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Knives 
 
 

 
 

She started thinking about knives one evening, the first time he 

came in and ordered the chops. It wasn’t disturbing at first—knives 

were such common, ordinary objects after all. People didn’t think of 

suffocation every time they saw a plastic produce bag from the grocery 

store; likewise, she didn’t think about flesh being stabbed with every glint 

of a blade. She saw knives every day, all over  the restaurant, and people 

were always asking for sharper ones. The edges were dull from years of use; 

all day she listened to metal scraping ineffectually over ceramic plates. But 

now she suddenly began to notice only the knives; when she looked up, they 

seemed to be winking at her like Christmas tree lights from all over the 

room. 

He asked for a sharper knife to cut his pork chops. She thought at first 

he was being snide, making a veiled jibe at the toughness and poor 

quality of the meat. People sometimes acted as though she were the 

responsible party, as though she’d deliberately picked out the most 

rubbery, stringy piece. As though, because of the way she looked and 

spoke—not like them—she only ate the unpleasant parts of animals and 

had no idea what real food should taste like. She never lost her temper, 

though. 

You strong, she said to him coolly, use muscles. 
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It turned out he wasn’t being snide because he laughed cheerfully and 

said, Not strong enough, apparently! He said it in a nice way, and not too 

flirtatious, so she smiled as well, and said, Never mind. These knives 

bad—not even cut butter. I get you better one. When she turned to go, he 

said something else that she didn’t hear, but she kept smiling anyway 

until she saw the little triangle of light on her arm that had reflected off 

his knife, so that instead of thinking about him when she walked away, 

she thought about knives. 

Her first reaction was to imagine the knives turned toward her, aiming 

to puncture her body, for whatever reason—maybe no reason. She always felt 

that way being here, in this country; things were hostile until proven 

innocent. This wasn’t because the people who lived here were all so terrible, 

nor was it that she was so untrusting. It was simply a way to get by. She 

turned her arm over as she picked up a plate in the kitchen and saw the 

smooth tan skin, the light creases at the wrist, the faint blue curve of 

veins. Soft, like cheese—that’s how  it would be to the knife. Slipping 

through. Silent, easy. But a knife was just a knife, an innocent object, by 

itself incapable of malice. She dismissed her strange thoughts with a shake 

of her head and braced herself to reemerge into the crowded dining 

area. 

The following Tuesday, walking toward his booth and looking at her 

arms, she kept seeing it: the knife, sliding through the flesh. Her arms 

trembled; she almost delivered his omelet into his lap. She recovered in 

time, though, and he never noticed. But when she asked him, Everything is 
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all right? she was thinking how amazingly painful that would be, to be 

sliced open like that, and how unbearably helpless it would make you 

feel; any revelation of self opened with the wound would be obliterated 

by the pain. Fine, just fine, he said.  He continued looking at her as 

though they were in the middle of an ongoing conversation that it would 

be rude for her to walk away from. But what was she supposed to say? She 

looked at his face—not for the first time, but for the first time as a face, 

without the screen of customer over it. It was hard, if not impossible, to 

do; she couldn’t seem to make the parts become a whole. His eyes, nose, 

lips and hair seemed served up before her like a lunch, and all she could 

perceive behind them was an empty white plate. He was simply a nice 

man  in his 30s being waited on by a nice woman in her 20s in a nice little 

restaurant downtown. 

She noticed that he had a small red scar on his left cheek. She  must 

have been staring at it; he smiled abashedly, Cut myself shaving, can 

you believe? I feel like I’m a 14-year-old again. Then the smile  twisting into 

a sly grin, Maybe you’d better take this away from me before I do some more 

damage. He was pushing the knife at her; Oh I trust       you, she said, making 

her voice sound trusting, I think you be just fine.    When he came in on 

Thursday he chatted about the unusually warm and rainy weather 

and the dejected looking collie tied to a parking meter outside. She 

could barely hear him for the screeching  of the knives against plates all 

over the diner, each individual sound  no louder than an insidious 

whisper but altogether nearly deafening to her. After she served him 
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his club sandwich and refilled his  coffee—I know, it ’s 89 degrees outside, 

but I must have my coffee; call me crazy but fill ‘er up—she went into the 

kitchen and stood by the dishwasher until the relentless mechanical 

churning drowned out every                      other sound. She could see him looking 

for her when he got up to leave; he left a 25% tip under his unsoiled 

butter knife. 

Still, she wasn’t concerned. This was all just imagination, she assured 

herself. She’d seen hamsters running a treadwheel in the pet shop 

downstairs from her apartment; she liked to think that while  the 

creatures scurried in place, they pretended to take a glorious walk     on the 

moon. That was how she felt at work; her mind sometimes  ran far away 

even while she went about mechanically, almost numbly performing the 

day’s tasks. 

Still, even though people seldom paid much attention to her (he was the 

only one, in fact, who seemed not just to notice her but look at her), it 

worried her sometimes that people might be able to read her thoughts—

if not in her face, then in fat, white thought balloons floating over her 

head, the way the characters in comic strips did (those were the only 

things in English-language newspapers she ever read word for word, 

though she seldom understood the jokes). She was sure that if people saw 

her own particular thought balloons in the   diner, they would run 

screaming, or drop their jaws and gasp, or stare, bug-eyed, like in those 

cartoons. Luckily, they couldn’t see things like that. If they could—if he 

could—everything would be very different,   if he knew what she was 
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thinking even before she knew, and if he could tell her about it. 

When she looked at her wrist again and thought once more about 

the knives, she knew she could never do that. She wasn’t interested in 

suicide and certainly had no use for needless pain. On the weekend, 

serving coffee to a young couple (were they boys, girls, or one of each? 

hard to tell) with pierced noses and bracelets made from barbed wire, she 

wondered how anybody could find unnecessary physical pain desirable. 

Still, there were those who did want it—as if life wasn’t painful enough—

but she simply couldn’t understand why they felt this way. The boy 

(probably) with the safety-pinned-nose asked for a sharper knife, even 

though he had nothing to cut with it but coffee and sugar cubes. He held up 

the dull one; he seemed to be asking, why do you feel this way? even though 

his exact words were, I likee sharper knife, ah so? and he extended his front 

teeth over his lower lip and squinted his eyes to imitate the way he 

thought people like her looked. She backed away with a quick nod, but 

when she turned around he was sitting there facing her with another 

question on his face. Who are you really? he seemed to be asking. 

The knife she held that night while preparing her own dinner  hardly 

seemed malevolent, the worn edge thumping gently against  the wood 

cutting board as she sliced bell peppers into red and yellow  smiling 

slivers. Even when she stopped to examine it for a moment,   its sharp 

edge seemed about as sinister as the tiny metal teeth on a  tape 

dispenser. Then she focused her eyes on her hand, holding the    knife; 

the warm, cozy kitchen chilled. She dropped the knife back  on the 



  Knives 
 
 

 
6  

counter, knocking the cutting board with her elbow and scattering pepper 

pieces over the floor. They grinned wickedly up at her. She picked up 

the cutting knife from the counter. Instead of feeling the blade 

ripping through her arm, she felt the handle—her   grip on it, the way 

it felt moving through air, moving toward a surface, toward something 

solid, a target. She suddenly remembered  a long-ago school day of snub-

nosed scissors and boys who grabbed ponytails—hers one of them—and 

threatened to cut them off; when she looked at them and felt the 

trembling excitement in their hands  as they grabbed her, she also felt 

their longing to feel the crunching  of scissors through hair. She 

remembered that because she just then began to feel that way about the 

knives—curious to feel them pressing into flesh, slicing through the tough 

fibers. 

She tried to be calm and rational, but that was just the problem: she 

was too calm, too reasonable. It wasn’t as though one incident  had 

pushed her over the edge. In a normal year there must be dozens   of times 

that any given person would want to hurt or kill someone. The 

motivations were everywhere: when the woman with the poodle the 

same color as her fur coat cut in line at the grocery store; when   the 

grocery clerk yelled at her to hurry up and added, Hey, you unnerstan 

English? and then slower, louder, Hurry UP!; when she got  home and 

realized she’d been charged too much for the fresh ginger because the 

cashier hadn’t known what it was. Of course, there would always be the 

temptation to wish them all dead. But the knives weren’t about killing. They 
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were about her, about who she was really. Then just a few days later 

when he was leaving the diner, he  sidled up next to her and whispered 

something into her hairline—he had to squeeze past her as she waited on 

Mr. and Mrs. A. Hole, as the other waitresses called them, and the four 

little Holes. (They’d never  explained the joke to her, but she easily 

figured out the gist of it.) For a moment she felt the whisper the way 

she did when strangers on the street did it, when they use that tone that 

makes whatever they say, even if it’s the Lord’s Prayer, ooze over your face 

like something  maggotty and sewer-filthy. She felt her hand clench over an 

invisible knife handle as she turned to face him again. He stood there, 

eyes on  hers and most definitely not on any thought balloons floating 

above them. It occurred to her how little a thing it is to look into 

someone’s eyes, when nothing is really said or done or revealed though 

you somehow believe everything has been. Then he was out the door on 

the sidewalk and down the street. Gone. It was probably only thanks again 

or cheer up, it ’s almost over to the struggling expression on her face as she 

tried to pry away the squeezable ketchup bottle from one of the little 

Holes. They’d dropped the glass bottle on the floor and now two Holes 

fought over the replacement squeeze bottle. Thick gobs of ketchup 

bloodied their arms and faces. She stared at them. They released the bottle 

and edged backwards in their chairs, suddenly cowering and scared. She 

continued to stare, shocked at their shocked reaction. Then she knew 

something else about the knives—it was something about being able to see 

the expression on his face, and having him see the expression on hers. 
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When she opened the apartment door at night, what should greet 

her but her very own personal set of knives, innocent and orderly in their 

wooden rack on the kitchen counter. She threw her purse on the floor 

and a dish towel over the knives, then felt silly and threw herself on a chair. 

She knew that it was very likely, of course, that everybody she worked 

with, served a meal, sat next to on the bus or passed on the street without 

a glance probably had some weird obsession, foible, or fetish. Everybody 

had a dirty little secret. Even  if people ever found out about hers, they 

would merely change their line about her: instead of, Oh that one? She’s 

very nice. Quiet and efficient. Sometimes forgets to bully the customers into 

ordering dessert or higher-priced entrees, but basically a good waitress, it would 

be, Oh her, she’s the one who has a thing about  knives Harmless, mostly, just don’t 

let her be the one who carves the Thanksgiving turkey. It was also possible, 

though, that no one would ever find out. 

She thought about doing lots and lots of things to pass the time, 

to keep her mind occupied, or at least numbed. That only forced her to 

face, though, the void her life had been before the episode with knives 

began. She sewed herself blouses with the garage sale sewing machine; 

she listened to the Chinese radio station whenever she could get a clear 

signal; she took the bus to the zoo and watched animals sleeping in 

cages. She looked for other jobs, other apartments, other ways to pass 

the time—but time seemed thin and hollow, each day ahead a dreary déjà 

vu of every day before. Only what  she felt in connection to the knives 

had real weight, that sense of moving towards a target. It was a way to 
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solidly fill the days, as only an obsession can, linking them into a 

purposeful sequence and anchoring her to the world. 

Then one morning toward the end of the month, as she held an orange, 

about to press her thumb into the stem end, she stopped. She 

remembered something about how diabetics stuck oranges with needles 

to learn how to use insulin; maybe its skin was a good approximation 

of the thickness and texture of the human surface. But the orange was 

too small; even a paring knife overwhelmed the delicate fruit. She went 

out to the corner fruit stand, bought a grapefruit and tried that next, but that 

was little improvement. The cantaloupes, honeydews and watermelons that 

she brought back next were too hard-shelled; they didn’t have the proper 

“give” to them, the way flesh has, when you hold someone. But how would 

she know any more? She looked at the scaly surface of the cantaloupe, 

amazed that she could equate embraces with knifings. 

Next, she went out and purchased a large roast at the market,   took 

it home, set it on the counter, and stood before it holding a worthy-

looking carving knife. It sat there, cold and red; she stood     there, cold 

and white. She felt ridiculously ceremonious. She thrust the knife into 

the meat and immediately knew that it wasn’t right. A  knife going into 

a roast feels like a knife going into a roast. The sensation couldn’t be 

substituted for anything, and there wasn’t anything  profound or satisfying 

about the experience at all. Then the practical   side of her took over and 

wondered what on earth she was going to   do with eight pounds of raw 

beef and a whole bunch of cut-up fruit. 
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That evening she waited for him to come in. She didn’t know for sure 

if he was coming; he was definitely a regular customer—her regular 

customer, the other waitresses always added, with grins (he didn’t look 

handsome or rich enough to tempt them, so they weren’t jealous or catty 

about it)—but he had not developed a regular pattern of days, times, and 

specific meal preferences. Still, she was unmistakably waiting for him. 

She wondered for the first time who he was outside this place. When 

she first started working there, she would calm her jitters by supposing 

that perhaps none of these people even existed outside the restaurant—

since from her point of view they certainly didn’t—once they left the glass 

door with the Christmas bells tinkling after they vanished. Now she 

considered the opposite situation: when they were in there with her, they 

weren’t real; it was only being somewhere else—in their own lives, not 

in hers—that they were real. Out there they had jobs and homes and 

families. Here, with her, they picked up their knives and cut into their 

food and devoured it while she drifted among them seeing only the 

knives, moving like violin bows in an orchestra playing something 

unsettling. They wondered about her as little or as much as she wondered    

about them, and never knew or cared to find out what was true. And that 

was her life. 

He came in around closing time. She was going from table to empty 

table with a bag of rice, putting grains in the salt containers.  It kept the 

salt from clumping up and sticking together; nobody ever remembered to 

do that except her. At one table, the bag slipped from her hands and 
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crunched heavily sideways, spilling the rice across the table and chairs and 

over the floor. She was on the floor, picking up rice grains by pressing 

her hands to the speckled tiles, when she heard his voice. I hope you’re not 

going to cook that up and serve it. 

She looked up, then up a little more—he was tall, and she was crawling 

on the linoleum. No. No more cooking tonight—kitchen is closed. She said 

it apologetically; he took it as a joke. He continued standing there, so she 

sat up in the booth to look at him again more clearly. It was different this 

time in an unexpected way, not just because she was the one seated 

while he stood over her. You would think when he wasn’t her customer 

it would be easier to view him as a real, solid person, but she only saw what 

wasn’t there. He didn’t have his umbrella, the scar on his cheek had healed, 

the diner was empty. Closed? Oh no. Think you can spare me some of that 

spoiled rice? 

He laughed; even expressing dismay he seemed undisturbed. Do you 

know anywhere else I can get a bite to eat? 

It just so happened that she did. She told him only that she’d bought 

the meat on sale (true, in fact) but it was too much for one person and 

she’d be eating roast beef for months, until the meat turned black or 

green or whatever color rotten roast beef turned (it was something she 

never ate so she didn’t really know), unless he helped her out. I ’ve heard 

of candlelight dinners, but I ’ve never been invited to a side of beef, he grinned 

charmingly. He seemed surprised but happy and even relieved, as though 

she’d read something on his mind that he’d been afraid to say out 
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loud. 

Everything else closed. This only way you get food. 

Well, when you put it that way, how can I refuse? Thank you very  

much, I accept. 

He was waiting for her outside. When she came out, he looked at her 

again, seeming to look at the way she occupied space—the form, the body. 

At the same time, she stopped to look at him in the exact same way, as a 

body: shoulders, arms, chest, hips, groin, legs, feet. You could touch the body, 

but that was only a surface, whereas with the knife…perhaps it could 

get to the center of everything. 

* * * * * 

He was somewhere in the apartment, wandering through its small   

but tidy rooms. No, he didn’t seem like the wandering type; more 

probably he was surveying, even though there was little to see—a bed with 

a plain yellow bedspread, an unglazed ceramic pot of ferns at  the 

window, a card table with her sketchpads on top (which he eyed often 

when she didn’t appear to be looking). Wandering was what  she did, 

her attention wandering from where he might be right then to what she 

was doing right then. 

She held the knife. Her hands shook; the melon cubes were coming out 

jagged, as though she’d snipped them with pinking shears. She sternly 

told herself to be careful or she’d end up staining them   with her own 

blood. The idea of fresh fruit with fresh blood on it seemed particularly 

revolting. She looked down at the cutting board to see it covered with the 
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blood of fruit; next to her in the oven, the roast glistened with its own, real 

blood. Of course, it was called juice rather than blood, and they would soon 

be licking it from the corners  of their mouths with pleasure. That looks good, 

he said, appearing in the doorway, watching pink translucent blood run 

down her arm. 

It was all so normal and so strange that she almost couldn’t bear it. He 

stood in the kitchen opening the wine (he insisted on buying  a bottle 

even though she really didn’t drink much) while she tossed the salad (the 

jagged fruit pieces looked much better once they were mixed together, 

each cube concealing another’s rough edges). Here we are together, she 

thought. They had never been alone together and yet it felt as though this 

had happened a billion times already, as though it had already worked itself 

into the endless sameness of her life, reducing the two of them to objects 

placed in the room like the card table and the salad bowl and the roast 

sputtering in the oven. They acted one way in the diner, they would act a 

slightly different way here; behind all of this was perhaps a way out, 

though she felt helpless to approach it. 

It had been hours, literally, of small exchanges of conversation and quiet 

moments together, fraying her nerves to tatters. When the oven buzzer 

finally went off, she jumped, yanked the roast out and flung it on the 

stovetop in one continuous motion. She stood staring at the glistening 

heap of flesh and with horror realized that the  knife-wound was still 

visible. She turned slowly to him to see if he noticed it as well. He smiled, 

picked up the large, clean carving knife from the rack with two fingers and 
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held the handle-end towards her. She looked at him, appalled, and then 

quickly, wordlessly took the knife and turned her back to him to hide her 

face, to try to quiet her shrieking emotions. 

Perhaps he thought it was the fleeting contact between their fingers, 

both holding the knife handle, that made her so flushed and jittery. 

Perhaps he was standing behind her smiling at the idea. She whipped 

around again to face him, still gripping the knife, holding   it up 

between them. 

Why you come here tonight? 

The abrupt question didn’t throw him. He pondered for a moment, then 

spoke, unbearably sincere, When I saw you kneeling on the floor, picking up 

the rice. Something about it—got to me. I thought it was—touching. 

That’s all wrong, she thought; all he really saw was a person kneeling 

on the floor of a diner, picking up uncooked rice. That’s all anyone could 

possibly see; they filled in the rest of the blanks as they chose, if they 

chose. What you know about me? 

He pondered again, viewing her with a squint as though that might 

give him a truer vision. He hesitated, and then, as though he’d been 

waiting all day, all spring to say it, I know you’re the only one who gets the 

ice cream. 

What? 

At the diner. Whenever someone orders ice cream, none of the other 

waitresses want to get it. I guess they have to bend over into the sticky   ice 

cream freezer and that might mess their hair. She nodded; that was  true, 
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though she had no idea why he was saying these things. They always make 

you get it, and you always do, without complaining. You work so hard at it, 

too, to make beautiful, perfect spheres. That’s what I know about you. That’s 

why I’m here. After his rush of words, he looked away, breathless and 

blushing. She found it momentarily touching herself— she had been right 

about him; he had been watching her for some time. But she 

understood that he was seeing the wrong thing again.  He saw her as 

tough and strong and independent, and that’s why she   was holding the 

knife. But that was all wrong. 

She tried to speak and stopped, frustrated as always by the words, 

struggling against them as they threatened to drown her into silence. 

She thought about what could happen tomorrow, when people heard, when 

people talked about it in the restaurant, when everyone who used to know 

them found out. Who knew? Who had any idea she had it   in her? But what 

exactly she did have in her seemed to be the question. Something 

seemed to be happening to her that she couldn’t explain to herself, 

much less to other people, something that started long ago and only 

intensified when she got here. 

She felt completely lost in the moment—literally and not 

romantically, lost without any sense of what to do or what to make 

happen, as though whatever puny gesture or movement or attempt at action 

she made would become her, in entirety. 

He chose that moment to move toward her. She still held the knife, 

looking at him, wondering what she should finally be seeing now, 
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wondering what he saw now, as he spoke—Yes, because of what he 

thought he saw, we’ll be all right now. Then she knew he had stared right 

at it and still couldn’t see it, when he slowly—so slowly, like a plant 

reaching for sunlight—put his arms around her. The knife  still between 

them had slipped to the floor at their feet, and she wondered how she 

thought she could ever make him see, and then perhaps in doing so, see 

for herself. 
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Model Homes 
 
 
 
 

The house looked like a starfish. One particular starfish, in fact—

the stumpy-armed one Grace had seen in a tidepool back in Monterrey. 

The creature had been battered, barely looked alive (but then they all sort 

of looked that way, inert, limbs akimbo over the jagged coral), and 

George had nudged her and said, “You think he looks bad, you should’ve 

seen the other guy.” They had known each other for only about two months 

then, and she’d been speaking English for only three years; even though 

she didn’t understand what he meant, she at least perceived that he was 

making some kind of joke. She smiled at him. She wondered fleetingly if 

starfish were edible. 

Remembering that moment while she stared at George’s model, she 

wondered if this was what the other guy looked like. Even though   he’d 

described the house many times and sketched smudgy drawings of it, she 

had always assumed it was just another one of his big, impossible ideas 

that he thought up for amusement and then put aside. Now in the third 

dimension, even in its miniature, cardboard-and-glue form, the house 

was suddenly, alarmingly real. “Why does it look like that?” she asked, 

hoping she didn’t sound as skeptical as she already felt. 

She needn’t have worried; naturally George was eager to explain. 

“That’s how I designed it—to be interesting and unique, not just 
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another one of those horrid boxy little houses cranked out by the 

hundreds, all laid in a row.” 

“Those box houses maybe cost less to build—they save materials,” she 

reasoned. 

“Yes, but my design saves space. You see?” He made a circle with   his 

finger around the model. “No hallways.” 

Hallways seemed a small price to pay for a house that didn’t look  inside 

out. “How do you mow the lawn with all those funny triangle corners?” 

“A lawn isn’t necessary; you could put in flower beds, or rock 

formations; you could feature a different design in each corner.” 

That way the yard would look just as bizarre as the house. She started 

to shake her head but checked the gesture to look as though she were 

looking from a different angle—as if that would help. “But   won’t the rooms 

be cold in the winter, sticking out like that?” 

“What we could do is build on a lot with a southern exposure, and all 

those windows will let in plenty of warmth. Anyway, cold isn’t exactly 

something we have to worry about in Hawaii. And in  the summer, we’ll 

enjoy a wonderful cross-breeze.” His switch in pronouns—a neutral you 

to a very personal we—was about as subtle   as his design, and she caught 

it immediately. This was not intended   to be just anybody’s house; who 

else would want such a thing. It was supposed to be their house. “And did 

you notice, I put the kitchen off to the side as well. That way the cooking 

smells won’t permeate the rest of the house—just like you’ve been 

saying you wanted.” 
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She couldn’t recall having said that she wanted anything like that—and 

she certainly never used the word permeate; “stink up” was probably the exact 

phrase, and she probably only said it once. He always wanted her to cook 

“real” Chinese food, which always involved a lot of fragrant (his word; 

“smelly” hers) ingredients like garlic and ginger and fermented black 

beans, and often much splattering of oil. The odor of their dinner stayed 

with them long after the meal was over, through the night and into 

morning. Granted, there were worse things a room could smell of, but 

he’d failed to realize that obviously   to her it wasn’t “Chinese food,” it was 

just—well, food. 

She’d tried to explain once. “It’s just like a meatloaf,” she said, pointing 

to the tofu and mushrooms with bean sauce.  

“It’s much better than meatloaf; there’s no comparison.” 

“It’s not comparison, I just mean—it’s like other people having 

meatloaf.” 

“Don’t be modest, Grace. This is superb cooking. Leave the 

meatloaves for the unappreciative and undeveloped tastebuds of the 

world.” 

He never got it. He’d studied Asian history, he’d lived in Asia, he 

married an Asian woman, but he still never figured out why his incessant 

praise of his wife’s cooking made her embarrassed to the point of anger. 

She didn’t like being complimented like that. It was excessive. It was 

wrong, even, in the way that it called attention to herself. But she couldn’t 

explain that to him. 
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Now while she stood silent, he continued to list the other features of 

the house, pointing out each with his pencil. “These can be children’s rooms 

or guest rooms. The way I’ve designed it, each room allows its occupant 

both views and privacy.” 

Well, at least that much made some sense to her, the part about the 

privacy. She felt funny about it, at night when George would sit on the 

bed next to her and smile, meeting her eyes, looking away, then turning 

and reaching for her elbow or her shoulder or her ear (it became a guessing 

game with her, what odd new selection would be where he touched first?), 

and there not ten feet away was little Miranda napping in her crib. They 

could have moved the crib into the main room but the windows there 

didn’t shut all the way and it was too drafty and dusty, plus the crib (which 

he’d constructed himself) was unbelievably heavy and awkward to lift or 

push. So she’d made an implicit deal with George: they could have sex 

in any other part  of the apartment, but the bedroom was for sleeping 

only. He had been surprised, but agreed willingly. Probably thought she was 

being imaginative. The kitchen, she’d whisper, her lips muffled discretely into 

his collarbone, as he gathered up her skirt in his hands. 

Grace realized she’d been silent for some time, and tried to think of 

something to say, something that wouldn’t sound disapproving but still let 

him know that in no way should they consider this plan seriously. Of 

course, they’d recognized that they couldn’t live in cheap rental cottages 

forever, especially with the baby. She just hadn’t counted on their house 

looking like a smashed bug. George nodded approvingly at her silence. 
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“Take your time, look it over, think about it.” 

She didn’t have to think about it. She already knew it was crazy, and 

that they would go ahead and build it anyway. 

* * * * * 

People had told her Hawaii had no seasons. But the summer of 1970, the 

summer they began to build the house, was unmistakable from the rest 

of the year. Of all the places she could have ended up in America, it 

had to be here, in a place with a climate almost identical to the one she 

thought she’d left for good. Sticky, sultry months, the only breezes like the 

hot, damp breath of a large beast crouched behind her. 

George’s job as a consultant meant that he worked (when he could 

get work) for groups with names like Citizens’ Council For This or 

Neighborhood Group For That—names that sounded noble and penniless. 

He would come back to their rental cottage every day after work dripping 

from the heat and scoffing at his colleagues, who were so bound to the trite 

and traditional. “They can’t do anything  but regurgitate what they’ve been 

fed in schools all their lives. They can’t grasp anything outside of those 

limiting, comforting boundaries.” His goal, he told Grace, was to be not 

merely consultant, but someone who represented the people. So many of his 

fellow city planners—“petty bureaucrats, all of them”—were too busy in their 

offices  playing God to listen to the real problems of the community. But 

not George McGee. 

It would take a while, of course, for the people to realize this about him. Many 

locals, he admitted, still saw him as just another mainland haole come to 
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stir things up—because, though he may have wished to prove otherwise, 

in some ways that’s exactly what he was. What did it matter that he sided 

with them on many issues? He was still   an outsider; that was one thing 

Grace understood better than he did. But George was determined not to 

be seen as one, determined to win them over. “I won you over, didn’t I?” 

he smiled, his arm around Grace’s waist, leaning over to kiss her neck. 

She ducked her head and playfully batted the air around his face. He 

clearly meant what he said, though. That quiet, serious, exquisite girl 

who talked to no one ended up being his wife. His house would be built, and 

his career would flourish. He couldn’t have been happier. 

That summer Grace began to take odd jobs. She told George she simply 

wanted to be useful, rather than telling him she thought they needed the 

money, and he wholeheartedly, even proudly, agreed. My wife is different; 

my wife isn’t content sitting at home getting fat and dull like so many other 

women. He was delighted with her. 

She was less delighted with her first job, serving cocktails for a 

conference of businessmen. A friend had enthusiastically urged her to 

take it: they wanted exotic looking women (anyone vaguely Asian/Pacific 

would do—or, really, anyone that wasn’t blonde and fair), and she could 

make a great deal of money in tips—more in a  single evening than in a 

whole week working in a restaurant. The day after they purchased the land 

for the house, she started work at the conference. If Grace could have had 

a moment free from her smiling terror of these large, oily men, from 

spilling their drinks or mistaking their orders, she’d have become enraged at 
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having been put in such a situation. Of all the jobs in the world there were 

that didn’t involve much speaking to people—dishwasher or short-order 

cook, or being   a file clerk in an office, perhaps—Grace had been put in 

something that required direct face-to-face communication including an 

understanding of jokes, innuendo, and double entendres. Her English was 

still fledgling. She’d only waited tables once before, at a diner with  a 

limited menu. And she’d never had anything to drink other than beer and 

maybe a glass or two of wine in her life. She’d never even heard of some 

of the simplest of these drinks, some of which sounded so bizarre she had 

to memorize them phonetically to recite to the bartenders. She 

rewarded the beer-orderers with happy smiles; they began flirting with 

her aggressively, or perhaps merely for their own amusement, and thus 

became as much of a nuisance as the cocktail drinkers. She decided to pick 

her own jobs from then on. 

Not long after that—foundation work had just begun on the house—

she was a seamstress in a bridal shop at the mall in Kaneohe, where 

women came in little groups to be fitted for the ugliest dresses ever 

created. The shop was filled with bolts dripping blazing lamés, stifling 

taffeta, a million shades of pink from blinding neon to washed-out pale, 

screaming florals and foaming lace. Menacing, industrial-quality sewing 

machines, looking like implements of torture, dominated the back wall, 

while in the front full-length mirrors and old chairs reupholstered in red 

velvet mimicked a salon. 

Sometimes the women wept. There were little boxes of Kleenex around 
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for that. Sometimes they got testy and peevish and looked   as if they 

wanted to smack each other. Grace, kneeling at their feet with pins in her 

mouth, waited patiently when this happened, or offered a couple of 

soothing, peacekeeping suggestions to help smooth things over. But most 

often, the women made the same exclamation every time: “Oh, how 

beautiful!” Whether or not they were beautiful, Grace thought mostly they 

looked like nothing else on earth. What would happen, she used to 

wonder, if creatures from outer space really did land here—what would 

they think about all of this being somehow key to males and females 

getting together to mate? But these were only idle thoughts; the truth 

was that it made very little impression on her. At the end of a fitting 

session, the bride would walk slowly in her pinned-up dress, her jeans 

and sneakers showing underneath, tiptoeing to simulate satin heeled 

pumps. All of this, all the endless preparations for what those bridal 

magazines gushingly termed “the most important day of her life”—in the 

end it was just another day to struggle through, in Grace’s view. Her own 

wedding had been a City Hall affair. She’d finished hemming up her 

wedding dress that morning, cutting the thread with her teeth just as 

George pulled up in the car to take them downtown. The ceremony 

took under a half-hour; they had two stiffly posed photographs taken of 

them, and then they were off to SFO airport. He had to start a new  job 

in six hours, on an island half an ocean away. But that was fine with her—

that was why, she sometimes thought, in those rare moments when she 

thought about it at all, she married him in the first place. He liked moving 
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forward. Maybe he wasn’t always sure where  he was going, but at least 

he was going somewhere, and that’s what Grace had always wanted for 

herself. 

During a week-long torrential downpour in late July when nothing 

moved forward on the house, she lucked into a small job decorating the 

model homes in the new living communities so that they could be shown 

to prospective buyers. The pay was less than she had made at the hair-

cutting job—if you included tips from ladies who  absolutely ate up 

being told their hair color was so amazing or the texture so silky—but this 

work was more interesting, it allowed her to   care for the baby on the job, 

and it didn’t involve other people. Grace combed garage sales and thrift 

stores for furniture to reupholster and knickknacks to mend. She bought 

used books at library sales, ten for a dollar, selecting those with old and 

interesting-looking covers, and arranged them appealingly on bookshelves. 

She picked up bricks from the construction sites, covered them in scraps 

of blue velvet and decorated them to look like jewelry boxes to be 

displayed on bathroom counters. Large glass jars of seashells, shiny 

matchbooks, colorful buttons and perfumed soaps shaped like flowers 

added color and glitter to the cheap pine coffee tables. She put up some 

of her own drawings and paintings on the walls, having George construct 

simple frames for them. Once she even found a half dozen discarded   male 

torso mannequins in a junk shop, spray painted them gold and displayed 

them like faux Greek statuary among potted plants in foyers and 

stairwells. The realtors occasionally spoke of their admiration for her work, 
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but what she liked best was the idea of creating a recognizable sense of 

home—or, at least, someone else’s home. 

The storm ended; construction resumed. Now every day George would 

pick her up after work and drive out to check on the progress of the house. 

They often ate dinner there, sitting on the floor and having picnic-style 

meals of peanut butter sandwiches on stale bread (it was actually day-old 

bread bought cheap from the bakery down the block, but he liked to say 

“stale” because it had more of a nobility-in-poverty ring to it) or soft, 

doughy manapua bought at the lunch wagon. They also brought milk in 

a thermos and took turns drinking  it from the plastic cup lid, as though 

they were on their honeymoon again, camping in the wilderness of 

upcountry Maui, roughing it in the chaotic forest of uprights and beams—

“Walden Three,” he’d called it. He’d told her about that book, Walden, and 

how its author believed in nonconformity and self-reliance and proved 

these beliefs by roughing it in the woods. (Walden Two, he explained, 

involved a scientist named Skinner who performed weird experiments on 

children.) She’d already known about Walden; she’d had to read parts of 

it in one of her ESL classes years ago. Everyone who talked about that 

book, George included, went on and on about how wonderfully nature-

loving this man Thoreau was, and how great he was to simplify his life 

and live among the trees and watch ants all day, but it seemed to Grace 

that he was also a fussy old crank who kept absurdly detailed inventories 

of trivial things and who would probably drive most people crazy if they 

met him—and so, lucky for everyone, he lived in the woods. Unlucky for 
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the two of them, however, George admired this man, and as a result she 

had spent every night of the first week of her marriage in that mold-

filmed cabin on Maui. Well, at least it had been economical. She wasn’t 

so sure about this new Walden Three. 

After they’d eaten, he would walk around measuring things, tapping on 

things, tilting his head left and right with squinted eyes, looking like 

he knew what was going on and was in very deep thought about 

it. Maybe he did actually know what was going on, she reflected, since 

whenever the contractor and the builders were there, they all had that 

same look about them. In any case, she certainly wasn’t going to act as if she 

knew what was going on; somebody there clearly needed to be the ignorant 

one who asked questions and had things explained. 

Most of what he explained to her seemed to be what was not going 

according to his plan. Each time it was something different. This 

particular time it was that they’d built the floor of the house too close  to 

the ground. Well, it ’s a floor, isn’t it, had been Grace’s first reaction, but 

this time she also detected a sense of weary frustration in him, as   though 

he might finally have a small idea of what they’d gotten into. He had been 

so excited, so eager when they started; the house was his model airplane, 

his treehouse fort. Now he was shaking his head. “I came out here during 

my lunch hour yesterday and told them what they were doing wrong, 

and they still didn’t correct it.” He  shook his head again. “Tomorrow 

I’ll probably have to come back and tell them yet again.” 

“They do this for a living,” she pointed out carefully. “They should 
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know what they’re doing.” 

“They should, yes, but they don’t. They only know how to do their jobs 

in a very rigidly defined way. They have to rethink the way   they work. I’m 

simply trying to show them how to do that.” 

“If you talk to them like that, they might build it wrong on purpose.” 

“They wouldn’t dare. That would take initiative.”  

“Maybe you’re getting in their way,” she insisted.  

“They’re getting in our way.” 

“What way? What way is it? You don’t even know.” Her voice sounded 

unnaturally loud. She realized that she was shouting at him  for the first 

time in their lives together. 

George looked at her the way he sometimes did when she said 

something ungrammatical and he wasn’t quite sure what she meant. 

Then he finished his milk, screwed the cap meticulously back on the 

thermos, and stood. He looked around at his faulty creation. “I should 

have known this would happen.” 

Then why didn’t you think of this before, she could have asked him—but 

then she had thought of it before, she had known all of this would happen. 

Perhaps the question should have been why hadn’t she tried to stop it. 

George walked slowly across the too-low floor, shaking his head, sighing 

silently but deeply, stopping at one of the corners in the main room to lean his 

arm against an upright and cover his eyes with his hand. Cars drove by, 

seeming to slow a little as they passed, maybe only because this was a 

residential street, but she could have sworn she saw drivers and 
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passengers peer over at them, could see their mouths open and could 

almost hear their words, My God, I wonder what that’s going to be. That 

word, eyesore—George had used it once to describe a new building in 

downtown Honolulu that particularly offended his sense of architectural 

aestheticism—that did not even begin to describe it. Eyetumor—

eyecancer, maybe. 

George wouldn’t call it ugly; he’d call it imaginative, the way he thought 

her cooking and her painting and so many ordinary things she did were 

imaginative. Well, Grace believed imagination should be firmly anchored 

to the present with an objective, practical eye on the future. Her husband 

thought she was imaginative when she was merely prophetic. He could 

envision the house, but only she could envision their lives in it. She’d 

cook dinner in this house; he’d help her with the dishes afterward. They’d 

have sex within these warped walls, though mostly in their bedroom—

probably right where that buzzsaw now stood. He’d come home each day 

more and more annoyed, and then wearied, with his job; she’d worry each 

day about expenses and the future and what George’s next wild plan 

would entail—building their own city? Moving to China? Performing 

weird experiments on their children? They’d have fights here, too; voices 

would be raised, and in the end they’d each storm off to a different arm. 

No design of his could prevent any of these things. And she knew, with 

certainty, that she couldn’t prevent them either. 

As she gathered up the sandwich bags and thermos, she took a peek at 

him. He was still standing with his back to her, his one arm extended with 
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the hand pushing on an upright beam—stop, his body seemed to be saying, 

but she knew that wasn’t what he was thinking. In fact, neither of them 

was thinking it. She had always believed that it was pointless to put 

yourself in someone else’s way when you could just as well be going on 

your own way; standing in opposition meant neither of you going 

anywhere. Now she asked the question of herself: What way is it? What 

way are we going? 

* * * * * 

On the last day of their honeymoon on Maui, George and Grace 

McGee had hiked up to the Ohe’o Gulch pools in heavy rain. The steady 

downpour seemed exceptionally wet; it didn’t just run down their skins 

but soaked into them. When George put his arm encouragingly around 

Grace’s shoulders and squeezed gently, she seemed to give like a sodden 

sponge, rainwater streaming down her body, and then reshape herself 

to absorb more. 

It finally lightened to a fine mist when they reached the last pool, and 

they took out their lunch—manapua, musubi, and mangos—to  eat. 

Some local boys were daring each other to jump in the pool, and 

threatening, all jokingly, to throw their girlfriends in, too. The girls 

squealed and screamed. Finally, a couple of boys took the dare and 

jumped, resurfacing after their plunge shouting and splashing. Then a small, 

lithe girl with waist-length brown hair walked to the cliff and very matter-

of-factly jumped in, without any girlish screaming or posing, knifing the 

water cleanly and emerging with a serene smile. “Now they’ll all have to 
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go,” whispered George to Grace, nodding at the other young men, who 

regarded the girl in a moment of uneasy, awe-struck silence. “Or they’ll 

lose face.” He was right; suddenly all of the boys leapt up and were lining 

up at the cliff, jostling each other and laughing loudly. George looked 

admiringly at the jumping girl, who now sat quietly on the bank eating 

a wild lilikoi. 

Grace watched him. So, he liked bravery, but not bravado, was that it? 

That was interesting. But it didn’t matter much either way.   She wasn’t 

about to go jumping off any cliffs. All she wanted was to keep moving 

forward. 
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Only Say True 
 
 
 
 

The way I see it, I have Amy Tan to blame, at least in part, for the 

relationship I have with my mother. If that damned Joy Luck Club had 

never been written, nor written so winningly, nor sold in such quantities, 

my mother would never have realized the power and pathos of the 

Chinese-mother-Chinese-American-daughter bond. She might never 

have gotten it in her head that there were certain things that we should 

talk about and share—and, most of all, that I should be writing down in 

moving yet respectful prose. 

Since I had majored in literature back in college, Ma figured that all I 

needed was a good subject to launch my own literary career. She didn’t quite 

understand that a love of books didn’t necessarily coincide with the talent 

for writing them, and that while I had admittedly enjoyed the Tan stories, 

they hadn’t exactly inspired me to create my own. In fact, I was annoyed 

that my mother spoke of the book so reverentially and so wistfully, with 

an unspoken Why didn’t you do something like that and Why can’t you still? 

“Ma, she’s hardly the only current ethnic woman writer in America, you 

know. And she’s certainly not the most literary,” I added loftily. “I mean, 

when you consider Maxine Hong Kingston, Toni Morrison, Julia 

Alvarez—” 

“I don’t know those so much,” Ma said. “I know everybody read Tan. And 
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see the movie. She writes more like real life, like a true story. Those 

other writers, they maybe try too much to be writing literary. Too strange, 

too hard to read. Nobody understand them.” 

I couldn’t even begin to argue with her on that. And anyway, if I’d tried, 

before long she was likely to interrupt with some anecdote about her life 

back in Xinjiang, Shanghai, Hong Kong, or Oakland, implicitly suggesting 

that I should be taking it all down for my own best-seller. “In the war 

when the bombing would start, my family hides in the bank vault. I 

bring a Chinese language Sherlock Holmes to read, but of course we have 

no light in the vault! My mother scold me. ‘Stupid!’ she says.” “In the 

school when I was a child, we had a play. The children all to be dressed up 

as vegetables and say about that vegetable. I was baicai, Chinese cabbage. 

My costume is so big, I am  so small inside, nobody can hear me speak. 

Everybody start clapping when I am still talking. I cry, still nobody can hear.” 

“You know the first time I eat pizza in this country, I almost throw up? I 

wonder how  anybody can eat this horrible oily thing. I have to pretend 

I like it, since I see everybody else like it.” 

These interruptions annoyed me both for their being non-sequiturs 

and for the fact that privately I felt they weren’t quite up   to Joy Luck 

quality, but most of all because she had never, ever spoken of them before. 

As long as I’d known her, the personal past had never interested her, or 

at least never seemed necessary for her to talk about. People had often 

remarked that she must have some fascinating “story” behind why she had 

come to America. There was no story, she had seemed to suggest by her shy, 
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shrugging silences, not one that wouldn’t seem disappointing to people 

who asked. She had simply needed a job so that she could make a living. 

That was about  all there was to it, in her view. It seemed to puzzle her 

sometimes, the things people assumed—that she’d had a brutally hard life 

in China, that everyone had been poor, that women were virtually slaves 

all their lives. She’d never thought anything like that about past times, 

certainly not while she had been living them. Was life hard? How 

should she know? It just happened, that’s all. 

That was all different now. To be fair, it probably wasn’t just Amy Tan, but 

a lot of other things as well that brought about this change. She was 

getting older and seemed to be taking stock of her life, perhaps the first 

time she ever stopped moving forward to look backward. Naturally, I 

wasn’t blameless either. I had left home years ago and rarely found 

occasions to call or visit. But then this was the way things had always been 

with us, even when we were living under the same roof. Our lives together 

weren’t books or conversations; they just happened, whether we 

understood them or talked about them— or, as was most often the case, 

whether we did neither. 

* * * * * 

When I was a child, my mother, Grace Chao McGee, had tried to be 

a good mother and housewife, since that’s pretty much what she was 

expected to do back then. Something about that never quite  fit, 

though—something about her. After cooking dinner and cleaning the 

table and doing the dishes and checking my homework and sending me to 
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bed, she finished her day by taking the chairs from the dining table and 

propping them against all the doors in the house,   until the day my 

father, George, saw it and laughed at her—as if a little chair would stop 

someone who wanted in from the outside. He loved it, kidded her about it 

for a whole month. Shall we move the sofa in front of the garage? She 

shrugged at him in her usual way, and soon she stopped moving the 

chairs. Shortly after that, though, I opened   a jangling kitchen drawer 

full of decorative Christmas bells, which I found out (in a moment of 

curiosity, spying on her one night) she would surreptitiously hang on the 

doorknobs before she turned in so that, if intruders could not be stopped, at 

least we could be given fair warning of their encroachment. I used to 

wonder what she would have done if she’d ever had the chance to hear 

that apocalyptic jingling, whether her plan was escape, or some secret 

hiding place, or maybe even a final confrontation. 

Then there was that one summer day that Ma came home from the 

hardware store in the mall with the sign: Beware of dog. She put it up on our 

garage door. Crime prevention, she said. This might scare away would-be 

thugs. I think she even used the word “thugs,” sounding so outdated and 

unreal, as though we were being preyed upon  by a bunch of guys in 

cheap suits who spoke in purely Hollywood-tough-guy accents. This 

effort still wasn’t enough crime prevention, though. Next weekend she 

came home from the pet store in the mall with two big yellow plastic bowls 

and a bag of kibble, “for large dogs,” the label stated in large letters, a 

tremendous, horse-like Great Dane pictured on the front. The weekend 
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after that I stood in the front door waiting for her to bring me our 

puppy. 

She didn’t come back with a puppy. Instead, she came in and sat me 

down and showed me the bowls and the food while explaining a new facet 

of my weekly chores. “Remember,” she said tutorially, “only   fill them about 

halfway, it looks like it’s being eaten. Spill some on the porch like this.” 

Birds and mongooses would probably eat whatever was left there, she 

added, so I would need to fill the dishes on  a regular basis. I stood there 

listening to her like she was telling me how to make hospital corners and 

scrub the ring from the tub after a bath. Which is exactly how it was from 

then on: make the bed, empty the trash, dust the bookshelves, empty and 

refill the dog bowls. 

At some point it dawned on me that my mother was the only person 

in the world who could believe someone trying to break into our house 

would stop and pay attention to what kind of dog food was   sitting on the 

front porch. I wondered if maybe she and I were both cracking up, us with 

our imaginary protector, saving us from thugs. It worried me that one day 

we’d start to believe he wasn’t just imaginary. And yet it never quite came 

to that. We never talked about him like he was really there; she never 

went truly crazy and started petting imaginary fur or scolding me for 

letting him track mud in the house. Of course, we never came out and 

admitted he was all a ruse, either, but at the same time it was all so—

normal. 

“He’s not a real dog,” I said once, pointedly, almost curtly, after a good six 
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weeks of this routine. 

Ma barely blinked. “Of course not. Real dog, noisy and messy— lots of 

trouble. Real dog, you don’t ever forget food and water.” Somehow she 

had taken my weak stab at reality and turned it into a gentle reprimand, 

returning us both to do what needed to be done. 

I tried again. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” I proclaimed to 

her a little later, speaking as solemnly as if I had been the first person to 

discover the profundity of those words. She had been preparing a roast 

chicken for dinner, trussing the bird almost apologetically, when she 

wheeled around. “That’s wrong! Much more to fear than that. Crazy 

people shoot gun from window, teenage gang beat up old ladies, 

kidnapper grabs babies right from their houses, right from their beds.” 

After that, I slept with a can of Lemon Pledge under my pillow for three 

months; it was the best I could do in lieu  of mace. 

There was something else, though, beyond the simple paranoia over 

crime. I sometimes felt like she was in a perpetual retreat, withdrawing 

into something like the tunnel of a snail’s shell, an endless vacuum tube 

spiraling inwards and away from the opening to the world, compressing 

into the claustrophobic space inside her head. 

Early that summer, my father got it in his head to run for city 

council. “Windward Oahu is on the cusp of progress,” he told my 

mother excitedly. “Some people are going to see this progress with horror 

and anger—to them things changing means things being ruined. Others 

are going to see jobs, better homes, better food, better lives. They need 
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someone who sees all of it, who understands every aspect, every side.” 

That person, he explained, was him. He saw,   he understood; he would 

take time off from his consulting work to throw his hat in the ring. 

Ma said nothing about his prospects for public office, and silence was 

all the encouragement he needed. Soon she was busy making signs and 

pamphlets and buttons, and joining her husband out on the major 

intersection by the mall, waving to passing motorists each morning before 

he went to work. “George McGee Says Good Morning!” “George McGee, City 

Council.” “George McGee for Windward Oahu.” “Should that be Windward 

Oahu for George McGee?” she asked. “Other way sounds like you are 

voting for them.” 

“Maybe that’s the distinction I’d like them to make: they’re 

not really voting for me, they’re voting for themselves,” he said. My 

mother didn’t seem to think rapidly passing motorists would have time to 

make that distinction, but so long as the signs had his name on them, 

she supposed it didn’t matter either way. 

They had bright yellow T-shirts printed for the whole family, to be worn 

while campaigning, with “George McGee, City Council” printed on 

the back. “How come it’s all on the back,” I complained. “I can’t see it 

on my back.” 

“You don’t have to see it. Other people supposed to see it,” Ma said. 

“Now put it on the right way.” 

He ended up losing the election—“The public simply isn’t ready for the 

kind of thinking it so desperately needs,” he sighed complacently. But 
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before that would happen, there would be a lot of handshaking and 

neighborhood canvassing and lots of waving at people  in cars by both 

George McGee and his soft-spoken, sweet-tempered and utterly 

terrified wife. 

Toward the end of summer and on into that fall, my parents had  a series 

of campaign-related dinner parties. My father was very fond of them. He 

enjoyed the camaraderie, the discussions, the jokes (“Say good night, 

Gracie,” they’d say to my mother, who would always smile stiffly, 

uncomprehending, and say, “Good night, we see you soon,” sending them 

away laughing). He especially loved the chance to show off his wife’s 

cooking skills. “Not the chop suey chow mein fortune cookie variety,” he 

proudly proclaimed. “The real thing—tentacles, claws, fungus and all.” 

Chinese food was still somewhat exotic back then, engendering “oohs” 

and “ahs” of wonder and fear. She never made anything too weird, though. 

She wanted the food to be enjoyed, not stared at. 

Long before the guests were due to arrive, Ma put on lipstick and 

earrings, and then went to the kitchen and washed all the dishes and 

flatware and cooking utensils twice, even the ones we couldn’t possibly be 

using that evening, things like corn cob holders and ice cream scoops. 

There she stood with pearl-studded lobes and frowning coral lips, 

scrubbing at the brandy snifters, snuffing out perceived spots with vigor and 

delicacy. When the guests came, she greeted them cheerfully; during 

dinner, she listened attentively. Once halfway through the meal I got 

bored and snuck up beside her and whispered in her ear that I wanted 
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to go to my room. She seemed at first not to hear. I made a face of 

impatience and poked her arm. Finally, she turned. She was smiling 

the same smile as the one she wore throughout dinner, but was gazing at 

me as though I were some stranger’s child. Her smile and her gaze were 

kind and polite as one would expect, but there was no familiarity in them. 

I stepped back, and my eyes dropped to her hands, hidden under the table. 

She had balled up a crimson cloth napkin in her hands, and was tearing it 

to shreds. Her hands ripped at the shreds, balling up the pieces, clawing them 

savagely. Just then around the table everyone laughed at someone’s joke and 

her fingers tensed; she looked up, alert, and laughed too, just a half-breath 

later, as she ripped off another bloody piece, testament to the violent desire 

that the room should not suddenly turn and ask something of her. 

So, I knew some things about her without her ever telling me or 

anyone else. I knew that sometimes what she really thought, and meant to 

say, got lost in translation, such that she sometimes didn’t even recognize 

the words coming out of her own mouth. People looked at her like she 

was blowing spit bubbles from her mouth when she tried to ask a 

question. Then she had to suffer their stretched-out, shouted answers. 

Or worse—looking at her as though she were making fun of them when she 

spoke, by denigrating their language. French accents were exotic, English 

accents sophisticated. Not hers; hers they imitated with grunts and 

whines. 

Yet she never let on that it bothered her. Maybe it didn’t bother her after 

a while, since there was nothing she could do about it; maybe she 
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shrugged them off, indulged them just as she would indulge me, smiling 

dismissively, after she finished a phone conversation with   one of my aunts 

in Cantonese and I chanted ching ching cha cha at her because that’s what 

the incomprehensible language sounded like to me. But perhaps all of that 

made her see that people would never be themselves around her. Nice 

ones became mean; smart ones spoke like babies. They talked differently, 

acted differently, became something else besides who they usually were. 

So that’s what she did, too. 

* * * * * 

“So, do you ever—meet anyone in the city?” Ma asked me. 

I had moved to New York when I was 22, and it was shortly after 

that my mother had come to the conclusion that I was finally old 

enough to start dating. Thus every phone conversation we had after that 

would begin with enthusiasms for Amy Tan and eventually come to an 

inevitable pause. Her voice would go high and tight  in an effort to 

suppress the eager anticipation, hoping that I’d open up to her about 

some nice young man I’d come across at a bookstore or in the park. She 

tried so hard to be offhand about it and failed so spectacularly I would 

have laughed if it had been someone else—or if I’d read it in a book. 

“I meet lots of people,” I yawned. “It’s a big city. I couldn’t not meet 

them if I tried.” Which, of course, was a bit of a lie that even she probably 

saw through, even if the double negative had her stymied for a moment. 

“You—not meeting people?”  

“I do, Ma. I do meet people.”  
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“So…ever meet some boy?” 

“Maaaa,” I bleated. “‘Some boy?’ I’m not looking for a date to    the 

prom.” 

“Not for the prom; for whatever—for a friend, for talking. Do you 

find anybody?” 

“I know a lot of people and I go out a lot and I do a lot of things. End of 

story.” Of course, none of that was completely true, and lying made me 

sound needlessly defensive. I tried to act like my anger was simply a 

response to her nosiness, the normal reaction to a delving parent. It was 

more than that, though. It was because, as at that long-ago dinner party, 

she had suddenly become someone else, and expected me to do the same, 

expected us to have a completely different relationship than the one I’d 

recognized and accepted. 

“Why you think what I am asking is so bad?” she said, her voice quickly 

becoming armor. “I just want to know that you are OK there. Happy with 

things. So you aren’t always by yourself these days.” 

But I’d always been by myself. I looked at the little holes in the phone 

receiver, wondering if they were sensitive enough to pick up things that 

weren’t said. What was funny about all this wasn’t the fact that I became 

exactly like her. It was that she hadn’t recognized it in me until now. 

So I found it laughable that she would suddenly try to create some 

kind of belated parental intimacy with me out of nothing. It was a bitter 

sort of laughableness, though—and, I admit, an unkind one. We had never 

once talked about loneliness in all those years, and I resented her silence 
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then as much as I resented her intrusion now. Hearing the pleading in 

her voice, the wish for heartfelt revelations upon which she could bestow 

gentle maternal wisdom, a cold whisper in my head answered her: no, it ’s 

too late for that now. 

But I didn’t say it. As exasperated as I felt when she gave me the third 

degree on my social life, or regaled me with stories of breaking the neck, 

plucking the feathers, and pulling the innards of a scrawny chicken 

meant to feed all nine members of her family, I never stopped her. That, 

to me, was our story. There were things hidden and unexplained between us 

and separately within us that could never be spoken in any language or 

written in a book. We always knew they were there, though, no matter how 

we might fail in delivering to each other what we wanted at the moment. 

So we said nothing for a while. Then finally Ma said, “You see Amy Tan 

come out with another book? All her books are best-seller. All about 

Chinese mothers and daughters—really, really good. Her mother, I think 

she must be always so proud.” 

“Yeah—unless her mother didn’t care for the way she was 

depicted.” 

“Oh no, Amy Tan is very respectful writer. She don’t say the bad, only say 

true.” 

“Sure, Ma. Only true.”
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The Boat 
 
 
 
 

“My father is building a boat,” I told Roxanne.  We were on the tire 

swings in the backyard; an electric saw whined from the other side of 

the house. 

“Not!” Roxanne yelled, kicking at my tire. “You lie, Miranda.” Roxanne 

was my best friend. I wanted to remind her that my father had built 

the swings, but then anyone could do that. A boat is something else 

entirely—something not everyone’s father could build. “He is,” I 

insisted. 

At that moment, I heard my father turn off the saw. We weren’t 

supposed to go in the garage when he was working, but now that he’d  

stopped, it seemed all right. We jumped from the swings and crept 

around the side of the house. 

“What are you doing, Mr. McGee?”  

“I’m building a boat, Roxanne.” 

Sweet vindication. A Christmastime thrill surged through me, even 

though it was the middle of summer; at that moment my dearest wish had 

come true, and I opened my mouth to sing out with a victorious, sneering, 

“See?” But my mother was also in the garage, standing with her arms 

folded before her, and I closed my mouth. Whenever I said “see?” that 
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way to my friends, in her presence, she always scolded me: it was rude 

and impolite, my friends were my guests, and what kind of hostess was I? 

My mother was from China; she seemed to think every kind of behavior 

was rude. Being scolded for saying “see” in such a situation struck me as 

insanely unfair, like denying me a dessert promised if I ate certain 

unsavory vegetables. 

But you didn’t mess with Ma when she looked the way she did just 

then. I didn’t know what she had been about to say before Roxanne and I 

got there, but I knew my mother hated the boat. She often looked at it 

as though it were some foul-smelling stray dog my father had brought 

home. 

The boat was my father’s latest project. He’d started it after he’d lost the 

election. He’d run in the election after he’d quit his job—“on moral 

grounds,” as he put it to my mother. I didn’t know what that meant, and 

by the way she frowned, I could tell she didn’t either. It was one of those 

phrases my father used. The city planning commission acted in an 

“unethical fashion”; they had been “siphoning funds”; they were 

“unquestionably corrupt.” So he resigned and ran for city council of 

Windward Oahu and lost. He wasn’t upset; they’d run a good, clean race, 

he said, and it couldn’t be helped if the winning candidate had deeper 

pockets—had probably spent more on liquor at his campaign parties than 

my father had spent on his entire campaign. This, according to my father, 

anyway. The gist was, he lost, he was looking for work, and, of much more 

interest to me, he was building a boat. 
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My father was a big believer in self-reliance. Some of the things  he 

instituted at our house as a result of this belief were practical; we grew 

much of our own produce in the back yard, for example, and my mother had 

sewn most of our clothes. Some things were anachronistic, remnants of a 

time before television (before electricity, it would seem to me later in life) 

when people entertained in their evening hours by reading aloud or 

giving musical recitals or enacting scenes from plays. We did all that, 

and more. Evenings in summer found us playing a board game that my 

father had invented, one based on Monopoly, only instead of being 

greedy, opportunistic developers, the players were city planners (ethical, 

non-corrupt ones). “The object is to create the ideal balanced community,” 

he explained, showing us the paraphernalia he’d crudely fashioned. 

“When you land on a square, you have to decide whether you think the 

project depicted would be worth developing based on the specified 

parameters.” I was nine and had no idea what he was talking about, but 

played along   just as my mother did, relieved when it seemed that she was 

just as perplexed as I. 

(My father had even sent a prototype to Milton Bradley, suggesting 

that it might be an interesting and educational addition to their current 

board game offerings. He received a letter informing  him that, regretfully, 

they could not consider any ideas from outside sources—could not even 

read his synopsis; a firm policy. Far from being disappointed, though, he 

seemed amused, just as he would when he lost the election. “This way I 

can’t sue them if they should come up with a similar game themselves,” 
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he explained with a grin. “Well,   it’s their loss. Shall we play again?”) 

Every part of our house reflected his do-it-yourself ethic. Paintings my 

mother had done back in art school were the only wall decorations, the 

frames of which he had crafted himself. He turned the garage into a small 

home workshop so he could construct our furniture. Navigating around 

the living room, we were constantly bumping into bulky chairs and rough-

edged tables, re-bruising the same spots on our bodies week after week. 

And then, of course, there was the boat. 

It sat in the middle of the garage on a bed of newspapers, sticky with 

thick green paint. It was about the size of my old plastic kiddie pool, in 

permanent storage nearby, though more boat-shaped than pool-shaped. 

Not much more, though. Books on carpentry and sailing stood propped 

open on his worktable, but the design, he explained proudly, was his very 

own. 

“Are you finished with it?” I asked. 

“Just about. I’m working on the mast right now. When it’s done,  I 

thought I’d take it over to Kualoa to test it out—and you ladies are both 

invited. Have you been out sailing before, Roxanne?” he asked. 

“Oh yes, Mr. McGee. Plenty times. My uncle owns a yacht.” 

My father smiled and nodded at her. He probably believed Roxanne, 

because she was always so polite when adults were around. I, however, 

knew better. 

There were three things I knew for certain about Roxanne Park: she was 

my best friend, she always told lies, and she never got caught. She was too 
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smart for that, or too lucky. As a result, everything was more interesting 

when Roxanne was around because she always made things up. The trees we 

climbed, for example, weren’t just trees—they were Disneyland trees, as she 

called them. She would invent amusement park ride names for each 

branch—“This one is the loop-de-loop-around,” she’d yell, swinging 

and bouncing on a supple limb. “This one is the tightrope rollercoaster,” 

and she’d leap onto a sturdier but twisty branch and skip across it with 

arms outstretched. 

“See that island out there?” she once said when we were at Kualoa 

beach. “That’s the fossil of a humongous dinosaur. It got stuck in lava 

and tried to cool off in the ocean but died. My grampa’s an 

architecturalist”—I think she meant archeologist—“and he dug the fossil 

up. He’s famous.” I had actually believed her until I heard a similar story 

told in our Hawaiian history class at school: according  to ancient legend, 

it was the tail of a giant lizard that fought with a powerful goddess and 

lost. Either way, though, it was a good story. With Roxanne, an island wasn’t 

an island, it was a dinosaur fossil. The trees were Disneyland, and her uncle 

owned a yacht. I loved it. That was why we were best friends. 

But not everything I did that summer with Roxanne was fun. A short 

time after Roxanne saw the boat, for example, there was Vacation Bible 

School. It was a one-week “camp,” as they called it (though you never left 

town and there wasn’t much camp-like about it); it met for two hours 

each afternoon so that kids could read the Bible and talk about God and 

become better Christians, which would have been pretty hard for me since 
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I wasn’t sure I was one in the first place. Roxanne’s parents were making 

her go, so Roxanne invited me, and in the same way Roxanne couldn’t 

defy her parents, I couldn’t say no to her, even though up until that point 

in my life I’d never set foot   in a church except for one Catholic mass 

I’d attended with another  friend. (Roxanne authoritatively assured me 

“that doesn’t count”). 

I really didn’t want to go, despite being such friends with Roxanne. 

Religion seldom came up in my life, but when it did, it always made me 

confused and uncomfortable. “Christianity has enslaved more people than 

it has ever saved,” my father would say conversationally at dinnertime. 

“Religion gives the weak-minded an unfounded sense of strength, when 

really it’s only making them weaker  and more subservient.” My mother 

often hushed him when he talked   like that. “What’s wrong?” he would 

protest. “She needs to understand these ideas now before she makes the 

same mistakes I almost made.” “She” in this case meant me; the mistakes 

had something to do with the fact that he had once long ago been on his 

way to becoming a Baptist minister for his hometown church. I’d heard 

him tell my mother this once, but it seemed so unlikely I didn’t see how 

it could be true. Ministers didn’t build boats, did they? 

All of this led me to believe that he would certainly say no when   I 

asked to go to Bible Camp. Much to my surprise, he said, “Sure, that’s 

fine.” My mother and I stared at him. “There are some lessons we all must 

learn for ourselves,” he added by way of explanation. Now I switched my 

strategy and looked over to Ma for support, but she  was still staring at 
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my father in a peculiar way. It occurred to me that   what my father had 

just said was almost exactly what he’d said after the election: “If nothing 

else, it was a learning experience.” But my mother didn’t see it that way. 

According to Ma, the Chinese version of the aphorism was that if at first 

you don’t succeed, there must be a reason. And if the reason you failed 

is that you never had a chance of succeeding, then don’t waste your time 

trying again; try something   else where you have a chance at success. She, 

unlike my father, did not believe in failing nobly and calling it a learning 

experience. 

But she didn’t come to my defense just then; instead, she only said, 

“Go with your friend. Be polite. Have fun.” 

It wasn’t the least bit fun. Roxanne and I and a dozen other children 

our age would go to a blue-and-white striped tent pitched outside 

Roxanne’s church and meet with a pleasant young woman named Miss 

Margie who wore pretty flowered dresses and smiled warmly and asked 

frightening, mind-boggling questions. “If you’re nice to someone only 

because you want them to give you something, is that being a good 

Christian?” “If someone tells you they believe something that’s different 

from what you believe, what should you do?” “Is it wrong to love some 

people more than others?” Sometimes she’d throw us an easy question—

“When does God love you?” “Always!” came the shouts of those in the 

know, which was everyone but me—only to lob a toughie right after that. 

“Which kind of lie is worse, the lie you tell others or the lie you tell 

yourself?” 
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To that came eager cries of “Others!” Some children yelled back, 

“Yourself!” figuring this was the less obvious choice and so Miss Margie 

must have been trying to trick us. “Others!” the first group aggressively 

roared back. 

They debated the issue back and forth in this manner until Miss Margie 

uttered those dreaded words: “Let’s hear what some other children have 

to say.” All of my school-ensconced life I hated when the teacher said those 

words. A torrent of anxious thoughts rushed through my head: Leave me 

alone, lady; why can’t you be satisfied letting little Johnny answer every 

question? He’s starved for attention, and if you give it to him, he’ll be 

less likely to push some kid off the jungle gym at recess. I like you, I like 

your class, I’ve done my homework, and I’m not a moron, so please, leave 

me alone. 

But they never left me alone. “Miranda, what do you think?” 

Then the eyes on me. All of them. Some children even twisting  to see 

around the heads of others, lest they should miss out on the chance to 

witness someone else’s humiliation. “What do you think, dear—is it the 

lie you tell others or the lie you tell yourself?” 

At that moment, I thought, for some reason, of Roxanne’s telephone. 

She’d once told me she had a phone in her room, which made my mouth 

gape with unabashed envy, just as she’d desired. When I finally saw her 

room for the first time, I excitedly asked, “Where’s your phone?” She 

looked at me as though I’d said, “Where’s your spaceship?” “What phone?” 

she said, and then, as though bored with the conversation, led me 
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downstairs to watch TV. 

So it was mainly Roxanne’s phone I thought of—but other, unrelated 

things as well, like the election and the boat and the look on my mother’s 

face when either subject was brought up—when I stammered, “Maybe 

believing…maybe if you believe…” 

Miss Margie’s eyes widened noticeably. “Believing? Believing a lie is 

worse than telling one?” 

Uh oh, I’d done it now. I’d said something wrong. You’d think I’d have 

been more careful after Catholic mass. I’d gone one time with my friend 

Lucy Gomez, and all the things she’d told me about— scary nuns, 

violent stained-glass images of Jesus being tortured, a  little room where 

they made you confess—all turned out to be true. And, of course, 

Roxanne’s description of her own church had made Catholic mass seem 

like Disneyland. What was pretty Miss Margie going to do to me? I 

hadn’t seen any little rooms within Roxanne’s church; maybe they were 

all underground, where churchgoers wouldn’t have to hear the screams. 

Eyes were still on me, unblinking. And then Roxanne came to my 

rescue. “She doesn’t understand the question,” she said, and I exhaled audibly, 

grateful and furious. Furious because now she’d made me look like an idiot, 

but grateful because that was preferable to being so publicly wrong. 

Miss Margie brightly said, “Oh!” and restated her question six different 

ways so that dummies like me would understand; it took the rest of the 

hour and was boring enough to put the geckos in the   corners of the tent 

to sleep. I don’t remember exactly what the answer turned out to be—
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something safe like “all lies are bad, no matter who  you tell them to”—but 

I no longer cared. No one was looking at me; that’s what mattered. Of 

course, at the end of the day when we had prayers, Miss Margie added 

a fervent prayer, aloud, that the Lord might grant poor Miranda 

understanding, but thankfully our heads were down and our eyes were 

closed so nobody looked up at hearing my name again connected to 

something shameful. 

Near the end of summer, the boat was ready to be launched; we took it 

to Kualoa on a muggy Saturday in August. The boat, in all   its tub-like 

glory, bobbed gently at the edge of the water; my father sat at the rudder 

while Roxanne and I piled in. My mother watched from the shore. The 

boat was too small for more than three people,  so she let the guest have 

the first ride. My father made Roxanne and me wear bright orange life 

vests—it was the law, he said, even though Roxanne assured him she was an 

excellent swimmer. This happened to be true; I’d seen her effortless laps 

at the community pool, but Roxanne embellished even when there was no 

need to. “My daddy’s goin’ let me swim to Maui next year,” she informed 

me. 

Initially the boat seemed to be a success. It floated, after all, and 

didn’t let any water in; in fact, Roxanne and I impatiently began reaching 

over the sides to splash each other. It was aggravating being so close to 

water and remaining hot and dry. “Girls, please stop that,” my father said. 

“I need you to keep still, OK? I don’t want the jib to swing around and 

hit you.” 
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We stopped splashing, but soon got bored. We were eager to get to 

the lizard tail island, but after twenty minutes in the boat   we were 

no closer. After another twenty minutes, my father headed back to the 

shore and let us off. “Why don’t you kids go for a swim? It’s too hot to 

be out of the water,” he said. He looked over at my mother. “Grace, will 

you watch the girls? I’m going to try this solo   for a while.” My mother 

nodded her head; she was staring fixedly  at the lizard tail island, but 

less, it seemed, because she found it as   fascinating as Roxanne and I did, 

and more to avoid looking at him and the boat. 

We threw off our life vests and jumped into the water, but it was as 

still and dull as a bath, and the sand was covered with slimy seaweed. 

“Lanikai beach is more better,” said Roxanne, picking up a clump of 

seaweed with her toes and draping it in her hair like a glamorous wig. 

“My daddy’s buying a house in Lanikai. I get horses to ride.” 

I listened to Roxanne talk about the horses she was going to ride on 

the beach, trying not to act too interested. That might have been the polite, 

“hostess” thing to do, but I didn’t want her to think I was jealous. I wasn’t 

jealous; I was annoyed, because I knew she was lying. Or at least I was 

pretty sure she must have been lying; there  still was the chance that 

this was the one time she was telling the truth and that if I called her 

on it, I would hear from other friends of ours about the great party 

Roxanne threw at her beach house and how everyone went horseback 

riding on the beach and why wasn’t I there? (Oops, Miranda wasn’t 

invited.) Anyway, Roxanne was my best friend; I shouldn’t want her to 
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be humiliated by being caught in a lie, the way I’d been humiliated in that 

Vacation Bible School fiasco. It occurred to me that nobody knew what a 

tremendous friend I was to Roxanne; everyone seemed to think I was the 

lucky one. I felt like dragging my mother over as a witness—see? I am 

being a good hostess, I’m listening to her tell stories about horses on the 

beach without  a word of doubt, even though I got burned about the 

telephone. I looked over at my mother, but she hadn’t moved from where she 

was standing, her eyes fixed on the boat. 

The boat, I could see now, was a disaster. It was impossible to  steer. 

When my father tried to turn it, it went straight. Then it would suddenly 

veer, for no reason, in a random direction, while my father struggled to 

correct its yaw. The sail did not billow majestically but rather flopped and 

twitched. It looked like someone had hoisted a  bedsheet over my old 

kiddie pool. Finally, my father jumped out of   the boat—the water only 

went up to his chest; he hadn’t gotten more than 30 yards from the 

shore—and began to push the boat back to land. 

“This is boring, let’s go play on the trees,” said Roxanne, and once 

again I felt like she’d saved me from something, even if I wasn’t sure what 

it was. She ran off and I followed her, though I knew we should have asked 

my mother’s permission first; she was strict about always telling her where 

I was going. At the moment, however, she didn’t seem to notice me at 

all. I joined Roxanne on a Disneyland tree, only this time she said it 

was a jungle in Africa teeming with wildlife, and we slithered over 

branches like snakes and hung upside down like monkeys. After swaying 
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wildly on her branch, Roxanne suddenly swung herself right side up. 

“Look,” she said, “your parents   are fighting.” 

“Not. You lie.” My parents never fought in public; I knew this for   

certain. Still, anything Roxanne said had enough power to make me 

double-check my version of reality, so I swung over onto her branch and 

took a peek in their direction. 

They were standing by the boat, which my father had pushed clear of 

the water and which now lay on the sand at an undignified tilt. I couldn’t 

make out what they were saying; their voices weren’t raised, but I could 

tell that Roxanne was right. My father had his hands on his hips; he 

kept shaking his head and sighing while my mother spoke. My mother 

folded her arms before her, then suddenly threw them up over her head, 

then folded them tightly back again. The only thing I heard clearly was 

one brief question my mother asked, when she turned away from him 

and the boat: “How can I ever believe you?” 

“See?” Roxanne whispered, though there was little chance of them 

hearing us. “My momma always calls my dad a liar when they fight. She 

goes ‘lyingsonofabitch’ and he goes ‘shutupgoddamnit’ and they start 

screaming li’dat—like they gone crazy.” 

My mother wasn’t screaming, though, and she couldn’t really be calling 

him a liar. My father hated lies. Religion was lies, he said, so we had none. 

The closest he ever came to hitting me, I think, was once when I was 

caught telling a lie. It was such a small thing—saying I was busy with 

homework when I was really watching TV, the kind of lie Roxanne could 
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pull off in her sleep—but he stood with his nose an inch away from 

mine and said, almost hissing, “We don’t lie in this family.” 

So why did my mother say that to him just then? It’s taken me   a long 

time to figure it out, but I know now it’s because he did lie, in a way. He 

told her life would be great in Hawaii when he took that new job. He 

ended up quitting on moral grounds. He told her he wanted to run for 

office because he could really make some changes. He didn’t win. He told 

her he was building a boat because he thought  it would be a useful 

experience. It wasn’t. There were probably other things I didn’t know about, 

too—things he had told her when they   got married, or even things he 

had told himself long before that. 

So which was worse, lying to her or lying to himself? Telling the  lies, 

or believing them? I looked out at the boat and instantly knew what the 

answer was: truth. The truth was my father didn’t have a  job, he’d lost 

the election, and the boat he made wouldn’t sail. And truth turned out to 

be worse than any lie, told or believed: it wasn’t as interesting, and it still 

didn’t get us anywhere. 

“When my parents fight, my dad goes like this.” Roxanne jumped from the 

tree and picked up a large branch. She began to thrash violently at the air 

with it. “Yaaaa! Take that, stupid chick!” 

I was sure Roxanne was lying again. I could not picture her father 

actually getting up out of his recliner to attack her mother with a tree; 

the only thing I’d ever seen him do at Roxanne’s house was drink 

Primo and watch NFL games. But I had a choice: I could sit and watch 
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my parents fight, or I could join Roxanne. And, as I said, everything was 

always more interesting with Roxanne around, even if she fooled me once in 

a while. Besides, as I’d discovered, being fooled wasn’t always such a bad 

thing. I picked up another branch. “Yaaaa!” I screamed, in perfect 

imitation of her. 

“Yaaaa!” she screamed back, and we both charged forward.
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Puzzles and Presents 
 
 
 
 

For years, I was small. Always the shortest in the class, always in 

the front row for photo day, my runtiness exposed to the world—plus 

I suffered freckles and pudgy cheeks as well. In short, I was doomed well 

into adolescence to look “cute.” Not cute the way boys said it: “Cute, that 

girl over there.” Not cute the way girls said it: “So cute, your outfit!” Cute the 

way adults said it. “Miranda is  just so cute!” They never said it to me, always 

to my parents, usually  my mother. They inevitably followed it with “She 

must have grown an inch since I last saw her!” and “She’s almost all grown 

up!” And my mother would always, always say, “Yes. She’s a big girl now.” 

Even then, I knew that a real “big girl” was one who was never called a “big 

girl.” I hated being small, hated people’s patronizing comments, but  I 

hated my mother’s smiling pronouncement most of all—as though her 

words alone were responsible for stunting my growth. 

The result of my prolonged childhood was that each Christmas and 

birthday I could look forward to the usual array of insulting gifts from 

relatives and friends who, because they lived so far away and barely kept 

in touch with us, had no idea how old I was and seemed   to think the laws 

of annual aging didn’t apply to me, or else did keep in touch with us and 

still thought those laws passed me over. And so   it went, every year: Frilly 

sundresses printed with huge, brightly hued flowers. T-shirts silk-screened 
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with giant smiley faces or bunny rabbits. (Something about being small 

seemed to suggest to people that the clothes I wore should have great big 

designs on them to compensate, perhaps, for my own lack of presence in 

the world.) One Christmas, from a close family friend, the most 

humiliating gift imaginable to me at the time: a little girl’s camisole, slip, 

and panty set, in shiny white polyester edged in pink lace, with big pink 

strawberries all over. “Oh, how cute!” my mother exclaimed, holding the 

items up. “So useful too.” This time I felt lucky that our family gathering 

was its usual   three; if there had been others present, I’d have folded myself 

up into  the gift box and quietly died of shame. 

Luckily, at least in my view, ours was a family of just three, and seldom 

was that number augmented for any holidays, special occasions or events. 

Both of my parents had always been loners with wanderlust, exiling 

themselves from their kin and hometowns, coming from opposite ends of 

the globe to meet here in Hawaii. Sometimes when I felt the need for self-

pity, I would envy friends their large, close-knit families, the raucous 

gatherings they enjoyed; my own family was just me and my parents, on 

holidays, on birthdays, every day. But of course, these longings were 

idealized; in truth, I didn’t like any of my relatives on either side. On 

my father’s side, they all seemed very old and very haole—socks worn 

with sandals, gluey-white skin snaked with veins, funny ways of shaping 

their words and phrases. I was embarrassed to be seen with them, and 

acted as much (dragging feet, rolling eyes) until my mother yanked my 

arm and told me to stop it. I couldn’t help it, though. Meals were especially 



  Puzzles and Presents 
 
 

 
61  

agonizing; my father insisted on taking them places to try the “local 

cuisine” despite the slightly hostile looks we sometimes got from the locals 

eating said cuisine, and the relatives ate their food the same way they 

tried to pronounce their food—slowly, tentatively,   bemused, then amused, as 

though the idea that people would actually eat food like this all the time was 

endlessly funny. And those names! Moo-goo-guy-pan. Ya-key-toe-ree. Ma-la-

sa-da. Pee-pee-cow-la. They laughed harder when my father earnestly 

corrected their pronunciation, whether at him or at themselves I wasn’t 

sure. They didn’t speak much to me; when they did, they strung out their 

sentences like those silly monosyllables. What-grade-are-you-in-Mi-ran-

da? Oh-you-are-a-big-big-girl-now! 

On my mother’s side, everyone spoke only Cantonese. There is   no 

frustration like suddenly hearing your name spoken in the middle of a 

barrage of foreign words, then another sentence or two, and then  a burst 

of laughter, everyone’s eyes on you. What were they saying? I always 

wanted to know but was too proud to ask. 

This is why I actually dreaded my Chinese grandmother’s first and only 

visit. She arrived the September I started junior high, and    she came with 

one of my aunts, I forget which; there were so many  of them and their 

Chinese names were hard to remember while their English names were 

unmemorable months or generic flowers, easily mixed up. An older 

Chinese woman and a middle-aged Chinese woman, both resembling my 

mother, both complete strangers to me, they were just passing through 

from Hong Kong to Toronto. They dressed like people “just passing 
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through,” from one urban destination to another: expensive clothing 

wholly inappropriate for the tropics, anvil-heavy cases of make-up, too much 

gaudy jewelry. They were staying at the Ala Moana, a hotel that usually 

housed prosperous Japanese businessmen. On those rare occasions 

when the McGees, my father’s relatives, came out from rural 

Pennsylvania, they stayed with us; on the even rarer occasions when my 

mother’s many extended family members came, they stayed in a hotel. I 

don’t know whose idea that was—whether my mother was too proud to 

let them see too much of her life, whether the relatives were too proud to 

give the impression that they wanted to save money by staying with us 

for free, or whether that was just the way things were. I didn’t think much 

about it at the time; mostly I was just glad it meant I didn’t have to clean 

my room and give it up for the guests, sleeping all week   on an old futon 

in my parents’ room. They were just passing through; I hardly had to see 

them at all, which was fine, because it seemed  I would have nothing 

to say to them, nor them to me. As soon as everyone was stuffed in the 

car, all English ceased. 

My father didn’t seem to mind that he had no part of the 

conversation, humming softly to himself as he chauffeured his wife’s 

family around, but then being the driver at least gave him a certain control 

over the situation. Me, I was stuck sitting in the back with the suitcases, 

listening to the incomprehensible words, hoping not to hear my name. To 

my relief, not much was said that seemed to concern me. My mother and 

her sister spoke animatedly, perhaps about old times or mutual 
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acquaintances; the grandmother interjected occasionally and briefly; no 

one acknowledged my existence—except once. Just once, when my mother 

and the aunt were laughing about something, the grandmother reached 

into a shopping bag at her feet, turned around to me, and handed me two 

packages in gold wrapping paper. She smiled faintly and nodded at me, 

and when I took the boxes with a shy, uncertain “thank you” (I knew the 

words in Cantonese, or at least could mimic their sounds, but was too 

tongue-tied at the moment to utter them) she nodded again and turned 

back to rejoin the conversation. The whole thing surprised me, but 

pleased  me as well—no calling everyone’s attention to watch me open 

my   gifts and make sure I showed proper enthusiasm and appreciation, 

no matter how humiliating those gifts were. And yet, though I was dying 

to open the boxes, I knew my mother would want me to wait until later. 

“Look. Grandma gave me a present,” I said as soon as we finally  got home. 

I was shy again about using this intimate term on someone so unfamiliar 

to me, but eager to open my gifts. 

My mother came immediately from the kitchen where she was making 

tea—“Oh?” Her voice sounded chilled. My father peered over at me as 

well. They stood there looking as though it were the strangest thing that 

anyone would give me a gift. “Well?” I added impatiently. “Can I open 

them?” No one said anything, so I tore into the gold paper, trying to be 

neat but failing and then simply clawing it away. 

In the tall box was a bottle of perfume—an elegant, frosted glass vial 

holding pale amber liquid capped by an intricately curved stopper. I held 
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it as though it were a bottle of pale brown jewels. In the flat box—I 

nearly squealed with delight—I found a black velvet purse beaded with 

silver and gold sequins. Actually this was more of   an evening bag than an 

ordinary, functional purse; it was small and dainty, and instead of big, broad 

straps to go over your shoulder, there was only a slender chord for your wrist. 

I stared at my gifts with wide eyes. They were impractical and costly; they were 

the most wonderful things I’d ever seen, and I couldn’t believe they were 

mine. No one ever gave me things like that. Finally, real, adult things. Not 

dumbed-down versions, not fake Barbie perfume or a Holly Hobbie purse. 

No smiley faces, strawberries, sunflowers or bunny rabbits. 

I had almost forgotten that my parents were there until my mother 

quietly reached over and picked up the purse. I looked up at her, excited 

and even a little triumphant—See? This is a real present. None of that little-

girl stuff. Don’t you see? But my mother didn’t look at me. She held the 

purse and stared at it as though she wasn’t sure what it was—as though 

she’d never seen a purse that wasn’t a cavernous tan polyester model from 

Penney’s, I thought sourly. That was mean, I knew, feeling instantly contrite; 

just because she was practical didn’t mean she had no taste, after all. Still, 

I’d never received a gift like this from her or anyone else. Finally she put the 

purse down and spoke. 

“I keep for you, OK, Miranda? Until you ready to use. Very good quality, 

these gifts, very expensive. You want to keep nice, so it doesn’t gets mess up.” 

She seemed to be fumbling with her English more than usual, which 

only increased my frustration. I should have known   she was going to say 
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that; of course she’d never let me have the only really good gifts I’d ever 

gotten from anyone outside the immediate family. Of course she’d never 

let me have anything real. 

I pouted, but went unnoticed; my mother’s mind seemed elsewhere and 

my father had slipped quietly into his reading chair with a book, though 

he too appeared distracted, so without a word I left my gifts and went 

back to my room to sulk. It seemed to me that my mother wanted to 

keep me a child forever. Of course, a lot of my friends saw their parents 

this way too, but with my mother, I felt, there was more to it. In art class 

at school we were always making gifts for our parents for Mother’s Day, 

Father’s Day, Valentine’s, Easter, Christmas. If I presented her with a 

lumpy clay figurine or a paste-gobbed collage, there were no exclamations 

over my genius, no vows to buy me a kiln or an easel for my birthday to 

cultivate my talents, not even a proud placement of the piece on a 

bookshelf or dining table, not centrally affixed to refrigerator or hallway. 

She would merely smile and say, “You keep it for me, Miranda.” She seemed 

to have no time, no need, for childish things; those things were reserved  for 

me, for the foreseeable future. 

I sprawled on my bed and sighed heavily a couple of times, though 

I did fully realize the absurdity of these dramatics. On the third sigh I 

stopped mid-exhale because I heard my mother speaking in that tight, 

strained voice, the voice she used when she was about   to start yelling. I 

turned out my light and got into bed; it would be another typical evening 

of fighting. But abruptly I sat straight up: I realized that they were talking 
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about me—about my gifts. 

“Look at this.” My mother. “Look. Expensive. I never own anything this 

expensive my whole life. She spend all this money on a child. A 

child!” 

I ground my teeth, felt like shouting out right then and there,   I am 

not a child! Suddenly, a sharp slap, like a hand smacking a face.   I jumped. 

I realized she had just flung the box holding my precious beaded purse 

onto the table. I waited for it to be followed by the explosion of 

shattering glass, then the burst of synthetic floral scent. I waited  for her 

to destroy my precious bottle of adult perfume, my gift from grandma. 

I should have known better. My mother had a temper but she was 

in all things practical. She’d have to eat too much of her own anger 

cleaning up the mess she made throwing the perfume, so she refrained. 

Instead, she hissed: “Why she do this?” 

“You know why, Grace,” my father answered. “To rub your nose  in it. 

She takes your money—she’s always taken your money—but wants to 

show you that she isn’t a charity case. She’ll do with that money 

whatever she pleases. She’s still the head of the household. She’s still the 

grand dame.” 

My mother said nothing. After a while I heard her go out the screen 

door—jerking it open but then catching it with her hand with   a soft thud 

and easing it back into the doorframe. She wanted to slam it, I knew. She 

thought I was sleeping and didn’t want to wake me. 

I knew so little about my mother’s side of the family that most  of 
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what I’d heard made only a vague amount of sense to me. I knew my 

mother and her siblings all chipped in to pay for their mother’s stay in an 

expensive, prestigious retirement home in Canada. They divided the 

exorbitant cost seven equal ways, and my mother paid her share all out of her 

own pocket, never asking my father for a single dollar. Several of her 

sisters had married wealthy, and the amount couldn’t have been a terrible 

strain on their household budgets, yet they complained constantly about it 

to my mother, who shrugged off   their complaints and dutifully wrote her 

check. Yet this seemed more  like a beef with her siblings and not her 

mother. It didn’t explain her reaction to my gifts. 

“Your mother’s had a hard life,” my father would tell me when I   was a 

few years older. He would try to explain why she wasn’t around   as much 

anymore, why she was so busy working at the restaurant that    she didn’t 

have time for PTA meetings or piano recitals. How my mother’s hard 

life had any relation to her missing my performance   of Scott Joplin’s 

“The Entertainer”—well, the connection was mostly lost in me, mostly 

because I didn’t care. 

I didn’t roll my eyes or sigh exaggeratedly, but I did look away when he 

spoke. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I’d heard it all before. Hard life. Hard 

times. Poverty, war, struggling and strife. This time, though, he added 

something that got my attention. “You don’t know anything about your 

grandmother. And what she did to your mother.” Immediately I locked 

my eyes on his. What had she done? What horrible tortures had she 

inflicted? “Even I don’t know the whole story. Grace never wants to talk 
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about it.” He sighed, and it seemed that he wasn’t going to talk about 

it any further either. 

I only learned the full story in bits and pieces over many years. Some 

came from my father; some I had to guess; none came from her. Who 

knows how accurate my father’s version was—he had a tendency, I 

knew even then, to make my mother out to be some kind of plucky little 

heroine beset by adversity but somehow always soldiering on, a depiction 

that might have been largely true but ended up being patronizing, even 

if he intended it to be flattering. Who knows how accurate my own 

guesses were? And yet, a lot of it did seem to fit. 

She was definitely not the kind of grandmother Norman Rockwell 

would have painted. First of all, she was tall. Tall for a Chinese woman, 

certainly, but also tall in general—and not willowy tall, but athletic tall, 

basketball tall. She played basketball in school, in fact. She was quite the 

tomboy. A Chinese tomboy! Also religiously devout, at least vocally, 

singing hymns and reciting Bible verses in both English and Cantonese with 

a booming voice that might have frightened an ambivalent churchgoer 

into fervent devotion. Also an avid gambler. And here’s where I 

understand my mother comes in. 

Her father was a fairly well-off merchant, not rich but “comfortable,” 

as people today might say of themselves (while everyone around them 

would roll their eyes and think, rich). When he died— young Grace was in 

her early teens—he left his widow with seven children but a good sum 

of money to support them. Within a few years, Grace’s mother had 
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gambled nearly all of it away playing mah jong. (Mah jong! I smirked 

when I heard it. Wasn’t that a game for the retirement home set, played 

on a rickety card table with folding chairs, a bowl of unsalted peanuts 

passed between rounds? Were there really Vegas-like mah jong casinos 

in Hong Kong? Did grandma throw tips at passing waiters for gin drinks 

while staring poker-faced at her tiles before upping the ante? Did 

Wayne Newton play  Hong Kong? But I could tell the serious stuff was 

coming, so I tried to curb my snickering thoughts.) 

The result of all this was that Grace, the oldest child, had to quit school 

and take care of the family during those years when her mother was never 

around. Then just when the youngest was old enough not to need constant 

supervising, Grace had to go out and find work. The family needed money. 

Grace would provide it. 

She worked. She saved. She continued to see to the household needs. 

She had a secret project, too: a stash of money reserved solely for the 

youngest child, Rose—Grace’s favorite, fifteen years younger than she 

was, a bright, pretty girl who thought for a long time that Grace was her 

real mother—so that Rose could go to college. There was a second secret, 

too: she had arranged for sponsors in America. She could finally leave 

home. The first secret she told only Rose. The   second she kept from everyone 

(though Rose had suspected it when she was told the first secret, and 

tried hard not to cry or blab) until  just about the week she left. Then she 

told her mother. 

Grace’s mother said nothing, wouldn’t even glance in her direction, 
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simply busied herself with everything and nothing for what seemed like 

hours, then finally turned on her daughter the look she reserved for her 

opponents. On the basketball court, at a mah jong table, she looked at 

those standing in her way with a mixture of contempt and cold fury. She 

intimidated everyone; she’d been a good basketball player and even a 

good mah jong player, despite her losses (that’s how much mah jong she 

played, that with her skill she still managed to lose a fortune). With this 

look on her face, she spat three words at Grace, and then nothing more 

for six years: Crazy. Stupid. Selfish. 

Selfish. For wanting a life. Selfish for not giving everything up, only 

almost everything. What did she have to be selfish about? No husband 

or boyfriends, no education, her youth nearly gone, her money going to 

groceries and home repairs and music lessons and textbooks (for 

everyone but her). 

My mother had never been treated like a child. 

A funny thing occurred to me about all those childish presents   I got 

back then. I remember that I had been given a lot of jigsaw puzzles—

“kiddie” puzzles, of course, with huge pieces and no more than 50 of 

them, usually depicting kittens or ponies (and one that had bunnies and 

strawberries)—and after I’d gotten bored putting them together in record 

time, I invented another use for them. I’d go into my closet and shut the 

door, and in the musty dark I’d try to put   the puzzle together by touch 

alone. It worked in as much as it provided a challenge: I could only guess, 

sensing with fingertips, whether the click of tongue to groove was 
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smooth enough and clean enough  to indicate a perfect fit, to suggest 

that I’d found connecting pieces.   I would only ever know when I flung 

open the closet door an hour later whether I’d been successful or if the 

mosaic before me remained a jumbled mess. Well, figuring out Grace 

Chao McGee’s life seemed   at times a lot like my puzzle game. Sometimes 

things seemed to fit well, though I never really knew for sure—and in this 

case, I had no control over opening that door. It might stay closed always. 

* * * * * 

The next morning, the bottle of perfume smashed to the ground. The 

sound of glass breaking is a sharply satisfying one, as though a glass bottle 

holds itself together solely by anxiety, an anxiety that grows tighter and 

tighter until finally it bursts with the sheer relief and release of tension. 

But that was followed by the thick, cloying stench of the perfume, the air 

sticky with it, heavy, suffocating, like guilt. 

It was my father who broke the glass. He had been reaching to water the 

hanging ferns above the dining table and leaned a bit too  far over, losing 

his balance. Awkwardly thrusting his non-watering arm down, he 

knocked the bottle off the table so hard it flew into the kitchen and 

onto the hard tiles, instead of being buffered by the carpet. Unfortunately, 

the liquid within the bottle splashed almost entirely back into the dining 

room and onto that eagerly absorbent carpet. 

I came running out of my room. My mother, who had been preparing 

breakfast in the kitchen, threw one hand up to her nose and   the other 

up above her head in a frustrated gesture. “Why you always   do that when 
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you water? Why you can’t use the footstool so you don’t   be leaning like 

that? Every week, same thing.” 

I stood there staring at the nuggets of glass—the bottle had broken like 

a car window, into thick, jagged puzzle pieces, rather than in shards like a 

drinking glass. My head began to throb from the odor. My lungs felt 

clotted with cotton candy. My father sighed, bowed his head, still 

holding the bright green plastic water pitcher foolishly before him. “I’m 

sorry,” he said. 

He said it to my mother, not to me. It occurred to me that I 

couldn’t remember my parents ever apologizing to me for anything. They 

might have apologized and I simply forgot; the point is that after a 

while, we all seemed to adopt my mother’s view of the word “sorry.” To 

her, it was meaningless to say, “I’m sorry.” People who said it often, like 

my father, still couldn’t change what happened to provoke their apology. 

Others who never said it, like my grandmother, wouldn’t change either. 

What difference did it make? 

So if I went to her now—which I would never do, but if I did— and said, 

“You tried to keep me a child for so long. You have no idea   what it was 

like,” I would never expect her to say “I’m sorry” any more than I would 

expect her to then ask and understand what it was like. Any more than I 

understand what it was like for her. 

My mother said nothing, only began briskly sweeping the broken bottle 

into a dustpan and setting down several rags to absorb   the perfume. 

My father and I stood watching her clean. It was my perfume, and he 
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was the one who broke it, but somehow it seemed inevitable that she’d 

be the one to take action. That was the end of the perfume, and I never saw 

the purse again either for that matter. But sometimes even now when I go 

into that kitchen—or any kitchen—I think I can smell that perfume, the 

stink we could never wash out. It hangs in the air like a memory, like an 

unspoken apology. Even if it isn’t really there, I’ll still believe it is.
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The Leilani Diner 
 
 
 
 

George got the idea of running a restaurant back when he was 

temporarily unemployed and his wife had been working as a short-order 

cook at a diner in downtown Honolulu. The diner was poorly run; the 

owners let the bills pile up to an almost criminal level and were so 

lackadaisical about managing the place that the last cook they’d hired 

before Grace couldn’t make anything more difficult  than toast. George 

chortled whenever his wife told him of the diner’s latest woes. “You should 

manage the place,” he said. “You’re the only person who does any work 

there anyway.” 

“I don’t want to run it,” she said, horrified, as though he’d said she 

should start today. 

“You just don’t think you’re capable of it—but believe me, you are.” 

“No, it’s not—” she struggled to find the words in English, the language 

still elusive to her. “It ’s not what you say. It ’s I don’t want to do it.” 

But George acted as though she were merely underestimating herself. 

He firmly stood by his belief that anything that required so-called experts 

to achieve was really a matter of opening your mind and thinking in new 

ways. When the diner owners announced imminent bankruptcy and 

prepared to put all assets up for sale, George began to come home with 

armloads of library books on restaurant management and accounting. 
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“What kind of restaurant this would be?” she’d asked, because he   so 

obviously wanted her to ask. He had it all worked out, like a sales 

pitch. “We would serve cuisine from around the world,” he said, “including 

your own excellent Chinese cooking, of course, and we’d serve it to both 

locals and tourists at the same time. You see? Locals can enjoy their 

favorite dishes, and tourists can be educated to appreciate the various 

international cuisines.” 

This was the way George McGee’s mind worked: their restaurant 

couldn’t just serve food; it had to be educational as well. The skeptical 

crimp in Grace’s forehead suggested that she disagreed; she was more of 

the opinion that all a restaurant had to do was stay in  business, and any 

restaurant of theirs seemed to have little chance of doing that at the 

moment. Even if it were only a matter of opening their minds, they had 

no money to spare. 

But then just a month later, right around the time the old diner closed its 

doors for good, things changed. George finally got paid for two consulting 

jobs he’d done over the previous year. They had the capital; what’s more, 

because George was once again between jobs, they had the time to get 

started. He saw this as an opportunity not to be missed, and hoped Grace 

would see this as well. 

They bought much of the old diner’s inventory for cheap, but Grace 

wanted and found a different location, one with more foot traffic and 

less rent. “You see?” George said triumphantly. “Your business instincts are 

sound.” They named the diner Leilani because that had already been 



  The Leilani Diner 
 
 

 
76  

painted on the door for the now defunct Leilani Travel Agency, which 

had foolishly set itself up in a space far better suited for food service. Grace 

could have told them they were in the wrong place, so obvious did it seem 

to her. 

The Leilani Diner was a tiny oblong on the corner of Ke’eaumoku    and 

Beretania—big, busy streets of cars and belching busses, all filled with people 

on their way to somewhere else. On the Beretania side it squashed 

against a movie theater that featured odd foreign films, usually Asian, 

often without subtitles. On the Ke’eaumoku side was the florist, a woman 

who seemed to be limitlessly old and who told everyone to call her 

Auntie Mumu, since she always wore mu’u mu’us; even Grace and 

George called her that, even though her somber demeanor didn’t seem to 

match that jovial nickname. Sometimes when Grace peeked in, she could 

see Auntie Mumu glaring at her pikakes and carnations with 

malevolence, holding her scissors above the trembling flowers and 

attacking with sharp strokes. Other times she would just sit, motionless, in 

the dark store, discarded leaves and stems littering the floor. Grace would 

have thought that working in a room full of tropical flowers would be a 

pleasant thing. George wasn’t certain but heard from other shop owners 

in the area that Auntie Mumu had gone through a lot of hard times. 

Her husband had left her, or her son had died, something like that—

anyway, she was always alone. 

Inside in the front part of the diner there were a half dozen for mica-

topped tables with random numbers of metal chairs clustered around them 
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managing to look both worn and underused. The table-tops and the vinyl 

seats of the chairs were each a different shade of yellow that didn’t go well 

with each other, or with the green-and-blue  flowered wallpaper, or the red-

brown faux brick tiles on the floor; the result was that everything in the 

dining area seemed to have come from a different place and been put 

together by accident. 

In the back was the kitchen. It looked like kitchens everywhere—the 

same appliances, countertops, pots and pans and equipment, crowded and 

cluttered but spotlessly clean. There was nothing distinctive about it, really—

except the smell. Spotlessly clean, yes, but always the aroma of cooking 

in the air. It wasn’t only food; the scent was richer, more human—it was 

activity and toil; you couldn’t actually smell the sweat, much less the 

energy and exhaustion, but it was there, beneath the heavy fog of grease, 

the pungency of onions, the earthiness of rice. 

The Leilani served plate lunch. This was not exactly what George would 

have called one of the great cuisines of the world. Simply put, plate lunch 

in downtown Honolulu consisted of anything marinated in salty-sweet 

teriyaki sauce, or breaded and deep fried, or stewed in huge vats stirred 

with long wooden spoons—all served, always, over two scoops of white 

rice. A salad meant mayonnaise, with either potatoes or macaroni; 

vegetables were tempura battered or steamed as lau lau or pickled into 

tongue-searing kim chee. It might have had elements from all over the 

world, but people didn’t eat plate lunch  to be educated (or healthy, for 

that matter), and no one ever finished one and still felt hungry. 
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Grace liked cooking. Being surrounded by those sounds and smells 

seemed to be a kind of nourishment in itself, to the point where 

sometimes at the end of the day George had to remind her that she 

hadn’t eaten anything herself, yet she didn’t seem to be hungry. Cooking 

all day wasn’t a hardship for her; it was satisfying. The problem was that she 

had to face those people she was cooking for.   Maybe that was the real 

reason she didn’t eat. She was too nervous. She couldn’t let her guard 

down for a moment, not even for a quick bite of lunch or a sip of coffee. 

Biting her lip as she ladled out rich rivers of beef stew into the valley 

between two snowy mounds of rice,   she wished the plate could magically 

appear before the hungry customer, and he would go away to savor his 

meal while she continued cooking uninterrupted. Instead, she had to 

serve it. There had to be this exchange, this acknowledgement with eyes 

and words. She had to face him, and all the others. She hated that. 

To hide her feelings (which didn’t take an expert to see wouldn’t be 

good for business), Grace Chao McGee cultivated an act to use from 

the moment the “Come in we’re open” sign faced the world. Ironically, 

Grace’s act made her popular. She judged no one, offered no preferential 

or discriminatory treatment, simply bringing forth the same forced, 

nervous smile and strained politeness. 

She used the same act to the beach bum who stumbled toward   the 

counter, reeking of sweat and seawater and trash cans, crushed soda cans 

bulging from his filthy plaid flannel shirt. Without looking at the menu 

or Grace, he dropped his fist to the counter as though it were a heavy 
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bag, opened his hand and painstakingly poked at the pennies, nickels and 

dimes within. He then turned his hand over to release the coins, and said, 

“Large saimin,” not in a deranged mutter but hushed and furtive, as 

though he were making his confession in church. Grace scooped the 

coins into the register, ladled soup and scallions and sliced barbecued 

pork into a plastic cylinder filled with noodles, and handed it to him 

saying, “Thank you, please come in again.” 

The same when the young surfer boy in the frayed Local Motion 

tank top showed Grace his tattoos as she scurried about to get  his 

teriburger and fries. “That’s your dog?” she asked, pointing at his bicep. 

Under the snarling bulldog face was the name “Linda”. The dog did not 

look much like a Linda. “No, dis my dog.” He showed her, on his other 

bicep, a German shepherd labeled “Moki.” “Linda was my girlfriend? Last 

year. But now I stay wit’ Cheryl, and she no like see ‘Linda’ on my arm so 

she wen’ make me get one ugly dog tattoo over top.” He grinned, winking at 

her. “What I going do if bumbye I get back wit’ Linda?” Grace smiled, too, 

and handed him his order. “Yes,” she said. “Thank you, please come in 

again.” 

The same when tourists asked what chicken katsu was, pronouncing 

it “cat-suh,” or saimin (which became “say-men” or, once, “semen”). The 

same when pairs of young Mormon men came in, clearly not intending 

to buy anything but offering her pamphlets and earnest discussion; her 

English suddenly became much worse until they gave up and left, but her 

pleasant, well-meaning smile stayed exactly the same during their visit 
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and long after their departure. Grace always smiled, exclaimed at any 

remarks young children made, nodded her head in fascination or sympathy 

when told of prolonged family genealogies or financial woes, and generally 

radiated an eagerness to please. 

Though Grace and George worked together in the diner, they seldom 

interacted. George in his corner of the office did the paperwork, knowing 

enough to stay out of the way while Grace went hurrying, darting, 

dashing, from kitchen to counter to office to storage. Like a hummingbird, 

George often thought, watching her covertly, admiringly; her speed 

seemed fluid and effortless, flowing with her name: Grace. She moved and 

the day went by. She was always there: early  in the morning, late at night, 

when George was out interviewing for jobs, when the other kitchen 

workers had gone home for the day. Grace never missed a minute of a 

day, with just one exception. 

The Leilani had been open three years. On a Saturday in mid-

September at 11:05am, a customer (the first for the day) left the diner 

leaving behind his red San Francisco 49ers hat. Grace noticed  it sitting 

on the counter after the tinkling bells signaled the man’s exit. She ran all 

the way across Ke’eaumoku after him. She could have called out, but he might 

not have heard her and simply kept walking, and then she’d be left 

standing there waving a red hat yelling to no one, like a crazy woman. But 

he walked so quickly she thought she might never catch up to him. 

Luckily, he happened to turn and see   her and then, smiling, trotted back 

to retrieve his hat. “Thank you,” Grace sighed, almost at the same time 
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the man spoke his thanks to her. She returned to the crosswalk, whose 

“walk” sign had just lit up, and started back to the Leilani. At that moment, 

a car roared around the corner. 

If nobody had seen what occurred, Grace probably wouldn’t have told 

anyone about it, but as it happened, Auntie Mumu had been staring 

out the front door at the intersection. She saw everything, saw the 

vehicle narrowly miss Grace, saw Grace’s body jerk violently away from it 

and stumble over the curb, saw the car skid to almost a halt and then race 

off again. It was only after Grace had stood on the curb for a good half-

minute, catching her breath, that Auntie Mumu suddenly let out a scream. 

She screamed like a crazy woman—loud, long, wailing, as though she, 

and not Grace, had been the one to narrowly escape death. Several 

people on the sidewalk came running to the florist’s shop, thinking 

something had happened to her. What they saw was the elderly lady 

gesticulating wildly at Grace, who stood bewildered on the sidewalk 

across the street. 

George heard Auntie Mumu’s outburst and ran out to join the 

onlookers. After a moment of confused anxiety, he determined what had 

actually happened: Grace had not been hit but had twisted her ankle 

tripping over the curb; nobody had gotten the license plate number of 

the car. Meanwhile, Auntie Mumu stopped screaming and began 

shooing onlookers away with a broom. 

George carried his wife into the diner as though she were his new 

bride again and set her down in a chair. “We need to get you to  the 
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hospital right away.” 

Grace frowned as though he’d suggested going ballroom dancing. She 

had so much work to do! Besides, the diner had just opened, and more 

customers would be arriving soon. Someone had to run the counter. 

There were two other workers in the kitchen—a young woman named 

Sunny, recently emigrated from Cambodia, who mainly washed dishes, 

and another woman, Mrs. Hyun, several years older and originally from 

Korea, who assisted in cooking. But neither of the two spoke English 

well enough to handle the counter, and both were needed to do their 

jobs in Grace’s absence. Besides, they hated each other, and would each 

consider a half-day promotion of the other to counter duties a personal 

slap in the face. That left George. “I’ll run the shop, Grace. We can get you 

a cab to Kaiser. Don’t worry about it! You need to get that taken care of 

right away.” Grace bit her lip. “Go! Go!” George urged with little sweeping 

gestures of his hands. “I doubt anyone else will be in this early.” 

He intended to soothe her with those words; instead, Grace 

wondered what he would do if a tour bus suddenly pulled up in front  of 

the Leilani—serve up educational travel itineraries with lunch?   He 

patted her arm. “It’ll be just fine. Get going.” 

“It’ll be fine,” the doctor at Kaiser Hospital said after Grace had been 

tended to, echoing George in a way that didn’t help Grace’s state  of mind. 

The doctor, as it turned out, knew Grace, or at least knew  of her from 

being a regular at the Leilani. Even Grace had a hard time believing 

how many people on the island knew her through the diner; it seemed 
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she could not go anywhere any more without being recognized. 

Dr. Young told Grace the usual bit about keeping off the ankle. Grace 

looked down at her foot briefly and then at her wristwatch for much 

longer, figuring how much time she’d been gone. Dr. Young  grinned—

“You can’t get away from work for a second, can you!”— and laughed. 

Grace laughed too, her eyebrows in a furious scowl over  her upturned 

mouth. The doctor spoke as though Grace were a child   eager to get back to 

roller skating after scraping a knee. But the diner was her livelihood—her 

life—at the moment, and it would not be just fine without her. 

She did not have to wait long to be proven right. “You missed a   little 

commotion,” said George upon her return. 

“What do you mean, commotion? What happen?” 

“Nothing to get excited about. Here, why don’t you sit down? We  had a 

little bit of a fire, that’s all. Other than that, you were right—it’s been very 

quiet. Did the doctor give you a prescription for any sort of painkillers? I 

can go get that filled if you—” 

“A fire?” 

“It’s OK! It was only a tiny little grease fire. The oil from the deep 

fryer spilled on the floor and caught fire. Luckily a customer was able to 

help us put it out.” 

Grace stared at him with increasing horror. “Customer? Customer 

put it out?” 

“Oh no, I put it out. I got the fire extinguisher out but I wasn’t 

completely certain how to use it. The instructions on these things are 
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written by people who have never seen the object they’re writing about. 

So someone waiting at the counter—he’s sitting over there.” As George 

gestured, Grace hunched her shoulders, trying to indicate that they 

should speak more quietly. “He very alertly instructed me  on what to 

do. Turns out his brother sells fire extinguishers! That’s   the only reason 

he knew. Wasn’t that lucky? As thanks for his help, I gave him a free 

meal.” 

She peered over at their savior, a large man sitting at a table in  the 

far corner, slurping at saimin. His face wasn’t visible, only the balding 

top of his head, which was bent down close to his food. Noodles flapped 

from his mouth as he noisily sucked at them, spattering soup and 

scallions. After every slurp he turned back to his mixed plate and 

shoveled into the pork laulau. He lifted his head momentarily to chew, 

and a dab of gravy from his chin fell to his T-shirt, which was either 

faded from age or stretched thin from his obesity  or both. The man saw 

her regarding him and smiled ecstatically, as though this was the greatest 

thing to happen to him in years. Grace smiled back and yanked George 

into the kitchen, hissing, “You give   a fat man free food?” 

“I didn’t give him carte blanche, just anything he wanted for one meal only, 

on the house. This way he’ll get a chance to sample the cuisine, and maybe 

he’ll come back.” 

“Sure, he come back. With the fire department, close us down.” But she 

had to stop; the bell on the door tinkled and customers were filing in. She 

spun around on her sprained ankle, forgetting her injury. Her body 
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shivered for a moment as though the air conditioner had just come on, 

but the smile was back on her face. “May I help you?” 

* * * * * 

That night when they got home, Grace did not speak a word. George 

assumed she was tired, perhaps groggy from painkillers. He watched her 

open the lanai door to the garden and then close it behind her. He knew 

she would sit in the folding chair next to the mango tree,  alone, 

smoking cigarettes, hunched over and facing away from the house. She 

didn’t smoke much and always did so outside, in part to avoid her 

husband’s unspoken disapproval, but also to keep the furniture and 

carpet from absorbing too much smoky odor. 

George washed the dishes, watched some news. An hour later he went 

to the screen door of the lanai, where the odor of strong black coffee and 

tobacco smoke wafted over the rich earthiness of the yard. 

It was too late to be drinking coffee, but sometimes she didn’t want  

to sleep. She sat on her folding chair, enshadowed. At her feet was a 

hole containing several cigarette butts. She would bury them later. 

Watching her, he thought about the events of the day and wondered why 

she’d remained silent. Why not a chuckle, not even a wry  smile, at the 

absurdity of it all? Or, if she was in too much pain, or   still angry at him, 

why wouldn’t she talk about that? He had the curious sensation that he 

was looking at her the way one of her customers might—with a discrete 

distance between them, a wall of politeness and business-appropriate 

conduct. Other questions, unexpected ones, seemed to hover in the space 
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between them: Who was she now?   Who was she when she was alone, 

when no one was watching her? Who was she when she sat in the back 

yard on a folding chair with a hole dug next to her, drinking coffee, 

throwing cigarette butts into the dirt? 

George felt tired. He turned to go to their bedroom but stopped, turned 

back. Grace had just stood up. 

She still wasn’t looking toward the house. Slowly, she began to move 

away from the chair, away from the house, from him. Her good foot came 

down, then the injured one. She took two steps and then stopped as though 

at the edge of a cliff. Then she moved briskly another two steps. She 

pivoted on her good foot and moved back toward the house. Back and 

forth she went, going only a few steps at a time but varying her speed 

and stride each time. 

What transfixed him, though, was her face. He could only glimpse it, 

when she turned toward the house and light from the kitchen faintly 

illuminated it, but he could tell that while she struggled to move her body, 

she was also struggling to keep her face still, hiding any grimace or wince, 

any uncertainty or fear. It was her face that made her flopping, awkward 

gait seem as natural and smooth as the way she had moved in the kitchen, 

as though she always moved that way. 

She turned away again. George hesitated, then moved back away from her 

as well. It was late, time for the sleep that would separate this day from 

the next, even though he already knew what the next day would be like.
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Codicils 
 
 
 
 

In June of 1986, George McGee flew from Honolulu to  Santa 

Monica, where his mother had lived in her retirement years, and 

where her funeral and memorial service was to take place.    Three days 

after that flight, he was on another, back to Honolulu. No one who 

attended the events thought badly of him for not staying   longer. Most 

of them barely knew George anyway, since they were all related to his 

mother from her second marriage and George was the sole remnant of 

the first. Many had heard of him only as Anna’s estranged son—or perhaps 

it was her “strange” son, but either way, it   seemed absurd to refer to him 

solely by his relationship to the deceased. When, instead of offering their 

own, they kindly accepted his condolences, he kindly ceded the front 

pews in the church and the font rows at the burial to the rest of the 

family. 

George hadn’t seen his mother in over a decade, had received only 

the occasional card or phone call around the holidays, until her last few 

years, when he got regular updates from the relatives on how she was 

doing. In the end, he continued to remember her mainly as the enigmatic 

woman who, when he was a boy, would make his favorite tomato soup 

when he was sick and would smile so proudly at his achievements in 

school, and then later on seemed to fold herself up inside, tight and hard, 
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whenever he mentioned his Chinese wife, or something unusual he’d eaten 

in Venezuela, always a grotesque mask  of politeness before him while he 

did so. But it no longer bothered him to see her this way, as a woman 

who both loved her family selflessly and loathed anything that was 

foreign, different or unfettered, no matter how much it might have 

bothered him before. 

When George was a child, his family had lived in the kind of town 

where, on Sunday, in the church, when the minister said let us pray, every 

head bowed in unison. The first time he ever saw this, he  must have been 

very young, but he still remembered wondering what everyone was staring 

at that was so fascinating down on the floor. It occurred to him later on 

that it wasn’t so much what they were looking at; when you had your head 

bowed like that, you couldn’t look at anything else. Just the ground beneath 

you, just that spot holding you on earth. That never changed. 

But George wanted it to change. As soon as he could, he left, and 

traveled the world. He explored foreign cultures with a passion that both 

bemused and amused the natives he studied with. He married and 

divorced a succession of three women from three different parts of the 

world, each of which appeared outrageously exotic  by his hometown’s 

standards (Bogota? Surabaya? Xinjiang? Where were these places? Nobody 

actually asked him where, but he was sure everyone privately wondered 

why). With his third wife he finally settled in Hawaii while it still seemed 

raw and new, only a few years  into statehood and fertile with possibilities. 

From the plane that first time, the deep green foliage looked so dense 
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that the islands appeared almost furry, like slumbering animals sunning 

themselves on the ocean. On the ground, his skin drank in warm, liquid 

air. Life, in fact, seemed to move as though under water, languid 

undulations of breeze-soothed tree branches beneath which people 

strolled at the same pace no matter what time of day or week, no matter 

what season of the year. 

When he returned to the island after the funeral, nothing seemed to have 

changed; it was still the gentle, sleepy place he remembered from all those 

years ago. But he was different, though not in a way  he could have 

expected. He had not mourned at the funeral with any particularly violent 

emotions—rest in peace, he had said at the cemetery, his voice calm and 

sincere—but his mother’s death did have  one definite effect on George: 

he became convinced that he himself was likely to drop dead at any 

minute. He knew that this was illogical considering that he’d never once 

been admitted into a hospital for any kind of illness whatsoever since 

he’d first moved to Hawaii.    It was especially strange considering the 

way his mother died. She had been old—well into her 70s—and declining 

for some time; this was no sudden thing that snuck up on her, taking her 

and her family by surprise. Of course, George’s father had in fact suddenly 

dropped dead long ago at the age of 50, of a heart attack—not 

surprising either, in retrospect, since he liked his steaks marbled extra fat 

and slathered butter over everything from toast to apple pie. But maybe 

that was exactly the reason for George’s morbid train of thought. If one 

had a choice, he reasoned, then naturally the abrupt if premature death still 
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seemed preferable to the alternative—lingering on, useless, stagnant, the 

way he’d felt in that town of his youth. 

“You’re still young and healthy,” Grace said impatiently when he tried to 

talk to her about it one Sunday morning at the end of that summer, 

almost three months after his mother’s funeral. She spoke as  though they 

were wasting time in even bothering to discuss it. 

They were in the car winding their way up the Pali Highway toward 

the city. The Leilani Diner didn’t serve breakfast but Grace often asked 

George to take her there around sunrise so that she could get the day’s work 

underway. If his wife had only learned to drive, he sometimes thought with 

a sad smile, they might have split up long ago. Usually their morning rides 

were silent; Grace was either busy with mental calculations, or angry at 

him for some reason, or just angry in general. He never knew or ventured 

to discover, since interrupting her silence could only make things worse. 

Today, though, he felt the need to speak. “I’m not young, and I don’t feel 

healthy. I’m telling you, Grace, I don’t know how much more I can take.” 

As soon as he said it, he regretted it. Grace’s silence following his 

remark was, he knew, a sign of her tact rather than her coldness toward 

him. She could just have easily reminded him who, of the two  of them, 

was the one working 80 hours a week, the one supporting this family, 

the one now facing a full day of work while he only had to drop her off and 

return home for whatever leisurely Sunday activities  he desired. He 

sighed noiselessly, and let the conversation end. 

But it was undeniable: things were starting to get to him. There was the 
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job, first of all. When he had started years ago, he’d called it “going over 

to the other side,” and while he had meant it as a joke,  it lost all humor 

as the years went by. He used to be a city planner— he created things. 

Now, he was an auditor. “What’s that mean?” his daughter asked once. 

He’d tried to explain: It meant that he used to create things, but now he 

had to assess these creations in practice, find   out what had gone wrong with 

the plan, where things revealed themselves to be faulty, shaky, even rotten 

through and through. Hospital nurses went overworked and underpaid, 

their only perks being unlimited access to addictive prescription drugs. 

Court systems neither provided rehabilitation to criminals nor restitution 

to victims. Road construction crews stretched out projects over decades, 

thus ensuring their jobs at the taxpayers’ expense. Miranda complained, 

“Why can’t you have a job where I can say what you are and my friends 

will  know what that is? Like policeman or doctor or something.” “I’m too 

old to be a policeman, and I never went to medical school—though  I 

suppose that wouldn’t stop some people,” he tried to joke, but she had 

already stopped listening. Besides, he was finding it hard to joke 

convincingly about these things, even to himself. 

Then in his spare time from the job, he’d become an over-educated, 

misplaced errand boy helping his wife run her restaurant— balancing 

books, ordering from vendors, making deliveries. He knew that his “help” 

was pretty much superfluous these days; that she could easily hire someone 

to do the tasks he performed; and that his income as auditor was pretty 

much a minor supplement to hers as entrepreneur. But he wasn’t jealous 
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of his wife’s success, he insisted;  in fact, he admired her for what she had 

accomplished in just a few years, since the restaurant’s somewhat 

uninspired motto, “Everyone eats at the Leilani Diner,” was proving true 

these days. He was proud of her, and despite everything they’d been 

through, he knew he still loved her. His prize, his pearl, all the more valuable 

because she hated being admired as such, because she could do anything she 

wanted, so long as she didn’t have to sit there being praised for it. He 

wanted  her to know these things, but that never seemed possible. Grace 

was always busy these days, either working or planning more work to 

do; even when she went to sleep, usually several hours after George had 

gone to bed, her small body coiled tensely as though she weren’t resting 

at all but merely readying for action. She seemed to have no time or 

patience for him, could not humor him when he used his pet name for her, 

“Boss-lady,” pulled away when he fingered the edges of  her straight 

black hair. 

It wasn’t entirely his fault. After a whole day in the restaurant,  her 

hair still smelled of deep-frying grease; he knew that she could   feel it 

slick over her skin, and that it repulsed her, more so than if he were the 

one coming to bed smelly and oily. So of course she didn’t want him 

touching her. Everywhere she went, she felt hot and sticky, in the diner, 

in the salty summer air, and at night in the house she prickled with the 

heat of her anger. All day long she felt exposed. At home, she wanted 

to be left alone. She could not respond to his   hands reaching uncertainly 

toward her. When she did, it was with anger, get away from me, which 
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was not just meant for him but for everyone. Only he was the only one 

she really could say it to, and it always sounded like she meant it solely 

for him. 

Besides working, George did a lot of other things to try to keep busy. 

Filling the time seemed essential; even his weekday lunch hour was not 

wasted, as he usually walked over to Ala Moana beach for exercise, 

sometimes going for a quick swim in the warm ocean water if there was 

time. He took to talking to groups of tourists, mostly Japanese, mostly 

young women, speaking small bits of their language as he asked them 

where they were going on their trip and then suggested places he thought 

they might enjoy. Those often turned out to be some of the more 

pleasant moments of his day. 

As the car passed through the Pali Tunnel, he recalled the small group 

of JAL flight attendants he had chatted with the previous week and 

tried to restart the conversation with his wife. “They were so surprised 

when I started talking to them in Japanese,” he beamed. “They couldn’t 

believe this haole guy could speak their language!” 

This irritated Grace, but not out of jealousy. “They only act polite. Don’t 

want to hurt some old guy’s feelings. You shouldn’t ask the questions. They 

think you are some dirty old man, talking to young girls like that. Maybe 

they call the police on you.” 

So that was it, he thought, as the car went silent once more. He was not 

a young man who astonished and impressed people when he  told them of 

the places he’d been and the things he knew. He was a middle-aged man 
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whose lifelong experiences had been rendered into idiosyncrasies—

mostly harmless, at worst a nuisance. A man of his age who had designed 

his own house, spoke Japanese and ate chicken claws with gusto was an 

eccentric to be treated with mild politeness by strangers and mild 

derision by his family. 

The derision was strongest, not surprisingly, from his daughter, 

Miranda—taking the form of typical sullenness and silence, as though 

he had descended so far beneath her contempt that it wasn’t worth the 

effort to communicate with him anymore. And yet he minded this the 

least. It seemed natural that she should grow discontented with her 

surroundings at this point in her life. Soon she would be itching to leave. 

That was proper, in his view; alienation from one’s home was a rite of 

passage. But now he mused, did one have to be   alienated yet again 

later in life? Did one become a whole, distinct individual in one’s teens 

and 20s only to be treated as less than whole in one’s 50s? Was the irony 

inevitable—that in the end, the journeys, the love affairs, the knowledge 

one had sought to cure alienation in youth eventually became the cause 

of it in middle age? 

He had noticed that Miranda was starting to get a look about her that 

had perhaps a little to do with puberty and womanhood and all the other 

trite expressions associated with this particular age—but only a little. He 

recognized that look: the look of a thinker. She was becoming a person 

who looked at the world as though her eyeballs  were two-sided: one 

side for the world, and the other for herself,    for peering into the 
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corners of her own mind. He recognized the   look and approved; she 

was only now, he thought, starting to become an interesting and full 

human being, one with an internal life.   Coincidentally, he knew, she was 

probably just now beginning to believe that her father completely lacked 

an internal life, that he simply moved robotically from home to job back 

to home again, and when he was home all he did was talk about 

something funny he saw on   the way to work (a frenetic dog or some 

lost tourists), or fuss over     why she hadn’t finished cleaning her room, or 

fight with her mother.   That was all right, too. He didn’t feel the need to 

suddenly start talking about the Big Subjects of Life with Miranda; 

he’d personally found it far more satisfying to discover these things on 

his own,  and planned on allowing Miranda the benefit of doing the same 

for   herself. But that morning, George made up his mind to broach the 

subject of death. It had been on his mind, and certain things, he felt, 

needed to be said. 

It was just after 9am. He had dropped Grace off at the diner and 

returned home to a solitary breakfast. Just as he was finishing his toast 

crusts, Miranda trudged in rubbing her eyes. “Well, look who decided to 

greet the morning—though you almost missed it,” he said  cheerily. She said 

nothing, simply sat down at the table and poured orange juice into the 

glass he’d set at her place. So nobody was going to talk to him today, it 

seemed. Usually that remark got his daughter riled up—you’re the only 

people who get up at the crack of dawn,   9:00 is not late on a Sunday, if anything 

it’s ridiculously early, most of my friends get to sleep in until noon. 
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“There’s toast if you want it. Also some really good fruit—this has 

been a great season for mangoes. Mainland peaches, too—a couple of them 

I had last week were so juicy I wished I’d had a bib on.” Produce talks, 

he reflected; that was what Miranda called it when he went off on the 

quality of the seasonal fruits and vegetables. He couldn’t help it; he grew 

up near farm country and that’s what you talked about, year ’round, 

before sports or politics or even local gossip. Formal family meals 

together he also hadn’t outgrown; he still set places for his wife and child 

three times a day even though they seldom joined him. But that was what 

people did, at least when he grew up. You can take the boy out of the small 

town, you can put him on an island half a world away, but you can’t forget 

the rest of the saying—the small town could not be taken out of him. But 

that was OK, too. Not everything from one’s childhood was bad; some 

memories were worth holding on to. Others, though… 

Let us pray, the minister had said at the funeral. 

Miranda picked up a banana, holding its stump of a stem in two fingers, 

and looked at it with half-raised eyebrows. “It’s black,” she commented. 

“It may look terrible on the outside but it’ll taste great. I’ve had some 

bananas that were just awful-looking and they were the best-tasting 

bananas I’ve ever had.” 

“Of course. Ugly fruit tastes best,” she said, as if quoting a proverb—though 

he knew, of course, that she was quoting him, and only mock-reverentially, 

as she spun the banana slowly in her fingers. 

“Absolutely,” he said with a nod. “This one, therefore, must be 
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ambrosial.” 

He always insisted on eating fruit that other people believed was too 

ugly for consumption. Spotted bananas, dented oranges, apples scarred 

and pock-marked. “Eat it, Miranda. The uglier the fruit, the better it 

tastes,” he would proclaim when she was a child. It went beyond fruit; 

any part of a meal that his daughter set aside as garbage  always brought a 

cry of, “But that’s the best part!” The gristle in poor-quality beef, the scabby, 

hardened skin of a baked potato. The greatest prize in the world was a worm 

in a salad. “Now you know it isn’t full of pesticides. If the worm likes it, 

you’ll like it.” He couldn’t help it. He’d been born during the Great 

Depression. Your neighbors were quietly starving. You knew, and didn’t 

talk about it, but you didn’t forget. 

Let us pray, the minister used to say, so long ago, and at some point 

in his young life, George decided to fight the automatic response 

mechanism in him that urged him to do as everyone else did—to lower 

his head, to view the ground beneath him. 

Miranda set the banana back down in the row of fruit and then, just 

as quizzically, picked up the plastic produce bag beside it. The  plastic 

was no longer shiny sheer and transparent, but faded into   opacity, 

and nubby in texture, like an old sweater; the bag had been used and 

reused a dozen times. For the last few years he had taken to  saving the 

new bags from the grocery store and keeping the fruit in old ones 

instead, so the new bags wouldn’t get worn. He kept everything, every 

twist tie, every rubber band from every newspaper, every  plastic produce 
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bag from all those hideous tasty bananas. Scraps of paper that might 

serve as bookmarks, bobbins of dental floss his dentist gave him with each 

biannual checkup, lemon-scented Wet-Naps from Chevron stations, 

spools with six inches of thread left—all were carefully stored away in 

drawers in case they were ever needed again.   He knew roughly what she 

must have thought of all this, accompanied by discrete eyeball rolling 

and groaning: My dad’s crazy.  Uptight. Saving silly little things that don’t 

matter. Well, when she was his age maybe she’d remember all this and 

realize that it was a luxury   sometimes to be able to fuss over silly little 

things, versus the alternative, the big, horrible things, the things no 

amount of fussing  over would alter. A loveless marriage. A dead-end career. 

Friends and  family getting sick, dying; others simply drifting away. What 

harm was there in little things? It was the least, and the most, he could 

do. “I spoke to our lawyer the other day,” he continued conversationally, as 

though this had been something that just randomly came into his head. 

“I’ve just made out a new will. Here’s a copy for you.” 

He passed her the sheaf of papers that had been sitting innocently 

next to him at the table. She stared at the papers for an 

uncomprehending moment. “Oh. Thanks,” she said and set the papers 

down, as though they were a homework assignment she didn’t want to 

deal with. It wasn’t ideal, he knew, but this was how he’d decided to talk 

to her about death: by preparing a copy of his will for her. Will-making 

was the latest of his hobbies; this was the fourth edition in two  months. 

“I think this one is pretty good,” he continued. “I wanted to clear up 
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some of the uncertainties.” 

“So you’ll be ready when the grim reaper starts whistling ‘shave-and-a-

haircut’ at your door.” 

“Indeed, so long as his pale horse doesn’t mess up the yard,” he nodded, 

pleased with the light-hearted banter. She may have been mocking him, but 

at least barbed humor was easier to deal with than sullenness. “Read it over, 

make sure it makes sense to you. I’ve added   two codicils since the last one. 

They are somewhat significant, so go through them carefully.” 

As I do not wish to be remembered for my death but rather for my  life, I 

do not want to burden anyone with an elaborate funeral or burial. I wish 

instead for my remains to be cremated and my ashes to fertilize any forest 

area, wherever convenient for those who survive me. George 

watched his daughter as she read those words. She kept her face a 

steady blank, but he still saw so clearly in that face the blending of his own 

features with his wife’s: dark tilting eyes, angular nose, smooth honey-

colored skin flecked with sprays of freckles. He smiled, but wondered a 

little wryly how the unimaginable blend of their personalities might 

manifest itself in her character. 

Miranda closed her eyes for three seconds before looking up and saying 

tonelessly, “How about the Redwood Forest?” 

“No need to traipse out to California; any generic group of trees will do,” 

he countered pleasantly. “No need to make a big fuss. Make  sure you read 

over the main part of the document as well. There are a few minor changes, 

although the essence is fairly much the same. Should my death precede 
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your mother’s, a 50-50 split of my property   will be in effect between you 

and her. Should your mother’s death precede mine, the entire ‘estate,’ such 

as it is, is yours.” 

Miranda looked around the room, at the awkward, boxy furniture and 

the homemade artwork. “Gosh. Thanks.” 

“It may seem silly but it needs to be said. You probably don’t know 

the mess things were in when your grandmother finally died. The only 

thing I wanted of hers was a brand-new set of serving spoons that 

someone had bought for her not two days before she passed away. Who 

knows why she wanted them, as her mind was fairly well gone by then, 

but she just kept saying ‘serving spoons’ over and over one afternoon 

toward the end. One of the family—Paul, I think, or maybe Rose—

anyway, they seemed to believe the spoons were for me, for some reason. 

Perhaps mother thought it was suppertime back in Altoona and I should 

put the serving spoons on the table. That sounds like something she’d say,” 

he mused. 

“So did you ever get the spoons?” 

“I left without them. Her will was in such a mess, the lawyers 

wouldn’t let any of the relatives part with anything until they sorted it all 

out.” He shook his head. “It was unbelievable that the family was   so 

unprepared, when they had all that time before she finally died.” 

He always said it that way, finally died. He’d often heard people say it 

that way throughout his life, and he noticed that it was always said with 

a bit of relief. Grieving and relief seemed quite different reactions, and 
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yet relief didn’t seem wrong, either. It was simply the acknowledgement 

and acceptance of an ending—or sometimes, of failure. 

His daughter seemed to be waiting for him to finish his story about 

the spoons, but when he didn’t say anything else, she leaned back in her 

chair without further comment. This was familiar territory for both of 

them. Whenever she asked him a question or he told her a story, he made 

it a point to leave off the conclusion—the “moral of the story”—the 

intention being that she should try to divine that  herself. It got to the 

point where she might ask a question and be met with an encouraging 

silence from him. He wanted her to think for herself, didn’t want her 

to accept easy answers from supposed “authorities” on subjects. Of 

course, the risk was that she might think he simply didn’t have any answers, 

but that seemed a worthwhile risk. The other risk, he was only just starting 

to see, was that they might end up not speaking at all. 

She probably hates me right now, he thought placidly. She thinks   I’m old and 

petty and useless, a failure in life—the perfect representation of all the things she 

doesn’t want to be, all that she doesn’t want to see ahead of her. Well, go ahead 

and hate me, in your silence. The silence is music to my ears, sweeter than 

symphonies, because it means hope for the future—because it means you’re taking 

all this in and chewing on it, as a thinker would, even if against your will, and 

maybe one day when I’m dead it will make sense to you. 

Miranda gulped down her juice and darted into the kitchen to rinse out 

her glass. She was too well-mannered to walk out in the middle of a 

conversation—he and Grace had been very firm in teaching their child to 
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be considerate of others, and whether she liked   it or not, this was 

probably something she’d take with her all her life—but now that no 

one had said anything for some time, she had obviously decided to take 

advantage of the silence. Dishes rattled  in the sink—shouldn’t let those 

sit there and get all crusty, she might be muttering under the noise, mock-

quoting him again, though he knew her energetic washing and rinsing was 

probably meant to keep him from following her and continuing his 

death talk. He had no intention of continuing it, though. He wasn’t sure 

what else he’d have to say on the subject. 

He left the dining room and wandered out the lanai into the yard. 

Wandering, he thought as he took his slow, aimless steps across the grass; 

he’d always been someone with a purpose, it seemed, and now he was 

already wandering, like an old man. Wandering, until he stopped one day. 

Finally. 

He squatted down on the edge of the lawn near the mango tree. The 

grass needed mowing; he would have to remember to ask Miranda to do 

that this afternoon. She’d probably be only too glad that he had returned 

to less grim topics, like chores. He leaned down to pull   up a weed but to 

his surprise found himself pitching forward dizzily. His knees hit the 

grass, then his hands shot out to steady himself,   and he could feel the 

moist grit of soil pressing up against his palms.  Let us pray, the man 

had said at the funeral, and after all that time, after everything George 

McGee had done all his life to combat the instinct, his head bowed as 

though nothing had ever changed. There it was, still, after all this time: 
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the ground beneath him. 
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Incognito 
 
 
 
 

It’s easier than you think. First you have to cut your hair, which is 

probably the hardest part. You’ve always had long hair—at least since 

you were nine or ten, anyway. Your mother always wanted to cut it 

short because she said she thought you looked so cute with short hair, or 

maybe she just said that because you never brushed it and it got all 

knotted and she ended up yanking clumps of it from your head while 

you howled, face skyward, eyes scrunched shut against her patient smile. 

You didn’t want so cute; you wanted sophisticated and sexy, without 

quite knowing what those things meant. (You know what they mean 

now, of course, though you also know they’re a lot more complicated 

now.) But the way you cut it   now isn’t cute either; it’s just short. 

Shockingly short. Even your  mother would hate it if she saw it, 

although she would probably just smile even bigger and look even more 

patiently pleading. You’ll cry a little about the hair, but after it’s done 

you’ll look so unlike your old self you’ll realize it was worth it. 

You can color the hair, too—either bright red or else good old 

standby blonde, and when the roots come in, tint those bluish-black so 

that people will be confused and think that was your original shade. 

Remember, the goal here is to erase whatever you were and start anew so 

no one from back there could possibly recognize you. It doesn’t matter that 
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you didn’t know all that many people back there, and that few, if any of 

them, would bother to hunt you down; it’s the idea behind all of this 

that matters. 

Next you get holes. Three more on the left and two more on the right. 

You think about doing a nostril but it looks like a hassle because you 

have to use this tiny screwdriver thing instead of just jamming in a stud 

so you say forget it, seven silver hoops tangling and dangling from your 

lobes will do. You consider a tattoo for some time in the near future, but it 

has to be something random, without any significance to your or anyone 

else’s life—a toad, maybe. Or a   peanut. Something brown, something 

you won’t miss when it fades  to an unrecognizable haze. 

You don’t need them, but get a pair of vanity glasses—big, dark, nerdy-

in-a-chic-way frames. Wear heavy pale pancake make-up to  hide those 

identifying freckles—those damned freckles that were so sweet your 

mother gently/firmly dissuaded you from buying Porcelana fade cream 

when you were 13 and wanted flawless, alabaster skin. As for the rest of 

your make-up, make it heavy and dark and don’t blend anything in. 

The more your features stand out, the less your face will, and that’s what 

you want—the parts, not the whole.  It also doesn’t matter much what 

you wear as long as it’s baggy and ill-fitting and misrepresents the real 

shape of your body. It won’t be fun dressing this way but at least you won’t 

be stared at like poultry— legs, thighs, breasts, in a tight-fitting, see-

through package. You’ll think it’s funny how you often yearned to be 

seen that way. Patience, your mother’s eyes said to you, even though she 
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never said it out loud. Actually speaking it would acknowledge that you 

were expecting something, and she seemed oblivious to what that 

something could be. But how could she know? When she was your age, 

she was on a farm coaxing a chicken into her arms to be killed and 

cooked up for her family at dinner. Or was it a sweatshop for a fraction 

of minimum wage? Something like that, the nearest you could ever figure 

out. It’s not like she ever talked about it, or you ever asked. That  life is as 

incomprehensible to you as yours must be to her. You can’t help but get 

angry when you think about it, though. People took dates to the prom; 

they didn’t take the bus. Didn’t she know that? 

And the maxipads she handed you when you were nearly 17? You 

will need these soon, she advised solemnly; I will explain to you when that 

happens. And six girls in your grade already mothering toddlers. But the 

worst thing was she wasn’t entirely wrong. It took you until now to be 

fully aware of how many of the things that were supposed to happen back 

then didn’t happen to you—of how you were asleep all those years, as 

oblivious as she was. Naturally you blamed her for holding you back 

somehow—and then for not preparing you for how it would be when you 

finally, finally got there. 

When you’re doing all these things to change the way you look, the 

irony won’t be lost on you that this must be what a girl born and raised in 

a small, sleepy part of the world thinks of as going wild, when actually 

all of that stuff, the earrings and the hair and tattoo, even the nose ring, 

has all become laughably mainstream. But that doesn’t matter—you’re not 



  Incognito 
 
 

 
107  

rebelling, you’re not stating some radical ideology. And it isn’t that you 

want to punish yourself by making yourself ugly, or some other silly pop 

psych theory. You just want to look not you, that’s all. 

One thing you don’t do, though, is start some sort of method acting 

exercise where you invent a role to fit your new look. Don’t   pick up a 

Cockney accent or start quoting Dostoevsky or throwing your head back 

recklessly when you laugh. You’ve always been a good liar, but good liars 

know what they can and can’t get away with, and you know you’d never 

be able to get away with lying a whole new personality for yourself. 

Besides, you don’t have to do all that; you’ll probably become someone else 

anyway, without even trying. All this time, when the peroxide is being 

squirted in, when you’re sitting in the piercing shop waiting for the third 

hole on the right, when you’re pawing through bins of nubby flannel shirts 

in the thrift shop, you’ve been thinking of that someone else you used to 

be back there. It’s hard to even remember who she was, if she was anyone at 

all. So now, perhaps she—you—really could be anyone at all. 

When you’re done with everything, you drive. Driving is necessary; you 

need to be able to measure time and space to feel that you are actually 

going somewhere. Straight lines are necessary, too—to be going away 

from something toward something else. As you drive, space opens up 

before you beyond the straight line. You are uncontained; you wonder if, 

when you stop each day and get out of the car, you might begin to expand 

until you fill the space all the way up to the sky. 

But when you get out—at the gas station, at the minimart, at the motel 
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with the neon pulsing vacancy vacancy vacancy sign—people look at you. 

In a diner someplace unknown where you stop to eat for lunch (green 

formica counter, red leatherette booth seats, garage sale pictures of cows 

and pigs), everyone turns and stares. They keep staring, too long. You try not 

to meet their lingering, unblinking eyes, eyes that seem connected to a 

single entity—as if not just the people but the walls, counters, chairs and 

booths, the whole room has turned  to look. Seconds go by, counted by the 

taps of your shoes on the linoleum floor, as their eyes remain on you. You 

coil into a corner booth, unfolding the laminated menu fortress-like 

around you, and feel the room slowly turn away. It stops being an evil red-

and-green pulsating force aligned against you and becomes once again a 

roadside pitstop with cows on the wall and a soggy apple pie on the 

counter. But it’s too late; everything has collapsed back into a single point 

inside you. At first you think it’s just the earrings and dye-job and all 

that, but   you know that’s not quite it. It’s that they’ve never seen anyone 

like you before. But then neither have you. You want to ask them what 

they see. 

Recognition is a tiny explosion in the brain. When you look at yourself, 

finally, after all the changes, there’s no explosion; you aren’t shocked at 

how you look so not you. You simply don’t acknowledge that what you 

see is you. 

* * * * * 

The last step is different from everything else you’ve done, and you 

know you’re way too chicken to go through with it at the moment,   but 
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you keep thinking about it as you drive. You’ve only heard how to do 

this part. You’re supposed to go down to the Hall of Records and make 

up some false pretense to find the name of some girl who was born around 

the same year as you and was given a social security  number but died very, 

very young. That becomes your new name and social security number, you 

see, your newly minted identity. This is serious going under, probably a 

major felony and a lot more drastic than putting seven holes in your head, 

since even those will close up  if you let them. The illegality of it isn’t the only 

thing that scares you, though. You keep thinking that you might be waiting 

tables somewhere one day and this woman you’re serving keeps staring 

at your nametag with an odd look on her face until you realize she’s the 

dead baby’s mother. You wonder what would happen, if she’d be violently 

angry at you for desecrating her dead daughter’s name, or if she’d 

completely flip out and think you really were her daughter, alive all these 

years and living incognito. Mary-Lou, honey, is that really you? My baby’s 

all grown up now. It’s crazy, especially the name Mary-Lou, but you keep 

thinking about it until you can actually see this woman running up to you, 

arms wide to take you back in, and for one confusing moment you forget 

who you’re supposed to be and panic, thinking there’s some other life you 

should have been living all this time, but you weren’t living it at all. 
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Living Dead 
 
 
 
 

In the beginning of winter I hardly ever wished for death. Whenever 

I thought about being dead, I would immediately correct myself, No, I 

can’t wish for that, because I already am dead. I could only wish to be alive, 

and at the time that seemed an impossibility. I was an urban zombie; I 

moved around the city as a slide projection     of myself, flickering on 

sidewalks and in back walls of rooms, while people moved through me 

untouched and the things I passed over warped my image. 

No one witnessed this anti-existence. I had discarded my past,  or it 

had discarded me, and I had come to a city at the other end of the world 

where I knew no one. During the day people were clients or colleagues; 

going home they were strangers, commuters; at home  in the apartment 

complex with paper-thin walls they were neighbors, whose lives were 

broadcast into my room like television, and just as impossible to enter. But 

if to me there were no people in this city, it wasn’t because they were all 

zombies like me, but because that was the only way I could deal with 

them. 

When you tell people you’ve had a bad day, they will ask, What 

happened? Sometimes it isn’t anything you can name. People who have 

to attribute personal hell to one particular thing or another know 

nothing about the horrors of the void. As the year-end holidays 
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approached, there were things I might have pointed to, a laundry-list of 

woes. At the top of the list was the way I saw life no longer as 

something to experience but something to have, as a possession—or not 

to have, an absence. 

But this was too vague and universal to suffer with any real intensity. 

There was only one thing that happened toward the end of  the year 

that I could give a name, albeit a tiny, pitiful one: in mid-November, I 

got the flu. I caught it from a co-worker named Tyler;   it was the most 

intimate thing that had happened between us since   we met. We started 

working at the insurance agency at about the same time, he as a 

freelance writer to craft brochures, I as a temporary clerk; we shared the 

same age, interests, and lack of marital status. He was attractive and 

available, I was attractive and available; there had naturally been a fair 

amount of flustered anticipation at the given conclusion that we would 

become attracted and available to each other. 

Yet that office was so sterile and repressive that unsettled emotions 

tended to plasticize and become slogans from the insurance mailers—

so happy to hear about the addition to your family have you thought about your 

new needs? There was a very tall and leafy potted plant by his desk, on a 

direct line between his chair and mine. At first  this plant seemed to 

promote our suggestive behavior, with furtive peekings and shy smiles 

caught between leaves. Then after a while it   served only as a barricade. 

After our usual morning exchanges over charcoal-flavored coffee at the 

office kitchenette, he ducked behind the greenery and camouflaged 
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himself. I assisted by maneuvering  my computer so that there was no 

chance of accidental eye-contact should we happen to move beyond the 

foliage. We were still friendly;  we frequently had lunch together, joked 

a lot, and could discuss a wide range of subjects, but in short we had 

mentally checked the box marked colleagues to define our connection. If 

I left tomorrow or  if the plant left tomorrow, he would feel the same sense 

of loss and recovery. 

I suppose sharing germs was as close as insurance-office-colleagues 

came to genuine interaction; the virus could do what we didn’t dare. I 

could pinpoint the moment it happened, too: we happened to be going 

to the copy machine at the same time when he coughed right into my 

face. The earth didn’t move. I didn’t sense any   sort of transference, but I 

still remembered the scene. Like people who claimed they knew exactly 

when and where their children were conceived, I knew the precise 

moment of non-contact when the disease was conceived in me. 

He came to visit me during Thanksgiving week when I took sick leave. 

You’ll be happy to know I’m here out of a profound sense of guilt, he told me 

solemnly. He gave me a card which everyone in the office had signed with 

little get-well messages at all different angles; I’d signed   a similar card 

for him the previous week when he was sick. He had recovered in a few 

days; after nearly two weeks I was clawing my pillow to shreds at 3:00 

A.M. whimpering into the clumps of stuffing, Get me out of this please. I 

couldn’t sleep because I heard the germs whispering in my ears all night 

that something different was happening to me this time. I’d been sick 
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many times before, but I never had   a disease that tried to tell me where 

my life was going. 

I didn’t mention any of that to him. The visit was awkward enough, 

as if he personally had come to see me instead of acting as a 

representative of the group. So I tossed my words to him in a light and 

flippant manner: I hate this. I ’m going to be sick forever. It ’s like the first time 

you get your period—well, not you, but you know—and you  think, god, 

I’m going to have to go through this for practically the rest of my life. 

Oh yeah, I just hate it when that happens. For his part, he showed the 

appropriate amount of concern, chastised me gently when he found 

out I hadn’t seen a doctor and cheerfully urged me to do so to speed my 

recovery. Go to the M.D., get pumped full of happy drugs. You may say it ’s only 

the flu, but all sorts of nasty things could happen. Pneumonia, bronchitis—

people can still croak from the common cold. 

Thanks, Tyler, I feel tremendously better now. I could feel bits of pillow 

foam stuck under my nails but I didn’t look at them, keeping steady low-

intensity eye contact with Tyler and talking like we were leaning against 

the Formica kitchenette countertop in those mornings at the agency, 

waiting for the tarry coffee pot to fill. 

The visit ended at just the right time, with him again melodramatically 

pleading mea culpas for inflicting such pain on me, though his parting shot 

was, Some of this is your own fault, too, because you leave your windows open 

when it ’s freezing, because you should be lying on the sofa with the heat 

cranked up to 90 watching The Flintstones and eating chicken soup. Hey, 
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make the most of it. If you don’t, you will be this way forever. 

That wasn’t why this was happening, though. I could have told him the 

truth before he closed the door behind him but I let him leave without 

it. The truth, as I was beginning to understand it, was that I could not find 

a reason to change. The disease was a life, never getting better or worse but 

always only varying slightly on the same theme until it ended. Even 

those times I lay clutching weakly at  the remains of pillow, whispering 

If I could just get well, the whisper bounced around in my head and 

returned to my ears as an insidious hissing, Then what? What will you do 

but return to the way you were?   I would not go running through the streets 

screaming I’m cured! I’m cured! I would not climb mountains, cross rivers, 

love my fellow man and strive for world peace. If I recovered I would no 

longer have even the single pursuit of recovery. I would triumph only to 

be a zombie again. 

That winter I was never more alive than when I felt like I was dying. 

* * * * * 

The day I returned to work in early December, I started thinking 

about Carl Stepton. He was the first client I assisted on my very first day 

at the agency six months ago. A cherubic man in his early thirties, he 

walked in and startled me into thinking that it was his grin, and not the 

little bell on the door, that had made that merry jingling. He sat down at 

my desk and said he needed to start an auto policy for   his Honda; friends 

of his had given our agency high marks. Not very good friends, I thought, 

trying to smile like a brochure where friendly staff will take care of your 
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insurance needs. Everything was a need here; we took care of their needs so 

they wouldn’t have to need anything anymore. 

One of the senior clerks, a viciously efficient woman named Janet, was 

showing me the ropes that day, and I brought her some of the forms I’d 

attempted to fill out for Mr. Stepton’s policy. You did not fill out this section 

here, she said with a thrust of her finger to the paper. Employment 

information. 

He said he’s not employed—but he does have a steady source of income,  I 

added quickly. 

What is his source of income? 

I—didn’t ask. I hadn’t wanted to embarrass him if the source happened 

to be his mother or something like that; I’d just gone through two 

months of unemployment before this job and I could sympathize. 

Janet marched us back to my desk. Mr. Stepton, what is your source of 

income? 

I’m collecting disability. 

I looked with silent pleading at Janet, hoping this was good enough 

so she wouldn’t have to keep prying. It wasn’t good enough. For what 

reason are you collecting disability? 

It ’s because I have AIDS. 

The silence that followed was broken by my blowing a pile of eraser 

crumbs off the desk. Embarrassed by Janet’s persistence and  my own 

awkwardness, I’d ducked my head and tried to erase the multitudes of 

mistakes on the form right when Carl Stepton began to speak—It ’s 



  Living Dead 
 
 

 
116  

because—frantically scrubbing the pencil marks from the page, pink crumbs 

flecked all over the desk—I have—and just as  I inhaled he finished—

AIDS. Then I was blowing pink dust and tiny pink tumbleweeds away; as 

they fell off the edge I felt myself falling with them, that at that moment of 

revelation there was nothing but mess and clutter between us. I had no 

time for any other reaction save a silly, meaningless one; without a word 

Janet filled in the line, then handed the forms back to me—Do both sides 

of these in ink plus     the computer printout and don’t forget to make copies for 

the file. Then she executed a crisp turn and left me to drown myself in 

paperwork, to forget that people had secrets, forcing them to expose 

themselves in public and then blowing those secrets away like so much 

dust. 

I looked up helplessly at Carl Stepton for the first time since he had 

spoken; he was discretely brushing off some eraser crumbs that had 

landed on his dark grey trousers. I’m sorry, I said miserably. I’m new at 

this, can you tell? 

That’s OK, he smiled. It looks like a new year’s party. He gestured to the 

mess of crumpled papers and pink crumbs on my desk. He pressed his 

palm on the desk to pick up more eraser crumbs and then with a flick of 

his wrist tossed them into the air like confetti. Happy New Policy! 

He was so nice, while I was so fumbling and confused and foolish, that 

when he brought out his check book I wanted to rip up his check and 

exclaim First payment’s on us! Your money’s no good here, Stepton! like he 

was my favorite customer at a pub. I think he liked  me, too, because I 
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looked so pathetic. He was patient when he should have cuffed me; he was 

understanding when I felt like setting fire to my desk. 

When he finally could leave—whistling “Auld Lang Syne” and jauntily 

waving good-bye to me out the door—I sat down and broke every pencil 

in my desk in half, because Carl Stepton had just wasted a few precious 

hours, and I would waste many, many more of them   in the days to come, 

fussing over useless scraps of paper dotted with eraser crumbs, while 

tremendous things moved by us unnoticed. 

Six months later in early winter there were still pencil halves and eraser 

crumbs, but Carl Stepton existed to me only as a file somewhere in the 

S drawer. I tried to remember him the whole time Tyler was at my desk 

trying to resume our usual morning chats. Tyler was saying something 

about how it was about time I got my lazy butt out of bed and started 

pulling my weight around here, and then, all kidding aside, I should 

probably take it easy my first day back, I still didn’t look 100%. He 

probably said that because of the vacant way I looked at him, although I 

didn’t tell him what really held my mind. He left my desk with a 

brochure-smile and slogan-like parting, Well   at least working in insurance 

is perfect if you’re feeling down, because you can actually make money from 

people not suffering. 

However jokingly he meant it, I couldn’t help but think that his 

picture left out the view of people’s entire lives on paper, copied in 

triplicate, punctured by the hole punch and stuck on metal prongs in 

manila folders. It all came back to me throughout that day—paralyzed 
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while DUI and grease fire destroyed the nursery and Alcoholics Anonymous 

for two years and miscarriage during the third trimester and life support 

machine and intensive care and overdose and AIDS—all there before me. The 

darkest shadow I apprehended, though, was not so much what an 

insignificant part of these people’s lives I played,   but almost the 

opposite: I was a bigger part of their lives than I was of my own. I knew 

all these intimacies about them, I knew what they experienced, I felt more 

for them in their lives on paper than I did for my own in the world. 

All day I sat at that desk thinking about what Carl Stepton 

experienced. I wondered about living and dying in passion and violence. 

I wondered why those things meant nothing to me. 

Something else happened after that, during that raw mid-December 

week, something that was harder to define than the influenza. The 

germs that had lived in my body were leaving, as from a barren and 

desolate planet. When they left, they took all traces of life with them. My 

body seemed to be turning itself into an inert object;  I witnessed myself 

becoming something that wasn’t myself—wasn’t a self, but a thing. It 

didn’t linger and wane and ebb like illness. It struck quickly. 

Monday I woke up and discovered that my skin had turned deathly 

pale. I used to have a medium-tan complexion year around, but Monday 

at lunch the sales lady at the make-up counter went right past the tans 

and beiges and selected ivory mist when I asked for her recommendation. 

Maybe it was from being sick, staying indoors a lot, that extra-nasty 

weather that made me cover up more, the dire warnings about melanoma 
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that the make-up lady gave me when she plugged the benefits of ivory 

mist’s built-in sunscreen. But this wasn’t a gradual, gentle fading like an 

old photograph. I had gone stone-white  overnight. 

Yet my angel-of-death look, while alarming, was actually becoming 

to me. Geez, you look like you lost a tan over the weekend. But it ’s OK, it 

looks fine, Tyler said while edging away. You look nice today. He looked nice 

that day, too, in a formal dark suit with a black overcoat; he was going to 

some sort of event after work, he said. I didn’t ask what it was, although 

I couldn’t keep from thinking funeral. On the streets after work, I saw that 

most people were wearing black. It was winter; they walked the streets in 

their own individual death marches. People did look more attractive in 

wintertime; watching them, I wondered whether life was meant to be 

beautiful at all. In summertime people on the streets were florid and 

sweaty and exposed, ugly but alive. In winter when everything was cold 

and still, they looked so perfect, beautiful frozen corpses. 

Other things happened. On the bus to work Tuesday morning   I 

stared at my hands. I always stare at my hands while commuting, because 

it’s the only view that belongs to you; every other space is claimed by 

someone else. But this morning was different; I no longer felt that these 

crowds bumping and pushing me were infringing on my space. I let 

myself be bumped and pushed because they couldn’t really touch me. 

I saw my arm as a stream of white candlewax; it pooled at my   hands 

and I saw my fingers dribbling out from the stream, then slowing, the wax 

cooling and hardening, like rigor mortis setting in at the fingertips first 
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and spreading slowly, cell by cell. I sat then, hunched over and defensive, 

lest someone bump me and break off my arm; it would fall to the floor of 

the bus with a thud and everybody would look at me in horror and know 

what I was. When I faced the doors to leave, I saw myself in the glass, an 

unrecognizable waxy lump. 

Starting Wednesday, I had no appetite. I ate because it was 

something to be done, but felt neither hunger before nor satiation after. 

Food fell inside me, where it decomposed itself. I was an object; I could 

not incorporate other objects into me and make them become me. I lost 

all appetites; I looked at men passing on the street, men I might have once 

thought attractive sexy fresh young virile and wondered how I could ever 

have them inside me, mind or body, and feel anything real. 

Wednesday night I thought about breathing. Dangerous; not 

something a person should have to think about. I lay half-conscious and 

wondered if I was breathing; I made a fist-clenching effort to breathe 

but wasn’t sure if I was really doing it or just trying so hard  I imagined 

it. All through the next day I felt smothered and buried.  I wondered that 

people passing by me on the street did not hear me wheezing and gasping. 

They didn’t; no one hears leaves on the sidewalk turning brown either. 

Walking home from work I saw a fallen leaf, still green, and holding it 

in my hand, I wondered whether it would be considered alive or dead. The 

waxy-smooth surface told me there was no way of knowing. 

Thursday night I woke up because something was creeping down my 

throat and I couldn’t breathe again. I went into the bathroom, turned 
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on the light, and looked at myself in the mirror, covered with blood. Blood 

was running down from my nose in a solid stream to my chest. I could 

hear it dripping regularly onto the white porcelain of the sink. The blood 

had run into my eyes while I was sleeping; it was matted in my hair, spots 

blazing on my dead-pallor skin. I turned   on the water in the sink to wash 

my face but too much blood kept flowing. It wouldn’t stop. I threw off 

my splotched clothes and sat in the tub with the hot water raging. I waited, 

my hands pressed against  my face so I couldn’t see any more or feel 

any more. 

When the tub was full, I took my hands away from my face and 

opened my eyes. It was everywhere. Bright red splattered on the mirror 

and the sink, like I had gotten shot in the head. The bathwater tinted 

amber. Crimson specks on the tiles. The blood screamed in my ears. I was 

sitting in it, it had rushed from me, a bloodfall waterfall; I   was pouring 

myself away. 

There was a handlebar on the wall of the bath; I reached up for  it to 

pull myself up out of the murky water. When I stood up, black spidery 

things crawled out of my head onto my face, on my eyes, running out 

of my ears. I wondered dimly whether these were the last living things, 

the things doomsday predictors talk about when the human beings are 

gone. The walls were black with them, and I heard faintly over the roaring 

bloodfall in my head, You’re going to fall, you’re going to fall into the blood and 

drown and embalm yourself in your own living fluid. I sat back down quickly 

and there was nothing, no spiders or bloodfall or bloody water, just me 
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in a hole holding onto the metal handrail. The handle was loose and I 

could hear it rattling;   that was all there was in the world, the deafening 

sound of rattling  all around me, a death rattle. 

When I came back to the world, I opened my eyes to silence. I  was a 

fluid flowing outside myself surrounding the bloated, drowned thing in the 

dirty water. 

A doctor, had I obeyed Tyler and seen one, would have told me a different, 

more concrete story: anemia, fatigue, nasal membranes weakened by extensive 

use of antihistamines following a bout of influenza,   mild hallucinations. I 

should have been scared, or at least mildly concerned. But to me 

everything followed a purposeful pattern. Loss of color, loss of appetite, 

loss of blood. I believed I had finally convinced my body that I was dead, 

so now my body chose to play the part. 

Is something wrong? Tyler asked Friday morning following the blood 

incident. He probably wondered why I kept looking away from him while 

he talked. I didn’t want him to see me if I suddenly started gushing blood 

again; I didn’t want him to see my metamorphosis   into thingness. 

No. Nothing. I looked down at my white wax fingers, at a dried speck of 

red trapped under my thumbnail. Carl Stepton’s blood was deadly. Mine 

was life and it had been drained from me, leaving me the living dead. 

I realized during that brief conversation with Tyler that I had not 

heard from Carl Stepton in some time. Once in a while he’d phoned 

with a question—he’d asked for me, even after that initial fiasco. I also 

had been required to make a specified number and type of follow-up calls, 
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asking various questions, though never the ones I wanted—Why does a 

dying man buy an auto policy? Why does a lifeless woman sell him one? On 

those occasions, I would fleetingly catch myself trying to hear things in 

his voice—Did he sound sick? Did he sound worse? But I never dwelled 

on those thoughts long, because his voice had sounded like sleigh bells 

and popcorn being munched and all sorts of silly fun pleasant things that 

made me forget my self-absorbed morbidities for a moment. 

Now I tried to remember that voice. What did dying sound like? For 

that matter, what did living sound like? In the background I could hear 

Tyler saying Are you sure nothing’s wrong? with something a little more 

than colleague-curiosity, so I gave him a very polite, very saccharine Oh 

yes I’m sure which drove him back to his desk as intended. 

After Tyler retreated behind the plant, I went immediately to the file 

cabinets and pulled out the S drawer. I found the file; before I could even 

get it back to my desk, though, I saw the red capital letters rising from the 

front cover. 

CANCELLED. 

Not CANCELLED-DECEASED. His policy alone had ended, 

cancelled during my absence. I opened the file to the first item; it was 

a brief letter from Carl. The car is being sold; no replacement vehicle will be 

purchased. There were two yellow adhesive notes stuck on the letter, both 

noting that follow-up calls on two different dates yielded nothing but an 

answering machine message. Before that was a copy   of the latest mailer 

sent to him—We have special options to suit your special needs. 
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I took the file back to my desk and called the listed phone number. After 

five rings I heard a man’s voice—not Carl’s. Leave your messages for Carl and 

I’ll make sure he gets them. The voice sounded like it came from a doorway; it 

knew where Carl Stepton was on the other side of the door from me but I 

couldn’t see him. I knew the person with that voice would never tell me 

what I needed to know. I had to hear it from Carl. 

I took the file home. It lay on my coffee table while I stared at it for 

hours; the window was open but the room felt stifling as I sat   there 

motionless. Right now, somewhere in the city Carl Stepton was alive, and 

dying. I had to see him. It became, not an obsession—that would require 

passion—but a necessity. I needed to see someone who was alive, because 

in dying he would be truly alive, more alive than I   was. I needed to see 

him so that I could tell him my secret, when the pain was shuddering 

through him and he said he wished he could be dead I could whisper it to 

him, that I was dead. 

I could have waited until Monday and asked around the office to see 

if anybody knew what happened to Stepton, Policy Number B803455-7. 

But they’d wonder why I was asking, and I didn’t want anyone to know. 

Tyler I particularly wished to avoid; he was taking the flu thing personally 

and rather hard, believing perhaps that he  had given me pneumonia or 

bronchitis or at the very least made me lose a tan. I had caught him peeking 

through the plant leaves more often and if I looked over at him he 

seemed to be disguising some unsettled expression. I stopped looking at 

him; if we weren’t more careful he might overstep the line we had drawn 



  Living Dead 
 
 

 
125  

in those early days, and he’d find out about me. 

So I looked for Carl Stepton that weekend by taking my zombie body to 

every hospital in the city where he might be. It was tedious, it was 

arduous, it had the overall feeling of futility; it was the most fitting thing I 

could do in my search for the living. I must have been quite a sight, even 

without a scythe in my hands, a thin figure in a  long black coat with a 

dead-white face saying I am looking for someone. They didn’t all run 

screaming, though—these were hospitals; they knew of the dead. 

None of them knew of Carl Stepton. 

The night before I had dreamed Carl Stepton asked me What’s  death 

like? and I had asked him What’s life like? Now I sat in the hallway of 

another hospital, not sure which one this was or what the day or the time 

was, or what I was doing there. Hospital corridors all had strange lighting, 

not dim and dreary, but too bright and harsh; nothing could escape it in 

any shadows. I sat on an armless backless bench in the raging light of the 

corridor because I didn’t know where to go. I waited for that to sink in, but 

at that moment only that light was sinking in. I had nothing left. I was 

dissolving under the light; it glared through me as I thinned into 

cheesecloth-transparency. I would disappear soon if I didn’t try to 

hold myself here. But there was nothing to hold me. 

There was a door ahead of me. There was something on the door—a 

wreath. I’d forgotten it was Christmastime; as the last image I found to 

behold before disappearing into thingness and nothingness, it appeared 

as a different kind of wreath, a black circle coming  at me. Then in the 
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background I heard Tyler’s mock-scolding voice, Just like you to get all 

morbid about something like Christmas, and he was clicking his tongue in that 

annoying way, when the clicking became something else, outside of me. 

There was a man down the corridor to the left, a man with a camera taking 

pictures of me. He had not even noticed what had happened to me while 

he turned it into film, he just kept clicking away. 

The man stopped clicking and came over to the bench. Did you come here 

to see someone? I nodded. What happened? 

I said simply, He’s not here. 

* * * * * 

Tyler came to visit me a few days before Christmas. 

I saw your picture in the paper, he began. 

The newspaper was sitting on the coffee table, next to Carl Stepton’s file, 

open to the page with the photo essay. For one of the images, the 

photographer had chosen to go with a stark, arresting vision, a pale figure 

dressed in black. The caption uselessly said something like Friends and family 

of AIDS victims also suffer during the holidays, but it was the picture that 

stood out. It was a perfect image, I thought— perfect because it was 

impossible to imagine her, the figure in the photo, as being something 

other than the picture, having a greyer existence away from the vivid 

black and white. 

What’s going on with you? Why were you at that hospital, are you— all 

right? Do you still feel sick? 

No, I don’t feel anything. He was looking at me in a strange way. 
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I looked back with a face of cool, detached amusement. I don’t have 

AIDS, if that’s what you’re thinking. 

Then what— 

Nothing to be concerned about. I added a shade more amusement  to the 

face. You don’t have to look so guilty. It ’s not your fault. 

It is my fault—I mean, not because I made you sick or anything like that. 

We were just joking about that. But I should have—seen something. He kept 

looking at me and I knew this was it, he had to see who I was, what 

I’d become. He asked again, What’s going on with you? Something’s—

happened to you. His words fell helplessly into the room. 

I ’ve been looking for someone. Carl Stepton. 

He didn’t recognize the name at first. Then it came to him at once, 

and his face changed. It was happening; he was moments away from 

discovery. Why do you want to find him? 

To see if he’s alive. To the silence I added, I couldn’t find him. He could 

still be alive, Tyler said fervently. 

I rushed toward the end. What does it matter? How do you know if anyone’s 

alive? How do you know if those people walking past you on the street are alive, 

the people sitting on the bus with you, how do you know if   the person standing 

right next to you is alive? 

I know you’re alive, he said. 

He was suddenly very close to me. He was making the ending difficult; 

even as he moved toward me, he refused to see what I was. How? How do 

you think you know I’m alive? 
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Closer. Because you feel pain. 

Closer, he was getting closer to me and closer to know what I was. I 

feel nothing. Closer. Surrounding me. Nothing. 

Don’t you feel anything? 

I thought, This is the end, there’s all my blood pouring out of me forever, 

he’s going to look down and see my blood all over everything, all   my life gone 

from me, and he’ll know he’s holding a corpse, a body, and he’ll push the cold 

hard deadness away from him and then he wiped the blood from my eyes 

and I could see him looking down at me and I   saw that the blood was 

clear on his fingertips, clear like water. 

You see? It ’s all right. 

The window was open while we stood together; the room breathed 

in the air from outside and Carl Stepton’s file opened up like the lid of 

a coffin, the pages of his life swirling around us. 
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The Revolution to Free Beatrice 
 
 
 
 

Beatrice seems to think I’m Holly Golightly. I don’t know where 

she could have gotten such an idea; I guess to any sheltered Chinese 

girl who grew up in the sanitized suburbs of Marin County, a 27-year-old 

half-breed cousin living in Manhattan by herself has got to seem 

glamorous. Never mind that I seldom go to parties and always leave 

early when I do.   Never  mind that I balance my checkbook and usually 

go Dutch on   dates. And never mind that I’m an office temp and that 

my apartment is one room with the kind of particle board furniture even 

college students turn down. At least the ones at Harvard, which 

Beatrice was attending when she first came to visit me. 

She came for Thanksgiving her freshman year, since her folks  said it 

was too expensive for her to fly back home for just a couple of days. 

This I found hard to believe. Aunt Rose was the type who wouldn’t admit 

that anything was too expensive. Or, even if forced to admit it, she’d go ahead 

and buy whatever-it-was anyway. Her husband, Herman Yau, was a well-

known architect and made big bucks, but not big enough for her spending 

habits. Meanwhile my mother, Rose’s older sister, whose husband washed 

dishes and checked inventory in the restaurant they owned, had a saint’s 

tolerance for her family members’ quirks. Why not let Miranda run off to 

New York, alone, without a real job? Why shouldn’t Rose buy a new car 



  The Revolution to Free Beatrice 
 
 

 
130  

when she never drove the two she already had? (One was always in 

the shop, she explained, and the other was a stick shift; Rose hated driving 

stick.) In her late middle age, nothing particularly shocked or perturbed 

Ma anymore, which made my “running off” to New York seem no more 

daring than a haircut. And yet somehow I’d gained a reputation with 

Beatrice as being bohemian, free-spirited, the black sheep of the entire 

clan. 

Part of that was because of last Thanksgiving, I think. I wasn’t  trying 

to be subversive, really I wasn’t. I flew to California to visit the  Yaus that 

weekend; my mother was there too, preparing the holiday feast (since 

Aunt Rose didn’t cook), and Beatrice had been admiring Ma’s expert 

culinary skills. She herself couldn’t even boil water, she told me with an 

abashed giggle. So naturally I went out and bought her Easy Basics for Good 

Cooking for Christmas, so that Beatrice could learn to make Spaghetti 

Bolognese and roast a chicken. I didn’t know that my aunt had deliberately 

refused to teach Beatrice to cook, refused to do any cooking herself, 

because she thought it was too “low class.” 

“Rose is not too happy you give Beatrice the cookbook,” my 

mother informed me a month later, quickly adding, “But you shouldn’t 

feel bad. It was a nice thought.” 

If Ma said “not too happy,” it probably meant “furious.” “Why   is she 

upset with me for that? It’s just a tiny little present. Beatrice can sell it 

back or give it away if she wants. I thought she could use  it, that’s all.” 

I could almost hear Ma’s patient shrug over the phone. Rose had 
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always been my mother’s favorite of her five sisters, though I wasn’t sure 

why. Rose equally favored my mother, but the reasons there were obvious: 

after she’d been working in America for a number of years, Ma had saved 

enough to bring Rose over from China  and send her to college. My father 

always said Rose should have been named Lily, as in lily of the field. Out 

of all the Chao sisters, Rose alone got the fancy education, married rich, 

did nothing; my mother meanwhile worked her ass off night and day in 

the steamy confines of the restaurant. Perhaps she liked to see one of her 

own in the lap  of luxury, even if that one scorned the very means of Ma’s 

own existence. Rose was clearly proud of her inabilities in the kitchen. She 

wanted Beatrice to be the same way. 

What choice did Beatrice have? She did everything her mother said. But 

she wasn’t simply obedient; there was more to it. Beatrice and Rose 

together were like sisters, like best friends; they giggled about guys and 

clothes and movie stars. It gave me the creeps, frankly.   It seemed weird, 

unnatural—unhealthy, really—to be that way with your mother. Mothers 

were for not talking to about all those things, particularly guys, not that my 

mother would ever scold or punish me  for any perceived bad behavior 

with the opposite sex, the way Beatrice’s did. But therein lay the bigger 

problem, in my view: Rose was still most definitely the mother, and as 

such their relationship would always be unequal. They might titter about 

some boy at Harvard who was hopelessly smitten with Beatrice, but if 

Rose picked up even the tiniest hint that the boy might be making some 

inroads, she launched an investigation: who was he, who were his parents, 
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what did they do, what did he aspire to do, was he the right type of person, 

were they, was he in short good enough for Beatrice/Rose? He never 

was. 

In fact, I found out from Ma that the reason Rose wanted Beatrice to stay 

with me over the holiday weekend was because some boy  at school had 

invited her to stay with him and his family. The boy, needless to say, was 

not the right type, and had to be discouraged. My mother and I never talked 

about my own relationships, or about her problems with my father, but 

we got plenty of vicarious mileage out of the saga of the Yau women, 

since Beatrice told Rose everything, and Rose, either bragging or 

complaining, told Ma. “So, what’s so bad about this one?” I asked. “He’s 

Chinese, right? And a Harvard boy.  His folks must be rich to afford that 

ten-digit tuition. So what is it?” 

“Too old. Already 21.”  

“Beatrice is almost 19!” 

“Rose say he drinks too much.” 

“He’s 21! That’s what guys do at that age. Besides, Rose thinks two 

beers means too much.” 

“Also, biggest thing, he’s major in History. Rose say that means he 

have no ambition. When he graduates, he doesn’t get a good job.”  

“Oh, well why didn’t you say so. Heaven forbid she should hookup 

with one of those liberal arts types.” My major had been English. My 

father’s, near as I could figure, had been something to do with city 

planning, public policy and/or social work. Rose thought we were both 
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losers. I made a mental note to buy my cousin The Norton Anthology of 

Poetry this year. 

Beatrice arrived late Wednesday night and left Sunday afternoon. 

She looked so fresh-faced waving at me across the train station I felt like 

sitting down and resting my weary 27-year-old bones. I suddenly 

realized I had no idea who she really was or what to do with   her for four 

days; I’d only ever thought of her as the poor girl whose mother dominated 

her. So we saw a Disney movie on Thursday and a show on Friday, went to 

the museum Saturday and the park Sunday. Beatrice was polite and 

undemanding; we made pleasant small talk and she thanked me for 

everything, and at the end of four days I still   had no real idea what 

made my cousin tick. 

Of course, Beatrice talked to her mother every night, detailing every 

single guy who made a flirtatious comment to either of us (there were 

a few—the Parisian in the park who offered to marry her on the spot, 

the guard at the Met who took our picture then begged us to send him 

a copy, countless whistlers and winkers and kiss-blowers, mostly for her). 

Good heavens, I thought, Aunt Rose is going to get the idea that all I did 

was take her darling daughter to   singles bars. She probably thinks I’m 

that desperate myself, anyway, pushing 30 and still unmarried. 

(“Grandchildren would be nice,” was as much as my mother ever 

pressured me, always adding, “But better you be sure he’s right for you.” 

Right for her meant employed and well-mannered and one or two other 

reasonable things—Ma did have standards after all, though a far cry from 
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Rose’s uncompromising list of future husband requirements.) 

I could also tell that Rose was lecturing Beatrice not to think  about 

that boy, the one who’d invited her to meet his family. Beatrice would 

keep saying things like, “Yes, I understand,” and “We’re just good 

friends,” never losing her temper, never fibbing or hiding anything, 

always maintaining that sweet sincerity that had so magnetized the 

male population of Manhattan. I felt bad for the poor nameless 

besotted lad up in Cambridge. Between Rose’s iron will   and Beatrice’s 

dimples, he didn’t stand a chance of winning her away.  Afterward, I 

heard over and over again from my mother how  much Beatrice had 

enjoyed her visit. “She loves New York! She have   such a good time. She 

say she wants to live there after she graduates.” 

I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that; I’d assumed she’d had a 

tolerable four days the same way I’d had. “Uh…is that OK with 

Rose?” 

“Oh, Rose likes New York, too.” She chuckled. “Why? Because good 

shopping! Saks Fifth Avenue, Bloomingdale, Tiffany. She like to visit all 

the time. So she say it’s OK if her daughter goes to live.” 

“That’s big of her.” 

What had occurred that had left such an impression on Beatrice? I still 

can’t figure it out. If anything, I felt that the weekend had been rather half-

assed. The Disney movie, for example—I couldn’t think   of anything else 

to do, since most things were closed that day even in Manhattan and the 

weather was too raw to anything outdoorsy. Yes, Beatrice was 18 and not 
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8; even if I couldn’t take her to bars, I probably could have come up with 

something better than a cartoon at the Angelica. She could do that 

anywhere. 

And the show? I didn’t take her off-off-Broadway like I probably 

should have, but instead we went straight to the neon crassness of Times 

Square like any couple of tourists and saw Art. Yes, at least   it wasn’t 

Cats, but still, a sure-fire crowd pleaser featuring popular sitcom actors 

and a fun, non-challenging premise—I could have tried to be more 

cutting-edge and original, but hadn’t bothered. She enjoyed it, though 

it couldn’t have fired any zeal for theater such that she’d want to move 

here, could it? 

There was the one night, Saturday I think, that we went to dinner with 

my friends, Charles Tang and Norman Barrows. Charles was 30 and a 

lawyer; I’d temped at his firm once last year and we hit  it off. Norman 

was 47 and worked at Starbucks; he and Charles had been living together 

for four years, and I had figured Beatrice would pick up on this last fact 

without me having to spell it out—and that a multiethnic May-December 

gay couple couldn’t possibly be a shocking thing to her, no matter how 

sheltered she might be. Whether it was shocking or not, I’ll never know, 

because I could tell she had no idea. Roommates, I could see her assuming. 

She seemed shyly taken with youthful-looking Charles, as though I’d 

brought along a nice Chinese boy for her to possibly hook up with. 

Never mind that he used to be a heroin addict back in his playboy 

years before he met Norman, before he became clean and sober and born-
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again Republican. I couldn’t wait for him to start talking about the twelve-

step. Beatrice might think it was some kind of dance. Oh boy, I thought, 

wait till Aunt Rose hears about this one. 

But Charles didn’t tell any of his stories about shooting up in the 

changing room at Brooks’ Brothers. Turned out he and Norman had gone 

to the same movie we had, and so we mostly talked about that. “The 

animation was fantastic, but that musical score? Just a few too many 

sweeping violins for my taste.”  

“Yes, but only think of the absolutely unlimited opportunities to peddle 

film-related merchandise!” The conversation eventually moved to films in 

general, and every so often I thought Norman, who used to hang out with 

theater types and had lots of delicious gossip about them, was surely 

about  to say something ribald or suggestive about a particular actor, but his 

double entendres that evening were mild, barely discernible even to me 

and certainly over Beatrice’s haloed head. 

So, it couldn’t have been that. What, then? Ordering greasy lo mein 

at midnight? The block-long line for bagels and coffee at H&H? The fact 

that my apartment featured a sleeping loft in the living room and a 

bathtub in the kitchen? But those were such frivolous things. 

Beatrice might have been young, but she’d already traveled the world with 

her parents and had a bit more sophistication than the average teen. 

Perhaps, ultimately, it had very little to do with me and the things we’d 

done; it was simply being under the care of someone so unlike her mother 

that she could finally cut the cord, or at least nick  it a little. A wicked 
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idea began forming in the back of my brain: I would corrupt my sweet 

young cousin. I would drag her away from the chains of respectability, 

away from the arranged marriage her mother would no doubt foist upon 

her, away from her mother in general. The two of us would rent a place 

together in the East Village, or the meat-packing district, or Williamsburg; 

Beatrice would start shopping at Goodwill, devouring dollar paperbacks 

from The Strand, jamming to the sitar at cab driver-crammed Indian 

restaurants. She’d transfer to NYU and major in women’s studies; I’d teach 

her to cook Senegalese food, to quote from Howl. We’d pierce body parts, 

date drummers. Even my mother would start to be mildly concerned (“She 

doesn’t take any of the drugs, does she? Rose would be so upset”). 

I fully intended to put this plan in action, starting the very first weekend 

after Beatrice left. Norman had told me about a party in Chelsea, hosted 

by some set designers, that promised lots of potential for meeting the 

kinds of people Beatrice and I would surely be   hanging out with. In order 

to keep from showing up too early (a fatal habit of mine), I had a beer at a 

pub with Tyler Brennan, a friend from one of my past office gigs. I 

ended up not going to the party, and in fact not going to another such 

event for a long time. It seems that night I’d found that one person with 

whom to stay home every Friday night not regretting it. No doubt none of 

Aunt Rose’s criteria would have been met by him: an Irish-American 

freelance writer, the product of blue-collar parents and lifelong public 

schooling, who made jambalaya our second date and drank at least two 

beers while we ate it. Perhaps the very fact that he’d fail every Rose 
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requirement only added to his appeal. 

Of course, in the early stages it wasn’t without typical New York 

complexity. His apartment was uptown west in the 90s, mine was 

downtown east in the teens, just about as inconvenient as possible, so 

we spent the better part of our non-working hours on busses and subways 

to one or the other’s place. Even more frustrating, his job required 

traveling, while mine meant odd hours and lots of overtime. Whenever we 

could finally meet, we fairly tore into each other, it always felt like it 

had been so long. 

I hadn’t spoken to or about Beatrice in many months, so when she 

suddenly called, the Sunday before Thanksgiving, asking if she could once 

again stay with me, I became frantic. I liked my cousin, and I still liked 

to toy with the idea of liberating her, but given our schedules, Tyler and I 

had so few chances at consecutive moments together; this Thanksgiving 

would have been the first four-day stretch ever. I thought quickly: Beatrice 

may have admired my devil-may-care lifestyle, such as it seemed to be, 

but I didn’t think she’d be quite   so enamored of the harsh reality—dishes 

furry with week-old mold stacked in the sink, for example, because I was so 

sporadically home. They had maid service at Harvard. I’d let things get 

especially bad lately because I’d been planning on spending the long 

weekend at Tyler’s having nonstop sex. Actually, it would be more like four 

times, max, but the point is that couldn’t happen with Beatrice around. 

“Um, I’ve been super busy, Beatrice. The place is a sty. I’m not kidding, 

it’s disgusting. And it’s been so incredibly busy at work,” which was true, 
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“that I haven’t had time to clean,” which wasn’t, given that my apartment 

was so small it wouldn’t have taken more than a couple of hours. Then I 

felt guilty; she was family, after all, and it shamed me to think of my 

mother, so tolerant and understanding of us all. “Look,” I said 

magnanimously, “If you are absolutely stranded up there all by yourself 

and you’ve got nowhere else to go, you can stay here.” 

“Great! Thanks! See you in three days!” 

I was still holding the receiver to my ear when it started its 

deafening “hang up the phone right now, you idiot” beeping. I’d created a 

monster. Beatrice actually looked forward to sleeping on my slab of a sofa 

bed, waking to a symphony of garbage trucks and car alarms and dodging 

airborne roaches in the shower. Why couldn’t she lie to her mother this 

time and stay with her latest beau? Or hell, she had a lot of girl friends, 

why couldn’t she just stay with one of them? (No good; Rose was always 

suspicious that boys would be involved somehow. I guess since she 

considered me an old maid, she figured that wouldn’t happen in New 

York, despite the reports Beatrice had given last year.) 

In desperation, I called my mother. This was a last resort because it 

meant admitting to her that I was pretty serious about Tyler (and 

remember what I said about mothers and secrets?). She took the news 

calmly, though I knew she was silently letting out a long, slow sigh of relief 

(some of Rose’s “old maid” comments must have gotten to her), and I 

knew that as much as she tried not to pressure me, hints about wedding 

rings and grandchildren would begin and end every conversation from 
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now on. It was worth it, though, because she promised to do something 

about Beatrice. “That girl really is spoiled,” she said, probably the harshest 

thing I’ve ever heard anyone say about Beatrice. “Just like her mother.” (I’ve 

heard plenty said about Rose; my father can’t stand her either.) “She think 

she can just come over whenever she want. You don’t be worried, 

Miranda; I will talk to Rose.” 

She did, though I have no idea what she said, whether she finally pulled 

rank as older sister and simply told Rose that Beatrice had to find 

somewhere else to go, or whether she tried a sneakier tactic, suggesting that 

Miranda’s rich, successful boyfriend might propose marriage this 

weekend and so it was best that they were alone. However she did it, 

Beatrice ended up staying with a friend in the suburbs of Boston, too far 

from the city for it to be easily accessible to a couple of unsupervised 

college girls. Rose was appeased; Tyler and I got to be, too. Six times, as 

it turned out. 

I still felt a little glum about what had happened, though. Because of 

my own selfish desires, I failed the revolution to free Beatrice. I’d chosen 

sex over sisterhood, and Beatrice was doomed to remain shackled 

forever. Well, maybe that was a slight exaggeration of my own influence. 

After all, one more Thanksgiving couldn’t possibly have steered her off 

the course of bourgeois snobbery toward taking a walk on the somewhat-

wild side. Besides, had I really been considering doing it for her, or for 

me? My New York life was so unlike the way I’d thought it would be, 

the way Beatrice must have seen it. That was OK, though; I may not have 
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had the fast lane, but at least I had something that was mine. Everything 

Beatrice had, she turned over to Rose. 

Then I found out that the real reason Beatrice had wanted to stay with 

me in New York this time was because there was yet another boy, one 

whose family lived in Queens. The two of them weren’t quite serious 

enough yet for her to be invited to stay over with his family, but   they still 

could have met a few times in the city. “His family—Rose was so angry she 

found out!—they own a restaurant chain,” Ma told  me. “Southwest food. 

Fajitas, nachos, that kind. Chinese people, they make money any way. 

Plenty of money, that family, but of course Rose cannot accept them.” Was 

that actually a hint of sarcasm in Ma’s voice? “She forbids Beatrice to 

even speak to him.” 

“Then why was Rose going to let her stay with me?”  

“Rose didn’t know about him.” 

Stunned silence. “You mean—Beatrice lied to her?” 

“First time. Can you believe it? Beatrice didn’t say anything about 

the boy. And she say you invited her to New York.” 

“But I did—sort of. I mean, she wasn’t exactly lying. She asked  if she 

could come over and then I invited her. Actually, she was quite clever about 

it,” I said admiringly. Baby-faced Beatrice was taking on a life of her 

own—go figure. 

“Oh, so that’s how you do it!” Ma exclaimed, feigning great shock. 

“That’s how you girls lie to your poor mothers. Shameful!” 

We laughed—rather like sisters sharing a joke. “You tell Tyler I say 
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hi. Maybe you two visit soon. Maybe…maybe you have some news for 

us.” 

“Yeah, sure, Ma.” 

I still don’t know what’s going to happen to Beatrice, whether  she’ll 

turn into a copy of her mother or go off in her own way entirely.   I have a 

feeling it’ll be the latter, and I’m almost positive that’s a good  thing. I do feel 

bad, though, that I’d unwittingly kept her from a tryst with her boyfriend, 

possibly even gotten her in trouble over it with  her mother. To make up 

for it, I think I’ll buy my cousin a book on auto repair this Christmas. Rose 

is going to flip. 
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At Home 
 
 
 
 

Tyler got the genealogy idea from his mother when we visited her 

last May. I was meeting his family for the first time, and not thrilled about 

it. Of course, it crossed my mind that they might  call me Yoko Ono or 

Soon Yi behind my back (never mind that I’m  only half Asian, and that 

half is neither Japanese nor Korean), and wonder how such a nice, clean-

cut, all-American boy could have gotten mixed up with that vixeny half-

breed tramp, wondering how my name could be Miranda McGee 

when I look like that. 

Tyler’s mother married three times; she had been Miss Elizabeth 

Mahoney at one time in the first half of the century, then Mrs. Riley, Mrs. 

Peters, and Mrs. Brennan. Tyler’s siblings and half-siblings and many 

extended family members all lived in Arizona, where the girls married 

Harpers, Bakers, and Reynolds, and the boys got jobs with the phone 

company and the claims adjustor. Meanwhile Tyler Brennan has the 

largest collection of CDs from Mali of anyone I know. He’s learned to 

cook Yunanese cuisine. He wants to take music lessons though he can’t 

decide between the bodhran and the bazouki.   He follows New Zealand 

football and rugby teams, and owns an Aborigine painting titled “Rain 

Dreaming,” which graces the wall of his apartment in Manhattan. He’s a 
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divorced, lapsed Catholic, the only member of his family who doesn’t have 

children but who is learning to read Russian, the better to visit the 

Hermitage someday. And then one particular day in spring, he introduced 

me to his family. 

Brothers, sisters, half-siblings and in-laws hearing my name and 

turning to look, nieces and nephews staring outright the way all children 

did (didn’t they?), names I didn’t remember, faces I couldn’t tell apart, 

conversations I didn’t understand that didn’t have anything to do with me 

(did they?). That was how it went, more or less, and before I could react 

to any of it, they abruptly left, Home Depot or Little League or 

Applebee’s calling them away, and it was just Tyler and his mother and 

me, in a living room with brightly floral upholstery that clashed with the 

nautical décor (husband 3 had been in the navy; 2 and 1 had been cops). I 

set my Police Academy mug of tepid Lipton on the captain’s wheel end 

table and waited for whatever was supposed to happen next. 

Mrs. Brennan looked like a woman who had outlived three husbands 

and a great deal more. She didn’t seem to know what to do with us—

as though we were people she’d met years ago and given a quick “If 

you’re ever in Phoenix, stop on by!” never dreaming that we’d show up—

though it didn’t appear to upset her all that much, either. At one point in 

the afternoon, she disappeared into another room without a word and 

returned a half-hour later, mildly surprised   to see that we were still there. 

“Hi, Mom,” Tyler said, sarcastically, as though we’d just arrived. She 

peered at us, bemused, and then began to search for something in a 
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bookshelf (model ships, People magazine stacks, few books). 

“Yes, I did find those boxes after the move,” she said as though 

answering some question put to her. “Jimmy said he’d put the pictures in 

albums one day but he never got around to it. He did put them in boxes, 

anyway. Here, I think this is the one; it’s got the Brennans and 

Mahoneys.” 

The photographs that she pulled out one by one and passed to Tyler 

went back to when the Brennans and Mahoneys weren’t much more than 

black-and-white blurs. Yet I could see, when they were passed to me, 

that the link between them was clear; these were, unquestionably, pictures 

of one family. “That’s grandad, all right,” Liz Brennan said. “Looks an awful 

lot like you, doesn’t he, Tyler.” 

They all looked an awful lot like Tyler, even some of the relatives by 

marriage only. Tyler regarded the picture briefly before he passed   it on to 

me as his mother handed him another, saying, “Now here’s Robert and 

me. A fine shot of him, don’t you think?” 

Tyler nodded at the picture of his parents and again passed that on to 

me without comment. I was holding a pile of photographs by then, not 

sure what I was supposed to do with them. I looked over at  Mrs. Brennan 

but she was now silent and still. There were no more photos, save for the 

endless framed snapshots of her endless ranks of grandchildren spilling off 

tables and shelves—and even those carrot-topped cherubic faces 

matched the ones in my hands. 

Sorry Mrs. Brennan, I smiled beatifically as I put the photos back in 
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the box. It’s the end of the line. The next photos will be  of mutts with 

slanty eyes and auburn hair, freckled cheeks on faces round as pie. At 

least there’s no chance of webbed hands or feet, though I suppose that’s 

a small price to pay for the comforting reassurance of inbreeding. 

In the car, racing back to the hotel, “Well, that was fun,” I said, giving 

Tyler’s thigh a jovial slap. My wicked thoughts over the photos, and the 

fact that the meeting had finally come to an end, had given me a kind 

of champagne-glee. 

“That had nothing to do with you,” Tyler said quickly. “It’s me.   I could 

be bringing home a giraffe for all they care. They’ve never given a fuck 

about anything I’ve ever done, good or bad. When I got a fellowship 

to grad school, Mom sniffed and wondered why I had rejected the 

police academy. When I told Jimmy how you and I backpacked through 

southeast Asia last summer, he asked me if I knew how much it cost to 

get into Disneyland because he wanted to take the kids next year. When I 

got divorced, everybody shrugged. Now I visit for the first time in years 

and Mom decides to bring out a box of photos that nobody’s cared about 

for decades. And Jimmy, Catherine,   Bob, and the others didn’t even stick 

around long enough for that.” 

His tone surprised me, kept me from giggling outright the way I’d 

wanted to in his mother’s house. I looked over at him. All I could think to 

say was, “I’m not a giraffe.” 

* * * * * 

It may not have been the intended result, but the photographs stirred a 



  At Home 
 
 

 
147  

keen interest in Tyler about his family tree. In fact, his mother and the 

rest of his family were indifferent to the whole project; they seemed to 

view it as just another one of Tyler’s new wild ideas, up  there with 

camping in the Australian outback and cooking Tibetan momos for dinner 

on a Tuesday night. Not surprisingly, Tyler doesn’t talk to his family 

much. It seems strange to me, then, that he should   go through all the 

trouble of investigating the lives of people distantly related to him but 

long gone, when those closely related to him were still alive but off the 

radar screen. Maybe it’s easier and more immediately rewarding to feel 

connected to a mass of people than it is to attempt connection with 

isolated members of that mass. I can certainly understand that. What 

does Tyler have to say to his mother these days, after all? What do I 

have to say to mine? But the idea  of what each of them represented, 

the idea of being Irish, of being Chinese—now that was something that 

could speak to us. It spoke to him, anyway. 

The strangest thing about all of this is that Tyler used to be a little 

scornful of all those Americans who crossed the Atlantic to search for their 

“roots,” proudly announcing to the locals that their great grandparents 

were born in this town, “saying it as though they’ll be slapped on the back 

and welcomed as one of the family,” he had once sneered as we were setting 

off for Kyoto, in the opposite direction from the Emerald Isle. “As 

though it sets them apart from the other gazillion people who come 

tramping through, on a quest to kiss the Blarney stone or find the best 

deal on Waterford crystal.” 
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“It must amuse the locals, anyway,” I offered. “At least until they’ve 

gone through it too many times. Then it would probably be as welcome as 

foot-and-mouth disease.” 

“What do they care if your ancestors were from their town? You didn’t 

know those ancestors. The current residents didn’t know them. Those people 

are all long dead, buried and decomposed—and you are just another 

ingratiating American tourist.” That said, he picked up his pen and mine 

(we had been marking things in guidebooks and   writing in our travel 

journals to pass the time) and practiced chopsticks maneuvers, the better 

for slurping down soba and udon. 

Now in a Dublin government office, he sifts reverentially through 

ancient birth, marriage and death certificates—precious papers on which 

names and numbers had once been scrawled with an obvious lack of 

concern for accuracy or posterity. His eyes burn with the kind of intensity 

he usually only displays when he finds a ludicrously cheap fare to 

Morocco or a hitherto undiscovered Pacific Island that’s only two short 

stopovers away. He is certainly taking this project very much to heart. Of 

course, he has always been fascinated by things Celtic, but then so, too, 

has he been fascinated by things Baltic and Aztec and just about 

anything else. And yet his Celtic obsession seems different, more 

intense. 

“Why would anybody put up a statue of Oliver Cromwell,” he growled 

during our initial weekend in London; “it’s like putting up a statue of Hitler.” 

American tourists nearby photographing the English Hitler looked 
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startled at overhearing his words; from the way   they looked at the statue, 

I figured they hadn’t known who Cromwell was. Perhaps they thought he 

was another king or poet laureate. 

I kept quiet then, as I do now, as though the documents office were 

a cathedral. I wouldn’t dare remind Tyler of the things he’d once said while 

he expresses his apparently new view that because a set  of grandparents 

came from this land, he has solid basis for personal righteous indignation 

against those rotten English fiends. Of course, my mother came from 

Hong Kong and my father’s grandparents from Scotland, so I guess I 

have as much claim to that righteous indignation as he did. Right: 

Down the British. 

* * * * * 

People look at me sometimes like they’re searching for the seams in my 

face where the scraps were sewn together, like they’re frowning at puzzle 

pieces that don’t fit. Old friends used to say things like, “You have your 

mother’s eyes, your father’s nose, your mother’s mouth, your father’s 

chin…” as they pieced me together, feature by feature, like a Mr. Potato 

Head toy. Dark, tilting eyes; angular nose. Short like my mother, lanky 

like my father. A Chinese face on the head of a Scot. You could get silly 

and go down the entire list of human anatomy—Dad’s small intestine? 

Ma’s left scapula? 

With strangers, though, it’s different. They look, but they don’t say 

anything. It’s a peculiar look, not threatening or hateful; in some ways it’s 

almost similar to the look you get when someone thinks you   might be 
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someone they know. It’s a search for the familiar—but with me, they never 

are sure they’ve found it. 

I get this look a dozen times in our trek through West Ireland. Most 

of the time we spend in the car, driving the looping roads between 

ruined castles and ruminating sheep, seeking out bits and pieces of 

Tyler’s past. Once we get out to face the past, though, the   past gets a 

look at me. 

This has never mattered much to me before, except in moments on 

questionnaires and census polls asking me to “choose one.” In truth I 

have never seen myself as being either one or the other entirely. I don’t 

see myself as neither, though. I’ve always assumed that I  fell into another 

category. People never know what I am; they guess everything from 

Filipina to Eskimo. And I like it. It pleases me to know that something 

about me could provide a possible connection, even if illusory, to so many 

different people. 

But now that we are hot on the trail of James Brennan and Eileen 

Daley, I’m starting to wonder. These were Tyler’s grandparents, born and 

raised on the same street in the same tiny town in County  Clare (the 

town has a lengthy Gaelic name that Tyler tells me can only be 

pronounced if you ignore every other letter). They had known each other all 

their lives in Ireland, though they only married after they’d separately 

journeyed to America and bumped into each other living on the same 

street in the same city of New York. Tomorrow we are going to try to find 

that tiny town of their birth, though I can’t imagine what will happen 
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once we’re there—beyond the certainty that I’m sure to encounter the 

look again. 

“I have this feeling—I know it sounds stupid, but…” Tyler tries  to 

explain that night in our Galway City hotel room, faltering, then trying 

again. “Well, I think maybe it’ll feel like coming home.” 

I try to imagine this but can’t. The failure of it bothers me. Until now I 

have quite contentedly thought of this trip as “Tyler’s thing” and not mine. 

Most of our travels together have been his idea, in fact. But until now, it’s 

been for escape, adventure, new experiences—to feel the strangeness of the 

world brushing up against you, reaffirming who you really are. As he used 

to put it, anyway. 

And now suddenly Tyler wants to go home. “Is this to be the cure 

for your wanderlust?” I ask. 

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s the desire to fill that empty, pastless American 

void we all seem to be trapped in,” he says sardonically. “At some point you 

get tired of filling it with disposable income.” 

I know what he means, but the funny thing is, I don’t think of myself 

as trapped in that way. I like being a kind of ground zero, the  first in the 

line, a factory original; I don’t have to feel particularly bound to one 

land, one people, to the exclusion of all others. The problem with being 

this way, though, is that I don’t entirely belong anywhere: I’m never 

entirely at home; I never quite get away. 

And now something new occurs to me: Am I the end of everything? 

Have I failed my family, my ancestors, history and the human  race by letting 
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things go? If everyone let things go like this, would   there be nothing 

left? Would I destroy cultures thousands of years in the making? No, that’s 

ridiculous and grandiose, and I can’t carry all that on my shoulders. That’s 

an even bigger burden than carrying on one culture to the next generation. 

By comparison, all Tyler has to do is listen to his Chieftains CDs and 

clench an angry fist over Northern Ireland when the topic comes up 

in conversation. 

I look over at Tyler, who’s frowning over his maps. “It’s somewhere 

right in here,” he says, tracing a circle on a map with his finger. He’s 

talking about the house where his grandfather was raised. “Right here in 

this big blank space,” he adds wryly. 

I look at the blank space with something almost, but not quite, like 

longing. At least it’s something he can point to. 

* * * * * 

Around midday on our journey, we pass a pub called Brennan’s. We’re still 

very far from our destination, but, “Come on, we have to stop,” Tyler insists. 

It’s unlikely that these are “his” Brennans, as Grandad’s kin came from 

farther north than the moist green hills surrounding this quiet hamlet. 

Still, though, every now and then Tyler feels like playing tourist and 

doing something silly, like having his picture taken by a sign with his 

name on it. 

Inside, the pub is everything an Irish-American tourist could dream of—

sweet-smelling sawdust on the floor, a warmly glowing fireplace, a 

“Guinness is good for you” sign above the bar and another announcing “Irish 
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music tonight.” A wizened bartender pours a stout for Tyler and a cider 

for me while the radio tells us the weather in Gaelic before launching 

into a sprightly jig. 

The bartender sets our drinks down. He gives me a very brief look, then 

turns away, setting Tyler’s change down by the glasses. 

“Thanks,” says Tyler. He adds, shyly and proudly, “We saw this place 

and just had to come in. I’m a Brennan, too.” 

The man nods faintly, or perhaps he’s merely shaking a fly off his head, and 

returns to his newspaper. 

It’s very quiet. We are the only people in the bar. 

Halfway through my cider I excuse myself to the ladies’ room. 

After a few minutes, I hear the bartender finally start talking to Tyler, 

asking the usual politenesses—where he’s from, where we are staying. I 

take my time washing my hands. I had felt bad for Tyler (though  I’d 

seen it coming) when the man had failed to be impressed by his   name—

worse than I had felt about the look, which after all I’m pretty much used 

to by now. So I know it would make Tyler happy to talk to the bartender at 

Brennan’s Pub, and I know the man will probably run out of things to 

say as soon as I return. 

I’m right; it’s quiet again in the bar. The quiet transfers itself to the car 

when we leave the pub. I can’t imagine what Tyler’s thinking in his pensive 

silence. This has been happening a lot while we’re here, disturbingly so. It’s 

as though, in his attempt to go home, he’s leaving me circling around 

outside somewhere on the fringes, occasionally pressing my nose to the 
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window but otherwise not in contact, not connecting. 

It’s very late in the afternoon by the time we arrive at Tyler’s 

ancestral hometown, leaving us less time to look than we’d wanted. But 

at first glance, there’s little to see that we haven’t already seen before. 

It’s another small town in the West—a main street of sorts, a small 

cluster of one- and not-quite-two-story buildings serving as the 

downtown area, then farther out are fields, crumbling stone walls, stationary 

puffs of sheep, and the occasional ruin of a famine-era cottage. To my 

private relief, there are very few people wandering about. (No, I realize, that’s 

wrong. We’re the ones wandering; they have a reason to be here—they’re 

home.) They stare openly at us, Tyler too, since despite the red hair and 

freckles there’s no hiding his Americanness. But I’ve seen the look again, 

I know I have. 

Tyler seems too distracted to perceive any of this, though. “Everything’s 

shut down,” he says, disappointed. “Or maybe it’s always like this. 

Anyway, I guess we’ll have to come back tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow’s Sunday, you heathen,” I chide. 

At first he looks puzzled, like that shouldn’t be any reason to keep us shut 

out of the town. Then he realizes: of course, if the town is this dead today, 

it’ll be mummified on the Sabbath. “Monday, then,” he says with a shrug. 

He hasn’t given up on finding his way home. 

Before we leave, I take a picture of Tyler standing next to the sign 

with the town’s name. The mysterious string of vowels and consonants 

seems like a code, one that might not be of any use to me even if I could 
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figure it out. Tyler’s face, next to the sign, is a cipher as well. 

On the way back to Galway, we have to stop at another pub, because 

it’s a McGee’s (though of course there’s no chance at all that these are 

“my” McGees, not that I’ve ever done any intensive, Tyler-like delving 

into the matter). The pub is just as atmospheric as Brennan’s, with 

musical instruments on the walls and a one-eyed, motley-coated mutt 

curled peacefully in the corner. A plump, pleasant-looking woman behind 

the bar (someone addresses her as Molly, in fact, and I wonder if all of 

Ireland is turning into a theme park of itself) approaches us with a smile and 

pointedly, unquestionably, speaks to me and only me. “What’ll you be 

having?” she says, looking steadily into my eyes as though Tyler were only an 

overlarge handbag I’ve brought in with me. Two ales, I order smoothly, 

betraying no surprise or confusion. And to eat? Soup and bread for me—

and Tyler,  I confide, will have the shepherd’s pie. 

So that’s it, it occurs to me with unexpected relief. Maybe they are all 

employing some old-fashioned code: men speak to men, women speak to 

women, and never the twain should meet, at least not in   a public house. 

It has very little to do with me personally at all. “It’s funny, isn’t it,” Tyler 

comments in a low voice after Molly left. 

“You noticed it too?” 

“Hard not to. It’s amazing, isn’t it? It’s like instantly you aren’t even in 

the room when the other sex is there.” He laughs, shaking his head. “Come to 

Ireland, travel back in time.” 

I laugh, too. I’m about to bring up the look, ask him if he’s noticed that, 
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too. But Molly returns with our drinks so we muffle the   giggles. Tyler 

sits like a stone while I thank her; “Sure,” she says to me, and only me; 

“and your dinners will be comin’ right out.” 

We sip our drinks, leaning against each other and gazing into 

another glowing fireplace. “Ah, the Irish. They’re insane in many 

wonderful ways,” Tyler says softly. “Stubborn, hot-tempered, squanderers of 

money and holders of eternal grudges. And those are their good qualities. 

A land of drunken orgies on Saturday and repressive Catholic mass on 

Sunday. Poetry to make you weep, and a cuisine, unfortunately, to match.” 

He sets down his glass. “Yes, those are my people.” 

I look over at the reflection of flames flickering in his eyes. He’s been in 

Ireland for four weeks of his life, I calculate; I’ve known him for over four 

years. It would seem, then, wouldn’t it, that he has more   in common with 

me, in our shared lives, than any of the people in this country. But 

perhaps all two people of the same group have to  do, whatever that 

group may be, is say a few words, or hum a melody,  or even simply 

gesture, and there would be a shared and knowing moment of silence 

between them, a complicit nod, eyes locked in mutual understanding. 

And the outsider, in this case me, would only know that she’d never 

understand what that meant. 

Even if that isn’t true, it worries me, saddens me all the same, that 

maybe the things he and I do together here will never mean as  much to 

me as to him. And, as a jealous corollary (casting a paranoid glance over my 

vegetable soup at the doorway, as though Tyler’s family members might 
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make an appearance), these things might mean more if he did them with 

someone else who shared that one essential thing with him. 

The one-eyed dog looks up from his corner, giving us what seems like an 

endless and ambiguous wink. “What’s his problem?” Tyler nudges me. 

“Hasn’t he ever seen American tourists before?” 

“Perhaps he’s never seen another mutt before,” I suggest. 

Tyler looks at me for a moment and grins. “Possibly. You two are pretty 

unique here. But then so are we two, I suppose, to him.” He raises a forkful 

of mashed potatoes halfway to his mouth, and the grin becomes a 

chuckle. “Who are we kidding. He’s looking at the food. Probably can’t 

even see us at all.” Tyler waves his fork slowly, tantalizingly, left and right, 

to see if the dog follows its motion. The dog snorts, knowing he’s being 

teased, and puts his head back down. “That’s it, bide your time. You know 

you’ll be getting our scraps soon enough.” 

“Greedy little beggar,” says Molly from the bar. The dog, as if 

responding to his own name, wags his stump of a tail. “I found him 

wandering ’round the streets last winter. Blown about like a leaf, 

skinny as one too. Never seen a dog like that here before—just look at 

his colors, that tail. Of course, I took him in. Now look at him— thinks 

he owns the place.” Now she winks at me behind Tyler’s head. “That’s all they 

want, to be taken in and fed. Simple creatures. And it’s not just dogs I’m 

meaning!” 

I smile and nod knowingly, but then as we finish our meals, I realize 

that at least part of what I’ve been thinking here is wrong. Maybe being 
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here means more to me than Tyler, simply because I wouldn’t be in 

this place at all but for him. The embrace of what  is familiar feels like 

being loved—being safe and comfortable, being taken in. But then 

perhaps embracing what is unfamiliar feels like falling in love. Familiar 

or unfamiliar, both are necessary. I don’t always feel safe and comfortable 

here, or anywhere for that matter, but I’m here nevertheless, and now I 

think I know why. Tyler came here thinking he wanted to feel Ireland 

holding him, but it turns out we both want the same thing: to open our 

arms and reach out into blank space. 

So when Tyler says, “We can hang around Galway tomorrow, then go 

back to the town Monday; that leaves two more days before we go home,” 

I don’t tease him about his shifting alliance to homelands; I don’t so much 

as raise an eyebrow, be it Ma’s eyebrow or Dad’s. I know that blank 

space can be anything. 
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That’s Nothing 
 
 
 
 

I woke up in the middle of the night because I heard a voice  coming 

from the middle of my womb. 

“Get up. We need to have a chat.” 

I clapped a hand over my abdomen and sat up, careful not to bounce. 

Our mattress was like a trampoline—you couldn’t twitch without rocking 

the other person—and even though Tyler was a fairly heavy sleeper, the 

writhing fits I had during sleep tended to keep both of us up. Three of us 

up, apparently. Sleep terrified me. Dozing and dreaming I savored when I 

could, but the complete collapse of time and space, the heavy coldness, the 

submitting and dissolving there into—I fought that as though it were a 

tangible foe. Maybe that’s why I like living just two stories over 14
th and 

B, police sirens and car alarms and hollering DT drunks to help fight off 

the enemy. This is why being awakened by a disgruntled fetus at three in 

the morning wasn’t an entirely unwelcome event. 

I slid off the bed and tiptoed out into the living room. The voice had 

been surprisingly clear, with a distinctly female pitch. Of course  it was 

female. Delilah wanted a girl. Originally, before I’d found out about my 

pregnancy and proposed the deal to her, she had considered adopting one 

from China because, as she put it, “I’d love to take a girl away from a culture 
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that devalues femaleness and raise her to be proud of her identity.” Delilah 

loved causes—mostly, I suspect, because she loved drama. Last week, 

cooperative farms; this week, female identity empowerment; every week a 

struggle. On the other hand, at least she had clearly thought this thing 

through. Delilah wanted a baby, and would do whatever it took to get 

one. I didn’t, and would choose the path of least resistance to get out 

of it. 

I seated myself on the sofa and said, “Hi.” I felt foolish at once, talking 

with my head ducked down like a penitent. I looked up toward the 

bedroom; Tyler was still snoring softly within and hadn’t heard, so I bowed 

again. “Yes, um—how are you?” 

“Cut the small talk,” she snapped. “You are on the verge of handing me 

over to a woman who is insane. Explain yourself.” 

“Oh. That. Well…if it’s any consolation, maybe it turns out that nature 

beats nurture. So, you’ll take after me and not her.” 

She was not to be won over with gentle sociogenetic humor. “Yeah, 

that’s some consolation coming from someone who’s addressing her 

navel right now. Come on. You know the woman is unfit  for raising a 

child. You’ve said so yourself! Bad tempered, mentally unstable, financially 

ruinous—those are the exact terms you used. Remember the conversation 

you had with daddy dearest?” 

“Oh. Right.” That conversation, as I remembered, came after he found 

out about the agreement I made with Delilah, only days after he found 

out about the accidental conception we’d achieved. “I can’t believe you’d 



  That’s Nothing 
 
 
   

 
161  

give a baby to her, Miranda,” was all he said. Interesting,   I thought at the 

time. Not “our” or “the,” or even “it.” A baby. And he seemed far less 

concerned about the baby-giving part than the her. Funny thing, though, 

that was exactly the word choice I wanted to hear. Tyler and I had shared 

a cluttered apartment and an uncomplicated companionship for six years 

without any possessive pronoun issues. We liked the same things (indie 

films, Indian food, abstract expressionism, jazz—the kinds of things that 

make New Yorkers think they’re special, just like everyone else); we split 

the bills, shared the chores, gave each other as much room as we could and 

discussed the future the same way we discussed the past—as though there 

wasn’t much point in dwelling on either for too long. I’d figured the 

arrangement I made with Delilah would make or break the one I had 

with Tyler. He’d either be appalled and leave, or indifferent and shrug 

shoulders. At the moment he was still shrugging, though appalled-and-

leaving could still happen. I felt prepared in either case. 

Anyway, that was the point in the conversation when I brought up all 

that bad temper, mentally unstable, financially ruinous business   to Tyler, 

but then quickly added, “Despite that, though, Delilah really wants a 

child, and I really, really don’t. Seems clear cut to me.” I waited for him to 

jump in with “What about me?” which would point toward him leaving, but 

he simply shook his head with a wry grin. 

“Can you see her doing Mom things? Even something simple like 

trying to teach the kid to ride a bike, she’d be throwing fits, screaming 

her head off till the neighbors called the cops.” 
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“Yeah, well, the devil you know,” was all I said. I half believed it; there 

were certainly far worse people out there than Delilah. 

But Tyler had a good point. When Delilah screamed, she did more 

than just raise the volume of her voice. The voice raised and curled over 

and burst, a wave edged with rabid foam. She cried easily and often, not a 

self-pitying cry that invited sympathy but a murderous, raging cry boiling 

with tears that made you fear for your safety. She excelled in making 

things more difficult than they ever needed  to be. As Tyler put it, you 

were never bored when Delilah was around.   He didn’t mean it entirely 

as a compliment. 

I leaned back on the sofa, trying to get comfortable; my vertebrae 

already ached and I wasn’t even carrying any extra weight yet. Still, what 

there was of it seemed pretty pissed off at the moment. “Look, I know 

Delilah’s difficult,” I said cautiously. “But—” 

“Difficult?” 

“—I also know she means well and wants to do the best thing for 

everybody involved.” I did believe this, though I also knew that Delilah’s 

idea of the best thing to do seldom was. I also knew that Delilah 

believed the same things about me—that I meant well, that  I had 

everyone’s best interests in mind—only she was much more charitable to 

me. She always put a positive spin on everything I did, and I guiltily 

allowed her to. She wept wildly when I explained the agreement to her, 

bawling because we wouldn’t see each other for a long time, but also in 

awe of how self-sacrificing she thought I was being. Finally, of course, she 
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sobbed that everything was just so overwhelming for her—as it always 

was. 

When we were in college, my friends and I used to play a little game 

called That’s Nothing. It was always played in Delilah’s absence. Basically, one 

of us would start by describing what a terrible day she just had—as in, 

“Oh my god, my boss has made me work late every single day this month. 

And we’re not talking like half an hour late, we’re talking like I didn’t even 

get home until about twenty minutes ago.” And then another person 

would chime in, “That’s nothing! Why, Delilah’s boss made her stay at 

work for two weeks without ever letting her go home! In fact, her boss even 

wrote the post office to have Delilah’s mail delivered to her at work, since 

Delilah wouldn’t be going back to her apartment for some time.” 

Or, “I’m so tired. I just couldn’t fall asleep last night. If I got 15 minutes 

of REM, I was lucky.” 

“That’s nothing! Delilah once went sleepless for 200 hours straight. 

Talk about insomnia! She’d grind up two-dozen melatonin tablets every 

evening and sprinkle it in her milk but it just didn’t do any good. It was 

one for the medical books, all right.” 

We would laugh until our sides hurt, then feel mildly guilty, and   so one 

of us would say something like, “We’re terrible,” and the others would 

agree, shaking our heads and grinning, but it wasn’t guilt over Delilah, it 

was guilt over ourselves for our own cattiness. Nobody felt truly bad for 

Delilah in the That’s Nothing game. Nobody needed to. Anyone, the 

unspoken reasoning went, who suffered as much as she claimed to have 
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suffered—and that was more than any human being on earth—hardly 

had need for the useless sympathies of pathetic creatures like us. 

I started feeling a lot guiltier about the game than the others, 

though, because I learned more of the truth. Delilah had had a terrible 

life. She had been molested by multiple family members, kicked out of her 

home, lived on the streets, all pretty much before I’d even been taught how 

babies were made. (I’d finally learned from a nun at my Catholic high 

school, which might account for something   of the predicament I was 

in now.) 

At first, I’d felt terribly sorry for Delilah, but even more than that, I 

was impressed that such an upbringing hadn’t left her wallowing in 

self-pity. Delilah didn’t wallow. At the same time, Delilah didn’t 

exactly put those things behind her. Several times a year one of her family 

members would call her just to tell her what a bitch and a whore and a 

traitor to the family she was, and she’d go storming out the door, onto 

the M train, over to Queens to have it out. Then a month later the same 

thing would happen in reverse: she would initiate the call, they would 

come banging on her door. This was something I could never 

understand. Why did Delilah feel the constant need to stir things up? If 

she hated her family, if they hated her, why cut their faces out of 

photographs and then carefully frame and display those damaged pictures 

on bookshelves and end tables? Why call them up just to say, “I called you 

up just to say,” and end the sentence thirty minutes and a thousand 

invectives later? I had smoothly worked out my relationship with my 
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own parents: so long as we lived on opposite coasts from each other at 

all times and phoned only on major holidays (two Christian, three 

secular), we didn’t have to dredge any unpleasantness up ever again. We got 

along just fine that way; why bother burying the hatchet when you can 

simply move 2,000 miles away from it? 

And yet for all that, Delilah and I had stayed friends for nearly   a 

decade. I attribute that almost entirely to her efforts; obviously Delilah 

didn’t give up on people easily. She liked that I listened. She respected my 

pragmatic nature, praised my even temper. She laughed  at all of my jokes, 

never at me, though she easily could have and perhaps should have, 

given our polarities, given the way I must have seemed so complacent to 

her—really, so dull. She often even wished that she could be more like 

me—me. Most of the time I didn’t even   want to be like me. 

And no, I was never bored around Delilah. But we really were opposites 

after all; I did give up on people easily. 

“Listen to me!” That shrill little voice again, shimmying up and down 

my internal organs. “I want to know what’s up with that ‘agreement’ of 

yours.” 

I winced. I’d hoped she wouldn’t bring up the agreement. “Er, what 

do you mean? What else is there to know about it?” 

“How can you contemplate going through all those years knowing what I’ll 

be going through, without even once checking to see how I’m doing?” 

The agreement was that I would have nothing to do with the baby, 

nothing whatsoever, for as long as it was Delilah’s dependent. But the 
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agreement went both ways: Delilah was not to send baby pictures, 

glowing e-mails, newsletters at Christmas, or even call just to say hi and 

nothing else. “It’s something like an amicable divorce with an 18-year 

restraining order; she gets the kid, I get off on child support,” I joked once 

to Tyler. He just looked at me. Delilah and Tyler didn’t   exactly get 

along, not surprisingly, the few times they’d been in each other’s presence; 

she thought he was snooty because he hardly ever spoke to her, he found 

her irritating because she kept trying to provoke him into speaking. Each time 

after these encounters, he would wonder  aloud why in the world I kept 

being friends with her. And yet, at that particular moment, I knew Tyler was 

wondering how I could stop. 

“Well?” 

If she’d had fingers long enough to drum with impatience, she would 

have. I cleared my throat. “Well…the agreement…it keeps things clear. 

I won’t interfere in her relationship with you, won’t make  it harder for her 

to establish herself as mom. Meanwhile she won’t torture me by 

contacting me to let me know how things are going. No regrets, no 

wondering endlessly ‘what if.’ It’s really for everyone’s benefit.” 

“Well, it seems to be working out quite well for you.” Her scorn could’ve 

ripped my skin off from the inside. “You’ve only known her for a few 

years; can you imagine a lifetime with her?” 

I didn’t want to, but my little bundle of in potentia joy gave me no 

choice. I could hear it already, Delilah screaming out of nowhere, out of 

nothing. Screaming. For things that weren’t exactly criminal acts. For a 
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coat left on the floor instead of being hung up, you’d think the house was 

in flames. And then she would spew forth tales from her own abused 

childhood, the moral of the story always the same. “My parents were shit. 

You don’t know how lucky you are,” each syllable punctuated with a 

smack of right fist to left palm. Ever since her quest for adopted 

offspring began, she started bringing up her lousy rotten childhood again 

and again: her selfish whorey mother and evil bastard father and every 

fucked-up sibling, cousin, aunt or uncle who made it their business to 

find some way to screw her   over. I didn’t know which was the chicken 

and which the egg, so to speak—whether rummaging through that 

baggage made her want a child to right the wrongs, or whether 

wanting a child made her reopen it all once again. 

But I knew the problem really wasn’t Delilah. It was me. It was just too 

easy for me to make that agreement, to cut off offspring and old friend just 

like that. It was too easy to have the sort of relationship with Tyler wherein 

we made our own decisions by ourselves, consulting each other 

occasionally for advice but never facing mutual consequences. Too easy 

being a long-distance daughter, making contact only when different garish 

decorations at department stores reminded me that another phone call 

was imminent. Way too easy   to just slip through everything like this. Then 

one day slipping away, giving it all up, and that’s it. No knots or tangles or 

webs to struggle against, no tearful scenes or shouting matches. It 

shouldn’t be that  easy. 

“You obviously have no ethical conscience; why didn’t you consider 
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terminating the pregnancy?” 

Twisted little creature, wasn’t she. I sucked in a sharp breath as though 

I’d been kicked in the stomach, even though that wasn’t possible from her 

either at only four weeks along. “I did consider it. This just made more 

sense.” 

“In what way?” 

She was going to make me say it. I didn’t want to, the way some people 

don’t even like to think the word “cancer” in the off chance that word 

might become flesh. But then there were also those people who told 

everyone of their fears that their airplane was going to crash. Bad things 

liked to sneak up on you; they couldn’t this way, and besides, accurate 

clairvoyance was probably an even longer shot than death by plane crash. 

Which way to go, then: cancer or plane crash?  I took another breath, 

prolonged this time, as much as I could. “OK, here it is: I did it because 

I’m afraid of death.” 

Silence, then a faint snort. My innards gurgled on top of that, as 

though siding with her in mocking me. “Wait, hear me out. See,  I 

thought that it really might help having a piece of me walking around 

in the world, as they say. At a very literal level, I wouldn’t be completely 

dead.” 

“I don’t buy it.” 

I sighed. I didn’t think she would. “Well, your mother-to-be 

probably agrees with you. Delilah would say that’s a male way of 

thinking. But it’s really more something a very intelligent single-celled 
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creature would understand. The marvels of mitosis! Envy the amoeba, who 

simply squirts off parts of itself endlessly, unto immortality.” 

“Oh, so you wanted to be less afraid of death. Did you ever consider my 

feelings? What about me?” 

“No offense, dear, but what about you? Where were you when I had to 

make the big decision? Oh, that’s right, mutely sucking away nutrients 

from my bloodstream. Would you have preferred I listened to you and 

did absolutely nothing?” 

“Maybe.” She sounded sulky now. “How do you know you’d be  a worse 

mother than Delilah? Maybe you’d be a much better one.” 

“Impossible. I could put on a good act for a while, but the cracks would 

show, I just know it. At least with Delilah, it’s all out in the open.” 

“Like a gaping chest wound.” 

Minus eight months old and already a smart-ass. “Look, Miss 

Sarcastic…oh, now, see that? Miss Sarcastic. I know insults that could 

send a teamster crying home to mama, and you’ve already got me reduced 

to this. A sit-com mother. Not going to happen. I won’t become a cliché.” 

“You’re already a cliché. Everyone’s afraid of death.” 

“That, my dear, is no consolation.” Sweat was matting my hair into 

damp clumps. I said nothing for a moment, then quietly added, “Delilah 

isn’t afraid.” 

This was undeniably true; Delilah had never been afraid of death  or 

anything else. We’d had long arguments about the subject, with me 

unable to grasp how she couldn’t be completely freaked out at the thought 
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of life going on—carnivals, school science fairs, laundry, war and peace, day 

after day, year after year—while she wasn’t going on with it. Forever. Of 

course, she took the opposite view, passionately and tearfully. Eternal 

oblivion seemed a treat to her, and I couldn’t understand that because (I 

sensed That’s Nothing material approaching) I hadn’t suffered the way 

she had. She was right, of course—I hadn’t. Nor did I wish to. 

Suffering never struck me as noble, but neither did endless nothingness 

appeal to me as a rewarding afterlife, even if Delilah vehemently believed 

so. As incomprehensible as her viewpoint was to me, it was perhaps the 

one thing of hers I truly envied. 

“Sorry, but not being afraid of the grim reaper isn’t going to make 

her mother of the year.” 

I struggled to keep from shouting. “Don’t you see? Maybe I’m actually 

sparing you one of the worst things in life, worse than having Delilah as a 

mother, at least as I see it. It’s like—it’s like I can’t ever enjoy anything 

because I keep thinking of all the people who have just died who are 

missing this and everything else that’s happening and continues to 

happen. And one day that’ll be me. And what choice do I have? I can’t 

fight it. I never fight anything. But it’s been making me nuts—to the point 

where I’m talking to my own uterus  at three in the morning.” 

She was silent for a while, and then her voice went all quiet and creepy. 

“You know something, you’re wrong about the nature/nurture thing. 

Perhaps it turns out I take after Delilah—and I’m not afraid of death 

either.” 
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“I’m thrilled you think so, but how the hell would you know? You haven’t 

even been born yet.” 

I sensed her smiling at some private joke all her own. What a hell of 

a teenager she’d be. “You’ll see,” she said smugly. 

* * * * * 

So I miscarried almost painlessly, and how’s that for irony—

normally, without the deal Delilah and I were working out, this might 

have been the most ideal ending of all. No unpleasant trips to the clinic 

past picketers and potential assassins, everything taken care  of 

naturally. Plus, there’s the added implication that my womb might simply 

not be a habitable place, which to someone who doesn’t want children 

couldn’t be much more than mildly disconcerting at worst, incidentally 

beneficial at best. 

I had imagined being eaten up by loneliness after it was all over, but 

instead now I mostly feel a sour sort of chagrin. Someone, either me or 

her, had decided that the whole thing wasn’t worth the bother. Anyway, 

Delilah has started looking seriously into adoption again; now some 

anonymous woman will be getting what I don’t. If Delilah goes through 

with it, I have half a mind to track down the mother and force her to go 

through the same mental mayhem I had. But what will she care? A piece 

of her will continue after her death, whether she knows it or not. After all 

our deaths. 

Of course, Tyler and Delilah have both rallied around me—in their 

own separate, polar-opposite ways. Tyler doesn’t complain about  my 
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agitated insomnia anymore—pretends, with laborious breathing and 

limbs akimbo, to be undisturbed, deep in slumber, each time I 

inadvertently jostle him, at the same time nonchalantly throwing an 

arm over me, burying nose in nape, a tangible presence against  the 

unseen enemy, so he believes. And Delilah comes over all the  time, 

tearfully glad we can still be friends, even humbly asking that  I act as 

godparent (if she decides to go with “that particular line of spirituality,” 

that is, not having ruled out Pagan or Wiccan yet, with    Buddhism still 

in the running). And here I had thought I’d end up   cut off from them 

both for good. Even my parents, who didn’t hear a  single word about the 

grandchild they’d never get to spoil, called on a Tuesday that was no 

holiday I know of, just to say hi. Almost literally just “hi,” and maybe a line 

about the weather or the local sports team. But none of this has helped to 

change the whole death business one  bit. If anything, now I feel a lot 

worse about it. Something’s always slipping away: skin cells, toenails, 

eyelash; appendix and tonsils; baby teeth; baby. Father, mother, partner, 

friend. Somewhere in there, me. 

Or perhaps I’m making things more difficult than they need to  be. 

Rather Delilah-like of me, I’d say. Isn’t that something. 
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Sidewalk Dancing 
 
 
 
 

I woke up remembering that this house was full of little sounds.   Little 

creaks in the floorboards and in the furniture as bodies  moved through 

rooms in the mornings. The soft padding of very old  bedroom slippers 

against those floorboards. A chair at the dining   table lifted and then set 

down gently so it wouldn’t scrape against the floor. Then other sounds—

voices, strained. Other times of the day  they exploded, but in the 

mornings their voices were always small and wire-tight. 

I rolled into the wall and crushed the pillow around my head,  but I 

could still hear the sounds in my mind as if from very far away, or a long 

time ago. Then I uncurled myself and fell back slowly into  the valley of 

the slouching mattress. What was the point of reacting   to any of this? I 

reminded myself. It was all just echoes of a time past. Or perhaps only an 

anticipation in my head; I was on New York time, six hours ahead of 

Hawaii, and it was still too early for life to  be stirring here. 

This was only the second time I’d been back to the house in Kaneohe 

in five years. At first, it was because airfare was too expensive. After that 

it was one thing or another—no money, no time, looking for work, 

working too hard, moving yet again. Those were  the reasons I gave, I 

should say. But the real reasons were harder to pin down, and those 

changed as well. At first it was because the two of them were living in two 
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different places; it would be awkward, probably still unpleasant. Later, 

when they got back together, it was something else entirely—something I 

hadn’t completely figured out, even now. And now would probably be 

the last time I’d be here. 

I got up out of bed, out of my room, and went out the back door into 

early dawn. Yellow light freckled through the trees on the east side of the 

garden as the sun made its way around to the island. I’d meant to stroll 

and think, but it was anything but contemplative. A toad hidden in the 

thick grass crawled over my toes as I stood on the lawn, almost as 

surprised as I was when I jerked my foot away from it with shuddering 

revulsion. Then as I hastily retreated under the mango tree, a large mango 

fell and clipped me on the side of the head. It might have been a slapstick 

moment—gooey mango flesh splattering all over me, juice dribbling 

from my nose and chin—except that the mango was rock-hard, not the 

least bit squishy. It hit me and then dented the ground with a heavy thud, 

and I held my hand to my temple, wincing. The whole garden seemed to 

be against me. On the other hand, nature is brutal; maybe this was just its 

raucous way of welcoming me back. 

None of this would have bothered me when I was a kid, of course. 

Like all the other kids in the neighborhood, I climbed things, jumped off 

things, ran around picking up things off bushes and in ponds. Our yards 

crawled with spiders and centipedes, our houses chirped with geckos at 

night, and we played among them all without concern. But I don’t believe we 

were fearless so much as—oblivious. We had no idea what was out in 
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the world. Sometimes, we didn’t even know what was inside the world 

of our own homes. 

When my parents were having the house built—it was my father’s 

own design, his pride and joy, even though nothing turned out  the way he’d 

planned, not with the house or with his life—the room that was supposed 

to be a den or a spare room had been misbuilt; one of the walls had 

been improperly constructed, in such a way that moisture seeped inside. 

Every few months, creeping black mold stains would spread across the 

wall. It became my job to clean the walls off before my parents had to 

repaint the room again. I would have liked to help paint, naturally, but 

they thought I was too little; they were afraid I’d splash paint in my eyes 

or accidentally swallow some. I didn’t put much enthusiasm into my 

cleaning duties, not just because it was so inherently odious. I was secretly 

afraid of the mold,   that at night it would seep into my room (which was 

right next to the den) while I slept and, in the morning, I’d wake up and 

find it in my eyes, which I would struggle, terrified, to open against the 

slimy net creeping over them. Maybe that was why I disliked the 

house; we each had different reasons. But that was all ending now anyway. 

They were leaving this place—together, this time, and probably for 

good. They were selling the restaurant and the house to retire in California. 

“The Golden State for our golden years,” my father had joked. It also 

happened to be the place where they’d first met, over a quarter century 

ago. I didn’t know very much about how they met; they didn’t talk about 

the past. So I never really understood what they saw in each other back then, 
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what made them decide to marry. 

And as strange as it sounds, it took me a longer time to understand why 

they got back together than why they split apart. They came from 

different parts of the world, spoke different languages and wanted different 

things. They had been paired up almost accidentally,   it seemed. What could 

possibly have held them together? When they separated, what brought 

them back? It had to be something more than simply the passing of 

time. 

They had split up a few months before I left for New York. At  first, 

I was annoyed that they hadn’t waited until I’d left, sparing me the 

unpleasantness, the awkward hours, allowing me a clean break instead of 

a messy one. And yet it wasn’t entirely upsetting; privately, some part of me 

rejoiced. We were free, all three of us. No one would believe how easy it 

had been for me to leave. Disarmingly easy, in    fact, to simply cut my 

ties and go somewhere else. It did chill me a little sometimes to think of 

the ease of simply picking up and leaving   a place after so many years as 

though nothing, not time or people or anything else, could hold anyone 

anywhere. Still, I wondered why everyone didn’t do it. People in New 

York were always complaining about the pollution, the crime, the high 

cost of living or the lack of jobs; they lamented being in bad relationships; 

they sighed that their families don’t understand them. Then why stay? What 

would keep a person in one place or with one person for so long? And 

again, why come back? 

Of course, right now we were all back together again, under this same 
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roof. I was only visiting, of course—I kept telling myself that, over and over, 

you’re just visiting, don’t get too caught up in anything here. Yet here I was 

again, back to help them leave, to tie up the loose ends and, this time, 

ensure a clean break. Once again, leaving seemed easier to me than 

staying, returning, being together. 

I found a place to stand—on one of the large, flat stones in the rock 

garden—where nothing might crawl or fall on me, and turned   to face 

the house. The kitchen light was on and the living room drapes had 

been pulled. I felt confused for a moment; surely it was  too early for 

anyone else to be awake. Was New York six hours ahead or behind, or some 

other time difference, or was it really dusk instead of dawn? My confusion 

faded. This was the house, that the kitchen, there the living room, here 

the garden. I could be a rambunctious child of five or a morose adult of 

25, it was all the same. I knew where  I was; the exact time didn’t matter 

much. 

I still didn’t know why. 

* * * * * 

He sat at the kitchen counter, a pile of newspapers to the right,  

a stack of dishes to the left. He was reaching to his left when he stopped 

suddenly and looked up. He listened carefully, but there was only silence 

from the rest of the house. 

He ran the fingers of his left hand over the edge of the dish he 

selected. He studied it with his fingers: its smoothness, its rounded 

perfection that might be so pleasing to the eye, yet the edge so cold and 
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hard to the touch. Still, his fingers recognized its shape, its weight, the 

familiarity of it in his hands. He cradled it protectively for a moment, 

as though he’d decided not to put it away in the box but instead planned 

to carry it himself, in his arms, to his new apartment way over in Makiki. 

But there were so many pieces that he couldn’t possibly carry them all 

with him; they would have to be wrapped up. Salad bowls, dinner plates, 

the soup tureen, the gravy boat—each one to be separated from its twin 

that would stay here,   his split from hers, a mass meiosis of dinnerware. 

Hers, he thought; the things that belonged to her, Grace. He knew 

them so well. The familiarity of her—and yet, the hard edge. 

A sound in the other room, like a leaf falling to the sidewalk— perhaps 

a page turning. Crisp, yet muted—a magazine, perhaps? Or the 

newspaper. He picked up the Star Bulletin’s Sunday sports section from a 

week ago; he made sure only to take sections that he knew weren’t 

being saved for anything, but now he felt a twinge of apprehension. The 

sports pages somehow didn’t seem worthy of the dish  he set upon them. 

It was just ordinary newsprint with smudgy ink, a dull, quotidian object 

that, once unfurled and then crumpled around the dish, made the dish 

look as disposable and transient as the paper itself. If you saw it lying on 

the sidewalk, he reflected, you might even kick it out of your way 

without a thought, without realizing what valuable treasure lay within. 

That was the way he felt about this house, too. Other people would dismiss 

it. Only he knew how precious it was. 

He picked up a coffee mug next (was Grace drinking coffee right now? 
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he wondered; had there been that gentle thud against the end table 

indicating that she found the ring and placed her cup precisely upon it 

once again? Miranda had done it when she was little—put a glass of cold 

water on the table on a hot day, and the sweat that boiled down its sides 

branded a permanent circle there. Grace could have covered it up with a 

coaster, but instead, by placing her cups in the same place every time, there 

was only that one ring marring the surface). The coffee mug was tricky; 

the handle was a delicate white curl   of porcelain that could easily break 

off in the wrong hands. The top part curved like the top of an earlobe 

(more like hers than his; he was always the first to make fun of his own 

ears, those sails of his); then as the curl went concave it resembled the 

curvature of a spine, slightly arched, as when a person is being held closely 

and moves back a little to smile or speak or kiss. Or to break from the 

embrace. Of course, one could easily use the mug without the handle, 

should it break off (his fingers always felt fat and clumsy trying to navigate 

the slender hole), but it would still be broken, damaged, essentially 

useless. 

His wife often slammed things in the kitchen when she was angry—

when she felt she lacked the proper words, in this language foreign to her, 

to say what she meant. Or when she couldn’t say what she really felt even in 

Chinese—the frustration of their years together,  his crazy schemes, their 

money woes, her unfathomable terror of the outside world. She took it 

all out on the pots and pans. Sometimes  she slammed down the dishes, 

too, but somehow, she never so much as scratched one. Miranda had 
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chipped a couple of them accidentally, and once or twice even George 

himself had been careless and inflicted slight damage. Despite his wife’s 

fury, though, things were always safe in her hands. 

No sound from the other room, still. He caught himself waiting—a 

page should rustle again, the cup on the end table should be lifted (slight 

scraping noise) and then replaced (gentle thud again, plus perhaps 

brief scraping as the circle is found). But there was nothing. 

He remembered when she had told Miranda about the separation. 

Mother and daughter had been in the living room; he’d been in the kitchen, 

not wanting to seem like he was listening in but having nowhere else to go. 

He could never read his daughter’s face—inscrutable, like her mother, and 

though he knew that was a dreadful Asian stereotype, it happened to be true. 

But as Miranda hurried out the lanai into the yard in a sudden rush to 

finish her pruning and mowing chores, he thought he caught something 

odd in her face, something unexpected—relief. Relief, not merely to be 

free from the unpleasant conversation with her mother (it was more of a 

monologue, since his wife had uncharacteristically done nearly all the 

talking, while his daughter supplied only the occasional flat 

monosyllable), but relief, perhaps, at the very point of the conversation. 

So Miranda wasn’t surprised. How could she be, the way they’d been 

the past few years. The rash decisions he’d made without consulting 

Grace first; the long hours she kept working at the restaurant, at first 

for the money and then simply to stay away; his weak attempts at 

reconciliation, a half-embrace because he didn’t know what to say, that 
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she shrugged violently away from. He knew it wasn’t just him she was 

fighting, though. The two of them seemed to be moving in completely 

different spheres these days. He seemed to be losing his place in the 

world, and no matter how he tried to regain that place, the world 

remained indifferent. Meanwhile, Grace, forced to face that world every 

day, spotlighted in public against her will, secretly withdrew from 

everything and everyone. 

He didn’t want to leave, even though it had been his own decision. 

Somehow, he still felt as though he were being pushed away. The 

physical sensation, though, was more like being on a swing, perhaps—

dizzying, but you knew it wouldn’t last. But perhaps that was only wishful 

thinking. He had always been the optimist; she the realist. He wanted to 

ask her now: would this last? 

He unfolded a new section of newspaper and laid the mug on  its 

side on the left edge of the paper. He began to roll the mug with the 

newspaper; when he reached the handle the mug lurched up as though it 

hit a speed bump, and he slowed his rolling accordingly each time the 

handle neared the paper. When he reached the end of the page and held 

what looked like a lumpy tube of newsprint, he folded one side of the tube, 

then the other, over the handle side of the mug, which looked something 

like a tumor bulging from the cylinder of the mug. The wrapped mug now 

appeared nearly unidentifiable, and yet he knew what it really was, knew 

without having to see it or touch it. You could hand it to him 20 years from 

now and he wouldn’t even have to unwrap it to know—coffee mug, white 
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porcelain, handle curved like an earlobe, like a spine. He wasn’t planning 

on packing it away for 20 years, of course. (Twenty years, good god—he’d 

be an old man, near the end of his life, and alone.) A coffee mug wasn’t a 

memory; it was a thing that existed for use. What good would the memory 

of a coffee mug be to him? 

Something moved in the next room, the sound of it so sudden  yet 

subtle—almost a sigh, not quite a swish—he almost missed it for ambient 

noise. He waited, but the sound was not repeated and nothing else 

followed. After so many years in this house he knew every sound every 

object in it was capable of making—the flapping of the vertical blinds 

being opened or closed (it always reminded him of  the soft slap of 

waves against docked boats), the tortured squeal of  his swivel chair 

when he sat down to his desk (oil that stupid thing, she always said, 

cupping hands over ears—it was pretty awful, he admitted). When she 

woke up each morning before him and tiptoed   a curlicue path to the 

kitchen, to weave around the spots in the floor that creaked—the soft 

stirring of her trying to avoid making a stir, the way she walked 

through the world. Could there possibly be a   new sound here, one that 

he didn’t know about? He strained to hear  it again; he wished there were 

a way to squint your ears the way you could your eyes, the way they had 

to squint to read under that 20-watt bulb that hung over the bed, both 

leaning slightly toward each other to get maximum illumination (did 

the new apartment even have a bedroom light?). 

He listened, straining. He heard nothing. 
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Without looking, still listening, he picked up the next object. Heavy 

thick ceramic, gritty surface, complex convolutions like an anemone—

again he felt the instant recognition of touch. It was a vase she had made 

herself, and given to him, back when she was still taking art classes at the 

community college in Puahala—how long ago was that, anyway? Years 

and years, just after the house had been finished. He closed his eyes and 

held the vase, just held it without moving, as though making sure it 

was committed to memory. Of course, he would take it with him to the 

new apartment, but he had   the idea that it wouldn’t be the same vase 

there; its pleasing strangeness wouldn’t be eye-catching but simply out of 

place. He didn’t want that, didn’t want to feel like it should be packed 

away for good; he   wanted the vase the way it was right then, in a house 

of his own design, with one ring on the end table, flapping vertical blinds 

in the living room, and someone else moving in the next room. 

* * * * * 

In the living room, she sipped her coffee. She held the steaming cup with 

the fingertips of both hands; the end table was unpacked but not the 

coasters, so she couldn’t put the cup down. She looked around at the empty 

bookshelves and full boxes. She hated the house already, and they’d only 

just moved in. It wasn’t even complete yet; the den was still raw wood and 

exposed beams, and yesterday she found power tools lying in the 

bathtub. 

Imaginative, that’s what he called their house. He said it all the time; he 

got her to saying it, too. The only thing was, she had believed its root 
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verb was imaginate—had said that for months without him correcting her. 

He thought that was imaginative, too, her witty made-up words, just like 

her exotic Chinese cooking and the colorful clothes she sewed for herself. 

But she knew those things had little to do with imaginating; she sewed 

clothes because she knew how and it was cheaper than buying ready-

made. And as far as her cooking? She was Chinese; what other kind of 

food would she cook? Still, he seemed to see her as having the soul of an 

artist, pointing out a nearby community college to her where continuing 

education classes in sculpture and painting could unleash her pent-up 

creativity. That was his explanation for why she was so quiet all the time, so 

compellingly mysterious. Pent-up creativity. Endless imaginating. 

She looked out the living room windows at the yard. The windows had 

been the one thing she initially liked about the house; she remembered 

seeing them taken down from the truck—enormous glass planes each 

with a large white letter-X chalked on. “That’s so nobody walks through 

them while they’re being installed,” George explained. The windows made 

the room feel light and airy. But after they wiped the X’s off, birds would 

crash into the clear glass on a daily basis. The family would be sitting at 

dinner when suddenly there would be a thump, the glass would shudder, and 

outside a dazed creature would flutter painfully away. So, to ward away the 

birds, George decided to leave the Xs on the windows in the den. Grace 

hated the way it looked—like graffiti, or like they were too lazy to clean 

them. She’d seen other people hang stained-glass hangings or wind 

chimes for the same reason, but she thought that looked silly, too; what 
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was the point of having big open windows if you were going to mess 

them up with a lot of cheap-looking junk? But she had to admit that 

anything was better than having all those birds smash their skulls. 

That very morning, in fact, she found a wounded mynah flopping 

on the side porch, one wing crimped up over its back like a   cape, 

lurching as if palsied, seriously injured and suffering. She had to break its 

neck quickly before anyone else saw, with a sharp, practiced  gesture (so 

many things people didn’t know she had done, could still do—things 

they’d never know about her). The bird made a peculiar  sound, like a 

long sigh of relief, when she did it. She waded through the tangle of 

bushes on the edge of their yard and flung the limp    creature into the 

ditch that bordered their property. Then she slipped   back into the house, 

her only witness a large toad who stared up at her impassively before 

leaping away into thicker grass. When she   came back in and checked on 

the baby, she seemed to be looking up with wide, knowing eyes in the 

same way as that solemn amphibian.  

The birds weren’t the only reason she came to hate the windows. Even 

though they faced the private, hedge- and tree-enclosed yard, even 

though no one could possibly be watching them on the other  side of 

those windows, she began to feel as though she were on stage every time 

she stepped into the living room. Irrationally, she wondered whether they 

hadn’t been installed backward—the windows only seemed to go one way, 

and it was the other way. 

She had always felt this way, though, even before she came to America; 
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it only got worse here. There was something about her, she’d always 

known. She could be strong, but she couldn’t be real somehow. She 

could take care of herself and others but she couldn’t be herself. Not in 

public, anyway. Responsibility and duty and activity were all public 

things. Even more personal activities, painting, cooking; even intimate 

activities, nursing the baby, making love to George—all seemed like 

performances, all actions to be witnessed in some way. But the to be 

verbs—her language had one, English had so many, though they were all 

the same—only these were private. I am existed by itself, self-contained, 

and never ventured anywhere else. 

She felt a little safer in Hawaii than she had anywhere else. Here there 

were more people like herself; they talked more like she did than her 

husband did (and people who talked like George were often viewed with 

narrowed, suspicious eyes—here was another mainland haole come to mess 

things up). But by now, it was too late; she knew she’d never feel 

completely safe anywhere. 

And yet, at least she wouldn’t be alone now. 

She opened a box of books to place in the bookshelves. Most of the boxes 

of books were his, but this one contained her meager tomes: a few books 

in Chinese and a couple of books she’d kept from ESL  classes. There 

were wads of newspaper at the top of the box, wrapped around several 

unidentifiable objects. She tried to remember what  had been packed in 

there besides books; when she picked up a wad   of newspaper, she instantly 

knew: their wedding photographs. There were only two of them, in simple 



  Sidewalk Dancing 
 
 
 

 
187  

black frames, one with them facing each other and one of them looking out 

at the camera, smiling and posing stiffly. 

The wedding, the move and the house had all happened one after the 

other with such disorienting speed, and yet Grace had gone along 

unflappable as ever. It was lucky that neither of them had many acquaintances 

or close ties to family—there weren’t many people to question why they 

were doing these things. She had never even really questioned them herself. 

They were her husband’s ideas; she went along. Would there ever come a 

time when she would regret having gone along? Probably not. If asked, 

she wouldn’t be able to explain, certainly not in English, probably not even 

in Chinese. But she knew why she didn’t stop him building this crazy 

house, why she didn’t question him when he suddenly got it in his head 

that Hawaii was  the place for them, why she didn’t hesitate to say yes 

when he proposed marriage after knowing her for only three months. The 

nearest   she could come to explaining it was simply because she also knew 

he would never stop her if she had ever wanted to do something equally 

foolish. 

Everyone told her she was foolish when she left China to go to  the 

United States—by herself, with only scant information provided by her 

American sponsors and very little money. Nobody encouraged her. He 

would have, though, had he known her back then. He’d have encouraged 

her even if it meant they had to be apart, if that was what   she really wanted. 

They were both such oddballs: she, the alien, forced   to think and act and 

speak in ways that seemed like betrayal of the   person she really was; he, 
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the man with big ideas, always ahead of, far behind, or just not in synch with 

his time. No wonder they ended up together, in a house on an island that still 

seemed raw and new—but gentle, too, and forgiving of their oddities. 

She could feel her husband and her daughter moving separately 

together—he in the kitchen, unpacking the dishes, she in the yard 

tasting the new lawn. That was how they always seemed to be to each other—

moving separately and together. That, she knew, was what would 

connect them. 

* * * * * 

What I finally end up with, when I think about it, is a certain absurd 

yet fitting image. It’s a familiar one: two people walking toward   each other 

on a sidewalk will, in their attempts to get out of each other’s way, 

naturally move in tandem, like dancers, until they collide. Sometimes they stay 

that way, perpetually in each other’s path, never moving past each other. 

And yet, what an odd moment of sameness between two strangers (and, 

sometimes, a witness)—a moment that may go on indefinitely, until 

they’ve forgotten where they were going  (it no longer matters where) and 

come to believe that they are moving together instead of against each 

other. 

There are lights on now in different parts of the house, and 

movement. I can’t see them moving, but I seem to feel them—the way 

you can sometimes feel time moving around you, not in one but many 

directions at once. I feel it, and then I begin to move as well. 
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