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T
he Offing; Nat. Brut; The Breakbeat Poets Anthology; Lana Turner 
Journal; The James Franco Review’s emergency issue on Art and 
Engagement; The Poetry Foundation’s forum on poetry and culture; 
Muzzle Magazine; Spook Mag; Nepantla. The literary platforms 
prioritizing diverse voices have blossomed in the time since Apogee 
was founded, in 2011. Platforms whose editors and contributors 

are conscientious and conscious, whose efforts produce a counter narrative to 
mainstream publishing.

“The era of Conceptual Poetry’s ahistorical nihilism is over and we have 
entered a new era, the poetry of social engagement,” wrote Apogee Advisory Board 
member Cathy Park Hong in an essay for The New Republic, responding to a reverent 
profile of conceptual poet Kenneth Goldsmith. Her essay reminds us that true 
innovation has been sparked not by writers who dismiss the role of identity in their 
work, but by the activist-minded writers and publications who dare to engage identity 
and social justice through art.

I wanted to start this letter with the good work that’s being done, the work 
that should move us and inspire us. But I also must acknowledge the events in the 
literary community in the past year that have provoked us––events that reveal what 
Apogee co-founder Melody Nixon, during her opening remarks at our 2015 benefit, 
called the “bigotry, white and male supremacy, and ignorance [that] still plague 
the landscape we work in.” The aforementioned Kenneth Goldsmith’s “uncreative” 
editing of Michael Brown’s autopsy report, which Apogee poetry editor Joey De 
Jesus identified as “an appropriation of black death.” Michael Derrick Hudson’s use 
of the pen name “Yi-Fen Chou,” which, as Apogee poetry reader Muriel Leung put it, 
“stripped an identity of a history.” 

These moments and the conversations that surround them signal that our work 
is urgently necessary. Issue 06 of Apogee is situated within that urgency, with its many 
prisms of insight, destabilizing and distorting the status quo. 



The essays here take us through histories and across borders. We find 
ourselves on the eve of a total solar eclipse in Zimbabwe in Chido Muchemwa’s 
“The Rotting of the Sun,” contemplating the lasting effects of British colonial 
power on Zimbabwean identity. We journey to Tobago with Victoria Brown to 
negotiate the ambivalence of a Caribbean-American visiting home, torn between 
disdain for American race politics and Tobagonian sexual politics. The fiction in 
this issue, likewise, presents tensions between identities and contexts. In Kiik Aragi 
Kawaguchi’s poetic and atmospheric short story, “a wig,” we are fenced in with  
a couple in a Japanese internment camp. 

The poetry represents tensions and transmutations within the self—formally, 
as in Walter Ancarrow’s “Fermented Fruit Poem,” a concrete poem that riffs on the 
repetition of a single line while simultaneously playing with the representation of 
sexuality; thematically, such as in Michelle Lin’s “Portrait of the Mother as Mystique 
from X-Men;” and linguistically, as in Soyini Forde’s “Soon mus come,” written in 
hybrid diction, and Jennifer Tamayo’s “Guaravita, La Dorada,” whose voice is an 
android “trying to be closer to nature.”

These writers show the richness of non-dominant literary voices. Their 
work is powerful, not only because it often engages in socio-cultural critique, but 
also because it reflects lived experiences and complex relationships to identity. 
Individually, through their work, these writers and artists show us what it means  
to be caged in; and what it means to be pushed out. They remind us of the invention 
possible beyond the mainstream. As a whole, they give us a sense of possibility that 
the conversation does not have to start with the center. It can start in the margins.

ALEXANDRA WATSON, Executive Editor

on behalf of the Apogee staff
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When the news emerged that there was going to be a total eclipse of the sun on the 
21st of June, 2001, Zimbabweans could talk of nothing else. There were feelings of 
trepidation and uncertainty at this solar event. Some clung to the science of the moon 
finding its way between the earth and the sun. Others thought the sun would vanish 
and reappear trailing Jesus’ chariot as he came down for the Final Judgment. Still 
others thought it signified a bad omen, a sign of worse things to come for Zimbabwe: 
less rain, less food, and more deaths from the scourge of AIDS.

I was eleven, in grade six at a government primary school in one of the 
wealthier suburbs of Harare. I’d told each one of my classmates all the things I’d learned 
from my National Geographic about the rareness of full solar eclipses and just how lucky 
we were to have the opportunity to see one. They were not impressed. The school had 
hired a bus to head north, and my peers were much more excited about missing a day of 
class than the eclipse itself. They did not want to hear anything from “know-it-all” me.

While all of Zimbabwe would be able to see at least a partial eclipse, the best 
viewing was in the northeast of the country, near the point where Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
and Mozambique meet. My classmates were headed to Mutoko, a small town ninety 
miles northeast of Harare, to see the eclipse. I was going further north with my 
family to Lower Guruve, where we would have the best view. I remember walking up 
nervously to my teacher’s desk to inform him of my upcoming absences—why had my 
mother insisted on making us stand out? My teacher struggled not to roll his eyes as I 
told him about our camping plans. I turned away from his desk and heard him mutter 
to himself, “Vanofunga kuti varungu.” They think they’re white.

My mother had been elected the first black and first female Chairman of the 
Geological Society of Zimbabwe that year. The society had organized the camping 
excursion. My parents, my sister, Val, and I, set out a full day later than the rest of 
our party. My mother borrowed a Toyota Hilux Hi Rider from work for the trip. I 
remember remarking that I loved being in such a high car because I could look down 



on people. It was chilly in Harare, but the further we drove away, the warmer it 
became as the eucalyptus, jacaranda, and pine trees of the city gave way to farmland 
and cattle ranches, then dry savannah grass, until we began our descent into the 
Zambezi Valley. Most of the land in the Valley is National Parks. The highway cuts 
through the valley, but the animals ignore the road. Twice we had to stop and wait as  
a bull elephant sauntered across, heading into the thick, tall Mnondo and Msasa trees.

At this age, I had a habit of carrying out parallel journeys in my head during 
road trips. On this one, I imagined myself as an aid worker for the UN headed 
towards remote Zimbabwe, in my big, white Land Cruiser, to save the poor people. 
When we turned off the highway onto a red dust road, I got more excited. This was 
the kind of road they always showed in pictures of humanitarian rescue projects, 
with the pretty blonde lady ladling out porridge to dark African children with 
swollen bellies. We didn’t see any other cars on that road. After ten kilometers, we 
began to pass small, rural homesteads. Shoeless children rushed across their yards  
to the edge of the road and waved. My mother enthusiastically waved back.

“Mother, why are you waving at those children?” I said. “They’re not your 
children.”

“I know they’re not my children, but do you see how they beam when you wave 
back, like they’re surprised that anyone would? It’s such a small thing, but it makes them 
happy.”

After that, I started to wave at all the children too, imagining myself 
returning in ten or fifteen years to save them, though I wasn’t and still am not clear 
from what exactly I was saving them.

When we arrived at the campsite, we had to move quickly; we only had an hour or so 
before the winter sun went down. The other campers had arranged their campsites 
roughly in a circle, but since we were latecomers, we were slightly set apart. This 
was the first camping experience for the entire family, and as we looked at the other 
campsites, we knew we were out of our depth. Fortunately, one of the national park 
guards, Lucky, offered to help us set up. He positively bounced as he jostled around. 
It was odd. In Harare, the young men didn’t pay any attention to a black person when 
there was a white person around. They grudgingly served black customers because 
they felt they didn’t tip as well as the whites. They called their white customers 
“Ma’am” or “Sir” but used familial titles for the rest. Yet here was Lucky helping us.
  Lucky did his best, but he seemed to have much more enthusiasm than actual 
know-how. My mother had borrowed a tent from a workmate. It was an army-green, 
old-school field tent, so ragged that it looked like the Rhodesian forces might have 
used it during the Chimurenga War in the seventies. No one knew how to set it up, 
but after a half-hour struggle, the tent was finally righted. It looked like it might fall 
onto itself if we coughed too hard, and clearly there was no way all four of us would fit 
inside. Our parents decided that Val and I would sleep in the car.

Lucky left once he had gone over fire safety protocol but not before giving us 
one last piece of advice: “If you hear some rustling behind those trees in the middle of 
the night, don’t worry. It’s just the elephants. Their salt lick is right behind there.”
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We ate dinner in silence, subdued by the feeling of being outsiders. At the center of 
attention stood a large, twelve-man tent with three separate “bedrooms”. It was bright 
orange and the lights inside made it glow so that it looked like it came straight out of A 
Thousand and One Nights—I didn’t know that camping could be luxurious. My sister 
and I pretended to take a walk just so we could peep inside. We didn’t see much, but we 
noticed purple cushions on the floor. It looked like the kind of tent that a sheikh might 
give his favorite wife in his twenty-strong harem. And it must have had a magnetic pull 
around it, because all the other children in the campsite gathered outside the tent and 
played games.

I couldn’t drum up the courage to join them. I just watched from a distance 
listening to their conversations. Who was I to join them? Most of their parents were 
expats from Australia, Switzerland, and Belgium, and the kids prattled away in 
their sophisticated accents, switching effortlessly between languages. I was fluent 
in both Shona and English, but it didn’t seem quite the same. They were all white 
except for one black boy. I admired his confidence, how he effortlessly mixed with 
them. But I acknowledged that he wasn’t like me; he was one of those private school 
kids, the ones who spoke with a British accent, and whose names were the only 
words of Shona they knew. He was like the rest of those kids: rich and worldly. I 
was just a silly girl from a government school. I remembered what my teacher had 
said, Vanofunga kuti varungu. Watching those children, I couldn’t imagine a parallel 
reality where we would ever be equals.

In 1890, the first group of English colonizers, led by Cecil John Rhodes, 
arrived in present-day Zimbabwe. Their rule lasted ninety years: ninety years in 
which they took the most fertile land for themselves and banished the natives to dry, 
overcrowded reservations; ninety years in which they taught the natives to serve. 
Ninety years. 

What is ninety years compared to the history of time? Nothing, really. Yet 
I, born a full ten years after the white minority surrendered its hold, ten years after 
Zimbabwe had cast off the name of Rhodes, I who had never known a Zimbabwe 
where I could be barred from public places because of my color, felt inferior to these 
foreigners. I found myself retreating whenever I met a white person. If I stood in line 
at the checkout and someone white appeared behind me, I felt compelled to let them 
through. Where had I learned that I was inferior? Where had I learned that I was less 
deserving? Where had I learned to feel shame?

Vanofunga kuti varungu. That’s what my teacher had said. That’s what my 
classmates said about my obsessions with National Geographic and Harry Potter. 
That’s what my relatives said when my family went on holidays like this one. They 
think they’re white. We were occupying spaces that years of colonialism had taught 
were not for black people. We could express the desire to enter these spaces, but 
eventually we would be reminded that we didn’t belong there.

We had an early night. Val and I headed to the car and switched on the light 
so that we could retreat into our books, but I’d hardly finished a paragraph when my 
mother was knocking on the window. 



“Do you want to broadcast to the whole world that you’re sleeping in the car? 
Turn off that light!”

At eleven in the morning, we set out for our viewing point at the top of Nyerume Hill. 
To minimize our environmental impact, we were encouraged to carpool. We only had 
space for one passenger in our car, and we were joined by a man from Mozambique. 
I was surprised that he was black. The first thing I had done when we got to the 
camping site was to locate all the black people in the vicinity. Aside from the one 
other black family, the only black people there were the park guards and domestics. 
Where had this man come from? It turned out he was at a camping site just a couple of 
kilometers away from us, but his group was heading out later, and he was worried that 
they might get there too late. So, he rode with us.

I cannot remember the Mozambican’s name, but I remember his features very 
well. He was about six feet tall and muscular. He was dark, very dark. His hair was 
curly, curls tighter than mine. All the while, I watched him. An enigma. He wore tan 
safari clothes like some of the seasoned white campers, and those did not come cheap. 
Yet there was nothing remarkable about him. Aside from Zimbabwe, the only other 
country he had visited was Zambia, and he spoke with a heavy Mozambican accent.  
I watched him when we got to the top. I admired his quiet confidence; the white people 
didn’t seem to bother him. He seemed content all by himself. But I also resented him 
for choosing us to take him to the hill. I knew he’d only picked us because we were 
black too. Why couldn’t he have picked someone else? Why did he have to highlight 
how black we were to these people? To my prejudiced Zimbabwean eyes, he was at the 
bottom of the food chain. He was dark, and I knew it was better to be light-skinned 
than dark. Even the very fact that he was Mozambican bothered me. People around me 
had always spoken of Mozambique in a disparaging, mocking tone. I had an uncle who 
used to boast about how our British whites had stuck around to become Zimbabweans 
after independence, but the Portuguese had left Mozambique in a huff, leaving the 
country to descend into a civil war and poverty. By picking us, the Mozambican 
highlighted the fact that we were much closer to poor black Mozambicans than we would 
ever be to sophisticated white expats. 

My sister and I sat on the bonnet of the car. From the top of the hill, we could see 
down into the valley at the tall brown grass that stretched into the distance like an 
ocean. We watched antelope languidly crossing the savannah and I wondered if they 
knew what was about to happen, if their brains could process the madness of night in 
the middle of the day. For two hours, we watched the moon make slow progress across 
the sun. I stared through the special glasses that the Geological Society had provided 
us and listened to the conversations around me. Everyone in the group seemed so well 
travelled. They didn’t quote the National Geographic when they talked about eclipses. 
They talked about climbing the Andes and watching wildebeest in the Serengeti.  
I listened with envy, wishing I could do the same.

“It’s starting,” someone said.
A shadow fell upon us, as if thick rain clouds had appeared in the sky. In a 
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matter of seconds, darkness enveloped the earth, the temperature dropped, and there 
was a strong gust of wind. Everyone took off their glasses to witness the majesty of 
the scene. The moon appeared as a dark dome in the sky with a brilliant, blazing halo 
around it. The horizon burned orange like the dawn. We were silent. It was as if the 
earth had gasped at the sudden arrival of night in the middle of the afternoon and held 
its breath, waiting to see if the sun would return. I stood there mesmerized by the 
brilliance of the moon and sun, feeling as if I was at the heart of this cosmic event.

Kuora kwezuva, that’s what we call the eclipse, the rotting of the sun. The 
Shona people believe that the solar eclipse marks the ruin of the sun followed by a 
brilliant rebirth. I wonder what it was like centuries before, when afternoon suddenly 
became night in the land that is now called Zimbabwe, when darkness fell upon people 
herding their cattle, hunting antelope, suckling their babies. Young maidens fainting, 
children screaming, men flexing their muscles as if readying for battle––even though 
they weren’t sure against what––and old crones nodding knowingly in preparation for 
the new sun to emerge, marshaling in a new era. I wonder now if an eclipse occurred 
in the years leading up to the arrival of Cecil John Rhodes and his Pioneer Column, 
if an eclipse heralded this new world where the Shona learned to cower in their own 
land, keeping to their place beneath the white man.

Just as suddenly as it had fallen, the darkness disappeared. The eclipse had 
lasted for three minutes and four seconds. We all blinked in the sudden bright light. 
The chatter returned, but I stayed quiet as I tried to adjust to this new post-eclipse 
world. Around me, people spoke excitedly about what they had just witnessed, but I 
couldn’t help but feel underwhelmed. It felt like the world should have changed greatly.

After a few minutes, the five of us––my family and the Mozambican–– 
returned to our car and headed back to the campsite. When we got there, the 
Mozambican thanked my father and then began his walk back to his campsite. I can 
see him now walking away, and I realize why I was fascinated by him: I couldn’t 
classify him. Even at eleven, I was aware that the hierarchy in Zimbabwe established 
itself on wealth and race. At school, I was at the top of the food chain, but surrounded 
by white people, I felt inferior. The Mozambican, so dark with his heavy accent, had 
managed to exist outside that hierarchy. It would be years until I learned that I could 
be like him. But in that moment, I satisfied myself by imagining that no one at school 
would know of my feelings of envy and inadequacy. All they would know was that I 
had seen the total eclipse of the sun from a better vantage point than them.



unbidden morning come thirst come 
cruel surf & wreck come belly capsized  
& beached unbidden but come to me in  
whole bunches in waves balancing me  
where I am an ocean never before 
imagined come vertical in the city when 
cold glitters like blood memory down  
the spine itching to freeze dull air & 
sneeze my eye glass bead dilated sore by  
smoke another new leaf has sprouted 
from my neck weak green like my sick 
body my love I am split in the sky I am  
the tears of a boulder I am older than all 
the organisms I have ever consumed & I  
am the sum of none I am a spade in a 
garden in one of your stories in Spain in  
a sweet red skirt tending to tomatoes &  
feeling strong about the future I am all  
garlic & onion & oil I cannot remember 
what it means or feels like to rot I rot  
regardless I am lucky I am less & less &  
less of a man & I am grateful I am  
painting a kiss on your shoulder I am 
observant I see there is a moon giggling 
over Brooklyn pretending to be pale I 
am exilic epic pure ex-Babylonian & 
barefoot I am defective I am Hephaistos 
at the forge hammering an uneasy love 
demanding perfection from metals too 
human in temperament to consent to 
shape I am the smallest muscle of the 
body I come on thick a tide of yellow  
hair invading the shoreline in 
inconsiderate clumps I am the rise of 
orchestral strings gradual & impatient 
come apricot & ochre come color  
uncolor & brave come willing to be 
lessoned in the plainness of unbidden 
morning I am unfolding from you under 
a bitter cloud



B O Y S E N B E R R Y

B O Y S O N B E A R S 

B O Y S B A R E B U M 

B O Y S B O R E B U M 

B O Y O N B O Y B U M 

B O Y O H B O Y M M M 

B O Y S B O N B O N S 

B O Y S B O I N K O N 

B O Y S I N O R G Y S 

B O Y I N O R G A S M 

B O R B O R Y G M U S



Margaret Morri lay in a quickly darkening field of silverleaf tomato weed and Arizona 
creosote poppies. She had plucked one of the hard, yellow nightshade tomatoes and 
was pressing it like an unfurled rosebud to the end of her nose. Beside her lay Kenji 
Hirayama, half-asleep, a half-expired cigarette riding his bottom lip, vaguely attempting 
to adjust his cheap, shag wig. With the exception of the wig, Ken was naked, though the 
low-hanging smoke seemed fitted to his body like a white tuxedo. Margaret brushed at 
her arms, calves, dust that’d caked along with her sweat, and then reached across Ken’s 
body, picked her blouse up from off the sand, and began buttoning it. 

“Tonight I’m going over the southern wires, Margaret,” Ken said. “I’m going 
over the southern wires and into Casa Grande.”

“There are four guards securing the southern wires,” Margaret said. “Four 
guards. Four rifles. You’re asking to get yourself shot.” 

“Tonight there will be only two guards posted,” Ken said. “Two guards, and 
I’m friendly with them both. There’s Clarence, and there’s Gerry something. Or maybe 
it’s Bernard. Clarence and Bernard. Anyhow, they’re both alright.”

“Alright,” Margaret chewed on the word. “Meaning they speak to you from 
the other side of the wires. They smoke your cigarettes and tell you which of us they’d 
like to screw. Tell you how when they’re in their towers they can look down their rifles 
and into our rooms while we’re changing into nightgowns.”

“I mean it that they hate their jobs and hate Gila River the same as us. And 
they understand they’re part of a problem, but don’t have any power to change it.”

From the petal of a nearby creosote blossom, a tick the width of a fingernail 
tumbled belly-up onto Margaret’s beach towel. She held it down using the last of her 
smoldering cigarette. 

“Then, letting you cross at the southern wires when they can be reported is 
not likely,” Margaret said. “If they say they’re men without power, that’s saying they’re  
a link in the power of another man who doesn’t believe in being lenient with Japs.”

“I’m going over those wires,” Ken said. “There’s a diner in Casa Grande. It 
has a counter that sells cigarettes and whiskey. I’m going to bring it all back and sell it. 
People want to have parties again. People want to listen to records and dance and get 
tanked. I can help them do that, and I can make money.”

“What good is your money? If we never make it out of Gila River, there’s 
nothing to own. You want to buy your own barrack from them?”

“We aren’t going to die in Gila River,” Ken said. “The war will end. We’ll go 
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home together. We’ll need money to start again. I want to begin in the right way.” 
“Stay here tonight,” Margaret said. “Be with me. Go to Casa Grande next month.”
“No,” Ken said. “It’s tonight. I’m going tonight. And if I come back, if I can 

make us a lot of money this way, I want you to consider having a baby with me. It’s 
been a year. We don’t have to wait until we’re back in California to start a family. 
There are good doctors and a decent hospital here.” 

Margaret stared hard into Ken. She was mostly dressed now, an unlit cigarette 
bucked upon her lips. She struck a match and drew it to her face. The tobacco crawled 
in the fire. A white moth of smoke climbed into the air. 

“Stay here tonight,” she said. “I want you to be with me. Go to Casa Grande 
next month.”

“I’m not staying,” Ken said. He flicked at a spot on his chest, a dark circle he 
thought was a biting insect. But it was only a small, raised mole. 

“You don’t remember,” she said. “You don’t remember what to say next.”
“I remember,” Ken said. He ground his cigarette into the hot sand and struck 

up another. 
“You remember,” she said. “Only you won’t say.” 
“That’s right,” he said. 
“Stay here tonight,” Margaret said it a little louder. “I want you to be with me.” 
“I want to be with you. There was never a question.” 
“What you say — what your line is — is Margaret, I’ll stay if once we leave 

Gila, you have three daughters. Three daughters just like you.”
“It isn’t right to say that Margaret,” Ken said. “I’m writing my own lines now.”
“You aren’t allowed to write your own lines. I’ve explained this before. I’ve 

explained this to you, Ken. You say what I’ve given you or you have to go. That’s all there is.” 
“I know that isn’t true,” Ken said. “It’s been nearly a year. I know you can get 

past this. I know there’s a way for you to start again.”
“I’ll stay with you, Margaret,” she said. “I’ll stay if you promise you’ll have 

my daughters. Three daughters like you.”
“That isn’t what happened,” Ken said. “Your husband didn’t stay. He never 

promised you he would. He left over the southern wires. He didn’t come back to camp alive.” 
“Not in this version,” Margaret said. “In this version he stays. And I promise 

to give him three daughters.”
“There aren’t any goddamn daughters! You aren’t a mother yet, Margaret. 

Don’t act like this!”
 Ken removed his wig and threw it into the dirt. Beneath the wig, Ken was 
nearly bald. What hair remained looked green and dismal in the remaining light. He 
wiped the sweat from his scalp and flicked it. The nearby rocks darkened with his sweat. 

“If I wasn’t clear with you, then I apologize,” Margaret said. “What all this 
is about, it means we aren’t ever going to be together. You play a role. You play it 
because if you don’t play it, then it has to stop.”

“I know this isn’t the first time you’ve done this,” Ken said. “You think it’s  
a secret what you do? I’ve heard this before from Jack Shinoda. He told me there were 
others before him. Men you made wear this wig and Kane’s old clothes. And made 
them say the same goddamn crazy things.”

“You’re right about everything, Ken,” she said. “It’s just the role that’s 
irreplaceable, not the actor.”



 Margaret picked the wig from off the ground and shook the hot, golden debris 
from it. She held it out to Ken. 

“You’re good at playing Kane,” she said. “You don’t look like him. You’re a little 
small. And you have a small, sad face. But you’re kind like him. You can go on if you like.”

“No, Margaret,” he said. “You know Kane is gone.”
Ken reached out for his clothes and began to dress. 
“I’m going over the wires tonight,” he said. 

 Margaret wasn’t looking at him anymore. She was combing her fingers 
through the wig as though in search of something. 

“Why would you do that?” she asked. 
“Because Kane was right. There’s good money in it if I come back. People 

are desperate to feel different. They’re drinking wine made from sugar water and 
raisins. They’re drinking vanilla extract. They’ll pay three or four times what a bottle 
of whiskey is worth.”

“And what’ll you spend your money on? Is it money for chewing gum in the 
canteen? Money to rot like leaves beneath your mattress? It’s worthless today as it was 
two years ago.”

Margaret set down the wig beside her. A brief current took it for a moment 
and it rolled once, covering itself in a fine golden dust. 

“More people are leaving Gila,” he said. “I have family in Detroit and Colorado. 
I’m going to Detroit in a month. I’m staying until they open the coast to us again. You 
can come with me.”

“That isn’t ever going to happen Ken,” Margaret said. 
 Ken was dressed now. He was back in his own clothes. Kane’s clothes lay in  
a folded pile beside the wig. 

“The same tower guard patrols the south,” Margaret said. “He carries the 
same rifle.”

“I’ve talked to him about it,” Ken said. “He’s taken some money as a security. 
He understands I’m going and coming back.”

“You can’t count on him for anything.”
“I’m not afraid.”
“How do you plan to find your way in the desert?”
“I have a light. I’ll follow the road.”
“You should let him keep your money,” Margaret said. “And you should go  

to Detroit next month.” 
  The sun had fallen and steeped the sky in red. A scorpion shuffled out from  
a tent of bark and slipped into the crown of Kane’s wig. 

“This is your chance,” Ken said. “I’m afraid for you, Margaret. Your 
obsession with this unattainable thing. This ghost. If you keep doing this to yourself, 
I’m afraid of what you will become.” 

 “You don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Margaret said. “When 
you’ve been loved so badly by someone who dies, you already live between this place 
and the world over. That is who the ghost is. She is the one who can’t leave.”
 Margaret folded Kane’s clothes and tucked them beneath her arm. She walked 
out of the silverleaf tomato weed, the Arizona creosote poppies, and back toward the 
southern barracks of Butte Camp.
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Cannot stay on this island
drenched in Koromanti blood
and song. Mus depart like a full lover,
forget sounds of mosquito
and dogs and brand new Kartel.
Duppy don’t migrate.
Leave the mangoes dem
ripening on trees,
bare chicken bones,
the sea’s tongue 
lapping the shores of Black River,
cows’ startled bellows, 
bougainvillea, blazing bright and wild.
Nuff ways to leave 
yourself behind with no visa.
A brown-skinned girl 
wiping the wet
under her heavy bosom,
full of rainwater and tears.
One sweaty shirt 
drying on barbed wire fence.
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The child first believes the body drawn blue 

can tide skies beyond panes, can sift 
 into the moon and back. Change is feasible, 

is furious, is the many filaments of a self 

 surfacing at a magnetic doodle board
bending to a hopeful pen. The shape 

of a mother is anything before the child 

learns the tone of flesh, before the pen 
 becomes roped-in anchor, learns to stamp

down stars, has the body blue broken

 into house, named from any moon 
to monster, first by some God in a helmet,

then by the body, herself. 

How quickly a baring of breasts
 drawn by the two of my child-hands

is swept from the slate. How naked

 my mother’s apology as I, emptied
toy in hand, am rushed from the door.

How sudden is the knowing 

of shame, of learning this first part
 of us to cover when uncovered? 

What’s kept closed behind doors? 

What humiliation! It could burn
the whole house down. 

Never mind she was first given to me 

bare. Never mind I did not turn
 then from her bruised body, even if drawn

in tears. No—how right is my making of blame,

 the hurt of each poem, hard metal core
of my pen molded by men. How marked 

is emancipation—with a mother beaten

into any woman’s body, imagine
 who her child could be. Each time I look

she could change.



Not counting backpacks and carry-ons, I have brought just over 300 pounds of luggage 
to Tobago: Six suitcases, each one packed a pound or two over the weight limit. I’m 
traveling on my own with the children, and my eight-year-old daughter—the older of the 
two—helps with the lighter cart. We wait on the slow line for each passenger’s every bag 
to be x-rayed. The customs officer strolling the queue stops beside us.

“No daddy?” he asks.
I think to give him one of the many reasons a woman might be traveling 

without a daddy, but luckily, remember where I am. Instead, I give him the most dazzling 
smile I can manage after eight hours in transit, and call up my best Trinidadian accent. 
“No, not till next week.”

“What, girl,” he says, “the man send you Tobago alone?”
A range of unspoken replies can be interpreted from my contorted smile;  

he can choose whichever he wants to hear.
“And what you have in your suitcases?”
“Food, mostly,” I tell him. “Pasta and rice, frozen chicken breast, ground beef, 

ground turkey, some steaks, almond butter, peanut butter, butter, Nutella, crepes and 
croissants. Fifteen cans of tuna because, well,” I realize what I’m about to say and say 
it anyway, “the tuna here is kind of nasty.”

“Yes,” he agrees, “tin tuna here not nice at all.” I realize he has pulled out his 
best American accent. The children are too tired to interrupt, but they listen. He drops 
his voice. “I can get you a nice bonito, you know. Where you staying?” I do not adjust 
the brightness of my smile to signal I think him either fresh or kind. A few seconds 
later he unfastens the velvet rope. “Come, nice girl and small man,” he says to my 
children. “Tomorrow you can swim in the sea.”

Outside, my daughter inhales the moist tropical night. “A bonito is a fish?” 
she asks. “Why does he want to buy you a fish?”

Too much nuance for a tired little girl, but I don’t smile when I lie to my 
children. “He’s just being friendly,” I tell her.
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My large nuclear family, desperately poor when I was growing up (but thankfully not 
recognizably so to us children), never took vacation. In some ways, by bringing my 
own children to the Caribbean, I am trying to give them part of my childhood: long 
lazy summers which we called the August holidays—playing outdoors, cousins, going 
to the beach and into the bush. But, they are also getting extras I never had as a child: 
air travel, a villa, a pool, and perhaps most significant, return to a different life when 
summer ends.

I also bring them to experience what I think of as unregulated blackness. 
Our trips to Tobago have become the antidote to America, where the unspooling 
narrative of black and white conflict is seemingly without end. For six weeks they 
will not be minorities. Of course, unregulated racial existence does not equal an 
uncomplicated society.

On our first full day, unwilling to leave the water, we come back late from the sea. 
As we head inside, the neighbor’s car pulls up. She pronounces her name, Diane, 
Dee-ann. She owns the villa next door. “Anything you need while you’re here,”  
she tells me, “feel free to ask.”

I thank her, make a little small talk, and we drag ourselves inside. Too 
exhausted to season and cook the red snapper from the fish market, I convert some 
suitcase rations into pesto pizza. Ten minutes into the meal my son begins itching 
his hairline. I know the sign and am alarmed long before the hives bubble up on his 
forehead. Soon his eyes are almost swollen shut and thin red welts radiate between 
his lash line and his curls. I give him a teaspoon more than the recommended dose 
of Benadryl, but clearly he needs medical attention. The villa phone is dead. I grab 
my son, tell my daughter come. I bang on Diane’s door. After a minute, her firm 
voice asks, Who? I explain with as much patience as I can manage. My son is in deep 
distress and even though I am trying to project calm, his sister senses my stress.

“Is Mase going to die?” she asks.
“Not at all,” I tell them and myself.
The door opens, Diane takes us in with a look and autodials the phone already 

in her hand. “Dr. Madoo? It’s Diane. Hold on.” She passes me the phone. “Tell him.”
I explain my son’s known allergies, his reactions past, and the seeming 

severity of this attack.
“Now,” this Dr. Madoo says. “Go to the emergency room, now.”
I’m already backing out. My son is beginning to claw at his neck. I am not 

sure if he’s itchy or if his airways are closing.
“You know how to get there?”
I think I do, but the road I name is incorrect. Diane shuffles into her shoes. 

“Follow me in your car,” she says.
For the past two years I have rented the cheapest car on offer, in part because  

I am broke but also as part of the authenticity of my trip. I am not a Yankee tourist 
zipping around in a fancy four-by-four. I curse authenticity as I buckle both children 
under the one working seatbelt. After a hundred feet Diane signals and stops. She 
comes out, reaches through my open window, and switches on my headlights. We speed 



through the dark night, high beams illuminating sleeping cows and listed coconut trees. 
In the backseat my daughter whispers to her brother. I glance back and see her holding 
his hand. His other hand, thankfully, is still scratching his face. He’s not clawing at his 
throat. He’s breathing.

Under the bright ER lights I see the swelling has gone down. Relieved,  
I answer absurd questions about my relationship to my much lighter skinned son, our 
different last names, his religion, and whether he can accept a blood transfusion in an 
emergency. Diane asks the practical question: “How long before he’s seen?” When the 
receptionist answers with uncertainty, she says, “Yes, but this child was almost dying 
fifteen minutes ago. He needs to be seen.”

A second receptionist rolls his chair over. “What is your relationship to the 
child?” he asks Diane. “Where the daddy?”

There’s something arrested about grown men asking for the daddy. We all startle 
when Diane slaps the counter. “What business is that of yours? How is that relevant to 
when this child will be seen?” She points to his computer. “Roll back, Mister.”

Her shouting draws a nurse who tells me to bring my son into triage.
“You want me to wait?” Diane asks. I think we have it from here. He’s still 

trying to peel his face from his skull, but the swelling has stopped and he is taking 
normal breaths.

Diane gives me her number. “Any trouble, you call me. Knock when you get 
back to the villa.”

I squeeze a lesson out of this trauma. Everyone we’ve interacted with tonight 
is black: the security guards, the rude receptionist, the nurses, the man in the waiting 
room with elephantiasis, the doctors, the patients who tsk at my lenient parenting when 
my son dissolves into a complete meltdown. I wanted the children to see black lives 
being fully lived. Here, practically on our first night, we rub shoulders with a whole 
spectrum of one Caribbean society.

The radio stations in Tobago play a mix of classic calypso from my youth and the 
contemporary soca the young people prefer. I want to be an old lady and complain 
about the incessant bass, but this music is my blood, the more outrageous the better. 
I often stop cooking or reading to dance. My children shake their heads, but the 
rhythm is irresistible, and they dance too. I’ve taught them how to wine—to gyrate 
their waists and get down low. They’d hold their own in any carnival fete. The deejay 
taunts his audience to shake it. This is music to make you move, he says over the bass. 
Music to make you dance. Niggeritis is not an excuse. I said niggeritis is not… I hurl 
myself at the radio and jab at the power button. I look wildly to see if the kids have 
understood his words. I know there is some hypocrisy in my rush to shield the children 
from an ugly word—some cherry picking of this “unregulated” cultural experience. 
My siblings and I teased each other with this colloquialism when we were being lazy. 
This word is, in fact, an inside joke. There will be no backlash against the deejay 
(imagine the uproar on American radio), only laughter as the people dance on.
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As a child, if on a Saturday morning I got up early enough—the time we called  
fore-day-morning—my mother might take me on her weekly trip to Penal Market.  
I remember the taxi ride in the still-dark dawn, then keeping close to my mother as she 
haggled for a lagniappe. My children are old enough on this visit to see how it’s done, 
how you never pay the first price, but the sellers don’t seem game. Apparently no one 
else bargains. Produce prices are still unmarked, but I am the only person walking 
through the market challenging how much they call for their goods.

I take the children to butchers end. I don’t want meat but I want them to see. 
“What is that?” my daughter asks. She knows, but she wants me to verbally confirm 
the horror before her: severed heads, set in lurid death grimaces, lined on a shelf.

“Pigs’ heads,” I tell her lightly.
How they stare. Meat doesn’t come packaged in plastic from the supermarket 

on Washington Avenue. She leads away her brother. I don’t force them to stay. A look 
is enough to know.

At arguably the market’s best stall, the proprietor recognizes us from previous 
years and welcomes me back with a perfectly ripened, purple-skinned avocado. He 
comments on how the children have grown, ensuring this summer too, I will buy the 
bulk of my vegetables from him. My son collects fallen produce in his pockets. “He 
likes to shop,” I tell the proprietor with a shrug. I’ll pay for the vegetables if he asks, 
but I’m not going to explain my child.

“Oh ho,” the vendor tears a fresh plastic bag off the roll. Even though the 
stand is crowded with shoppers he takes the time to make my son a starter pack—two 
tomatoes, an okra, a sweet pepper, and a potato. “For you, small man.”

“Thanks.” My son examines the bag, and hands it back. “I’m allergic to 
tomatoes and peppers,” he says with a frankness I haven’t mastered at forty.

“Ah.” The vendor replaces the allergens with an onion and a lime. I want to 
pay him double for this gesture. In Tobago, like in Trinidad and throughout much of 
the Caribbean, it is still too easy to tease a boy who likes to polish his nails, dress up 
in fancy clothes, and do the shopping. In their progressive Brooklyn public school, 
the kids have classmates who identify as a gender other than what they were assigned 
at birth. I cannot imagine the external, and hence the internal, torment such a child 
would face on the island. For once, I am glad the language of commerce trumps 
cultural taboos. We leave the market eager to come back next week.

Back at the villa I ask Miss Alva, the housekeeper, why no one else 
bargained. Because, she says, Tobagonians know they’re already getting the best 
price. “We never haggle,” she adds with a dash of salt, “only cheap people who come 
from Trinidad.”

I grin, ignoring her sass, glad she hasn’t identified me as American.

I stop to buy a pineapple from the man on the main road. He sorts through the emerald 
and gold fruit heaped on his pickup. While my children hang out the car window, he 
and I make small talk about pineapple chow—chunks of sweet pine seasoned with 
his own blend of hot pepper, garlic, bandania, and other secret spices—and how glad 



I am his crop comes from Trinidad and not Costa Rica or the Dominican Republic. 
He charges me $36TT for the pineapple, a ridiculous sum. Unfortunately, I only have 
$25TT and as confirmation of the inflated price, he says, “No problem.”

“The last thing in the world I want to do,” he takes the money with a wink and 
a smile, “is keep a woman from putting something sweet in she mouth.”

I know my expected response is to banter, to come back with my own fresh 
line, but I can’t. For a split second I think I should drop some lyrics on him about 
respect, but who am I kidding? He means no disrespect and would be taken aback if  
I responded as if I’d been insulted. Instead, my bottom lip falls away from my teeth in 
a kind of grimace. I take the pineapple and go back to my children.

I’m missing all the cues: haggling when I shouldn’t and not bantering when 
the time is right. I am out of my element.

My car is full of nieces: Beautiful, slim, dark girls with almond eyes, some of whom 
look more like me than my own daughter. We are returning from Store Bay, the 
bacchanal beach. The girls have had a fine time with their permissive auntie from 
America. These teenage cousins, who pamper my daughter like a pet, mesmerize 
her. We’re caught in traffic and as we slowly drive past Penny Savers Supermarket, 
we hear the crazy itinerant preacher who comes out daily with Bible, microphone, 
and amplifier. He is obsessed with female genitalia. More specifically, with girls 
and women who dress scandalously, their lady parts exposed to tempt Tom, Dick 
(especially Dick, he says), and Harry. Women on the way to hell. “Remember Sodom 
and Gomorrah, Tobago, remember.” I would roll up the windows but of course my 
car’s air conditioning is broken. The traffic crawls. I worry about what my daughter 
is hearing. My oldest niece, sitting up front next to me, claps her hands and nods in 
agreement. “Preach it, man,” she says.

“What, Louke? You agree with him?”
“To a point, Auntie Gracy. Some of these young girls out here overdoing it.” 

The nieces in the back concur. 
“Ladies should dress like ladies,” Debra says. 
“Proper,” Miriam adds. 
Cherne, the sweetest of the bunch, smiles. But Kafi, the plumpest and prettiest 

of the lot, says, “Not me. No man can tell me what to wear. You mad, Louke.”
Louke digs in. “Women need to respect themselves if they want respect. You 

can’t go outside in short pants and then get upset when men look.”
I glance at my daughter in the rear view. She sits up high on Cherne’s knees 

listening to every word. “You can get upset,” I tell Louke. “In fact, you should get 
upset. You should be able to wear what you want and not get harassed, no?”

By now we can no longer hear the preacher man, but Louke shakes her head. 
“Auntie,” she says, “you living in America for too long. You don’t know these fellas 
down here.”
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The ubiquitous fist bump, the international symbol for brotherhood, is known as a 
bounce here on the islands. “Gimmih ah bounce,” the boys say, impenetrable dialect 
if you are not in the know. I taught the phrase to my son because inevitably, some 
older man will signal for a bounce, a modern male initiation rite. Sure enough, in 
Scarborough, after an unsmiling youth-man takes my $5TT for a parking space, he 
raises a fist to my son who lifts his chin and wordlessly lands the silently requested 
bounce. My pride swells and drains. My son knows how to give a bounce, but my 
daughter stands hopeful, waiting for someone to raise a fist to her. She can give a 
bounce too, had helped train her brother for the moment. She waits in vain for her turn 
with the youth-man. Men don’t bounce girls. Girls are Nice Girl and boys Small Man. 
Nice girls grow up to become Slim or Thick Thing, Reds or Darkie, or maybe a wife-
girl or a Miss Lady. Small man becomes Big Man and gets to name all the girls.

Toward the end of our stay, Diane’s raised voice draws me outside. I hear her engaged 
in a loud argument with a brawny man sporting a ridiculous haircut—what we called a 
muff when I was growing up, kind of an upside down kinky mullet. I step out to watch 
Diane’s back. She lives on the island full time but she is a single woman and a man, 
much taller than she, is yelling at her. After a minute I cross to her yard. The man, a 
contractor, performed some electrical work on her front light and is upset—furious, 
really—because Diane has asked him to explain what was done. 

I try to defuse tempers. “Why don’t you tell her what you did?”
He answers me without seeing me. “Like she can understand.” 
Diane is an engineer. FEMA f lies her first class to the US to consult 

during disasters. 
“Why this lady can’t pay me my money?”
Diane turns to me. Her anger transforms to weariness. “You see what I have 

to deal with, Gracy? Every day of my life.”
They argue, neither listening to the other. I tell Diane to pay him. The light 

works. I run to my villa for pencil and paper to start a receipt. Diane fills in the details. 
The man, satisfied he will be paid, stands next to her. He says, in a becalmed tone, “A 
woman like you.” It is a complete statement. “I bet you was a nice girl, but your mouth 
too hot. That is why you can’t get a man. You’re sexy, but that mouth.”

“What?” I say.
Diane keeps writing: the sum of three thousand dollars, cash. “You have no 

idea, Gracy. Every day of my life I have to put up with these, these…” She searches for 
the right word.

“You need to stop,” I say to the man. But he doesn’t, and I doubt he has 
registered my presence throughout the altercation. I am invisible to him: black, female, 
foreign, slight.

Diane counts thirty crisp, blue one hundred dollar bills. Big Man takes his 
money. He doesn’t thank her. He struts down the path, barrel chest and ridiculous 
pompadour thrust forward, a real life bantam cock. 

She and I stand together in the coming darkness. The setting sun has 
blackened and silvered the turquoise water. Color is now above: Orange, purple, pink. 



A blue-crowned motmot with iridescent green wings watches from its perch on the 
power line. The beauty is a consolation prize. “Sometimes,” Diane says to me, “I feel 
like getting on plane and leaving this place.”

Six weeks have gone by and I have had enough. The plan is to come again next 
summer but I need to reassess what I hope to get out of these visits, especially as  
my children get older. Except, I don’t know how to moderate my expectations.  
I want to temporarily escape America’s pace and pressure for the carefree Caribbean 
of my childhood, but maybe that utopia only exists in my imagination. I left the 
island at sixteen, but were my older sisters more mature bodies subjected to constant 
unwelcome scrutiny? I am not willing to remove myself from the folk, to stay in 
a catered resort, take day trips to the sites; in fact, I adamantly call our vacation 
our relocation. Maybe the answer is to have less expectation. Perhaps next year we 
will come for the August holidays and not charge a six-week visit with curing the 
remainder of the year’s shortcomings.
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The duffel was light, but its waxed strap cut into my neck. The bank had gifted it to me 
years ago. It was probably ordered by an intern who had made either billions or babies 
by now. Maybe both. I dropped the bag and jiggled the key in the lock of my father’s 
apartment. There was a right way to lean into the brass and a shoulder wiggle without 
which the door would not open—a secret handshake that I could never quite learn. 
Looped on my wrist was a plastic bag with the quarter roast duck that I’d bought for our 
lunch. It slapped against the door as I tried again. Dad, with his tattered cartilage and 
wobbly hands, never had this problem. Yet, I struggled. 
 The door clicked open from the inside. 

A tall, white boy blocked my view of the apartment. His skin was so gray; it 
looked as if it had been rubbed over with newspaper. Crystals of eye-mucus glittered in 
the corners of his eyes. Not a boy. A man. He had a square beard. It needed pruning—
loose hairs sprang from the sides.
 “Miss Liu?” he asked. “I’m Junior Pastor Enoch.”
 He was hunched inside a blanket. My baby blanket.
 “Dad?” I called into the hall. I pushed past the Junior Pastor into the apartment. 
“Dad, are you okay?”
 My father’s apartment looked as it did every Saturday. Cookies were arrayed 
on a blue plate in a butter-petalled daisy. The curtains were open, and the light fell in the 
slanted rectangle that, over decades, had bleached the carpet from beige to shortbread-
yellow. The computer was wearing the pillowcase-shroud that my father claimed 
protected it from dust. He was really protecting himself from it.
 I heard the slop of water being poured into a kettle. I saw the bend of my 
father’s back in the kitchen. There was no room for me inside—the kitchen was only a 
little bigger than a toilet stall—and so I talked to him through the door. “What’s that boy 
doing here?”

“Don’t be rude, Skipper.”
The man-boy drifted back from the hallway towards us, the edge of my blanket 

trailing behind him. 



“I’ve told you about Pastor Enoch. He helps me with my exercises after church.” 
At first, I had not taken Dad’s conversion seriously. It seemed like a way of 

getting free food: every Sunday, there was breakfast in the Church basement. More than 
anything, Dad liked free things. Yet, there was a Junior Pastor in his house. 

“It’s Saturday,” I said, as though this would make the Pastor dissolve. I’d abandoned 
the duffel in the hall, but the plastic bag holding the duck still tugged at my wrist. 

“Pastor Enoch needs somewhere to stay. I have space.”
Pastor Enoch nodded, apparently content to be addressed in the third person. 
“Dad, there are things I need to talk to you about.” I wished that I spoke 

Chinese, that we had some code, some way of avoiding the Pastor’s intruding ears. 
“Private things.”

“Skipper, Pastor Enoch is a friend.” 
Dad offered the Pastor a cookie. He ate it in small bites, one hand cupped to 

catch the crumbs. “I’ll be out from under your feet soon. Very soon.”
He had not taken off the blanket. I was born in the year of the tiger, and quilted 

beasts prowled across the red nylon. I wished they would come alive and maul the Junior 
Pastor, but this was Queens, where rats were the wildest things.  

“How soon?” I asked.
 The apartment was not large. Dad once wanted a house, but his bookkeeping 
certificate hadn’t brought him wealth. His Shanghainese accent alienated Americans, 
Mandarin-speaking Mainlanders, and Cantonese Hong Kongers, alike. 
 “Did you put him in my room?” I had been counting on that room—I had been 
looking forward to crawling into that bed ever since Sophy had said the word “space,” 
dragging out the last syllable with a sigh. She had asked me to move out. “Temporarily,” 
she said. Meekly, I returned to my father’s house, even though I had every right to rage. 
 “Sir, I need you to leave. I can call you a cab.” Hell, I could book him a room. I 
could probably list the deduction on my taxes: donated room to wandering friar. 
 “Skipper,” Dad said, “Pastor Enoch is staying.”

Pastor Enoch glanced at his feet, then up at the walls. “That’s you, isn’t it?” he asked. 
I didn’t need to know which frame he was pointing at. Each wall displayed a 

large photograph of me; some held multiple. It had been like living in a yearbook. I was 
always alone in the pictures—Alone eating ice cream, alone in front of the Liberty Bell, 
alone with polar bears in the Central Park Zoo. Dad had always been the one taking the 
picture, and my mother had always been dead. Only in my wedding picture did I have 
company. Given Sophy’s decision, there would never be another dark-haired, little girl in 
this house or on those walls. 

“You were cute.” Pastor Enoch’s smile reminded me of the branded water 
bottles the bank handed out—generic and designed to ingratiate.
 I took a cookie and ate it in two crunches, baring my teeth. I was forty. Too old 
to behave like a frightened animal, especially to such a pathetic enemy. 
 “Is Sophy well?” Dad asked. He always asked after her, even though she never 
joined me on my weekly visit. 
 “My wife,” I said wife loudly for Pastor Enoch’s benefit, “is well.” 
 Pastor Enoch began to cry. 

It took me a moment to recognize the noises as sobs. He sounded like a dog 
barking underwater. On TV, Christians responded to marriage equality with poorly 
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spelled banners and overly produced political campaigns. Weeping was unexpected. 
 “His wife left him,” Dad stage-whispered. 
 “You have a wife?” I asked. 

Pastor Enoch’s socks had sharks on them. Insane that a human with shark-socks 
was a religious official and a husband. 

Dad took Pastor Enoch’s hand. Pastor Enoch opened and closed his mouth, as if 
trying to talk. Water and snot dripped down his face. 

“Would you like to say a prayer?” Dad used the voice he’d employed when I was 
little to persuade me to just try the carrots.

They lowered their heads, Pastor Enoch still sniffling. Their crosses fell out 
of their shirts and hung straight to the floor—golden plumb lines. Was the cross new? 
The only jewelry Dad had ever worn was his wedding band. When they married, my 
parents believed in nothing but the American Dream. My premature birth, a day after 
my mother’s boat landed, was perhaps a symptom of that excitement. She died that night 
from internal hemorrhaging. 

Dad and the Junior Pastor prayed for long enough for me to read every new 
email on my phone and check if my Groupons had expired. Moments of stress and 
boredom always brought to mind everything that was expiring: coupons, my marriage, 
both of our ovaries, milk.

 
They prayed over lunch too.

“Oh, Jesus Christ, thank you for this meal you have put before us.” The duck’s 
crispy skin was cracked to reveal crevices of soft flesh. I willed the prayer to finish. 
Finally, my father began to shred the bird. 

“Thank you, Ms. Liu. It looks beautiful.” 
 “It’s an honor to get second billing to your Lord and Savior.” 
Dad passed me a paper napkin. We ate on plastic placemats. Pastor Enoch 

got the flags of all the countries, and I got a human skeleton. They were relics of my 
childhood, from when Dad hoped that I might passively absorb all of the information  
I would need in America. 

Again and again, Pastor Enoch’s eyes panned over the food, over our heads,  
to some point over Dad’s shoulder, at some ghost in the room.
 “Do Baptists divorce?” I asked Pastor Enoch.
 He had just put a big shard of oil-crisped skin in his mouth. His lips twisted 
around it. His Adam’s apple pulsed as he swallowed. “We’re not getting divorced.”  

 
I checked into the nearby Asiatic Hotel—I found a deal on my phone. It didn’t seem 
particularly Asiatic, but there was a large, golden horse behind the check-in desk. 
Perhaps, the blue track lighting in the hallways was Asiatic. On the plus side, parking 
and Wi-Fi were included.

Sophy hadn’t sent anything to my home or office email. I called once, but hung 
up after the first ring. 

Pastor Enoch had worn my blanket all afternoon, draped like a cape. I pulled 
the stiff, white, hotel sheets around my own shoulders. I did not feel comforted. 

I called my father and told him that I would be attending service. I would pick 
him up around nine. If God was going to invade my home, I would storm His. 

 



Dad had trouble getting into Sophy’s Land Rover. It was too tall. I had to hold him up  
by the armpits. Pastor Enoch had taken an early bus to set up, so there was no one to 
help. Dad’s pits were damp, the way soil is in spring. Although I was standing behind 
him, and there was no way he could have seen my expression, I turned my face away.

Dad pointed the directions to the Church. “They’ll see that I didn’t invent you.  
I have a real daughter,” he said. 

“Sorry I’m not here more often.”
 “Mrs. Chung’s son comes to Church every week, but last month he got a ticket 
for public urination. The boy was peeing in the street. Not even on the sidewalk. In the 
street. Mrs. Qing’s son hasn’t had a job in ten years.” 

I was a quantitative financial analyst, a.k.a. financial weatherwoman. I watched 
the numbers, measured their currents, and calculated the flood-risk. 

“Still I should visit more,” I said. “Keep you company, it must get boring.”  
I almost regretted that I was going have to eject Enoch from his life.
 “I keep busy, I’m slow. There’s so much to do. By the time I’m done, I’ll 
probably be dead.” He patted my elbow to show he was joking. 

We moved on to our usual argument about Meals on Wheels. His angle: they 
were a dollar-fifty. Mine: they were disgusting, and I made enough for him to order from 
the classiest restaurant in Flushing seven days a week. 

“Just put it in a fund for your kids. Someone at the bank must know a good 
fund. You should ask Sophy.”

With my savings, I could have put the Swiss Family Robinson through 
medical school.

Walking in, I felt strangely nervous. I held tight to my father’s arm. The woman 
at the door gave me a big smile, clearly believing that I was holding him up. I’d expected 
suits and hats with flowers on them, but the congregation was uniformed in fleeces and 
khaki pants. They sat on bleachers, as if all the uncool kids got trapped in the school 
gym and never left. 

A live band played the opening hymn, Pastor Enoch tooting along between  
a drummer and acoustic guitar. Three jagged wrinkles carved into his forehead, but it 
was impossible to know if he was just concentrating or if he might burst into tears. 

I fiddled with a piece of pink paper I found on the pew; it offered Spanish and 
Mandarin alternatives. Dad, in an effort to improve my Americanness, had refused to 
speak to me in any tongue but English. Oh so slowly, I began to tear the paper in half. 
 A projector screen came down from the ceiling, and Pastor Monty took the 
stage. He wore a rolled, black turtleneck. Haloed by the white PowerPoint, he could have 
been at a tech conference. This was the man I was looking for. My father might leave out 
the Junior in Pastor Enoch’s title, but I did not. He had a boss. 

The sermon was about praying better. I had never considered praying to be 
a thing you could be bad at. It wasn’t softball or dancing. As Pastor Monty spoke, 
members of the congregation sighed and made sweeping hand-motions of assent. Dad 
sat quietly, his head lowered in prayer. The gold cross was tucked under his maroon 
sweater. Brighter red threads stitched up snags at the wrists.

At the end of the service, I grabbed a sleeve and pulled Dad back from the exit 
and towards Pastor Monty. 

Up close, I saw Pastor Monty’s turtleneck was strained around a wide belly. 
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“Your employee has moved into my father’s house. He’s eating my father’s food. 
My father eats Meals on Wheels five days a week. Five! Applesauce comes on every 
single tray. He hates applesauce. Dad always eats it.”

“It’s not a problem,” Dad interrupted. He’d caught up with me, and had wrapped 
an arm around me pulling me backwards.

“Not a problem?” I said. “This is taking advantage of the elderly.”
“I’m not elderly.”
“Do you or do you not use your senior discount?”
“Skipper.” Sophy did that too, used my name as a rebuke.
Pastor Monty frowned, as if we were letting him down, and pronounced, 

“Hebrews 13:12—Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have 
entertained angels unawares.”
 Angels do not snivel on your baby blanket. 

“I will sue you and this church.” I didn’t shout. I spoke in a clear voice to show 
him that my intention was a fact. “And before my lawyers strip your collection plate of 
its silver, I will find out every bad thing you’ve ever done. Every tax you’ve ever dodged, 
every parking ticket gone unpaid, every gay kid you’ve ever harassed. It will, all of it, 
every last bit, be online.” 
  Each word marched towards this fat man. I felt good and clean and free. His 
belly swelled, but cleft in the middle, like a chin. Pastor Enoch, behind the Senior Pastor, 
tugged nervously at his beard. It was pathetic, really. I wondered if that was how I looked 
to Sophy. Small, easy to take down.
 “Skipper!” my father said. He pulled my hand. He didn’t understand that I was 
doing this for him. 

“Miss Liu, this is one nation under God. Under God means that lawyers, 
whatever they think—” Pastor Monty said. 

Pastor Enoch cut him off. “I’ll find somewhere soon. I have a sister upstate.  
I don’t want to cause trouble.”

My father put his hand on Pastor Enoch’s arm. “Skipper. It is my home. Pastor 
Enoch is my guest.”

“You people are no better than a cult, and that pledge of allegiance bullshit was 
invented by a flag manufacturer. We’re one nation under capitalism, and I work for a 
goddamn bank.” As I spat out the K in bank, I realized that no one was listening to me. 
They were looking over my shoulder. 

The clip of shoes on terracotta tiles echoed through the room. I turned. Down 
the empty aisle sped a small body on short, sturdy legs. A girl, judging by the pink 
sneakers. Her hair was short and black and flapped bright as a starling’s wings. She 
seemed to be running straight at me. I put out my arms to catch the small body. 

She swerved towards Pastor Enoch, stumbling at his feet, hands grabbing at  
and missing the cuff of his suit. 

“Miki,” he kissed her small knee. “Where’s your Mom?”
 Miki didn’t say anything. She just shook her head.

“Miki, where’s Mommy? Does she know you’re here?” 
The child shook her head so hard that her hair swung over her face. 
“We—My wife lives a mile away. A mile. Actually a mile and a half.”  

He looked up, addressing God as much as any of us.



Pastor Monty’s nostrils expanded. I wanted to tell him that if he took in any 
more air his shirt might burst. 

A woman in a red pantsuit coughed and said they needed to set up for the 
Spanish service.  
 “She can wait with us at home,” Dad said. “I bet you like cookies. My little girl 
always liked cookies.” Dad’s posture was terrible; he always stood in a kind of half bend. 
But he craned lower still towards the child. 

How far was a mile? Not how many meters or how many blocks or how many 
Starbuckses, but how far had it felt on those little legs?

Pastor Enoch nodded. “If it’s okay with Ms. Liu.” He was still holding his 
recorder, but it dangled between his fingers. At any moment, he might let it go.

“It’s fine,” I said. 
Pastor Monty started to say something, but Miki smiled up at me. Each tooth 

was so white they almost looked blue.
 Pastor Enoch called his wife. 

There was silence in the Land Rover. Miki sat strapped into the middle seat, 
her whole body slanting towards her father. There was something strangely familiar 
about the child. I had plenty of time to examine her in the rearview—despite the Land 
Rover’s abundant horsepower, any nag could have wended through traffic faster than 
our car. Her eyelashes were very short, but thick, as if her lids had been rimmed with 
velvet. Her eyebrow hairs were thin, revealing the white brow-bone beneath.
 “Do you plan on kids?” asked Pastor Enoch. 

A rude and personal question at the best of times, but who would ask a forty-
year-old woman, especially a gay one? 

“No.” 
Sophy and I were going to adopt a little girl, just as soon as work at the bank 

slowed down. Just as soon as Sophy got the promotion she wanted. Just as soon as Sophy 
ran her first half-marathon. The last hope of that had been lost in this car. Sophy and I had 
driven upstate to see the fall leaves. It had rained the night before, and the foliage looked 
more like sweet potato soup than the living bonfire promised by our hotel’s website.

“You think that I’m a bad person,” Sophy said. Once again, I had to reassure 
her that she was not a bad person. Though I was beginning to wonder. There weren’t a 
lot of blond, blue-eyed infants in the adoption pool, and the waitlists were so long that 
I worried we’d orphan the child all over again. She’d rejected the idea of an older child, 
or one who didn’t look like us at all, on the grounds that she just wanted this one normal 
thing. This one thing that every teen-couple in Alabama with one dick and one vagina 
between them could have. She wanted to know, was it crazy to want a child who looked 
like only one of us? By one of us? She meant herself.

“I can’t help it. I just think a Chinese baby would love you more. I mean, I want 
our baby to love you. But people in restaurants would look at us and see a family, plus 
friend.” She was driving, but she took a hand off the wheel to slap her chest. “Plus friend.”

“What’s so great about families that look alike? The Kray brothers looked 
alike,” I said. 

Sophy ignored me. 
“And you look just like your mother,” I continued. 
I’d met Sophy’s mother only once, just long enough for her to throw a glass of water 
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in my face. Sophy’s face took on a bedraggled expression, but I was fountaining rage. 
“You know, pretty much every type of guy is willing to jerk off into a cup. I’m 

sure we could find some Asian dude to knock you up. Then would the kid seem yours?”  
I asked, although it was late in our careers, late in our bones and organs for either of us 
to get pregnant.

It was that not-child whom Miki reminded me of. Her serious expression 
was just a little bit like Sophy’s “I’m-thinking-this-through” face. Her hair was 
milk-chocolate creamy, but her round face could have been hung in our living room, 
indistinguishable from any of my marshmallow-nosed school pictures. 

At the door of Dad’s apartment, Miki undid the Velcro on her Dora the Explorer 
pink sneakers without being told. I wanted to ask Pastor Enoch: Why does this girl look 
like she could be my daughter? Instead, I made a space in the shoe-row next to mine. 

Pastor Enoch stood in the doorway, his fingers hiding inside his beard. He 
seemed not to know what to do. His phone blared. Meep. Meep. Meep. He looked down 
at the display.

“It’s time for your Tai-Chi, Mr. Liu.” Pastor Enoch smiled and blinked. His 
eyelashes moving so fast I was surprised they didn’t begin to whirr. 
 My father shook his head. “We have a guest.” 

Pastor Enoch inserted a DVD into the television. Tai-Chi had been 
recommended by my father’s physiotherapist. It was not something he’d had the leisure 
to learn in China. He was still suspicious of it.

Pastor Enoch stood in his socks. There was a hole in the left one. Both had a 
dinosaur pattern. He rubbed one foot over the other. When he spoke, it was in a bright 
infomercial voice. “Miki understands exercise is important.” He emphasized both 
syllables of her name. 
 “Miki and I can entertain each other.” Somehow my voice was just as perky, 
but sped up like that bit in the ads where they warn you about sudden death. I moved my 
mouth into a smile and then readjusted to hide my teeth. I was going for good witch, not 
evil stepmother wattage. 

On the table, two thirds of the cookie daisy was still on the blue plate—half-
plucked. She loves me, she loves me not, she loves me. Perhaps the sorrow of adulthood 
lay in understanding the odds long before all the petals were yanked away. I plucked 
Miki a cookie. She slid it into the rabbit-shaped pocket on her shirt.
 “It’s okay, you can eat it.”
 She shook her head and pulled her small lips closer together as if to show me 
that she would not take a bite. So, I ate one. They were orange-blossom shortbread, 
dense and so buttery that the taste cloaked my tongue even after I swallowed. Miki 
turned her back on me to look for her father. 
 Pastor Enoch and my dad stood side by side in front of the TV. A white woman 
was wearing a white tai-chi costume with silk knotwork buttons. On the screen was 
written: CALMING THE WATERS, and in smaller letters: OF THE HEART. 
 The TV said, “You’re gathering in, gathering in, and releasing, releasing.”

Pastor Enoch lip-synched the words, “Releasing, releasing.” His arms arced up. 
My father’s motions were stilted. They fell further and further out of time with 

the white lady. His bottom lip curled with the effort. His hips shifted, and he winced. 



He’d had his left hip replaced the year before, but I wondered now if there was something 
wrong with the right. Subtly, I let my hand curl around the soft flesh that bubbled around 
my bones. Who would do Tai-Chi with me in my old age? Dad, as if he had seen me 
watching, turned and winked. 
 Miki ignored him, and she ignored me. She slid the cookie out of her pocket 
and took it in both hands, ignoring me, and walked towards her father. Miki held up 
the cookie to the Pastor; her father bent and took it. He put it in his mouth, clenched it 
between his teeth, and returned to the routine.
 The doorbell rang. 

The door was far easier to open from the inside. For a strange moment,  
I thought it might be Sophy and wondered how I would explain this scene to her.  
Of course, it was not. It was an Asian woman wearing a peach dress with blossom-
shaped buttons. She wore small, white earrings. Seed pearls? She gave me a thin hand 
and introduced herself as Miki’s mother. 
 “Skipper Liu,” I said. I always felt stupid introducing myself. Dad had let me 
choose my American name myself. One of the girls in my preschool had owned  
a Skipper doll. The plastic face looked so happy.

Miki’s mother did not give her name. “Where is she?” Her voice was calm. 
 Miki, seeing her mother, shouted, “Kaa-chama.” 
 The woman bent and spoke quickly in a language that I guessed was Japanese. 
Bright, quick, syllables; lots of vowels; unintelligible as bird song. Not my child. Of 
course, not my child. 
 The cookie was still between Pastor Enoch’s teeth. 

“Move your hands down now, lower, sink into your stomach, into the ground,” 
instructed the TV. 

Pastor Enoch trembled, and new crumbs fell to the floor. 
The woman crossed her thin arms.
The thing about having a dead mother was that my parents never fought. 
“Hey sweetie, I have a present for you,” I said. Miki looked up at me. “But it’s in 

that room.” I felt like stranger-danger. Come on, little girl, take a candy and step into my 
white van. 

Miki looked back and forth between her parents, but neither was moving.
In my room, the aloe vera plant was lush, indifferent to my absence. A Bible sat 

on my bedside table, and I had to fight the desire to knock it off. I looked for something 
to give her. 

Miki was shifting from side to side, looking at the door. I could hear the 
Pastor’s voice. “How did she… She could’ve been… What are you mad at me for?” 

The mother’s words did not carry through the wood. 
I’d read that children have far better hearing than adults do, and that is why 

some malls use high-pitched alarms that irritate teenagers but are inaudible to older 
shoppers. Perhaps Miki knew what was making her father wail.

“How old are you, sweetie?” I had no idea what was an appropriate gift for 
someone of her height.

“Four.” She paused. “And a half.” She was a tiger year. The tiger blanket was 
spread across the bed.
 “Did you know there is a great tiger spirit that protects tiger girls?” I 
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improvised. I flung the blanket on the floor. “When my father had to stay out late at 
work, I crawled under here, and the tiger spirit protected me.”

I tented the blanket over my shoulder and drew her inside. On the other side of 
the door came a noise, as if Enoch-the-dog was giving his final, wet yelps for life as his 
master held him underwater. The light poured through the blanket’s red fabric, bathing 
us in pink lemonade. 
 “Can you make a face like a tiger?” I asked her.

Miki curled her fingers and opened her mouth in a silent roar. I made a tiger 
face right back.
 Outside, her father was begging. I knew no games and no stories, nothing that 
could distract the child. What could I do? I tickled the tiger-girl flesh. I wanted her to 
laugh so loud there was no space in her memory for whatever was being said on the 
other side of that door. She wriggled and kicked. The blanket flailed. Triangles of white-
light splashed as the blanket flopped above us. 

Perhaps my fingers were too blunt or the blanket fell across her mouth because 
soon my tiger-girl was not laughing. She didn’t weep like her father. She was a police 
car, her scream bright and clear. Her face seemed to grow larger, the skull itself bull-
frogging bigger and bigger, tipping back on her neck. 

“Hey, hey, sweetie pie. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”
Her mouth was slimy with sorrow. Snot popped around her delicate nostrils.
“Shh, shhh.” What had Dad said when I cried? I couldn’t remember. “What’s 

wrong? What did I do?” I reached out to touch the child. Her skin was hot, and my touch 
felt strange. I let go. I tilted my head back and willed myself to yowl, to match her wild 
noise of loss. If I could not comfort her, perhaps I could join her. I did not yowl, only stared 
at the lights and realized that I should change the right-hand ceiling bulb before I left. 

The door swung open. It was the mother. She moved straight to her child. 
Through her beige tights, I could see that each toe had been given a French manicure. 
Pastor Enoch rushed in behind. Together they knelt. Miki stopped crying and grinned. 
The tears hadn’t dried off her cheeks, but she was jolly as a diaper commercial. She 
laughed, her nose still wet with snot.
 “Daddy, home.” 
 “Yes, this is Daddy’s home now,” said her mother. Her accent was American 
with a slight LA up-tilt. She did not need to speak to the girl in Japanese; it was just a 
choice. A secret language.
 “Daddy, home.” The girl grinned showing all her little teeth. 
 “Now it’s time for us to go.”  
 “No,” said Miki.
 “No,” said Pastor Enoch. 
 “No?” said the mother, “Are we going to live here now?” 
 None of them were watching me. The mother took Miki’s hand. Pastor Enoch 
took her other hand. If I hadn’t seen their faces, it would have made a sweet tableau. 
The mother tugged her daughter’s arm. There was nothing in our apartment that I found 
worth wrestling from Sophy. 
 “She can stay,” I said. “If she wants. She can stay.” 
 I’d seen a little bed with carved posts online. There was a little desk with a 
matching, red, rattan chair. They could arrive in two to five business days. 



 The mother looked at me. “Can we do this later?” 
The blanket lay curled on the floor, the fabric humped as if another child was 

hiding inside. Miki’s parents were still holding her hands, although neither was pulling. 
Their grips were different. The mother wrapped her whole hand around the small one. 
Pastor Enoch took only the very edges of the fingers. 
 “Sundays aren’t your day.”

“No day feels like my day,” he responded.
  “Don’t be pathetic.”
 Enoch let go of the hand. 
 “We’re going now.” She seemed to be speaking equally to her daughter and husband.
 “Wait,” I said. I folded the blanket and pressed it into Miki’s arms. “Her present.”

Even folded, it was as long as her whole body. Her mother took it, pinning it 
under one elbow. The curve of a tail waved just under her capped sleeve. We followed 
them to the door, down the stairs, to the building’s door, watching, as, hand in hand, they 
walked away, down the street.

They paused at the bus stop, their backs to us. Each of them was just a musical 
note, round black head. One stem long. One stem short. The white tiger tail was too 
small to be seen.

“My wife might be leaving me,” I said. 
Enoch put an arm around my shoulder. The sweater smelled of my father’s 

home, and I leaned into it. His other hand hung onto the door, fingers curled around the 
brass handle. 

I don’t know how long we would have stood there, but Dad reached over 
Enoch’s shoulder and shut the door. 

“Skipper,” he asked, “Do you want to join us?” He pointed to the TV.  The 
white lady was paused, her eyeballs rolled halfway up their sockets, looking not the least 
bit spiritual. 

Between Enoch and my father, I swirled my hands, tilted my foot, and all three 
of us—off kilter and out of time—calmed the waters. 
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Pleine lune

Collage manuel sur documents originaux (Translation: Handmade collage on original paper)

30.5x26 centimeters, 2012



Nice La - Promenade des Anglaises

Collage manuel sur documents originaux (Translation: Handmade collage on original paper)

9x14 centimeters, 2014
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Estocade

Collage manuel sur documents originaux (Translation: Handmade collage on original paper)

21x30 centimeters, 2014





I take my fear for a walk around the neighborhood / before the thunderhead 
rolls down. Rip the silk / of night from night, wrap the silk around a coin

with the face of the king / for cream in morning. / You float / dahlias in water, 
fill the arms / of the yard / with orange blossoms and static. 
My face is this object / I carry around everywhere I go

and I’m starting to not mind this. / How much of me is not 
a man. / How weak is any part of a woman

trying to speak. I hold a candle safely / in my body.
I hold a rainstorm / safely in my mouth. / Too often, when I finish 
eating, I’m sad because I can’t keep eating. I have / this thing called agency. You have

this thing called privilege. We both know / which king’s checked and which of us
is a rook. Your birdsong / and geography are meaningless. Empty

the dish drain for once. I mean road / when I say pray. I mean road
when I say window. I mean you / when I say road. What shape
does a year make? What skin does a / year change? How perfect his white 

hands were in the dream. / I sleep the deepest with
his hair growing over my throat. / You have come down from 
the kingdom on the mountain / to tell us something / very important. I’m stirring

the sauce for your dinner. I’m remembering how / the train track curved 
at a latitude. Just right to / smash quarters. I cook a rabbit / 

and a nest of hair. / Trace the latitude / of wind into the king’s palm. Slide
a rusting coin under his tongue. / I drive my fear south to your door.
I stand on your porch with an open mouth / as if about to speak.



always end 
at the beginning & 
up at the Fulton Mall 
gold teeth gold 
bow a little 
fortress made of horsehair 
& twist 
ties a knot through 
the afternoon’s 
neon where we sucked 
a hurricane 
down at D’s 
bar the windows & 
the aneurism 
not half 
bad for a girl 
clothed in smoke 
& rayon 
I’m not sorry 
for forgetting 
even hollow 
engines need     
fuel but I’m 
sorry for falling 
asleep at the 
wheel of what 
we were gunning 
towards.



The Heritage Room was named in honor of its two-dozen mounted portraits of famous 
African Americans. The usual troika of black iconography is here—former slaves, 
civil rights leaders and athletes—and each person seems, if not angry, then intensely 
displeased. Even Rosa Parks looks like she could kill. For once I’d like to see portraits 
of famous African Americans smiling, or frozen in laughter, their heads tossed back 
and hands clutching guts as they consider the absurdities and ironies of their lives. 
This, in fact, was my exact response when I received the harassment complaint filed 
against me by Julie, the woman sitting far to my left. 

In contrast to the sternness of the black portraits, my white colleagues are 
jovial and lively, bantering with each other about being back on the front lines of 
education after summers spent traveling and undertaking home improvements. The 
chair arrives with a plate of cookies, and as the last few are consumed we begin the 
first of the semester’s monthly department meetings. This is my eighteenth such 
meeting, but I still vividly remember the first; there were twenty-two people in the 
room, as there are now, and I scanned their faces, trying but unable to recall the names 
they told me during my interview. The chair remedied this by reintroducing everyone, 
but by the time the three-hour meeting was adjourned, I had forgotten their names 
again. But I remembered their types: the Intellectuals, the Comedians, the Socialites, 
the Rebels, the Complainers, the Mutes. And I, as the English department’s first 
African American hire in its 161-year history, was the Token Negro. 

Two years later, after a contentious committee meeting, Julie decided Angry 
Black Man was a better fit. “As he spoke,” she wrote to the department chair, “his 
face flushed. His hands, which were on the tabletop, formed into fists, and he leaned 
forward over the table toward other members of the committee.” I had done no such 
thing. Rather, I had merely argued my point during a debate. I tried explaining this to 
the chair, but to no avail. I was banned from that particular committee for a year. It 
was during my banishment that, one winter night, I had the occasion of visiting Julie 
in her office. 



It was late, perhaps nine or ten. I often went to campus during this time after 
my two young sons were asleep, primarily to clear my head but also to get a little work 
done. And I often encountered Julie. Elderly and single, it may have been the solitude  
I sought that she was trying to avoid, though no one besides us ever seemed to be in 
our dark, three-story building. Passing her office, I’d see the profile of her tall, thin 
form folded behind her desk, the jacket of one of her signature two-piece suits draped 
over the back of the chair. Without stopping I’d say hello, and then later when I was 
leaving, if she were still there, I’d wish her goodnight. She’d respond in kind. No other 
words would be exchanged. On this night, however, as I passed her office to go home, 
she called my name.

I returned and stood in her doorway. “So,” she asked, smiling broadly as she 
removed her glasses, “how are things?” Before I could respond, she offered me a seat, 
motioning towards a chair in front of her desk. It was covered with papers. “Oh, you can 
put those anywhere,” she said. When I hesitated, she added, with a touch of sadness in 
her voice, “Unless you’re in a hurry.” I looked at my watch to signal that my time was 
limited, though this was not the case. I just had a bad feeling about being there.

“I have a few minutes.” I moved the papers and eased onto the chair. She 
inquired about my sons, to begin with, and then she mentioned her nephew, who wanted 
a certain toy for Christmas that she could not find. Next we talked about some of the 
highs of the previous year, and then, when we mentioned the lows, I could not help but 
express my disappointment at being removed from the committee simply because our 
positions differed.

“I had nothing to do with that,” she said. 
“I was told you did.”
“Well, I’m afraid whoever told you that is mistaken.”
“So,” I continued, “you didn’t report me to the chair?”
“I don’t know that I would use the word report. Now, I did mention that  

I found your behavior unsettling.” 
“Unsettling?”
“Oh, yes,” she said, her hand rising to scratch the base of her neck. “You were 

so angry it frightened me. I thought you were going to be violent.”
 I snickered, thinking that there was a time in my life when I would have 

wanted her to feel this way. In my teens, while living on the notorious South Side of 
Chicago, I had worn my hair in a perm, a la James Brown, weighted my pinkie fingers 
with bulky costume jewelry, carried a straight razor in my sock, cupped my crotch at 
every opportunity, and snarled a great deal. I was very frightening. I was also very 
unoriginal; every teenaged male in my neighborhood, it seemed, affected the same 
countenance. For some, this was the only image that would ever make sense, and they 
would actively pursue the accompanying roles for which there were no good ends. 
For others, such as myself, who were both imaginative and cowardly, there would be 
better roles to play. But for all of us, there had been that centuries-old stereotype of the 
angry and violent black male that had duped us into thinking this was what we were 
supposed to be. And it had duped Julie, too. 

“You realize,” I said, “that you are a racist.” For a second she looked stricken, 
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as only white liberals can when confronted with such a charge, and I understand that 
that is because, on some level, they know that it is true. Racism is part and parcel of our 
culture, the great American disease with which we all are afflicted; there will be no cure 
until we accept this diagnosis. “The only thing I did in that meeting,” I continued, “was 
argue my point. Aggressively, passionately, maybe even self-righteously, but not angrily. 
And even if I had been angry,” I added, “black males have a right to that emotion 
without it being assumed that we are violent.”

Her mouth closed momentarily before she stuttered a response, conceding 
that she might have been mistaken. She apologized. I thanked her, glanced at my 
watch again, and then rose. She rose too. As I was about to leave, she asked for a hug, 
absolution, I knew, for her sins. “I’m not a racist,” she said quietly as we embraced. 

“Of course you are.”    
She pulled away.
“I’m one too,” I continued. “We all are. It’s important that this be 

acknowledged.”
She insisted that she had nothing to acknowledge. As if to prove it, at the start 

of the semester, she lobbied for my reinstatement to the committee from which I had 
been removed. 

In the weeks that followed, I continued to encounter her in the building 
at night, and she continued to invite me into her office. We’d talk for long periods, 
usually about my sons or her nephew, our classes, occasionally about our colleagues, 
and once or twice even about race. I began to enjoy our meetings and found myself 
looking forward to them. She seemed to as well.

But that changed mid-semester. We were again having a committee meeting, 
and, like before, we found ourselves at opposing ends of an issue. As is typical in 
academia, we argued in circles for a long period and nothing got resolved, but that was 
not what bothered me. What bothered me was what I saw as her condescension, the fact 
that she attempted to lecture me on my area of expertise, as if I really were the Token 
Negro. By the time the meeting ended, I was angry and I’m sure it showed: had I sat for 
a portrait at that moment, it would have fit very nicely with the others in the Heritage 
Room. And that is the fallacy of those images, for in those same communities where 
black boys snarl and clutch their crotches, anger is often a prelude to a joke, as there is 
broad understanding that the triumph over this destructive emotion lay in finding its 
punch line. Rosa Parks, I am willing to wager, laughed more than she frowned. 

I was laughing, in fact, the day after my meeting with Julie and the 
committee, when I sat at my computer. Dear Julie, I wrote, I hope that you are not 
fearful that I will physically assault you, as you told me you were before when our 
opinions differed. When you see me approaching, just remind yourself that I am a 
college professor, not a hoodlum, and you’ll be fine.

A few days after I sent it, she filed the harassment complaint. She claimed 
I’d sent the email only because she was elderly and female, and she vehemently 
denied ever fearing me before now. The six-page condemnation was hysterical and 
wide-ranging, so convoluted at times that it failed to make sense, and at times so self-
incriminating that I was embarrassed for her. The mere fact that she found my email to 



be a threat of physical danger, and that she frequently defined the alleged harassment 
as “sexual” instead of  “gender,” showed the extent to which racial stereotypes had 
invaded her subconscious. I felt bad for her. I regretted sending the email. And I tried 
not to be too amused by the fact that, in the end, it was her anger, not mine, that was 
out of control. 

The administration agreed. The complaint was dismissed. 
Since then I have tried to put the matter behind me, but I still sense tension 

from some of my colleagues. And Julie does not speak to me at all. When we approach 
each other in the corridor, she walks right by, and when I go to my office at night, she 
is not there. The only time we are in each other’s company for any extended period is 
right here in the Heritage Room, where, unlike the portraits surrounding us, I smile.
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PART 1

my hair is in curlers and i’m pretending i’m so ancient i’m already dead
& backstroking through Lake Guatavita like 
ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY 
FRIENDS
when i hear your sob stories about how poetry is awful, how poetry is useless 
i want you to get the fuck out of my way / i want you to get the fuck out of poetry’s way 
my inbox is full of half-finished messages apologizing for my hostility 
when mi Mama Chava, a woman who survived 3 heart attacks, busts through me
in a moment of unapologetic glory because i’m just now learning how to not care
about the efforts of the white world & how it wants to tame me
chavar is the action of annoying or bugging someone, to get on one’s nerves
my fantasy is that my great-grandmother was so annoying, we called her Mama Chava
this is a lie, she died on the fourth heart attack, before i had a chance to ask her anything
that would help my survival

i wake up on Tuesday morning making mental lists of things to ask my grandmother 
i wake up on Thursday morning making lists of things to ask my other grandmother, like
how does she grow to not be afraid of her own voice 

this poem’s power is that it refuses order, to bug, to annoy
to not shut up, to not 

ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY 
FRIENDS
ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY 
FRIENDS



ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY 
FRIENDS
we are exhausted by academic multicultural elitism 
we are exhausted by the way we must exist legibly
we are exhausted.
we are exhausted because our mothers have grown up under the feet of patriarchy
& our desire has been taken from us: we don’t know who to love 
and this means we have to write all the poems teaching us first how to destroy
and then how it is to love

&

ANDR0ID JENNIFER TAMAY0 swims Lake Guatavita— gold-plated curlers 
anchored to her shiny skull
a tomb, the lake opens forward like a wish: I am my most ecstatic g0ld self 

limbs of g0ld
knuckles of g0ld

tits of g0ld
g0ld cunt

g0ld pubic hair
g0ld public lice

g0ld ovaries
g0ld uterus

one g0lden ventricle looping
the inside of our body shape

plugged right into the sun 
lungs of gold, shimmery sacs

We are the g0ld throated ANDR0ID JENNIFER TAMAY0
I am glorious. Made from glory

I am a gold revenge fantasy stuttered out:
La Dora/da

We wade out to the middle to meet Mama Chava, she wants to talk about healing
she wants to adorn my gilded torso with jewels scratched from the lake floor
the mystery of the wild onion flower on her lips
and i have to turn the other cheek:  H1! I C0ME HERE 
WILLINGLY, the language rope tumbles out of my boca d’oro, a shrilly speech:

HI! MY UTERUS IS MADE OF G0LD & I’M N0T THE MULE 
0F THE EARTH

HI! Hi! I AM N0000 L0NGER THE BRIDGE T0 ANYTHING
H1! ESTA LENGUA N0 TIENE PADRE 

&
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because I’m trying to be closer to nature 
i’m on the internet searching for a history of the wild onion flower 
when certain First Nations were ridiculed for batting 
over what whites thought was just a flower—knowing nothing of its potency
every morning i wake up and look myself in the mirror and spit out
AMERICA IS A SETTLER COLONY FOUNDED ON GENOCIDE 
and i try not to hate every teacher i had who didn’t put Anzaldúa in my hands
i had read all the collected works of Montaigne before I read Audre Lorde
& the image with which i can more clearly figure the suffering of the black and brown world 
is unavailable to this poem, for example:
i live in a place where children throw rocks through windows at dusk and 
my instinct is to say yes, children, yes
this poem’s power is that it refuses order, to bug, to annoy
to not shut up, to repeat itself

ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY FRIENDS
ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY FRIENDS

SOMETIMES THE LESSON FEELS LIKE: KEEP YOUR HEAD DOWN, THIS IS 
HOW YOU DROWN
BUT ALL DAY L0NG I’M CONSIDERING THE REV0LUTION & S0 ARE MY 
FRIENDS
 
because I’m trying to be closer to nature 
i’m on the internet searching for a thing Eunsong Kim said about
artificial matriarchal spaces
these days i’m into negativity, like being less than, like being zero
like the possibility of zero to be so lacking it burns holes on all it touches

i imagine myself scorching  
zero, deflated,  
effervescent—a halo
i believe in the power of nothing
because first, fuck power
and second, could i coronate myself with a glowing nothing
i would do it forever, i am beautiful in the space of nothing in which I burn
the cavity of me outlined in pink droopy leaflets, scorched
from the inside out. don’t touch me         i’m nothing.



Tommy fell twelve feet from the roof to the poolside, landing funny on his feet and 
rolling to the edge of the water. It was quiet enough when he fell being it was almost 
midnight on a Thursday in the middle of summer at Mission Playground where the 
lights go out at 10:00 p.m. and nobody’s supposed to be around anymore, much less on 
the roof of the only open-air swimming pool in San Francisco. It was quiet even with 
fifteen or so homeboys on a roof acting like the youngsters they were, talking in small 
groups, big smiles on their faces and jabbing at each other, hugging and putting each 
other in mild headlocks, their bursts of laughter echoing in the night air and bouncing 
off the buildings in the dead end of Linda Street. 

Us little heads wanted to be like them, to quit being kids and become the 
men they thought they were, so we followed them up onto the roof of the pool and 
talked and laughed and jabbed each other like they did. We stuck our heads into their 
huddles, trying to sneak a hit of the joints they passed around, coughing after we 
inhaled and they laughed at us, rubbing our heads and shoving us in approval. We stood 
together and watched the big heads jump off the roof into the dark water below, the 
splashes reaching our level and our cheers. We were too small to make the great leap 
from the roof into the water. Instead, we crawled down a drainpipe and dove from 
the lifeguard’s chair. The water was cold and it was hard to see in the dark and when 
we weren’t looking, the big heads dunked our heads under and held us there until we 
fought to the surface gasping for air and choking. We didn’t spend too much time in 
the water and climbed out quickly and stayed on the roof with everyone else, huddling 
close together in our boxers.
 Tommy laughed hard as two of the older heads started wrestling. Dudes called 
out and talked shit to get them to be more aggressive, talking about ooh he fucked 
you up, bro. What they wanted to see was a fight for real, and soon it wasn’t a game 
anymore, the two boys’ faces getting hard and serious and one of them bleeding from 
his nose, and everybody talking about ooh shit, blood, he’s fucking you up, don’t take 
that shit, blood, all the homeboys close and on top of them ‘n shit, urging the fight to 
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keep going. We stood behind the bigger boys and watched the fight through the spaces 
between their bodies. Tommy laughed like the older heads and even talked some shit  
like he knew the dudes fighting, like they could hear Tommy, and they did, and they were 
getting more pissed, and fuck that, they weren’t going to give Tommy the satisfaction. 
Who the fuck was he? Just a little head, maybe a year older than me but taller, gangly, 
approaching one of them but lacking, hella lacking, especially in name, who the fuck 
was he, just fucking nobody Tommy. So when the fight was over and the crowd broke, 
the two dudes came tumbling toward him. Tommy never saw them, laughing and still 
talking shit as he was. He got pushed aside and went over the edge. It suddenly got quiet 
and we could hear the pop before his body hit the pavement. Holy shit, fucker fell, is all 
anybody said and dudes started getting their shit together and got off the roof and out 
the park as fast as they could. Tommy’s cries echoed into the night sky as us little heads 
stared down at him holding his leg and crying, us standing close together and alone  
on the roof trying to figure out how we were going to get Tommy out of the pool.
 Damn, bro, remember that shit, how we used to jump off a fucking roof ‘n 
shit. Some of them fools couldn’t even swim ‘n shit. That was maney! Nobody cared 
though, bro, soon as you hit the water you were going so fast your fucking momentum 
took you straight to the bottom, and all you had to do was kick and fuckin rocket to 
the surface ‘n shit then dogpaddle to the side. That was hella fun. Tommy stretched 
across the bench seat at the back of the bus, all by his lonesome, knees spread wide 
open and periodically scratching his leg or hiking up his Ben Davis, big crooked teeth 
smile as he looked at the street going by, through the large rectangular windows, he 
was a grown-up version of that twelve year old, still long and gangly but a bit filled 
out but still Tommy from the neighborhood, always a little dirty, white T-shirt a little 
smudged, blackened fingernails, asking to bum a smoke from me, but I don’t smoke. 
That’s cool, taking care of yourself ‘n shit, that’s good, I just got out of jail myself, 
trying to land this job, you feel me, soon as I get off this long ass bus ride and the 14 
Mission was a particularly long ass ride, some folks never made it off missing their 
stops all day long and trying to get home from work, trying to get to work from home, 
trying to make this appointment for this and for that, then make it to a government line 
for a three dollar copy of some document that proves you are who the fuck you say you 
are and then back on the 14 to make it before that window closes so you don’t have to 
miss any more time from work, any more time from home.
 Hey, man, you got a cigarette? But I don’t smoke, remember Tommy? Yeah, that’s 
right, I already asked you ‘n shit. I’m trippin. Ha ha I just need a smoke, man, this is 
a damn long ass ride. You remember how we used to jump on the back of the J Church 
and ride it all the way to Day Park, fucking six of us ‘n shit holding onto each other, only 
one dude clinging to the wiper blades, fuckin dear life ‘n shit. We were crazy, dude. Or 
riding BART all day long just for the hell of it, kicks ‘n shit, we ain’t had nothing better 
to do so we be like let’s ride BART ‘n shit to nowhere. Just jump the gate and be gone all 
day. Man, I need a fuckin cigarette. This job needs to come through though. P.O. said he 
got something for me, so I’m gonna see what’s up. Man. I been on this bus forever ‘n shit. 
Fuckin three hour tour ‘n shit. Ha ha. We hella lost on this bitch, you feel me?
 Tommy was a lot like me. Nicoya Mission-born, light skindid, about the 



same age, poor, single mom at home, he had a little sister, I had a little sister, we 
lived two buildings apart but when I visited his place, I saw how we were different: 
his apartment was always unkempt, toys and clothes and shit covering the floor, his 
little sister trying to pick up whenever Tommy’s friends were over, no beans or rice 
on the stove, but pots and pans piled high in the sink. Tommy, go to the store and get 
your friends some chips or something, and Tommy grabbed the crinkled bill from his 
mother’s red-tipped hand and was out, me and one or two other dudes standing in the 
middle of the room, nowhere to sit, his little sister picking up shirts and towels and 
pants and hustling them into the bedroom as fast as she could, how are you boys? Still 
in school? We were like it’s summertime, señora. Hmm, that must be nice. Playing all 
day. Running outside. That is nice. Her voice was raspy and she was young and must 
have been pretty, once, she still had her alabaster skin and her dark eyes were bright, 
cute freckles on her cheeks but her tussled hair and that dying voice made her a lot 
older. The door slammed and Tommy rushed in unceremoniously, the large bag thrust 
into our faces, dig in, fellas, and we reached in tentatively, taking a single chip at a 
time. I was never comfortable there, as generous as they tried to be, and polite as they 
were. Amanda, get your brother’s friends some lemonade. I felt for Tommy, somehow 
I felt he might be unhappy, even though he never let on if he was, he was always 
inviting dudes over to the house or calling on you or wanting to do something, always. 
He liked being with his friends. Always.
 Yeah, man, we were crazy then but the craziest shit was jumping off the roof 
of the pool. That was sick. It was high ‘n shit, right? But you didn’t care. You weren’t 
tripping about how high it was or the fact you had to clear the edge, it was like a little 
step, remember, and if you didn’t push off it right, you could trip and spill ‘n shit. But 
you didn’t care, you just wanted to be out in the air, just feel like you were flyin for a 
split second, free, free as fuck, man, when you was up in the air like that it was like 
you was as high as the buildings across the street on Linda Alley, it was like you were 
gonna clear the fuckin roofs and keep going. Free, it was freedom, bro. That’s probably 
why we didn’t give a fuck about jumpin off a damn roof. We just wanted to feel free.
 Tommy remembered jumping off the roof of the pool differently than I did. 
That night, we got him out like the Coast Guard on a frayed rope, him swinging and 
bumping and dragging against the wall as we hauled him up. It hurt him, tied tight 
around the waist and leg. He cried, man, he fuckin cried, it’s too tight, fellas, it burns, 
I can’t feel my leg, please, please hurry. Us little heads doing all we could, hand over 
hand over hand, Chuck Taylors braced against the edge. It took us several minutes 
to untie the knots and finally free Tommy. He laid on his side and whimpered softly, 
wanting to touch his ankle. We stood around him, let him cry until it got better but 
then it only got late. Hey, man Tommy, we still got to get you down. Hey, dude, and a 
light touch on his shoulder, we gotta go.
 Tommy didn’t remember things the way I did. I don’t think he ever jumped 
off that roof. I don’t remember ever seeing him back up there, just a wave goodbye and 
check you guys out as he split for home whenever we shimmied up the pipes to join the 
big heads on late nights. Tommy wasn’t bad, caught holding a little weed, which ain’t 
about shit except if you’re like Tommy and from here and dudes get arrested a lot for 
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a little. Tommy wasn’t a bad dude, bro, and it probably wasn’t just the weed, it was all 
kinds of other shit like maybe—
     You ain’t got someone to greet you a good morning
     You ain’t ever tripped too much about school
     Education ain’t never did too much to make you trip
     You ain’t got money
     You ain’t got good food to eat
     You ain’t got nice clothes, so dudes be clowning you
     You ain’t got no damn father
     You ain’t got models except for the fucks clowning you, and who never leave the park
     You ain’t ever had someone tell you you could leave
     Ain’t ever had anyone let you in on the secret
     Ain’t ever had a thought about where to go
     You ain’t ever had someone say I love you,
     I love you, homeboy,
     I love you, Tommy,
     No one ain’t ever told you you’re special, young blood,
     God damn it, you’re special.
 Tommy didn’t have much now on that bus. No cigarettes, no job, no stop 
in sight, but he had Tommy, he had himself, he was the only one with the strength 
and love to rouse him awake every morning, he had himself to keep company as he 
counted away the seconds tick tick tick, he loved himself enough to take the time 
to gel his hair and comb it, to clean himself up as much as he could, Tommy was 
never a very sharp homeboy, but he was still here, still had his chin up just in case 
a familiar face came through, a friend, he pushed forward, without no other choice, 
because Tommy had a huge heart, he was full of love, had it in reserves, just waiting, 
just waiting, just waiting, and Tommy had these stories, he had something to say to 
whoever was close, just like he did when we were teens and kicking it on the block, 
flipping cassette tapes on the boom box, he was always jabbering 100 miles a minute 
about a song, a group, a movie, dinner, a girl, Walkmans, the best Chinese food, gold 
chains, some lost homeboy, remember him, Adidas, weed, menthols, the beach, what 
it’s like in San Francisco, the flea market, water slides, weather, the California coast, 
earthquakes, fuckin Niners—Tommy could talk about it all, hitting a cigarette funny 
and all the time dancing to the music, a hot-footed high step, back and forth, side to 
side. He still had his stories. And for four more blocks me to listen to him.





Breton Wall Studies No. 1 (w/ Ana Martínez Fernández),  

Screenprint and dye on fabric, 169x139 centimeters, 2013



Orangina Clock,  

Screenprint, acrylic and dye on fabric, 172x140 centimeters, 2013
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Is the root disturbance
the man at twelve,
the unlocked doors? 

Is the root cause 
his teeth scraping 
against your bottom lip? 

Which is to say, is his tongue
the root cause of why 
you don’t like your oysters raw?

Does your fastidiousness
point back 
like an arrow?

Do you remember 
the airless room, 
a pillow, a bear,

a beast? A snap, a zipper, was he Zeus? 
What thundered in the room?
Were you still as a tree?

What answers can be found? 
Drink, chastity, 
perseverance, solitude? 

The opening of a maw
that is cavernous, 
unknowable—?





Devotion, 2014

Prayer mat (facing Makkah), tape recording, tape player, newspaper clipping, Nag Champa scent,  

Dimensions variable. Photo credit: Andy Keate.



‘too brown’ 2015. 

Text on A4 paper.



If you desire wealth for a year, sow rice. 

Call it a wash. After the tsunami, who dares to swim the cold 
Black Strait? A sea bird? A rattle-comb of fish bones? Alluvial 
fan, a river maelstrom of fluorescent tunnel and buried flagella 
lights, uppertail salt of oystercatchers in flight, a diapason of 
sound in flue pipes—Pearl River traffic—under the Jiulong 
delta. Mount a green terrace of marina wind for fishers of 
children, dogs, and swimmers. 

If you are planning for a decade, plant trees. 

Echo the waves in North Sea moonlight: say, if a midnight 
tsunami rises from an earthquake zone, a displaced or exiled 
sea floor. How shall we build a tunnel under the strait? Say the 
wave floods a sea wall, drowns the squid boats. Say fishing 
baubles, loquat rinds, wild petrels, and frigatebirds say nothing 
about a one-China policy but the government says no. Bins of 
merchandise-for-export bob in rivers, washed-out chain of isles 
graced by ruined canals, draped by monofilament fishing nets.

If you are planning for a lifetime, educate people.



The first time I saw snow was in Philadelphia when I was a freshman in college, an 
international student from Bangladesh. I was staying with my father’s friend’s family  
for the Thanksgiving holiday, sharing a room with their daughter Bina, who was my age.
 “Look, it’s snowing!” she said when we awoke on Thanksgiving morning.
 It was a quiet sighting with none of the loud validations that accompany such 
experiences. I walked to Bina’s bedroom window on the second floor and watched 
the white flakes falling softly. Bina was beautiful. She had skin the color of milk and 
honey, rose spots on her cheeks, and long reddish curls that were possibly permed. She 
wore green glasses. I imagine her room being pink, floral—feminine—with masses 
of pillows on the bed, and a soft, white, sinking mattress. I was obese, having already 
gained my freshman twenty eating cafeteria food at Penn. Bina was half White and 
half Bengali. I didn’t know it, then, but had she been born of two Bengali parents, she 
would still have been as foreign to me as I was to her.
 I had visited the family before. My father’s friend Anwar Uncle (all my 
father’s friends were uncles to me) and his wife Margaret had received me at the 
airport when I first arrived in August and brought me to their house. They were the 
ones who had driven me to campus during move-in, waited in the long line of cars 
beside the tree-lined streets full of parents, grandparents, and students in shorts with 
boxes in their arms. Margaret was my only friend in the house, the only one who took 
an interest in me and explained things about America to me. She was a kind, generous 
woman, with pale brown hair, wisps of it escaping from her bun, and sharp blue eyes. 
Her skirts were long and flowing. Her books lay strewn on the tables and floors of 
every room in the house, and any remark on any of the titles or a chance sighting of me 
picking one up would lead to long philosophical conversations. 

On the first day I had visited them, Margaret cooked bland chickpeas and 
garden vegetables with no spices. Other Bengali guests had been invited to lunch, 
including some relatives of Anwar Uncle and a Bengali graduate student at Drexel.  
We ate in the kitchen overlooking the garden. I liked Margaret’s food, but I remember 

PAGE 73



her saying to one of the other Bengali guests at the table that “Anwar complained”  
that the food was tasteless. It was an old-fashioned house, a cottage—the kind of 
house that is fast disappearing in well-to-do neighborhoods across America—with 
the bare minimum number of small rooms crammed with interesting things. I must 
have stayed several days that first time because I remember long hours and masses of 
experiences. Anwar Uncle showed me his garden, which appeared bright and smart in 
the fall sun, a remarkable American accomplishment. Everything was in sharp focus. 
The house was full of books. I remember picking up one or the other in my solitude 
and reading it through to the end. I remember Carl Sagan’s Cosmos, and a book by a 
man who did children’s comedy. I observed everything with interest and delight: the 
football game that my uncle watched through the weekend, the long lines of guests to 
the house, the two younger boys, John and Tommy, who chatted with me and brought 
me their comic books and school journals as little offerings, and the older boy Alan, 
who hung around in the shadows watching the game, looking forlorn and depressed, 
seemingly neglected by his father. I also remember watching the movie Addams 
Family Values, in particular the scene of the Thanksgiving play, with its obscure 
American humor, which completely escaped me.
 Bina and I, although close in age, were not friends. On that first visit, as on 
all others, we skirted around one another, never finding common ground. I had plenty 
of contact with her. I accompanied her and her mother to shopping trips to buy new 
clothes and school supplies for the fall. I remember standing in the stationary aisle 
with Margaret as Bina walked off to buy her brand of shampoo. Margaret complained 
to me that Bina only bought the most expensive shampoo for her highlighted hair. 
I remember accompanying all the children to their dentist for their annual teeth 
cleaning. When Bina came out, she said that the hygienist who had cleaned her teeth 
had hurt her badly, but she was sweet, so Bina hadn’t given her a hard time about 
it. Had the hygienist been a b-, Bina said, she would have let her have it. I listened 
intently to Bina’s summing up of the world. All of these things, dentists, fall shopping, 
and special shampoos for color-treated hair, were new to me, as were Bina’s worldly 
negotiations with daily American life. 

One evening, a boy named Mark came to take Bina on a date. He was tall 
and lanky, with pale skin and brown hair. Margaret and I sat cooped together in the 
drawing room to give them privacy. Bina took Mark around the house, standing in 
front of the paintings that Margaret had brought over from Bangladesh, commenting 
on each. There was a painting on the stairs of a boat on water and several of rural 
scenes and farmers on the walls of the hallway. Margaret told me that all the paintings 
were originals. Anwar Uncle was a great lover of Bangladeshi art, and had bought 
several paintings while they had lived in Bangladesh in the first few years of their 
marriage. The date was a secret between mother and daughter. Margaret said that 
Anwar Uncle didn’t believe in dating. In his view, people fell in love only to get 
married. But Margaret wanted Bina to have a good time, be young, enjoy life. Later,  
I found out that Anwar Uncle liked the boy anyway, since he was an engineering 
student at Carnegie Mellon, one of the few students from Bina’s school who had 
made it to college. Bina and all her other friends from school studied at the nearby 



community college.
Anwar Uncle was disappointed in Bina. He told me this on the train ride when 

he brought me home for Thanksgiving. He worked at a firm in downtown Philadelphia, 
so I met him near City Hall to catch the train to Devon. I spotted him from a distance 
against the grey columns of City Hall, a tall, forlorn figure in a grey trench coat with  
a long, gray face.
 On the train, he asked me about my engineering classes and nodded when  
I related my grades. Then he sighed.

“None of my children are smart like you,” he said. He meant me and the 
graduate student at Drexel, and all students from South Asia, especially engineers.  
An incident during the visit confirmed his feelings. 

The day before Thanksgiving, a Pakistani family came to lunch. We sat in  
the family room while Margaret worked in the kitchen. The Pakistani parents were 
well dressed, emanating a Desi aura of respectability and excellence. They had two 
high school children, who were lavishly praised by their proud parents. The Pakistani 
girl was tall, her hair styled in a boy cut like her mother. The boy dressed in a sweater 
and khakis like his father. The boy played in band and he was applying to Princeton as 
his school of first choice. His parents asked me questions about Penn, as they were just 
then researching all of the Ivy League schools. 

“Bina will never get into Princeton,” Anwar Uncle said. “She doesn’t stand 
a chance.”

“He thinks I’m stupid. He says so all the time,” Bina said. 
“Your grades are very bad. You don’t try,” Anwar Uncle said.  
“See?”
A piano on which Bina had played Edel Weiss on my first visit stood in the 

corner. On top of it, there was a photo of Bina, taken for her high school graduation, 
wearing a blue dress, laughing. The others made sympathetic noises to assure Bina 
that in their eyes she was talented. Bina moved to a sofa to sit with the Pakistani 
siblings. In a few moments, they were laughing together. The Pakistani family had just 
visited Karachi in the summer and the brother and sister chatted about what it was like 
there, how there were loud parties, and how it was so modern, how, instead of covering 
themselves, the Pakistanis in Karachi wore the latest American clothes. I sat near them 
and heard every line, yet I was sitting with their parents, separated from the American 
born people of my age by a vast distance.

That night, Bina confided in me that her father hated her. Just a week ago, her 
car had skidded on fallen wet leaves and hit a tree. Anwar Uncle had to come home 
from work and call a tow truck. The whole time, he scolded her, but both the tow truck 
driver and the mechanic at the garage said it wasn’t Bina’s fault. Wet leaves were more 
treacherous than ice. It could have happened to anyone.

“My dad thinks my boyfriend Mark is smart because he goes to Carnegie 
Mellon. He thinks I’m stupid.”

“You’re not,” I said.
“He hates me. He thinks I’m dumb because I’m not in engineering like you. 

But I don’t want to study engineering. I want to be an artist. He doesn’t respect that.” 
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Large works of graphite on canvas hung on the walls of her room, framed by 
Margaret, who quietly shielded her children from their father’s disappointment.  
 In the morning, after the night’s easy confidences, we were strangers again. 
The snow falling outside the window made the room appear extra warm. I sat on the 
floor, rummaging in my bag for my toothbrush and something decent to wear for the 
party that evening. I had gained so much weight that none of my clothes fit me. Bina 
had to step around me to get to the bathroom.
 “Sorry!” 
 “It’s alright.” The glib American expression fell out of my lips automatically. 
I paused, self-conscious, waiting to be caught out like an imposter. But Bina was 
already in the bathroom, brushing loudly.
 By mid-day, Bina’s school friend Jodie arrived. They sat together on her bed 
gossiping. I sat facing them. Every now and then they broke off their confidences to 
fill me in. Bina said she wished she were pale. 
 “But you are already so pale,” I cried. “To me you look white.”
 “I’m lighter than you, but I’m still very tan.”  
 “It’s a beautiful color, Bina,” Jodie said. 

We both gazed at her in admiration but our validations meant different things 
to Bina; my ingratiating words represented the awe of an outsider, while Jodie’s 
reassurance was a seal of approval from within.  
 “But listen, you guys. I have something juicy to tell you,” Bina said. “There’s 
a match being arranged at the dinner tonight.” 

“That’s crazy! Tell us more,” cried Jodie. 
 Bina said that among the guests invited to the party that night was an Indian 

family with two marriageable daughters, one of whom was going to be introduced to 
an Indian bachelor. This was the secret purpose of the party, to bring the two young 
people together. The three of us were equally shocked, scandalized, and filled with 
romantic anticipation about the meeting of this young couple, whom we considered, 
in our innocence, to be practically married. At our age, the arranged meeting of two 
lovers was no less exotic and fascinating to me than it was to Bina and Jodie. 
 By evening, the house filled with a flow of guests, mostly middle-aged, 
successful South Asians living in the suburbs of Philadelphia. They appear now in 
my mind in greys and blacks and browns, women in saris and shalwar kamiz suits in 
muted colors with cardigans on top, and men in dress pants and jackets, grey faced, 
silver haired, hawkish, talking animatedly about their professional accomplishments. 
The veneer of respectability was everywhere, from the solid wood furniture, the piano 
in the corner, and the paintings on the walls to the drone of middle-class conversation. 

The two Indian sisters were indistinguishable. I remember them being 
scarcely older than I was. They were slight, petite, demure, and dressed in embroidered 
Indian shalwar kamiz, with angular faces and large eyes. Margaret Auntie had said that 
their parents were eager to get the older sister Preeti married within the year, as she had 
already turned twenty-five, and Neeti was only two years younger. What I remember 
most is that they were very Indian, more like me than Bina. They were Penn graduates 
also, and I believe they were both engineers. They were very kind to me, and we 



chatted easily about books and classes and majors and professors, about the mechanics 
of things and the surfaces of things, taking pleasure as only young people can in 
simply naming things. 

The sisters had been brought up, as so many other South Asian girls I have 
met in subsequent years, according to the strictest ideals of both worlds—to excel 
academically in America, attend Ivy League schools, and go on to careers in medicine, 
engineering, and finance, but also to learn Sanskrit, play Indian musical instruments, 
and meet the most romantic ideals of womanhood in Indian society. In that sense, the 
sisters and I were not that different. We had probably grown up watching the same 
Indian movies and admiring the same Indian hero in these movies. This hero had  
a few unchangeable qualities. He was quiet, thoughtful, often a lawyer or a doctor,  
a poor boy from a village who had gone on to earn the highest degree, whose 
principles and morality would be tested in the movie, who would ultimately be chosen 
by the heroine as her husband because he was a good human being. The idea of this 
Indian hero in my head (played by Uttam Kumar or Soumitra Chatterjee on the big 
screen) was to inform everything I expected of that night, as it possibly informed the 
girl in question as well.
 I spotted the young man Prakash, our hero of the evening, in an opening in the 
crowd. He was tall like a reed, adorned in a sweater, a stiff collar shirt, and dress pants. 
His features were at once indeterminate and pleasant. He was intelligent and funny and 
he talked and laughed easily with the older men who surrounded him in a circle, eager  
to like him. 
 People took food from the table in plates and ate standing up in various 
rooms. I remember my first cranberry sauce, turkey, cornbread, and chicken rice soup. 
At one point, Bina came up behind Jodie and me and poked us. 

“Look!”
Preeti and Prakash were standing together in a private corner of the dining 

room, their faces burning as they spoke slowly and politely to each other while 
everyone stared at them. They were both eligible, both good looking, from good 
schools, with good jobs, and from good families. What I remember more clearly than 
the young couple talking together is Preeti’s father. I can still see the lines of desire 
on his face, the veins standing out on his grey forehead as his daughter was produced 
before the tall, lanky man by his old friends. A good boy. An eligible suitor. A decent 
young man who would marry his daughter.

At the end of the night, after the two Indian sisters had left with their father, 
I stood at the foot of the stairs talking quietly with the last of the guests, including 
Prakash. It was decided that he would drive me home. He lived in the city and was 
driving in that direction, anyway. He would wait for me to pack my things. Before 
I went upstairs, I saw Anwar Uncle and another elderly gentleman standing with 
Prakash under the staircase beside the rows of Bangladeshi pictures, drilling him  
in urgent whispers about what he thought about the “girl.”

“So, what was she like? Did you like her?” 
“Yes, she was very nice. Very pretty.” 
Bina and Jodie were chatting together on Bina’s bed. I said goodbye, and 
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they politely expressed their wishes to see me again. I carried my bag downstairs and 
bundled up in the bulky down jacket that hung around me like an impenetrable cylinder. 
I was so fat that semester that I couldn’t walk properly. I used to wobble on the sidewalks 
on campus. I remember the acne, the sleepless nights studying, the uncombed hair, 
working in dining services and smelling of stale food when I rushed to class after work, 
lost, out of my element. 

We stepped outside into the cold night. The snow was still falling. There was 
a thin white blanket on the ground. I said goodbye to my uncle and auntie, my family 
in America, and to the warm corners of the house, full of its delights. Then I walked 
with Prakash to his sedan parked a few feet away. My face and hands were freezing 
while my body felt too warm in the heavy grey jacket. He opened the passenger door 
and I climbed in. 
 On the drive back, on highways I did not yet know, we chatted about 
comfortable things. Prakash asked me about my classes and subjects and teachers.  
I complained and joked; he listened. He also must have been a graduate of Penn. He 
had gone on to get a master’s degree from the business school and was now working 
in the city at an engineering firm. He was altogether accepting of me, although he too, 
like Bina, had grown up in America. 

“Do you find your classes hard?”
“No, they’re easy. A’ Levels are much more advanced.” I spoke in the usual 

arrogant way of foreign freshmen. “It’s the social aspect that I find difficult.”
“Yeah? What do you mean?”
“If I ask a question in class, the other students think I am being annoying, 

asking too many questions. They also think that even if I am answering the teacher’s 
questions. This is confusing to me. You are supposed to answer questions in class, no?”

Prakash laughed. “What else do you find difficult in America?”
I leaned forward to confide in him about what had bothered me in all my 

interactions with Bina. 
“To tell you the truth, I find other South Asians born in America the 

most difficult. I know that other students are supposed to be different. But I don’t 
understand ABCDs. They look like me, but they are completely different. I asked an 
Indian girl in my hall where she was from and she was very upset. She said she was 
born and brought up in Boston and I was being rude.”

“You know it’s not politically correct to say ABCD, right?”
“I know! Now I know.”
At Hill House, we international students from the subcontinent used to go 

around calling Desis (South Asians) born in America, ABCD (American Born Confused 
Desis), scarcely understanding the connotations of the label, while they called us FOB 
(Fresh Off the Boat). “You’re an ABCD, you would know,” We would say. Or “What 
would an ABCD do in that situation?” I had no idea how offensive this was until an 
ABCD named Vandana in my suite told me so. Her admonition stuck in my head. I 
stopped using the expression after that. But we (the FOBs and the ABCDs) must have 
felt our mutual divide instinctively, that instant prejudice and mistrust of each other 
rising immediately upon contact. I explained all this to Prakash, and he nodded, as if he 



sympathized with why I felt compelled to think of him as a confused Desi.
I matured with time, but I never completely lost that feeling of alienation 

with ABCDs. Years later when I was a graduate student at Princeton and my father 
was teaching at Tuskegee University in Alabama during sabbatical leave from his 
university in Bangladesh, my parents rented a car at the end of the year and drove  
up to visit me and my siblings. All three of us were studying at various schools in the 
Northeast. One evening, we drove together to a party at Anwar Uncle’s house. As 
always, another family had been invited to dinner. By then, Margaret talked to herself 
while she worked, a behavior I put down to an unhappy marriage. Bina joked with the 
guests about how her father had tricked her mother into a difficult marriage with his 
sweet talk during their student days. Bina herself had become a successful artist. After 
finishing her college degree, she had taken up an internship at Disney arranged by her 
grandparents in Florida, and from there she had gone on to become an artist. She had 
a business now designing cards and graphics. She told me that she drove to the coffee 
shop at Princeton all the time with her friends and we agreed to meet there some 
time, although we never did (more testimony to the fact that we would always live in 
separate worlds). 

Anwar Uncle was, as always, generous, and steady. He said nothing outwardly 
on the subject of his children this time, but one could still see that he was quietly 
sad about how they had turned out. The older boy, Alan, had gone on to Bucknell 
Community College, and the two younger boys had attended the same college and gone 
into odd jobs. I think one had a business fixing refrigerators. This was wholly foreign 
to a South Asian community full of doctors and lawyers and engineers. But what I 
remember most acridly, why I remembered this night in the first place, is that there were 
some other young Bengalis of our age who had just returned from a visit to Bangladesh. 
Bina and these other women were discussing their recent trip. They talked about the 
dirt everywhere and insects and having to be careful about the food they ate, while my 
siblings and I sat apart from them shaken by disgust at their foreign perception of a place 
that was our home.
 But the young man who gave me a ride the night of my first snow in America 
did not treat me like a foreigner. Perhaps because he was handsome, in his element, 
Prakash felt confident enough to reach across the divide and ask me questions about 
my lowly school life and listen attentively to my perspective. He provided details 
about his own degree, company, and job. Anything I might have said, with the bright 
eagerness of a naïve newcomer, would be embarrassing to remember now. I might 
have told him about struggling in computer science class, about never having seen a 
computer or a disk before, about running around the halls with my suitemates in Hill 
Hall carried in the tide of a prank being played out by everyone else, splashing water 
under someone’s door, screaming down the balcony, laughing loudly because everyone 
else was laughing, scarcely aware of my own body, my sense of self—where others 
stopped and I began.
 Prakash only said, “It’ll all work itself out in time. A lot of these freshmen aren’t 
very mature. I made my real friends in my sophomore year. You’ll find your crowd.”
 “Yeah.”
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 “No, really. Just hang in there. You’ll see.”
The city lights of Philadelphia showed in the distance, spurring on a 

discussion about the meaning of the name Philadelphia, the city of brotherly love, 
and Schuylkill River (which Margaret had told me was a misnomer since kill already 
meant river in Dutch). We drove into the city, my destination nearing.

Then suddenly, in the dark, Prakash said, “I guess you could tell what was 
going on back there, at the party tonight.”
 I mumbled nervously that I knew a little bit about “what had been arranged.” 
I was shy and awkward. Perhaps I tried to close off the conversation to save him 
embarrassment. But Prakash was determined to go on.  
 “She was nice. Don’t get me wrong. She was very pretty. But to tell the truth, 
I couldn’t marry someone just like that. I mean, I would have to live with her first. 
Try it out. I need to get to know her.” He looked at me in the dark for validation. “You 
know?”
 I chuckled nervously to express my assent. I was scandalized. Here was the 
groom confiding in me his doubt about a marriage that I assumed was as good as final, 
a marriage that we had all (Bina, Jodie, and I) considered a done deal. 
 “Somehow, I know that living with her wouldn’t be acceptable,” he said 
sheepishly.
 “No.” I shook my head to hide my embarrassment. I had never even heard the 
expression “living together” outside of books before, to refer to something real, in real life. 

But naïve as I was, newcomer to every custom and object I encountered in 
America, I knew what kind of man a Bengali father desired for his daughter. I wanted 
to explain to Prakash the idea of the young, eligible bachelor—the romantic hero of 
Indian movies who loved only once and for life— and about first meetings leading to 
lifelong trysts. Perhaps he had watched these same movies sitting with his mother in  
a living room in New Jersey. 

There seemed suddenly to be a distance between us. To Prakash it seemed 
the most logical desire to live first with the woman he was going to marry. But I could 
still see Preeti’s father standing alone at the party, staring at Prakash with a look of 
longing and trust, a father resting his hope on the shoulders of a young man who would 
take care of his daughter. Later, I met other young Indian men like Prakash who told 
stories of going to Indian parties where girls’ mothers eyed them greedily as suitable 
husbands for their daughters. These same men were sleeping with every woman they 
could. There was a comical contrast between what the mothers saw in the young men 
and wanted them to be for their daughters, and what the young men desired. And 
what would Preeti have thought about this proposal, who had been shielded from men 
so carefully by her parents to be an ideal wife for a Bengali man? But perhaps I have 
misread her, whom I keep conveniently silent.  

I met her at another South Asian party during winter break, where I had 
accompanied Anwar Uncle. There were other South Asians of my age at the party,  
the children of Anwar Uncle’s friends. They were loud and confident, going to Yale  
or Cornell or Michigan, teasing one another about their college football teams. We 
were all gathered in one room on various sofas in front of a TV, pizza slices in our 



hands. Preeti came to greet me as soon as she spotted me by the long food table. She 
was congenial as always, inquiring about my school days. But she looked sad. Her face 
had lost the flush of youth and beauty it had held at the previous party. I was aware that 
I knew something she didn’t. Margaret Auntie had told me that Preeti and her parents 
had been devastated by Prakash’s rejection. But Preeti couldn’t have known why he 
had rejected her. 
 “No, you couldn’t ask her to live with you. That would be very bad,” I said to 
Prakash in the car that Thanksgiving night. “She would be shocked! Her parents and 
all the other Bengalis would be shocked.” I spoke in my clipped, South Asian, British-
sounding accent, which must have sounded harsh to him because he was silent for 
quite a bit.
 When we spoke again, it was to make small comments. As we passed through 
the familiar grid of the streets of West Philadelphia, we exchanged anecdotes about 
Penn. Through both the silence and the words, with the snow outside and the heater 
warming up the interior of the car, we let the divide sit comfortably between us, the 
gap between my way of seeing things and the impossibility of such a thing for him.  
We cradled this gap almost intimately in a companionable silence, a shared 
confidence, and this is probably the closest I have ever come to having an honest 
conversation with an ABCD. 
  We entered Penn and drove past the lighted windows of old buildings. 
Prakash parked on 34th Street to let me out in front of Hill House. 

“Have a great time, young one!” He smiled at me. “ I hope you get good South 
Asian As, but also remember to have fun.”

“Thank you so much for driving me back!”
“It was my pleasure.” 
He started the car. I thanked him again over the noise of the engine before 

turning away and walking across the newly fallen snow to the doors of Hill House, 
crunching the thin ice underfoot. The wind bit my cheeks and the tip of my nose.  
Perhaps, just before I entered the building, I looked back and he waved to me quickly 
before driving off. 
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Prince of wildlife
and parched mouth.
The still eye 
and the wandering 
eye. Twitch of lip 
and teardrop 
filling cornea. 
I don’t care
about cocaine
mixed with 
sedatives. I care 
about mourning 
your long gone
smell. I plead with god
and dirt paths:
Let me live
with sadness. 
Why do I love you 
as if you were limb, 
my own broken 
pinky, swelling
in the dark?





Ifa-Organ 2013

Perforated cardboard book for Barrel Organ,13x450 centimeters

Courtesy the artist and Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg. 





Folded Life Magazine: Feb, 7 1964

Detail of exhibition Kinjiketile Suite, South London Gallery, 2015.

Photo credit: Andy Keate.
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They call me Ma’am here, in The Sunshine Lounge,
the daddies and twinks weary even in the beginning 
of their lives. They call me Lena, after Dietrich 

and Horne, of course, their Blue Angel,
their black piece of ass on nights when beer’s cheap. 
Take a seat. Unbutton your collar. Buy us a drink.

I’m singing slow tonight, feathers swishing
like the hair of a riled hound. Like my gown?
I pricked my finger so many times sewing these

gold sequins. I’m a star. They call me Southern
Cross, and they know what they like. They take
long swigs from longnecks. I’m pierced.

That’s where the light shines through. I’m less than
woman and more than man, light rocketing off
my gown, wig a dollop of blond. Listen, baby: 

when I open my arms to the crowd and mouth
the night’s first note, I don’t sing; you singe.





Surface Tension, 2015
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Boadicea, 54 yrs., 

from “Backra Bluid” series, 2013, Archival Epson Print, 40x30 inches

The title of the series “Backra Bluid”, draws from words of both West 
Indian and Scottish origins.  The term “Backra” is an archaic Caribbean 
slang of West African origin, meaning white master or white person. 
“Bluid” is the Scotch word for the blood of men or animals as well as 
kin. As a black child attending a predominantly white school there 
were often occasions where I would listen to my classmates proudly lay 
claim to their Scottish, Irish and English heritage while I would silently 
acknowledge my own.  In many parts of my family on both sides you will 
find many people from Scotland, England and Ireland.  These images 
are an attempt to interpret and explore distant relatives from both the 
past and present that I know exist.  The images are also a reflection on 
my own perceptions and preconceptions of “Whiteness”, in particular as 
it relates to white Anglo-Saxon people.  I feel there is a dualism that is 
inherent in the constructs of “Whiteness” and “Blackness” in Western 
societies.  It leaves little room for the reality that the majority of people 
in post-colonial societies are generally hybrids of its past and current 
inhabitants.  By simply changing my skin color and making very subtle 
tweaks to my own features, I wish to show that if someone were to take 
a closer look at my face they would see that it might not be that much 
different from their own.





Rhona, 28yrs.,  

from “Backra Bluid” series, 2012, Archival Epson Print, 40x30 inches
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There’s a picture I go back to often. It was taken in China after both my parents 

left for America, when I was two or three. In the picture, I’m wedged between 

my grandfather, who I call Ye Ye, and my grandmother Nai Nai. He’s wearing a 

white muscle tee shirt that’s too loose for his body, and Nai Nai a thin smile—lips 

disappearing into each other, her wide mouth accentuated by how hard she’s pressing 

them together. Me? I’m scrawny and tiny. I look like a rascal, something someone 

would gladly leave behind.

Nai Nai’s indifference for me is clear in this photo, because her arm is like a stiff 

board against my body. Her grip looks firm and strict, like she’s forcing me up by 

sheer contempt. Other than this photo, I don’t ever remember her touching me. I don’t 

know if her hands were warm, rough, soft or dry.

What I do remember: Nai Nai never lets me do anything. We live above a restaurant that 

serves pig feet. Every afternoon, I play in front of the restaurant, waiting for the chef 

to bring out those plump, succulent feet. But Nai Nai never lets me eat them. She never 

lets me have anything good. “Too much fat is a bad thing,” she says. Thanks to her, I am 

never allowed to eat more than six pieces of delicious hong shao rou (pork belly).

If Nai Nai isn’t watching my diet, she’s obsessed with my health. I’m required to wear 

three sweaters before I can go outside to play, because she’s always afraid I might 

catch a cold. I drink a murky brown “medicine” for the entire winter. It tastes like dirt, 

even through my pinched nose. I don’t know what is supposed to be wrong with me, 

but apparently Nai Nai thinks something is.

When I’m five and there’s snow on the market tarps, snow in the creases of my shoes, 

snow in the corners of my mouth, mom calls and asks if I want to come live with her 

and dad in America. I start to cry, maybe because I’ll miss China, maybe because it’s 



something else. Mom tells me there are squirrels. I stop crying and say yes.

“Nai Nai,” I shout. “I’m going to America!”

She smiles, I think. Her thin smile. Tells me to stop jumping—the downstairs 

neighbors will complain. Ye Ye tries to act happy, but I can tell he’s devastated. I’m the 

daughter of his only son, which makes me precious to him.

“You are my sun nu er,” he says. “You’re the only grandchild who still carries the 

Zhang name.”

In America, I have friends named Andy and Rzan and Kathy. I ride a yellow school 

bus and learn hand-clapping games about My Mother Telling Me Something. I eat 

deviled eggs for the first time, but not the last time.

I go to kindergarten. On my first day, a group of boys surrounds me on the playground and 

take turns kicking my stomach. I learn English quickly so that it does not happen again.

I thrive. I play. I grow up. America is fun, and squirrels are only part of it. There are 

many movies and TV shows to watch. I have friends with blond hair. I run under the 

trees. I go to sleepovers and eat ice cream for breakfast.

Ye Ye and Nai Nai call every week. I tell them about my new life, how fun America is. 

I tell them we have duck eggs incubating in our classroom at school. I’m taking piano 

lessons. My friends Kelly and Jessica both have dogs, and I want one too. I tell them 

all these things.

“Don’t forget that you are Chinese,” Ye Ye cautions. “Don’t forget your home.”

“I won’t!” I say. But my friends are playing Freeze Tag outside, so I hand the phone 

back to my parents. 

It’s three years before I see them again. They show up at the Atlanta International Airport 

wearing linen pants. Ye Ye has on dark, tinted glasses. Nai Nai is wearing a floral shirt 

with ugly colors. They look timid, out of place. It’s so obvious that they are not from here, 

and I know everyone—the Americans—can see it. I am ashamed.

My parents and I show them our lives here in America. We drive them around and my 

dad proudly displays his driver’s license. We take them to American restaurants where 

my mom has to explain what a baked potato is in Mandarin. We introduce them to 

some friends and neighbors. There’s a lot of nodding and grunting. My grandparents 

are different from what I remember. It’s weird that Nai Nai walks with her hands 

clasped behind her and wears a bucket hat to hide from the sun. Why can’t she be 

normal? Doesn’t she know people are laughing at us? 

I must be different to them, too. Ye Ye is distraught to hear that I haven’t kept up with 
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my Chinese. “Never forget that you are a daughter of China,” he implores. He insists 

on tutoring me in basic Chinese for two hours before I’m allowed to play. I hate it. I 

squirm in my chair. I don’t pay attention on purpose. I’m in America now, we speak 

English here.

Nai Nai does not say much. She just sits at the table with her arms folded and watches us 

during these lessons. I wonder what she is thinking. I wonder if she hates me.

They return to China after a month. Good, I think. Get out of here with your weird 

customs and your dumb opinions. It’s a relief to watch Rugrats without Nai Nai sitting 

next to me, breathing, and Ye Ye muttering about how it’s a shame that I’d rather watch 

an American TV show than a Chinese one.

I finish middle school with a reputation as a weird girl. I start high school and also 

start to hate everything about myself. Why am I not one of the popular girls at school? 

Is it because I’m not American enough? What do I need to be American? I thumb 

through my YM magazines and try their makeup tutorials. The cat-eye liquid eyeliner 

they recommend disappears under my monolids. The hair-curling tutorial doesn’t tell 

me what to do with thick black hair that slips and slides.

“How are your grades?” Ye Ye asks. His voice sounds higher these days, more far away.

“Good,” I say. My Chinese is very bad—I hardly use it anymore. I’m a senior now and 

there’s no time to piece together a language that doesn’t fit into who I am. 

“Your father told me you got into the college in Aw-sss-teen. What is it called?”

“UT.”

“Yew-Tee? How does it compare to Sss-Ten-Fu (Stanford) and Hah-Fuh (Harvard)?”

“Good. Many people want to come.”

“Your father tells us you want to study English.”

“Mm.”

He launches into a speech about how unfortunate it is that I would rather study 

English. I roll my eyes, put the phone down, and return to chat with my friend Laura. 

At the end of these calls, he asks Nai Nai if she wants to speak to me. Sometimes she 

says no, other times she gets on the phone.

“I don’t love you like your Ye Ye. Your Ye Ye loves you,” she tells me during one of these 

rare exchanges. “I love you because I must, because I love him and he loves you.”

I’m surprised to say this hurts a lot.



“Don’t read too much into it,” my parents say when I repeat her words. “That’s just the way 

your Nai Nai is—she has never been one to show emotion. Not even to your father.”

I go to college. I start drinking. I go to parties every weekend at people’s houses I 

don’t know, because I’m sad and lonely and don’t know how to make friends without 

alcohol. I talk to Ye Ye and Nai Nai a few times a year now, because I don’t live at 

home anymore and my parents can’t nag me to call. The conversations are always very 

brief. Just Ye Ye telling me the same things and Nai Nai listening on the other line, 

simply because she must.

Everyone else has grandmothers who bake them casseroles, and grandfathers who can 

do cool things like fix watches. My grandparents live an ocean away and remind me 

how disappointing I am through the tiny holes of a telephone.

I turn 21. I get very serious about my English degree and a career in English. I write a 

thesis about William Faulkner and Edith Wharton—possibly the two most American 

authors there are. I graduate. Meet a boy. Fall in love.

 “What are you going to do with your life?” Ye Ye asks. “Your cousin is a 

financial advisor; she makes a lot of money. Your other cousin is pregnant and has a 

husband with a good job. You have an English degree. You have to think about what 

you’re going to do with your life.”

I will never be the person you want me to be. This is one of the few things I know how 

to say to him, and I want to, badly.

“Remember who you are.”

Who is that, exactly? 

I find a job, miraculously, in a tech startup, doing exactly what I want to do: Writing. It’s 

a steady paycheck and the office is downtown. I feel cool, like a grown-up. I replace $2 

pitcher nights with happy hours and charcuterie boards. I’m actually excited to call my 

grandparents. I have something I can tell them, something that will make them proud instead 

of disappointed. I have a JOB. I have a PAYCHECK. I can pay my own RENT now.

“Good, good, that’s good,” Ye Ye says. “But when are you going to go to graduate school?”

A year later, I break up with the boy I fell in love with and start dating someone else 

instead. He’s older and it’s amazing at first—we sneak around, try new restaurants, 

go back to his place when we’re both drunk and fall into bed. But then it’s bad. Really 

bad. He throws me away when we’re no longer new and dangerous and exciting. I go 

back to my apartment and it’s very quiet inside. I don’t know what to do with myself.

“Your parents tell us you have a new boyfriend,” Ye Ye says. It stings to hear them call 

him that, to hear him in their mouths. “Your Nai Nai wants to talk to you about that, 

PAGE 101



but not today. She’s very tired.”

I tell myself I’m okay, but I’m not. I’m sad about the boy, and sad about the way I am. 

How could I throw away my first relationship with “The love of my life” for someone 

who so easily discarded me and moved on? I go out every weekend to the same strip 

of pointless bars, taking the same sugary shots and wearing the same black boots 

in hopes that someone will notice me. I’m more violent than I used to be. When I’m 

walking home from a bar one night, some college kids yell, “Love me long time?” I 

flare up inside and kick one of them on the side of the face. They shut up real quick.

That year, my parents and I go back to China to visit my grandparents. Nai Nai jumps 

when she opens the door. I’m shocked to see her in the flesh after all these years and 

all the silences. Her hair is white all over and her mouth sags. I wonder if she still 

wears a bucket hat when she goes outside.

“You have returned,” she announces to no one. She ushers us inside and motions to the 

puddle of sandals at the door. “Your Ye Ye is out at the market. He wanted to buy you fruit.”

She is small, but moves quickly. As we’re taking off our shoes and puzzling over which 

sandals fit our big feet, Nai Nai carries our luggage into the spare bedroom.

“Ma, I should have done that,” dad says in disbelief. “I come home only to have you 

carry my luggage! Sit down, I’ll do the rest.”

But she’ll have none of it. “I have to make food!” she exclaims. “Your Nai Nai is very 

healthy, did you know? I eat 30 different ingredients every day. When I cook,  

I make exactly the amount we will eat. I never have leftovers.”

“Healthy? Me too,” I say.

“How much porridge can you eat?” She cups her hands together. “One cup? Okay. 

What about su bing, how about three su bing? How many pickled cashews do you 

think you can eat? If I say nine, will you agree with me?”

“I can eat one cup of porridge,” I say, trying hard to remember the words. “But not 

much more. I will have a hard-boiled egg. No su bing for me.”

“Ah, you have grown indeed!” She exclaims. “Come with me to the kitchen.  

I will show you exactly what I have prepared for tomorrow.”

I follow her, feeling strangely happy that I seem to have done something right in her 

eyes. The kitchen hums with the smell of white steamed bun. Nai Nai lifts the lid of 

the steamer and reveals a bowl of cabbage and sliced Chinese turnips. She sits down 

on a little stool next to the pot and crosses her legs. 

“Your parents told us you are no longer seeing that boy.”



I feel myself closing. I wish I hadn’t come into the kitchen after all.

“Let me tell you something,” she says to my silence. “I was a headmaster for many 

years, did you know? Girls came to me. I’ve heard every love there could be. I’ve 

heard them all.”

Maybe it was hearing that once, she was more than just my curt, cold grandmother. 

Maybe it was hearing her talk about “love.” Or maybe it was easiest to tell someone 

who already thinks the least of me, who I can’t possibly disappoint any more, how 

badly I fucked up. Whatever it is, I suddenly want to tell her everything. Like how 

this boy got high every night. How strangers would come to his house to buy drugs. 

How he got mad at me for not smoking with him. How he played dumb when I asked 

where the bobby pin that wasn’t mine came from. How he called me boring. How he 

stole me away from myself. I want to tell her everything, but I don’t know how.

“I was dating someone. I thought I loved him. But then I started liking someone else. 

And I thought, how could this first love be real if I like someone else? So I broke up 

with him and started dating number two. He said words that sounded beautiful. But 

then it got really bad. He wasn’t a good person. And then we ended.” My explanation 

is slow and broken, and I don’t even know if it makes sense. I stutter over words I 

haven’t used in a long time. It’s enough, though. She closes the kitchen door.

“So both were failures,” she says. “What is stopping you from looking for someone else?”

“Because I’m trying to develop myself from the inside. And I don’t know if my heart is 

ready for another relationship.”

“What do you mean not ready?’”

“My heart still hurts from these last two. And now I just want to be alone.”

“I know women like that,” she says. “I know women who are alone.”

“Not forever,” I correct her. “I don’t want to be alone forever. Just for now. I need to 

figure myself out.”

“So when will you be done figuring it all out?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I am afraid I’m not a good person.”

“This second boy, did he hurt you?”

“He hurt my feelings,” I say. I hate myself for sounding so pathetic.

“That’s nothing,” she says. “Feelings are feelings. Your future is forever.” She lifts the 

lid of the steamer again to check on the cabbage and turnips. I take this as the signal 

that our conversation is over.
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I stare at my Nai Nai. Her paper skin and red sweater vest. The sunspots on the edge 

of her jaw. Her blinks—quick, sharp, thinking. In this kitchen of boiling water and 

muffled smells, for the first time, I feel like I could have a grandmother.

My parents and I spend two weeks in China. It’s February and very cold, so there’s 

not much to do except put on our snow boots and wait for the sun so we can walk to 

the market. Nai Nai wakes up early to cook us food, watches a philosophy show from 

9-9:30, goes on a thirty minute walk before lunch, and washes her feet in a pink plastic 

basin every night before bed. Sometimes she peels lotus seeds. Sometimes she calls 

old schoolmates who are still alive and asks them about their families. We do not 

speak of our conversation in the kitchen again, but one night she does ask me to help 

pick dirty ends off the green beans. She brushes my hands aside when I don’t do it 

right, and her fingers linger on top of mine for just a moment. Her hands are flecked 

with water and red from scrubbing. They are soft.

When we leave for America, she does not cry. “I will not come downstairs to the car to 

send you off,” she says. “Here is good enough.”

Ye Ye insists on carrying at least one of our suitcases, even though we have hands to 

spare. He shuffles downstairs and asks the taxi driver over and over again which route 

he plans to take to the airport. “Avoid the highway, it’s too crowded at this time of day! 

Are you taking a left or a right at the main drop off entrance? Do you know if they’ve 

finished construction on the Ao Yang Mai Chang exit?”

“When will you visit again?” He asks me. He has tears in his eyes. “Don’t let it be 

another five years. Visit us next year, we have money to spare. We can pay for your 

flight. Don’t let it be another five years.”

“I promise to call more,” I say. 

“Your Nai Nai,” Ye Ye says. “She loves you very much.”

I am surprised. “Are you sure?”

“She cried when you left for America,” Ye Ye says. “Because she raised you. Both 

parents in another country, you were all alone. You were like an orphan in her eyes. 

She felt so much for you.”

My Nai Nai? My Nai Nai who did not speak to me all these years and has a thin line 

for a mouth?

Back in America, I look at the photograph of us again. Her mouth still looks thin to me, but this 

time it could be trembling. Her arm is less stiff, more paralyzed—maybe she was not forcing 

me to sit up straight after all. Her grip looks strong as ever, but maybe it’s not so strict. Maybe 

this whole time, she has been clutching me, desperate and never wanting to let go.



a forest of neon deer ask me to unlock them & i 
do / i see a reminder on my calendar to be nice 
to everyone today / a ghost emoji with a monkey 
covering its eyes / i start with my father / in wood 
i cut out everything i want to say / turns out i  
have a lot of important things to decorate my 
apartment with / he makes a baseball bat because  
i am a writer / i forget what i started making / i  
make the easiest thing / a duck / i am afraid of 
making hands / every year he calls & asks how to 
change his wallpaper / twelve months / balloons 
lifting in no particular direction / he wants a field 
to remind himself of the graves horses can make  
/ i believe we all want a field of squash rotting  
into faces of people we didn’t know we missed / 
i find the perfect photo / a boy painting himself 
driftwood / lying in the grass long enough / no  
one asks  to see his scars / every time i touch my 
phone my father calls / he wants an american  
car now / a wallpaper that makes him feel good 
about smoking / an ocean that wants you to see 
its bottom / every time i touch my phone / deer 
are turning into emojis / thousands of women salsa 
dancing & holding knives / the next call i say i 
painted everything i ever told him / my apartment 
is full of mallards / i now realize everything needs 
branches / for the same reasons we need screens  
/ i touch everything / i wait in my apartment for  
the next thing to climb out of my mouth / my  
father calls / i help him change his wallpaper /  
photo of a boy carrying a wooden bird to sleep.



Spoopy Sandwich, 2014

As part of “Spoopy”, a photo series collaboration with Alison Kuo, Nathan Miller & Erik Puotinen.
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