture with her 

cell phone. She focused the camera on the scabby, bald patch of skin on top of the bird’s 

head where only one iridescent green feather clung. She imagined the bloody, beak- 

cracking fights it must have been in. Was this duck the bully or the victim?

“Ducks don’t have toes. That’s web. I’m going to name her Louise.” Lin called to 

the duck as if it were a puppy. “Louise,” she said softly. “Little Louise. Come. Come.” 

She tried to tempt the bird with her peanut butter sandwich, giggled each time the duck 

inched towards her.

“What are we going to do with half a duck?” asked May.

Lin waved the bird over with her sandwich. “She’s all healed.”

“Its eye socket looks like a...a peach pit!” May said. But Lin did not hear because 

the bird was walking into her outstretched arms.

“Oh my god. This is so amazing,” Lin whispered loudly, trembling with 

excitement.

“We don't have room for a duck.” May took a photo of Lin holding the bird.

“You said it. She’s only half a duck.”

“This is just crazy.”

“She looks sad. Look, she looks so sad.” Lin pushed out her lower lip, smiled at
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May through her pout.

“It’s fine. It belongs out here...in nature.’’

“This isn’t nature. I’ve seen golf courses more wild than this. Besides. Look. She 

only has one eye. She can’t see cars coming from her left! Or dogs or cats or anything 

else that eats ducks, for that matter. How many lamp posts has she walked into? And see 

how tame she is? It’s so tame! I think she already loves me!”

“We can’t afford to take care of a duck. You understand, don’t you?”

Lin did not respond for she had begun to lullaby the bird.

“Lin?”

Lin cooed into the bird’s face.

“Lin?”

Lin gently set the duck into the cooler, used the remainder of her peanut butter 

sandwich as a mattress for the animal. She tickled its back. “Hi Happiness. Hi my birdy 

beast.”

May frowned even though she was secretly impressed by the way the duck 

responded to her wife by opening and closing its wings slowly and giving a gentle 

squawk.
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The afternoon sun was now high in the sky, reflecting off the pond filled with 

curdles of algae. May felt drowsy and overheated. “Look. I’ve never had a pet before. 

And there’s nothing appealing about having a bird that’s missing half its body parts. Can 

you blame me? And what about diseases? Don’t birds have bird diseases? What if you 

get sick?”

“I won’t get sick.”

“You don’t know how to take care of anything.”

“You know,” Lin said, squinting into the glare, “I dreamed last night I was right 

here.. .and I was looking for something.. .and the pond was melted butter, and full of 

breadcrumbs. Crumbs crumbs crumbs. Bread all over the place. Soggy, salty, buttery. 

And 1 think, now, maybe I was looking for our duck.”

“Mmmmm, sounds good. Now I want to go home and eat something greasy.”

“Stop it. Anyway, I dreamed that I went in the pond, and I thought it would be 

warm but it was cold. Cold. And I couldn’t see through the yellow...”

“You are not its mom.”

“And I saw...”

“You don’t know how to take care of a duck.”

“I saw you. Underwater. I wanted you to climb up. But you were...down deep.
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Down and in the dark and you failed.”

“Failed?”

“I don’t know.” Lin picked an iridescent green feather off her lap, twirled it. 

“Yeah. I just got this sense that you failed.”

May imagined owning a duck: she and Lin would come home from work and the 

bird would waddle to the front door, nip at their pant legs in greeting, hop up on the hall 

tree, bleat its wings, and squawk and wiggle its feathery tail until they pet its bald spot.

“You don’t even have siblings. You don’t know love ‘til you have a duck. You 

won’t know ‘til you know.”

“I don’t know love because I was an only child?” responded May, trying to 

control the heat rising in her cheeks. “I feel love. I feel it every time I hug my friends...or 

you.”

“1 didn’t mean that you don’t know love. I just mean.. .Louise needs us and you 

can’t bend.”

“Are you telling me that I don’t know love because I don’t give a shit about this 

duck? Do you ever listen to yourself? What are you really afraid of?”

“Nothing! I just want something more.” Lin looked down at her hands.

“All you’re talking about is ego. You find a little Louise. So what! She eats, shits,
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shits and eats. Then she resents you for the next eighteen years and expects you to fork 

out $200k for her college and down payment. If that’s love...”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“I don’t want it. ...My life is full. Full.”

May was too hot to walk anywhere. After their argument, she looked around the 

park for a food vendor; she wanted a late-day cappuccino, or a cigarette, something 

regretful to keep her mind off what Lin had said. The afternoon heat had turned 

unbearable, and she wanted desperately to dip her feet in the water despite being 

disgusted by the coating of lime-green algae. And, although she was certain that at least 

two feet of the pond’s depth was due to the thick underwater carpet of bird shit, she 

started to take off her shoes. Suddenly, she spotted a figure in green walking with 

purpose towards them. It was a park ranger.

“Uh-oh. Hide the duck, Lin,” said May in a frantic whisper.

“What?”

“Hide the duck! Look,” she gestured with her eyes, “it’s a ranger.”

“Maybe he’s here to give us a medal for saving the duck.”

“No. He’s here to take the duck.”
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As the figure got closer, May could see that the ranger was Filipino, broad- 

shouldered, with a smooth caramel tan. He stopped a few feet away, near enough that 

May caught a whiff of the man’s aftershave, a peculiar blend of sweet pickle, metal, and 

rose.

Lin smiled crookedly at him.

“Excuse me,” the ranger began, “Are you leaving with that duck?”

May cleared her throat. “Is there a problem, officer?”

“Is that your duck?” The ranger reached for a notepad in his back pocket.

“This is our duck,” chimed in Lin, straight-faced, her eyes bright, brown mirrors.

“Were you planning to leave with that duck?” asked the ranger as he started to 

write in the notepad.

May, terrified of lying outright now that she was certain her wife’s doggedness 

might really get them in trouble, responded, “Not exactly.”

“I don’t see what’s wrong about that. What did we do wrong?” said Lin.

The ranger stopped writing to look at Lin.

May spoke up, “We have our rights.”

“Geez. Alright, look.” Lin placed the duck into the cooler, and closed the lid. May
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knew that her wife was employing her useless out-of-sight-out-of-mind tactic. “We are 

saving this duck. It would die without us. And this one here,” Lin jutted her thumb at 

May, “thinks I have no maternal instincts!”

“I never said that.” May smiled nervously at the ranger.

“Look, it’s a felony to take wildlife.” The ranger clicked his ballpoint pen a few 

times, studied what he’d written.

Lin employed her negotiating tactic. “If we take the duck, maybe you can ask for 

something that you want. Something...money-related.”

The ranger looked up from his notepad. “You can’t take the duck.”

“My wife, the ever-forever right, missus with a plan. You can’t marry someone 

and then tell them you don’t want a baby and then take away their only duck.”

“I’m sorry, Lin,” said May, who was now sweating profusely.

“You take over my life and you say you’re sorry!”

“Lin, this isn’t the time,” said May under her breath.

The ranger cleared his throat to get the couple’s attention. “Look, it’s a felony. 

You’ve got to leave the duck. If you do, we can just forget everything. I won’t even write 

you a ticket.”
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“No, you look,” said Lin, her voice low, steady. “Louise is the victim here. We 

are saving her.” She took the duck out of the cooler and cradled it. People in the park had 

started to gather around them to watch the drama: an old man holding a red balloon, two 

toddlers holding their mother’s hands and stepping clumsily like drunkards, a teenage 

couple. May glanced nervously at their audience and was furious. How could her wife 

make such a fool of them in such a public way? Despite her fear of making the situation 

worse, her anger grew. She did not want Lin to forget their humiliation. “I wish you 

could see yourself,” said May as she took her wife’s picture with her cell phone, “how 

idiotic you look when you act like this.” The teenagers cheered. May took their picture.

“Stop it.” Lin grabbed at May’s phone.

She dodged her wife’s grasp. “No! I want everyone to remember you like this.”

“Who is everyone?”

“EVERYONE!” May gestured around at the strangers circled around them.

Lin tried to grab the phone, again. “I ’m the victim, here! This is my Louise!”

May took another picture, click.

“Go ahead! Take my picture! If you don’t have proof, then we didn’t have this 

fight. Right? Is that what you need? Do you want proof that we had this fight?” She 

turned to the crowd. “You’re all sheep! You want to be like everyone else!”
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“Stop this NOW!” exploded the ranger.

Lin crossed her arms over her chest. May slid her phone into her pocket.

The ranger took a different notepad out of a pocket, one with yellow and 

alternating black carbon pages, and began to write a ticket.

Lin uncrossed her arms, laughed as she mimicked writing a ticket on the bird’s 

back. “Look. May. Look. Who am I? Who am I?”

“Are you crazy, Lin?” said May. “Just let go of the duck!”

Lin, undeterred, used a deep, authoritative voice to mock the ranger. “Look at me. 

I’m an officer in charge, dressed like asparagus.”

The ranger paused writing to ask, “Are you on drugs?”

“Sometimes,” said Lin.

May jumped in, “No. No she’s not. No. No. Look, we’re sorry. We won’t take the 

duck. We don’t even like duck, birds, really anything with feathers. I’m a vegetarian. 

Look! These shoes are pleather. There’s so much plastic in them you could drink a cup of 

water out of ‘em! Please...Lin? Can you apologize to the ranger?”

Lin did not look at either man; instead, she continued to cradle her duck.

“Lin. Let go of the duck.”
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The ranger began to lecture Lin on the sanctity of city laws used to protect 

animals from people like Lin, pointed out the irony that her manhandling the duck was 

more harmful to the bird’s survival than the wilderness it lived in. May nodded 

obediently as the ranger spoke, and pictured jackals, coyotes, rabid dogs—all the things 

that eat injured ducks.

But Lin shook her head. When the ranger tried to pry the bird out of Lin’s hands, 

the duck stretched out its neck, puffed its chest, then shit; green-white goo leaked through 

Lin’s fingers, on to the ranger’s boot.

“Shit!” the ranger shouted.

Lin started to laugh hysterically, her face crimson with excitement. “Literally! 

There’s poo on your shoe. Literally! Your shoe is a victim, too!”

The ranger used more force to wrestle the duck from Lin, who struggled, holding 

tightly to the bird’s trembling, feathery body. May could see that they were hurting it.

She reached into the tangle of authority and feather and squawk, but the ranger shouted 

for her to stay back as he yanked the bird roughly out Lin’s hands.

The park “jail” was a hot tin office in a converted metal railroad car on the other
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side of the pond. While the ranger charged May’s credit card to pay for their $250 fine, 

Lin sat calmly on a hard, wooden bench, studying the room.

“This place needs a different look...something a little less...industrial,” said Lin, 

looking around at the corrugated walls and tiny window behind the ranger’s head.

“Industrial? That’s what you have to say?...We missed a half day of work, fifty 

deadlines. No one knows where we are. For all they know, we fell into that disgusting 

pond and drowned! I’m starving now. And, we were almost arrested because you 

couldn’t let go...And you’re worried about how they decorate?”

“My mom and dad taught me how to decorate for a party. It’s got to be festive.

It’s got to have ambiance. You have music. You do menu planning, nice lights. You do 

all the cleaning and setting up all the flowers. You do the ambiance. You can’t have 

awful food and good ambiance. And you can’t have awful ambiance and good food. With 

your mom, there’s no ambiance and there’s no good food. When we go there, it’s always 

so messy. And that’s why I don’t like going there. There’s no ambiance. It’s always the 

same thing. BBQ chicken couscous and salad. BBQ chicken couscous and salad.”

“Geez, Lin. This is way more important than a party.” May signed the receipt.

Lin bent down to pick up the empty cooler. “When my family gets together, we 

have fun, we have dance parties. We make fun of each other. We want to enjoy the time 

and have fun and we do it successfully.”
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“A duck wasn’t going to change that.”

“I just wanted to bring home something magical. I want there to be magic in our

home.”

“We have magic. Isn’t it enough that we’re together?”

Lin placed the cooler back on the ground. “It’s not enough.”

“We’ve been together for... And look what we’ve gone through. I stopped 

speaking to my sister. You stopped speaking to your Dad. Fuck. My hands still shake 

when we go home for Christmas together. Thank goodness for your mom. She might be 

the only sane person out there.”

“Except for those corny e-cards she sends us on our anniversary.”

“She’s a trip.”

Lin hugged May. When she spoke, her breath was warm and smelled of milk. 

“Don’t you want to give her grandkids?”

“Does it matter? I’m not the son. You’re not the son. And our parents are too 

Chinese. That shit matters.”

“You’re too Chinese. That shit doesn’t matter to me,” said Lin.

“You know what we’ve fought... to be here... together. And, I like my alone time.
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I like my quiet at night. I like spending my time with you.”

“Is that enough?”

“I threw my pills in the trash the day I came out.”

“Maybe you just need time,” said Lin.

“I don’t.”

“Give it more time.”

“It’s been seven years.” May sighed, rested her chin on Lin’s shoulder.

“It’s just time.”

By the time Lin and May returned home, it had grown dark. The women were 

seated on their front step. May passed her wife a lit joint, looked up into the sky. “What a 

nightmare.”

“There’s something I want to say,” said Lin after taking a deep inhale from the

joint.

“Not now.”

Lin released the smoke. “Me and the duck.”
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“I didn’t know who you were today.”

“We were outlaws! Like Bonnie and Clyde.”

“Clyde’s a dude.” May took a drag off the joint.

“Fine. We were like Thelma and Louise. Whatever...But I miss my duck. I 

already miss her,” said Lin.

“I hate that name. Thelma.”

“Okay. Whatever. We were Louise and Louise. Lou. Does it matter?”

The two women sat in silence for a few minutes. Lin put her arm around May’s 

shoulder. May leaned into her wife, pressed her nose into Lin’s soft cheek, breathed in 

deeply, admired the lingering scent of salty sweat, the park’s grassiness, and their 

passionate, feathery day. She kissed Lin’s ear, gently tugged her earlobe with her teeth. 

Lin laughed, gently pushed her away, and sighed. “Do you ever think about how much 

we’ve fucked up?”

“I keep thinking about Louise shitting on the ranger’s boot.”

Lin laughed. “No. I mean. What are we doing?”

“We learn from our fuck ups.”

“I don’t like to think about the past. I believe in Future,” said Lin.
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“Remember I gave you that earthquake preparedness kit last Christmas?” asked

Lin.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. And you loved it.”

“So?”

“That’s preparing for Future. That’s Future. Right now, there’s no shaking. No 

trembling. Nothing. Everything flat and level. Clear skies.” Lin smiled generously at 

May.

“What does that have to do with anything?” May wrinkled her brow.

“It means that there will be cracked sidewalks, collapsed bridges in our future. 

That’s what. You can’t see it?”

“No.”

“Why not?” asked Lin.

“1 can’t. All I see right now is your duck.”

“Owr duck.”

“No. Just a duck. A half-blind, limping, lame duck.”
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Lin tried to give May a playful kiss, licked her lips dramatically.

May turned away. “Let’s go inside.”

Lin pouted, smacked the step with her palm. “Not until you tell me that you can

see it.”

May thought about the duck, its tattered feathers, its scab and eye and toe. She 

thought about her wife cradling the mangled bird, about Lin’s haphazard conversion to 

motherhood, filling up their lives with motherly duties and birdie pleasures.

“May?” Lin bumped her shoulder against May’s.

“OK. Yeah, OK. Let’s go inside.”

“You saw it, didn’t you! You saw it.” Lin clapped her hands in miniature cheer. 

“And so what? What does that make me? What am I supposed to do now?” 

“You can...be up in the air! Turn any way you want!”

“And?”

“And. Whatever. As long as you’re doing something. Bending. Something!

Okay?”

May started to stand until Lin tugged her shirt hem.

“Loma Prieta. You remember it?”
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May sat back down. “Of course.”

“1989. In the parking lot. I was nine. Just skipping and skipping. And there’s this 

man. He has no fucking clue what’s happening. He sees me, leaps out of his Volvo, 

shouts, ‘Stop jumping on my car!’ But I was skipping...didn’t feel the earthquake...up in 

the air.” Lin took a long drag from the joint, held her breath like a champion swimmer. 

She closed her eyes to exhale, and leaned into May’s shoulder. “Think about our whole 

life as being up in the air. And we are Thelma and Thelma.”

“Louise, Louise.”

“You are you. In the air. Big and light.”
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Radiance

Mother cannot bear to throw out books donated to the library under her watch. 

Stored in our attic, dozens of boxes filled with paperbacks of nearly naked men and 

women wrestling on the dog-eared covers. At bedtime, Mother models her favorite titles. 

Tonight, Lost in Love’s Forest. Mother’s arms wrapped around her waist, fingertips 

digging into her soft back. Black hair a knotted curtain covering her face.

As my eyelids become heavy, Mother turns out the lights. In the dark, she 

describes the wooded forest in the background: plush, deep-green moss on moss, and fir 

trees, pointy stark shadows. The moon, a full-grown star.

It’s night all around; my bedroom door ajar to the bright hallway, the berber carpet glows 

beneath her feet.

Like many nights before, I wake to Mother and Father arguing through the walls:

Father: “Eight isn’t a proper age to learn about such filth.”

Mother: “What’s the point of teaching about sex if you don’t make it enjoyable? 

What is light without the flame?”
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In my dreams, I paint Father into Mother’s paperback forest, reaching down to the 

glowing dirt, plunging fingers into deep termite mounds, reaching up, dipping fingers in 

the stars. Fingers tangled in Mother’s hair, caressing her earlobes until they glow. Body, 

breath, and shudders as he leans in, a tree at full bend, dappled moonlight moving on 

their shoulders.

The next day at school I sweat three hours straight through a secret fever because 

I don’t want to miss a thing. The school nurse drapes cool, wet cloths on my forehead, a 

bag of ice on my chest. My head throbs, eyes stapled shut. Mother arrives with a thermos 

of hot apple cider, orange, steaming, spiced with cinnamon. In the checkered hallway, 

Mother grips my arm, supports my weight. And then: Loud roaring. Static and then white 

space and then static.

And, I’m back.

My first seizure.

On the car ride to the hospital, Mother maneuvers the steering wheel with one hand, my 

sweaty fingers clutched in the other. She whispers promises of savory rice porridge, 

chicken chunks, boiled eggs with sunny yellow yolks, cherry-red pickled ginger.

Mother: gentle, tender, a balm.
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Me: wanting to be sick forever.

Seizures make you famous with your friends. Back at school, they ask: Are 

seizures like earthquakes? Does it hurt? Do you get dizzy from all that shaking?

Fame makes me flush, a lit flame.

Bell Chan, fellow fourth grader and my neighbor, not quite a friend but not a 

stranger. A foot taller than me, with hair full of static. Mother calls her Mountain. 

Everyone knows that her grandmother can’t feed or bathe herself, that gentle Bell pushes 

the old woman in a wheelchair up and down our street, silent and creeping as ghosts. She 

stutters an um when she is nervous.

“Can you, um, help me do it?” she asks.

“You can’t just make someone seize.”

“Dad, um, says it’s like dying.”

“You’re crazy.”

Mountain’s face crumbles. “1 hope someone in your life dies so you know what 

it’s like to lose someone.”

I want to tell her that if seizing is like dying, then dying is a cherry apple life.
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That night, Mother models a farm scene. Cows mooing in tandem, sensual pink 

udders, soft black-splotched coats. Father knocks on their bedroom wall with his fist, says 

loudly through the ripped, rose-print wallpaper, “Where’s our love story?”

“We have a twenty—year love story!” Mother’s lips close to the largest flower. She 

chuckles at her own cleverness; her answer is head-shake wonderful.

We watch the sheer curtains billow in the night breeze, the window breathing in 

and out, the luminescent moon.

“Have you heard about how the moon shares our earthshine?” Mother describes 

the difference between libido and albedo, how sex is not like the reflected light on the 

night side of the moon. “One, you can keep to yourself One, gets shared with the 

world...One day you’ll understand.”

I ask about seizing. “Will I always be this way? What if I don’t come back?”

“Have you heard the one about the girl who could lift a cow?”

I shake my head. I tell Mother how Bell had asked at recess, then at lunch,

“Please. Can you help me, um, do it? Help me do it. Please.” How, when I saw her in the 

bathroom after school—gritty, powdered yellow soap scraping between her palms— she’d 

shorthanded to just, Please. How, Please became Bell’s um.

Mother responds, “Girl lifts a baby calf when it’s small, spotted and furry, size of
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a middle-aged Spaniel. Each day she lifts the calf And each day, the animal and her 

black splotches get bigger. Size of a dog, then a gangly ostrich, then a majestic mountain 

lion. Then one day it’s a full-grown cow that Girl, arms trembling under its great weight, 

lifts straight overhead... You can do anything you put your mind to. You can turn off the 

moon by just closing your eyes.”

The next day, I watch fifth-grade boys, warped by sugar and boredom, playing 

Guantanamo in the schoolyard. Rich boy, Tuff Lee, dumps orange soda on a third-grader, 

pulls the soaked t-shirt halfway over the poor boy’s head, binding his arms and face in 

the fabric. By the time a teacher reaches them, the third-grader has blacked-out.

Bell is not at school, the other kids say, because she’d rather be at her grandmother’s 

funeral.

In Bell’s backyard, it’s warm and September under her apple tree. Fruit, in 

abundance, sun burnt nickel-sized circles, tan scaly skin on top of red. Me, barefoot, in a 

tank top, pink naked shoulders. I tell Bell to crouch down. “Good. Now, squeeze your 

elbows in.”

Bell, sweating in all-black, in a duck-and-cover position. She looks up. “You sure this is 

what a dying person’s like?” Behind her, magenta bougainvillea shrouds a screen door,
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the back of her green house faded to yellow.

I throw Bell a candied look. “I’m sure! Hold your breath. Okay, squeeze 

everything in. Really squeeze! Don’t poop your pants.”

“What if I die?” Bell’s whole body is shaking. A leaf in her electric hair, bark 

crumbling on her back. Bees murmur overhead. Apple pulp mashed between my toes. I 

think of Mother’s bedroom novels, open face-down on Mother’s sleeping chest. The 

trembling cow udders. The spent moon. And Father’s mouth roaring, hot static yelling, 

fingers squeezing Mother’s earlobes.

“Get real tight. Hold your breath. Cut all oxygen to your boobs. Shut down your 

brain. Can you feel it? Man this is so bad for you...Good! Hold it. Hold it...Now 

STAND!”

Bell springs to standing. I hold her against the tree, press into her chest with both 

palms, all my weight. Bell’s eyebrows, stitched with hurt. She blacks out, crumbles to the 

ground.

She lies there.

And lies there.

Terrified, I place a hand on Bell’s smooth forehead, feeling for forgiveness. 

Suddenly, she pops up and I, caught by surprise, slap her in the face. She rubs her cheek,
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red and steaming, smiling. Pure radiance. I drop to my knees, take her by the shoulders 

and shake until her teeth chatter. “Well? What did you see? Tell me! Tell me! What did

you see?”


