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American Voices: Fiction  for a Diverse Nation 

Almost a century ago the American writer Willa Cather, in her novel O Pioneers (1913), shrewdly observed:

There are only two or three human stories, and they go on repeating themselves as if they had never happened before.

Among these is the story that essentially ends, “And they lived happily ever after.” Not that everyone in the story need live happily ever after: Fiction often reassures us that the bad end badly, essentially showing us stories that support the Biblical assertion that “Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein, and he that rolleth a stone, it will return upon him” (Proverbs 26.27). There are, of course, countless variations on this theme—and we never tire of reading stories about it. Perhaps people keep writing about it, and reading about it, because it is true. Or perhaps, on the other hand, we read and write about it because life is such a mess, such a chaotic welter, that we are trying to impose order, trying to convince ourselves that indeed this pattern exists.

For all the sameness of many stories, there are countless local variations, especially variations taking account of different cultures, and especially in America—proverbially a nation of immigrants—fiction shows us distinctive kinds of behavior, behavior rooted in customs not shared by the population as a whole. In this chapter we offer stories about persons who belong to one or another of a range of minority groups: Native Americans, gays and lesbians, Asian-Americans, African-Americans, and Hispanic-Americans. We also include a story of a different, but we think related, kind that focuses on a retarded person; this story (by Katherine Anne Porter) reminds us that diversity and difference take multiple forms, and not all of them are sexual, religious, racial, or ethnic. We believe, however, that all of these stories speak to all readers, and we call your attention to the fact that other chapters also contain stories about members of some of these groups.

Somewhat comparable chapters appear later in the book, with poems and with plays about diverse cultures.

Leslie Marmon Silko

Leslie Marmon Silko was born in 1948 in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and grew up on the Laguna Pueblo Reservation some fifty miles to the west. Of her family she says,

We are mixed blood—Laguna, Mexican, white. . . . All those languages, all those ways of living are combined, and we live somewhere on the fringes of all three. But I don’t apologize for this any more—not to whites, not to full bloods—our origin is unlike any other. My poetry, my storytelling rise out of this source.

After graduating from the University of New Mexico in 1969, Silko entered law school but soon left to become a writer. She taught for two years at Navajo Community College at Many Farms, Arizona, and then went to Alaska for two years where she studied Eskimo-Aleut culture and worked on a novel, Ceremony. After returning to the Southwest, she taught at the University of Arizona and then at the University of New Mexico.

In addition to writing stories, a novel, and poems, Silko has written the screenplay for Marlon Brando’s film, Black Elk. In 1981 she was awarded one of the so-called genius grants from the MacArthur Foundation, which supports “exceptionally talented individuals.”

The Man to Send Rain Clouds
[1969]
One

They found him under a big cottonwood tree. His Levi jacket and pants were faded light-blue so that he had been easy to find. The big cottonwood tree stood apart from a small grove of winterbare cottonwoods which grew in the wide, sandy arroyo. He had been dead for a day or more, and the sheep had wandered and scattered up and down the arroyo. Leon and his brother-in-law, Ken, gathered the sheep and left them in the pen at the sheep camp before they returned to the cottonwood tree. Leon waited under the tree while Ken drove the truck through the deep sand to the edge of the arroyo. He squinted up at the sun and unzipped his jacket—it sure was hot for this time of year. But high and northwest the blue mountains were still deep in snow. Ken came sliding down the low, crumbling bank about fifty yards down, and he was bringing the red blanket.

Before they wrapped the old man, Leon took a piece of string out of his pocket and tied a small gray feather in the old man’s long white hair. Ken gave him the paint. Across the brown wrinkled forehead he drew a streak of white and along the high cheekbones he drew a strip of blue paint. He paused and watched Ken throw pinches of corn meal and pollen into the wind that fluttered the small gray feather. Then Leon painted with yellow under the old man’s broad nose, and finally, when he had painted green across the chin, he smiled.

“Send us rain clouds, Grandfather.” They laid the bundle in the back of the pickup and covered it with a heavy tarp before they started back to the pueblo.

They turned off the highway onto the sandy pueblo road. Not long after they passed the store and post office they saw Father Paul’s car coming toward them. When he recognized their faces he slowed his car and waved for them to stop. The young priest rolled down the car window.
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“Did you find old Teofilo?” he asked loudly.

Leon stopped the truck. “Good morning, Father. We were just out to the sheep camp. Everything is O.K. now.”

“Thank God for that. Teofilo is a very old man. You really shouldn’t allow him to stay at the sheep camp alone.”

“No, he won’t do that any more now.”

“Well, I’m glad you understand. I hope I’ll be seeing you at Mass this week—we missed you last Sunday. See if you can get old Teofilo to come with you.” The priest smiled and waved at them as they drove away.

Two
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Louise and Teresa were waiting. The table was set for lunch, and the coffee was boiling on the black iron stove. Leon looked at Louise and then at Teresa.

“We found him under a cottonwood tree in the big arroyo near sheep camp. I guess he sat down to rest in the shade and never got up again.” Leon walked toward the old man’s head. The red plaid shawl had been shaken and spread carefully over the bed, and a new brown flannel shirt and pair of stiff new Levis were arranged neatly beside the pillow. Louise held the screen door open while Leon and Ken carried in the red blanket. He looked small and shriveled, and after they dressed him in the new shirt and pants he seemed more shrunken.

It was noontime now because the church bells rang the Angelus.1 They ate the beans with hot bread, and nobody said anything until after Teresa poured the coffee.

Ken stood up and put on his jacket. “I’ll see about the gravediggers. Only the top layer of soil is frozen. I think it can be ready before dark.”

Leon nodded his head and finished his coffee. After Ken had been gone for a while, the neighbors and clanspeople came quietly to embrace Teofilo’s family and to leave food on the table because the gravediggers would come to eat when they were finished.

Three

15
The sky in the west was full of pale-yellow light. Louise stood outside with her hands in the pockets of Leon’s green army jacket that was too big for her. The funeral was over, and the old men had taken their candles and medicine bags and were gone. She waited until the body was laid into the pickup before she said anything to Leon. She touched his arm, and he noticed that her hands were still dusty from the corn meal that she had sprinkled around the old man. When she spoke, Leon could not hear her.

“What did you say? I didn’t hear you.”

“I said that I had been thinking about something.”

“About what?”

“About the priest sprinkling holy water for Grandpa. So he won’t be thirsty.”
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Leon stared at the new moccasins that Teofilo had made for the ceremonial dances in the summer. They were nearly hidden by the red blanket. It was getting colder, and the wind pushed gray dust down the narrow pueblo road. The sun was approaching the long mesa where it disappeared during the winter. Louise stood there shivering and watching his face. Then he zipped up his jacket and opened the truck door. “I’ll see if he’s there.”

Ken stopped the pickup at the church, and Leon got out; and then Ken drove down the hill to the graveyard where people were waiting. Leon knocked at the old carved door with its symbols of the Lamb. While he waited he looked up at the twin bells from the king of Spain with the last sunlight pouring around them in their tower.

The priest opened the door and smiled when he saw who it was. “Come in! What brings you here this evening?”

The priest walked toward the kitchen, and Leon stood with his cap in his hand, playing with the earflaps and examining the living room—the brown sofa, the green armchair, and the brass lamp that hung down from the ceiling by links of chain. The priest dragged a chair out of the kitchen and offered it to Leon.

“No thank you, Father. I only came to ask you if you would bring your holy water to the graveyard.”
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The priest turned away from Leon and looked out the window at the patio full of shadows and the dining-room windows of the nuns’ cloister across the patio. The curtains were heavy, and the light from within faintly penetrated; it was impossible to see the nuns inside eating supper. “Why didn’t you tell me he was dead? I could have brought the Last Rites anyway.”

Leon smiled. “It wasn’t necessary, Father.”

The priest stared down at his scuffed brown loafers and the worn hem of his cassock. “For a Christian burial it was necessary.”

His voice was distant, and Leon thought that his blue eyes looked tired.

“It’s O.K., Father, we just want him to have plenty of water.”
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The priest sank down in the green chair and picked up a glossy missionary magazine. He turned the colored pages full of lepers and pagans without looking at them.

“You know I can’t do that, Leon. There should have been the Last Rites and a funeral Mass at the very least.”

Leon put on his green cap and pulled the flaps down over his ears. “It’s getting late, Father. I’ve got to go.”

When Leon opened the door Father Paul stood up and said, “Wait.” He left the room and came back wearing a long brown overcoat. He followed Leon out the door and across the dim churchyard to the adobe steps in front of the church. They both stooped to fit through the low adobe entrance. And when they started down the hill to the graveyard only half of the sun was visible above the mesa.

The priest approached the grave slowly, wondering how they had managed to dig into the frozen ground and then he remembered that this was New Mexico, and saw the pile of cold loose sand beside the hole. The people stood close to each other with little clouds of steam puffing from their faces. The priest looked at them and saw a pile of jackets, gloves, and scarves in the yellow, dry tumbleweeds that grew in the graveyard. He looked at the red blanket, not sure that Teofilo was so small, wondering if it wasn’t some perverse Indian trick—something they did in March to ensure a good harvest—wondering if maybe old Teofilo was actually at sheep camp corraling the sheep for the night. But there he was, facing into a cold dry wind and squinting at the last sunlight, ready to bury a red wool blanket while the faces of the parishioners were in shadow with the last warmth of the sun on their backs.
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His fingers were stiff, and it took them a long time to twist the lid off the holy water. Drops of water fell on the red blanket and soaked into dark icy spots. He sprinkled the grave and the water disappeared almost before it touched the dim, cold sand; it reminded him of something—he tried to remember what it was, because he thought if he could remember he might understand this. He sprinkled more water; he shook the container until it was empty, and the water fell through the light from sundown like August rain that fell while the sun was still shining, almost evaporating before it touched the wilted squash flowers.

The wind pulled at the priest’s brown Franciscan robe and swirled away the corn meal and pollen that had been sprinkled on the blanket. They lowered the bundle into the ground, and they didn’t bother to untie the stiff pieces of new rope that were tied around the ends of the blanket. The sun was gone, and over on the highway the eastbound lane was full of headlights. The priest walked away slowly. Leon watched him climb the hill, and when he had disappeared within the tall, thick walls, Leon turned to look up at the high blue mountains in the deep snow that reflected a faint red light from the west. He felt good because it was finished, and he was happy about the sprinkling of the holy water, now the old man could send them big thunderclouds for sure.

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑How would you describe the response of Leon, Ken, Louise, and Teresa to Teofilo’s death? To what degree does it resemble or differ from responses to death that you are familiar with?

2. ‑How do the funeral rites resemble or differ from those of your community?

3. ‑How well does Leon understand the priest? How well does the priest understand Leon?

4. ‑At the end of the story we are told that Leon “felt good.” Do you assume that the priest also felt good? Why, or why not?

5. ‑From what point of view is the story told? Mark the passages where the narrator enters a character’s mind, and then explain what, in your opinion, Silko gains (or loses) by doing so.

Jack Forbes

Jack Forbes was born in California in 1934 of Powhattan and Delaware background. He teaches anthropology and Native American studies at the University of California, Davis, and is the author of fiction and nonfiction,  including Columbus and Other Cannibals (1992) and African and Native Americans (1993), a study of Red-Black peoples.

Only Approved Indians Can Play: Made in USA
[1983]

The All-Indian Basketball Tournament was in its second day. Excitement was pretty high, because a lot of the teams were very good or at least eager and hungry to win. Quite a few people had come to watch, mostly Indians. Many were relatives or friends of the players. A lot of people were betting money and tension was pretty great.

A team from the Tucson Inter-Tribal House was set to play against a group from the Great Lakes region. The Tucson players were mostly very dark young men with long black hair. A few had little goatee beards or mustaches though, and one of the Great Lakes fans had started a rumor that they were really Chicanos. This was a big issue since the Indian Sports League had a rule that all players had to be of one-quarter or more Indian blood and that they had to have their BIA1 roll numbers available if challenged.

And so a big argument started. One of the biggest, darkest Indians on the Tucson team had been singled out as a Chicano, and the crowd wanted him thrown out. The Great Lakes players, most of whom were pretty light, refused to start. They all had their BIA identification cards, encased in plastic. This proved that they were all real Indians, even a blonde-haired guy. He was really only about one-sixteenth but the BIA rolls had been changed for his tribe so legally he was one-fourth. There was no question about the Great Lakes team. They were all land-based, federally-recognized Indians, although living in a big midwestern city, and they had their cards to prove it.

Anyway, the big, dark Tucson Indian turned out to be a Papago. He didn’t have a BIA card but he could talk Papago so they let him alone for the time being. Then they turned towards a lean, very Indian-looking guy who had a pretty big goatee. He seemed to have a Spanish accent, so they demanded to see his card. 
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Well, he didn’t have one either. He said he was a full-blood Tarahumara Indian and he could also speak his language. None of the Great Lakes Indians could talk their languages so they said that was no proof of anything, that you had to have a BIA roll number.

The Tarahumara man was getting pretty angry by then. He said his father and uncle had been killed by the whites in Mexico and that he did not expect to be treated with prejudice by other Indians.

But all that did no good. Someone demanded to know if he had a reservation and if his tribe was recognized. He replied that his people lived high up in the mountains and that they were still resisting the Mexicanos, that the government was trying to steal their land.

“What state do your people live in,” they wanted to know. When he said that his people lived free, outside of control of any state, they only shook their fists at him. “You’re not an official Indian. All official Indians are under the whiteman’s rule now. We all have a number given to us, to show that we are recognized.”

Well, it all came to an end when someone shouted that “Tarahumaras don’t exist. They’re not listed in the BIA dictionary.” Another fan yelled, “He’s a Mexican. He can’t play. This tournament is only for Indians.”
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The officials of the tournament had been huddling together. One blew his whistle and an announcement was made. “The Tucson team is disqualified. One of its member is a Yaqui. One is a Tarahumara. The rest are Papagos. None of them have BIA enrollment cards. They are not Indians within the meaning of the laws of the government of the United States. The Great Lakes team is declared the winner by default.”

A tremendous roar of applause swept through the stands. A white BIA official wiped the tears from his eyes and said to a companion, “God Bless America. I think we’ve won.”

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑What expectations did the title, with its reference to “Approved Indians” and “Made in USA,” suggest to you?

2. ‑How would you describe the narrator’s tone?

John Updike

John Updike (b. 1932) grew up in Shillington, Pennsylvania, where his father was a teacher and his mother a writer. After receiving a B.A. degree in 1954 from Harvard, where he edited the Harvard Lampoon (for which he both wrote and drew), he studied drawing at Oxford for a year, but an offer from The New Yorker brought him back to the United States. He was hired as a reporter for the magazine but soon began contributing poetry, essays, and fiction. In 1957 he left The New Yorker in order to write independently full time, though his stories and book reviews appear regularly in it.

In 1959 Updike published his first book of stories (The Same Door) and also his first novel (The Poorhouse Fair); the next year he published Rabbit, Run, a highly successful novel whose protagonist, “Rabbit” Angstrom, has reappeared in three later novels, Rabbit Redux (1971), Rabbit Is Rich (1981), and Rabbit at Rest (1990). The first and last Rabbit books each won a Pulitzer Prize.

The Rumor
[1990]

Frank and Sharon Whittier had come from the Cincinnati area and, with an inheritance of hers and a sum borrowed from his father, had opened a small art gallery on the fourth floor of a narrow building on West Fifty-seventh Street. They had known each other as children; their families had been in the same country-club set. They had married in 1971, when Frank was freshly graduated from Oberlin and Vietnam-vulnerable and Sharon was only nineteen, a sophomore at Antioch majoring in dance. By the time, six years later, they arrived in New York, they had two small children; the birth of a third led them to give up their apartment and the city struggle and move to a house in Hastings, a low stucco house with a wide-eaved Wright-style roof and a view, through massive beeches at the bottom of the yard, of the leaden, ongliding Hudson. They were happy, surely. They had dry midwestern taste, and by sticking to representational painters and abstract sculptors they managed to survive the uglier Eighties styles—faux graffiti, neo–German expressionism, cathode-ray prole play, ecological-protest trash art—and bring their quiet, chaste string of fourth-floor rooms into the calm lagoon of Nineties eclectic revivalism and subdued recession chic. They prospered; their youngest child turned twelve, their oldest was filling out college applications.

When Sharon first heard the rumor that Frank had left her for a young homosexual with whom he was having an affair, she had to laugh, for, far from having left her, there he was, right in the lamplit study with her, ripping pages out of ARTnews. 

“I don’t think so, Avis,” she said to the graphic artist on the other end   of the line. “He’s right here with me. Would you like to say hello?” The easy refutation was made additionally sweet by the fact that, some years before, there had been a brief (Sharon thought) romantic flare-up between her husband and this caller, an overanimated redhead with protuberant cheeks and chin. Avis was a second-wave appropriationist who made color Xeroxes of masterpiece out of art books and then signed them in an ink mixed of her own blood and urine. How could she, who had actually slept with Frank, be imaging this grotesque thing?

The voice on the phone gushed as if relieved and pleased. “I know, it’s wildly absurd, but I heard it from two sources with absolutely solemn assurance.”
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“Who were these sources?”

“I’m not sure they’d like you to know. But it was Ed Jaffrey and then that boy who’s been living with Walton Forney, what does he call himself, one of those single names like Madonna—Jojo!”

“Well, then,” Sharon began.

“But I’ve heard it from still others,” Avis insisted. “All over town—it’s in the air. Couldn’t you and Frank do something about it, if it’s not true?”

“If,” Sharon protested, and her thrust of impatience carried, when she put down the receiver, into her conversation with Frank. “Avis says you’re supposed to have run off with your homosexual lover.”
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“I don’t have a homosexual lover,” Frank said, too calmly, ripping an auction ad out of the magazine.

“She says all New York says you do.”

“Well, what are you going to believe, all New York or your own experience? Here I sit, faithful to a fault, straight as a die, whatever that means. We made love just two nights ago.”

It seemed possibly revealing to her that he so distinctly remembered, as if heterosexual performance were a duty he checked off. He was—had always been, for over twenty years—a slim blond man several inches under six feet tall, with a narrow head he liked to keep trim, even during those years when long hair was in fashion, milky-blue eyes set at a slight tilt, such as you see on certain taut Slavic or Norwegian faces, and a small, precise mouth he kept pursed over teeth a shade too prominent and yellow. He was reluctant to smile, as if giving something away, and was vain of his flat belly and lithe collegiate condition. He weighed himself every morning on the bathroom scale, and if he weighed a pound more than yesterday, he skipped lunch. In this, and in his general attention to his own person, he was as quietly fanatic as—it for the first time occurred to her—a woman.

“You know I’ve never liked the queer side of this business,” he went on. “I’ve just gotten used to it. I don’t even think anymore, who’s gay and who isn’t.”
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“Avis was jubilant,” Sharon said. “How could she think it?”

It took him a moment to focus on the question and realize that his answer was important to her. He became nettled. “Ask her how,” he said. “Our brief and regrettable relationship, if that’s what interests you, seemed satisfactory to me at least. What troubles and amazes me, if I may say so, is how you can be taking this ridiculous rumor so seriously.”

“I’m not, Frank,” she insisted, then backtracked. “But why would such a rumor come out of thin air? Doesn’t there have to be something? Since we moved up here, we’re not together so much, naturally, some days when I can’t come into town you’re gone sixteen hours. . . .”

“But Sharon,” he said, like a teacher restoring discipline, removing his reading glasses from his almond-shaped eyes, with their stubby fair lashes. “Don’t you know me? Ever since after that dance when you were sixteen, that time by the lake? . . .”

She didn’t want to reminisce. Their early sex had been difficult for her; she had submitted to his advances out of a larger, more social, rather idealistic attraction. She knew that together they would have the strength to get out of Cincinnati and, singly or married to others, they would stay. “Well,” she said, enjoying this sensation, despite the chill the rumor had awakened in her, of descending to a deeper level of intimacy than usual, “how well do you know even your own spouse? People are fooled all the time. Peggy Jacobson, for instance, when Henry ran off with that physical therapist, couldn’t believe, even when the evidence was right there in front of her—”
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“I’m deeply insulted,” Frank interrupted, his mouth tense in that way he had when making a joke but not wanting to show his teeth. “My masculinity is insulted.” But he couldn’t deny himself a downward glance into his magazine; his tidy white hand jerked, as if wanting to tear out yet another item that might be useful to their business. Intimacy had always made him nervous. She kept at it, rather hopelessly. “Avis said two separate people had solemnly assured her.”

“Who, exactly?”

When she told him, he said, exactly as she had done, “Well, then.” He added, “You know how gays are. Malicious. Mischievous. They have all that time and money on their hands.”

“You sound jealous.” Something about the way he was arguing with her strengthened Sharon’s suspicion that, outrageous as the rumor was—indeed, because it was outrageous—it was true.

In the days that followed, now that she was alert to the rumor’s vaporous presence, she imagined it everywhere—on the poised young faces of their staff, in the delicate negotiatory accents of their artists’ agents, in the heartier tones of their repeat customers, even in the gruff, self-occupied ramblings of the artists themselves. People seemed startled when she and Frank entered a room together: The desk receptionist and the security guard in their gallery halted their daily morning banter, and the waiters in their pet restaurant, over on Fifty-ninth, appeared especially effusive and attentive. Handshakes lasted a second too long, women embraced her with an extra squeeze, she felt herself ensnared in a soft net of unspoken pity.
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Frank sensed her discomfort and took a certain malicious pleasure in it, enacting all the while his perfect innocence. He composed himself to appear, from her angle, aloof above the rumor. Dealing professionally in so much absurdity—the art world’s frantic attention-getting, studied grotesqueries—he merely intensified the fastidious dryness that had sustained their gallery through wave after wave of changing-fashion, and that had, like a rocket’s heat-resistant skin, insulated their launch, their escape from the comfortable riverine smugness of this metropolis of dreadful freedom. The rumor amused him, and it amused him, too, to notice how she helplessly watched to see if in the metropolitan throngs his eyes now followed young men as once they had noticed and followed young women. She observed his gestures—always a bit excessively graceful and precise—distrustfully, and listened for the buttery, reedy tone of voice that might signal an invisible sex change.

That even in some small fraction of her she was willing to believe the rumor justified a certain maliciousness on his part. He couldn’t help teasing her—glancing over at her, say, when an especially magnetic young waiter served them, or at home, in their bedroom, pushing more brusquely than was his style at her increasing sexual unwillingness. More than once, at last away from the countless knowing eyes of their New York milieu, in the privacy of their Hastings upstairs, beneath the wide midwestern eaves, she burst into tears and struck out at him, his infuriating, impervious, apparent blamelessness. He was like one of those photo-realist nudes, merciless in every detail and yet subtly, defiantly, not there, not human. “You’re distant,” she accused him, “You’ve always been.”

“I don’t mean to be. You didn’t used to mind my manner. You thought it was quietly masterful.”

“I was a teenage girl. I deferred to you.”

“It worked out,” he pointed out, lifting his hands in an effete, disclaiming way from his sides, to take in their room, their expensive house, their joint career. “What is it that bothers you, Sharon? The idea of losing me? Or the insult to your female pride? The people who started this ridiculous rumor don’t even see women. Women to them are just background noise.”
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“It’s not ridiculous—if it were, why does it keep on and on, even though we’re seen together all the time?”

For, ostensibly to quiet her and to quench the rumor, he had all but ceased to go to the city alone, and took her with him even though it meant some neglect of the house and their sons.

Frank asked, “Who says it keeps on all the time? I’ve never heard it, never once, except from you. Who’s mentioned it lately?”

“Nobody.”

“Well, then.” He smiled, his lips not quite parting on his curved teeth, tawny like a beaver’s.
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“You bastard!” Sharon burst out. “You have some stinking little secret!”

“I don’t,” he serenely half-lied.

The rumor had no factual basis. But was there, Frank asked himself, some truth to it after all? Not circumstantial truth, but some higher, inner truth? As a young man, slight of build, with artistic interests, had he not been fearful of being mistaken for a homosexual? Had he not responded to homosexual overtures as they arose, in bars and locker rooms, with a disproportionate terror and repugnance? Had not his early marriage, and then, ten years later, his flurry of adulterous womanizing, been an escape of sorts, into safe, socially approved terrain? When he fantasized, or saw a pornographic movie, was not the male organ the hero of the occasion for him, at the center of every scene? Were not those slavish, lapping starlets his robotlike delegates, with glazed eyes and undisturbed coiffures venturing where he did not dare? Did he not, perhaps, envy women their privilege of worshiping the phallus? But, Frank asked himself, in fairness, arguing both sides of the case, can homosexual strands be entirely disentangled from heterosexual in that pink muck of carnal excitement, of dream made flesh, of return to the presexual womb?

More broadly, had he not felt more comfortable with his father than with his mother? Was not this in itself a sinister reversal of the usual biology? His father had been a genteel Fourth Street lawyer, of no particular effectuality save that most of his clients were from the same social class, with the same accents and comfortably narrowed aspirations, here on this plateau by the swelling Ohio. Darker and taller than Frank, with the same long teeth and primly set mouth, his father had had the lawyer’s gift of silence, of judicious withholding, and in his son’s scattered memories of times together—a trip downtown on the trolley to buy Frank his first suit, each summer’s one or two excursions to see the Reds play at old Crosley Field—the man said little. This prim reserve, letting so much go unstated and unacknowledged, was a relief after the daily shower of words and affection and advice Frank received from his mother. As an adult he was attracted, he had noticed, to stoical men, taller than he and nursing an unexpressed sadness; his favorite college roommate had been of this saturnine type, and his pet tennis partner in Hastings, and artists he especially favored and encouraged—dour, weathered landscapists and virtually illiterate sculptors, welded solid into their crafts and stubborn obsessions. With these men he became a catering, wifely, subtly agitated presence that Sharon would scarcely recognize.

Frank’s mother, once a fluffy belle from Louisville, had been gaudy, strident, sardonic, volatile, needy, demanding, loving; from her he had inherited his “artistic” side, as well as his pretty blondness, but he was not especially grateful. Less—as was proposed by a famous formula he didn’t know as a boy—would have been more. His mother had given him an impression of women as complex, brightly-colored traps, attractive but treacherous, their petals apt to harden in an instant into knives. A certain wistful pallor, indeed, a limp helplessness, had drawn him to Sharon and, after the initial dazzlement of the Avises of the world faded and fizzled, always drew him back. Other women asked more than he could provide; he was aware of other, bigger, warmer men they had had. But with Sharon he had been a rescuing knight, slaying the dragon of the winding Ohio. Yet what more devastatingly, and less forgivably, confirmed the rumor’s essential truth than her willingness, she who knew him best and owed him most, to entertain it? Her instinct had been to believe Avis even though, far from run off, he was sitting there right in front of her eyes.
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He was unreal to her, he could not help but conclude:  all those years of uxorious cohabitation, those nights of lovemaking and days of homemaking ungratefully absorbed and now suddenly dismissed because of an apparition, a shadow of gossip. On the other hand, now that the rumor existed, Frank had become more real in the eyes of José, the younger, daintier of the two security guards, whose daily greetings had edged beyond the perfunctory; a certain mischievous dance in the boy’s sable eyes animated their employer–employee courtesies. And Jennifer, too, the severely beautiful receptionist, with her rather Sixties-reminiscent bangs and shawls and serapes, now treated him more relaxedly, even offhandedly, as if he had somehow dropped out of her calculations. She assumed with him a comradely slanginess—“The boss was in earlier but she went out to exchange something at Berdorf’s”—as if both he and she were in roughly parallel ironic bondage to “the boss.” Frank’s heart felt a reflex loyalty to Sharon, a single sharp beat, but then he too relaxed, as if his phantom male lover and the weightless, scandal-veiled life that lived with him in some glowing apartment had bestowed at last what the city had withheld from the overworked, child-burdened married couple who had arrived fourteen years ago—a halo of glamour, of debonair uncaring.

In Hastings, when he and his wife attended a suburban party, the effect was less flattering. The other couples, he imagined, were slightly unsettled by the Whittiers stubbornly appearing together and became disjointed in their presence, the men drifting off in distaste, the women turning supernormal and laying up a chinkless wall of conversation about children’s college applications, local zoning, and Wall Street layoffs. The women, it seemed to Frank, edged, with an instinctive animal movement, a few inches closer to Sharon and touched her with a deft, protective flicking on the shoulder or forearm, to express solidarity and sympathy.

Wes Robertson, Frank’s favorite tennis partner, came over to him and grunted. “How’s it going?”

“Fine,” Frank said, staring up at Wes with what he hoped weren’t unduly starry eyes. Wes, who had recently turned fifty, had an old motorcycle-accident scar on one side of his chin, a small pale rose of discoloration that seemed to concentrate on the man’s self-careless manliness. Frank gave him more of an answer than he might have wanted:  “In the art game we’re feeling the slowdown like everybody else, but the Japanese are keeping the roof from caving in. The trouble with the Japanese, though, is, from the standpoint of a marginal gallery like ours, they aren’t adventurous—they want blue chips, they want guaranteed value, they can’t grasp that in art, value has to be subjective to an extent. Look at their own stuff—it’s all standardized. Who the hell can tell a Hiroshige from a Hokusai?1 When you think about it, their whole society, their whole success, really, is based on everybody being alike, everybody agreeing. The notion of art as a struggle, a gamble, as the dynamic embodiment of an existential problem, they just don’t get it.” He was talking too much, he knew, but he couldn’t help it; Wes’s scowling presence, his melancholy scarred face, and his stringy alcoholic body, which nevertheless could still whip a backhand right across the forecourt, perversely excited Frank, made him want to flirt.

Wes grimaced and contemplated Frank glumly. “Be around for a game Sunday?” Meaning, had he really run off?
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“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” This was teasing the issue, and Frank tried to sober up, to rein in. He felt a flush on his face and a stammer coming on. He asked, “The usual time? Ten forty-five, more or less?”

Wes nodded. “Sure.”

Frank chattered on:  “Let’s try to get court 5 this time. Those brats having their lessons on court 2 drove me crazy last time. We spent all our time retrieving their damn balls. And listening to their moronic chatter.”

Wes didn’t grant this attempt at evocation of past liaisons even a word, just continued his melancholy, stoical nodding. This was one of the things, it occurred to Frank, that he liked about men:  their relational minimalism, their gender-based realization that the cupboard of life, emotionally speaking, was pretty near bare. There wasn’t that tireless, irksome, bright-eyed hope women kept fluttering at you.

Once, years ago, on a stag golfing trip to Bermuda, he and Wes had shared a room with two single beds, and Wes had fallen asleep within a minute and started snoring, keeping Frank awake for much of the night. Contemplating the unconscious male body on its moonlit bed, Frank had been struck by the tragic dignity of this supine form, like a stone knight eroding on a tomb—the snoring profile in motionless gray silhouette, the massive, sacred warrior weight helpless as Wes’s breathing struggled from phase to phase of the sleep cycle, from deep to REM to a near-wakefulness that brought a few merciful minutes of silence. The next morning, Wes said Frank should have reached over and poked him in the side; that’s what his wife did. But he wasn’t his wife, Frank thought, though in the course of that night’s ordeal, he had felt his heart make many curious motions, among them the heaving, all-but-impossible effort women’s hearts make in overcoming men’s heavy grayness and achieving—a rainbow born of drizzle—love.
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At the opening of Ned Forschheimer’s show—Forschheimer, a shy, rude, stubborn, and now elderly painter of tea-colored, wintry Connecticut landscapes, was one of Frank’s pets, unfashionable yet sneakily salable—none other than Walton Forney came up to Frank, his round face lit by white wine and odd, unquenchable self-delight, and said, “Say, Frank, old boy. Methinks I owe you an apology. It was Charlie Whitfield that used to run that framing shop down on Eighth Street, who left his wife suddenly, with some little Guatemalan boy he was putting through CCNY on the side. They took off for Mexico and left the missus sitting with the shop mortgaged up to its attic and about a hundred prints of wild ducks left unframed. The thing that must have confused me, Charlie came from Ohio, too—Columbus or Cleveland, one of those. It was—what do they call it—a Freudian slip, an understandable confusion. Avis Wasserman told me Sharon wasn’t all that thrilled to get the word a while ago, and you must have wondered yourself what the hell was up.”

“We ignored it,” Frank said, in a voice firmer and less catering than his usual one. “We rose above it.” Walton was a number of inches shorter than Frank, with yet a bigger head; his gleaming, thin-skinned face, bearing smooth jowls that had climbed into his sideburns, was shadowed blue here and there, like the moon. His bruised and powdered look somehow went with his small, spaced teeth and the horizontal red tracks his glasses had left in the fat in front of his ears.

The man gazed at Frank with a gleaming, sagging lower lip, his nearsighted little eyes trying to assess the damage, the depth of the grudge. “Well, mea culpa, mea culpa, I guess, though I didn’t tell Jojo and that poisonous Ed Jaffrey to go blabbing it all over town.”

“Well, thanks for telling me, Wally, I guess.” Depending on which man he was standing with, Frank felt large and straight and sonorous or, as with Wes, gracile and flighty. Sharon, scenting blood amid the vacuous burble of the party, pushed herself through the crowd and joined the two men. To deny Walton the pleasure, Frank quickly told her, “Wally just confessed to me he started the rumor because Charlie Whitfield downtown, who did run off with somebody, came from Ohio, too. Toledo, as I remember.”

“Oh, that rumor,” Sharon said, blinking once, as if her party mascara were sticking. “I’d forgotten it. Who could believe it, of Frank?”
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“Everybody, evidently,” Frank said. It was possible, given the strange, willful ways of women, that she had forgotten it, even while Frank had been brooding over its possible justice. If the rumor were truly dispersed—and Walton would undoubtedly tell the story of his Freudian slip around town as a self-promoting joke on himself—Frank would feel diminished. He would lose that small sadistic power to make her watch him watching waiters  in restaurants, and to bring her into town as his chaperon. He would feel emasculated if she no longer thought he had a secret. Yet that night, at the party, Walton Forney’s Jojo had come up to him. He had seemed, despite an earring the size of a faucet washer and a stripe of bleach in the center of his hair, unexpectedly intelligent and low-key, offering, not in so many words, a kind of apology, and praising the tea-colored landscapes being offered for sale. “I’ve been thinking, in my own work, of going, you know, more traditional. You get this feeling of, like, a dead end with abstraction.” The boy had a bony, rueful face, with a silvery line of a scar under one eye, and seemed uncertain in manner, hesitantly murmurous, as if at a point in life where he needed direction. The fat fool Forney could certainly not provide that, and it pleased Frank to imagine that Jojo was beginning to realize it.

The car as he and Sharon drove home together along the Hudson felt close; the heater fan blew oppressively, parchingly. “You were willing to believe it at first,” he reminded her.

“Well, Avis seemed so definite. But you convinced me.”

“How?”

She placed her hand high on his thigh and dug her fingers in, annoyingly, infuriatingly. “You know,” she said, in a lower register, meant to be sexy, but almost inaudible with the noise of the heater fan.

60

“That could be mere performance,” he warned her. “Women are fooled that way all the time.”

“Who says?”

“Everybody. Books. Proust.2 People aren’t that simple.”

“They’re simple enough,” Sharon said, in a neutral, defensive tone, removing her presumptuous hand.

“If you say so,” he said, somewhat stoically, his mind drifting. That silvery line of a scar under Jojo’s left eye . . . lean long muscles snugly wrapped in white skin . . . lofts . . . Hellenic fellowship,3 exercise machines . . . direct negotiations, a simple transaction among equals. The rumor might be dead in the world, but in him it had come alive.

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑What point of view is used in the first paragraph of the story?

2. Consider the following line from the story:  

“I don’t have a homosexual lover,” Frank said, too calmly, ripping an auction ad out of the catalog.


What is the point of view?

3. ‑How would you characterize the point of view in the following passage, from near the end of the story?

She placed her hand high on his thigh and dug her fingers in, annoyingly, infuriatingly.  “You know,” she said in a lower register, meant to be sexy, but almost inaudible with the noise of the heater fan.

4. ‑Do you think Frank is homosexual? Please explain.

5. ‑Frank says, “You know how gays are. Malicious. Mischievous.” To the best of your knowledge, is this a widespread stereotype of gays, or is the idea new to you? Might the characterization be applied to Frank himself?

Gloria Naylor

Gloria Naylor (b. 1950), a native of New York City, holds a bachelor’s degree from Brooklyn College and a master’s degree in Afro-American Studies from Yale University. “The Two” comes from The Women of Brewster Place (1982), a book that won the American Book Award for First Fiction. Naylor has subsequently published four novels and Centennial (1986), a work of nonfiction.

The Two
[1982]
At first they seemed like such nice girls. No one could remember exactly when they had moved into Brewster. It was earlier in the year before Ben1 was killed—of course, it had to be before Ben’s death. But no one remembered if it was in the winter or spring of that year that the two had come. People often came and went on Brewster Place like a restless night’s dream, moving in and out in the dark to avoid eviction notices or neighborhood bulletins about the dilapidated condition of their furnishings. So it wasn’t until the two were clocked leaving in the mornings and returning in the evenings at regular intervals that it was quietly absorbed that they now claimed Brewster as home. And Brewster waited, cautiously prepared to claim them, because you never knew about young women, and obviously single at that. But when no wild music or drunken friends careened out of the corner building on weekends, and especially, when no slightly eager husbands were encouraged to linger around that first-floor apartment and run errands for them, a suspended sigh of relief floated around the two when they dumped their garbage, did their shopping, and headed for the morning bus.

The women of Brewster had readily accepted the lighter, skinny one. There wasn’t much threat in her timid mincing walk and the slightly protruding teeth she seemed so eager to show everyone in her bell-like good mornings and evenings. Breaths were held a little longer in the direction of the short dark one—too pretty, and too much behind. And she insisted on wearing those thin Qiana dresses that the summer breeze molded against the maddening rhythm of the twenty pounds of rounded flesh that she swung steadily down the street. Through slitted eyes, the women watched their men watching her pass, knowing the bastards were praying for a wind. But since she seemed oblivious to whether these supplications went answered, their sighs settled around her shoulders too. Nice girls.

And so no one even cared to remember exactly when they had moved into Brewster Place, until the rumor started. It had first spread through the block like a sour odor that’s only faintly perceptible and easily ignored until it starts growing in strength from the dozen mouths it had been lying in, among clammy gums and scum-coated teeth. And then it was everywhere—lining the mouths and whitening the lips of everyone as they wrinkled up their noses at its pervading smell, unable to pinpoint the source or time of its initial arrival. Sophie could—she had been there.

It wasn’t that the rumor had actually begun with Sophie. A rumor needs no true parent. It only needs a willing carrier, and it found one in Sophie. She had been there—on one of those August evenings when the sun’s absence is a mockery because the heat leaves the air so heavy it presses the naked skin down on your body, to the point that a sheet becomes unbearable and sleep impossible. So most of Brewster was outside that night when the two had come in together, probably from one of those air-conditioned movies downtown, and had greeted the ones who were loitering around their building. And they had started up the steps when the skinny one tripped over a child’s ball and the darker one had grabbed her by the arm and around the waist to break her fall. “Careful, don’t wanna lose you now.” And the two of them had laughed into each other’s eyes and went into the building.
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The smell had begun there. It outlined the image of the stumbling woman and the one who had broken her fall. Sophie and a few other women sniffed at the spot and then, perplexed, silently looked at each other. Where had they seen that before? They had often laughed and touched each other—held each other in joy or its dark twin—but where had they seen that before? It came to them as the scent drifted down the steps and entered their nostrils on the way to their inner mouths. They had seen that—done that—with their men. That shared moment of invisible communion reserved for two and hidden from the rest of the world behind laughter or tears or a touch. In the days before babies, miscarriages, and other broken dreams, after stolen caresses in barn stalls and cotton houses, after intimate walks from church and secret kisses with boys who were now long forgotten or permanently fixed in their lives—that was where. They could almost feel the odor moving about in their mouths, and they slowly knitted themselves together and let it out into the air like a yellow mist that began to cling to the bricks on Brewster.

So it got around that the two in 312 were that way. And they had seemed like such nice girls. Their regular exits and entrances to the block were viewed with a jaundiced eye. The quiet that rested around their door on the weekends hinted of all sorts of secret rituals, and their friendly indifference to the men on the street was an insult to the women as a brazen flaunting of unnatural ways.

Since Sophie’s apartment windows faced theirs from across the air shaft, she became the official watchman for the block, and her opinions were deferred to whenever the two came up in conversation. Sophie took her position seriously and was constantly alert for any telltale signs that might creep out around their drawn shades, across from which she kept a religious vigil. An entire week of drawn shades was evidence enough to send her flying around with reports that as soon as it got dark they pulled their shades down and put on the lights. Heads nodded in knowing unison—a definite sign. If doubt was voiced with a “But I pull my shades down at night too,” a whispered “Yeah, but you’re not that way” was argument enough to win them over.

Sophie watched the lighter one dumping their garbage, and she went outside and opened the lid. Her eyes darted over the crushed tin cans, vegetable peelings, and empty chocolate chip cookie boxes. What do they do with all them chocolate chip cookies? It was surely a sign, but it would take some time to figure that one out. She saw Ben go into their apartment, and she waited and blocked his path as he came out, carrying his toolbox.

“What ya see?” She grabbed his arm and whispered wetly in his face.
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Ben stared at her squinted eyes and drooping lips and shook his head slowly. “Uh, uh, uh, it was terrible.”

“Yeah?” She moved in a little closer.

“Worst busted faucet I seen in my whole life.” He shook her hand off his arm and left her standing in the middle of the block.

“You old sop bucket,” she muttered, as she went back up on her stoop. A broken faucet, huh? Why did they need to use so much water?

Sophie had plenty to report that day. Ben had said it was terrible in there. No, she didn’t know exactly what he had seen, but you can imagine—and they did. Confronted with the difference that had been thrust into their predictable world, they reached into their imaginations and, using an ancient pattern, weaved themselves a reason for its existence. Out of necessity they stitched all of their secret fears and lingering childhood nightmares into this existence, because even though it was deceptive enough to try and look as they looked, talk as they talked, and do as they did, it had to have some hidden stain to invalidate it—it was impossible for them both to be right. So they leaned back, supported by the sheer weight of their numbers and comforted by the woven barrier that kept them protected from the yellow mist that enshrouded the two as they came and went on Brewster Place.
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Lorraine was the first to notice the change in the people on Brewster Place. She was a shy but naturally friendly woman who got up early, and had read the morning paper and done fifty sit-ups before it was time to leave for work. She came out of her apartment eager to start her day by greeting any of her neighbors who were outside. But she noticed that some of the people who had spoken to her before made a point of having something else to do with their eyes when she passed, although she could almost feel them staring at her back as she moved on. The ones who still spoke only did so after an uncomfortable pause, in which they seemed to be peering through her before they begrudged her a good morning or evening. She wondered if it was all in her mind and she thought about mentioning it to Theresa, but she didn’t want to be accused of being too sensitive again. And how would Tee even notice anything like that anyway? She had a lousy attitude and hardly ever spoke to people. She stayed in that bed until the last moment and rushed out of the house fogged-up and grumpy, and she was used to being stared at—by men at least—because of her body.

Lorraine thought about these things as she came up the block from work, carrying a large paper bag. The group of women on her stoop parted silently and let her pass.

“Good evening,” she said, as she climbed the steps.

Sophie was standing on the top step and tried to peek into the bag. “You been shopping, huh? What ya buy?” It was almost an accusation.

“Groceries.” Lorraine shielded the top of the bag from view and squeezed past her with a confused frown. She saw Sophie throw a knowing glance to the others at the bottom of the stoop. What was wrong with this old woman? Was she crazy or something?
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Lorraine went into her apartment. Theresa was sitting by the window, reading a copy of Mademoiselle. She glanced up from her magazine. “Did you get my chocolate chip cookies?”

“Why good evening to you, too, Tee. And how was my day? Just wonderful.” She sat the bag down on the couch. “The little Baxter boy brought in a puppy for show-and-tell, and the damn thing pissed all over the floor and then proceeded to chew the heel off my shoe, but, yes, I managed to hobble to the store and bring you your chocolate chip cookies.”

Oh, Jesus, Theresa thought, she’s got a bug up her ass tonight.

“Well, you should speak to Mrs. Baxter. She ought to train her kid better than that.” She didn’t wait for Lorraine to stop laughing before she tried to stretch her good mood. “Here, I’ll put those things away. Want me to make dinner so you can rest? I only worked half a day, and the most tragic thing that went down was a broken fingernail and that got caught in my typewriter.”

Lorraine followed Theresa into the kitchen. “No, I’m not really tired, and fair’s fair, you cooked last night. I didn’t mean to tick off like that; it’s just that . . . well, Tee, have you noticed that people aren’t as nice as they used to be?”
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Theresa stiffened. Oh, God, here she goes again. “What people, Lorraine? Nice in what way?”

“Well, the people in this building and on the street. No one hardly speaks anymore. I mean, I’ll come in and say good evening—and just silence. It wasn’t like that when we first moved in. I don’t know, it just makes you wonder; that’s all. What are they thinking?”

“I personally don’t give a shit what they’re thinking. And their good evenings don’t put any bread on my table.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t see the way that woman looked at me out there. They must feel something or know something. They probably—”

“They, they, they!” Theresa exploded. “You know, I’m not starting up with this again, Lorraine. Who in the hell are they? And where in the hell are we? Living in some dump of a building in this God-forsaken part of town around a bunch of ignorant niggers with the cotton still under their fingernails because of you and your theys. They knew something in Linden Hills, so I gave up an apartment for you that I’d been in for the last four years. And then they knew in Park Heights, and you made me so miserable there we had to leave. Now these mysterious theys are on Brewster Place. Well, look out that window, kid. There’s a big wall down that block, and this is the end of the line for me. I’m not moving anymore, so if that’s what you’re working yourself up to—save it!”
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When Theresa became angry she was like a lump of smoldering coal, and her fierce bursts of temper always unsettled Lorraine.

“You see, that’s why I didn’t want to mention it.” Lorraine began to pull at her fingers nervously. “You’re always flying up and jumping to conclusions— no one said anything about moving. And I didn’t know your life has been so miserable since you met me. I’m sorry about that,” she finished tearfully.

Theresa looked at Lorraine, standing in the kitchen door like a wilted leaf, and she wanted to throw something at her. Why didn’t she ever fight back? The very softness that had first attracted her to Lorraine was now a frequent cause for irritation. Smoked honey. That’s what Lorraine had reminded her of, sitting in her office clutching that application. Dry autumn days in Georgia woods, thick bloated smoke under a beehive, and the first glimpse of amber honey just faintly darkened about the edges by the burning twigs. She had flowed just that heavily into Theresa’s mind and had stuck there with a persistent sweetness.

But Theresa hadn’t known then that this softness filled Lorraine up to the very middle and that she would bend at the slightest pressure, would be constantly seeking to surround herself with the comfort of everyone’s goodwill, and would shrivel up at the least touch of disapproval. It was becoming a drain to be continually called upon for this nurturing and support that she just didn’t understand. She had supplied it at first out of love for Lorraine, hoping that she would harden eventually, even as honey does when exposed to the cold. Theresa was growing tired of being clung to—of being the one who was leaned on. She didn’t want a child—she wanted someone who could stand toe to toe with her and be willing to slug it out at times. If they practiced that way with each other, then they could turn back to back and beat the hell out of the world for trying to invade their territory. But she had found no such sparring partner in Lorraine, and the strain of fighting alone was beginning to show on her.

“Well, if it was that miserable, I would have been gone a long time ago,” she said, watching her words refresh Lorraine like a gentle shower.
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“I guess you think I’m some sort of sick paranoid, but I can’t afford to have people calling my job or writing letters to my principal. You know I’ve already lost a position like that in Detroit. And teaching is my whole life, Tee.”

“I know,” she sighed, not really knowing at all. There was no danger of that ever happening on Brewster Place. Lorraine taught too far from this neighborhood for anyone here to recognize her in that school. No, it wasn’t her job she feared losing this time, but their approval. She wanted to stand out there and chat and trade makeup secrets and cake recipes. She wanted to be secretary of their block association and be asked to mind their kids while they ran to the store. And none of that was going to happen if they couldn’t even bring themselves to accept her good evenings.

Theresa silently finished unpacking the groceries. “Why did you buy cottage cheese? Who eats that stuff?”

“Well, I thought we should go on a diet.”

“If we go on a diet, then you’ll disappear. You’ve got nothing to lose but your hair.”
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“Oh, I don’t know. I thought that we might want to try and reduce our hips or something.” Lorraine shrugged playfully.

“No, thank you. We are very happy with our hips the way they are,” Theresa said, as she shoved the cottage cheese to the back of the refrigerator. “And even when I lose weight, it never comes off there. My chest and arms just get smaller, and I start looking like a bottle of salad dressing.”

The two women laughed, and Theresa sat down to watch Lorraine fix dinner. “You know, this behind has always been my downfall. When I was coming up in Georgia with my grandmother, the boys used to promise me penny candy if I would let them pat my behind. And I used to love those jawbreakers—you know, the kind that lasted all day and kept changing colors in your mouth. So I was glad to oblige them, because in one afternoon I could collect a whole week’s worth of jawbreakers.”

“Really. That’s funny to you? Having some boy feeling all over you.”

Theresa sucked her teeth. “We were only kids, Lorraine. You know, you remind me of my grandmother. That was one straight-laced old lady. She had a fit when my brother told her what I was doing. She called me into the smokehouse and told me in this real scary whisper that I could get pregnant from letting little boys pat my butt and that I’d end up like my cousin Willa. But Willa and I had been thick as fleas, and she had already given me a step-by-step summary of how she’d gotten into her predicament. But I sneaked around to her house that night just to double-check her story, since that old lady had seemed so earnest. ‘Willa, are you sure?’ I whispered through her bedroom window. ‘I’m tellin’ ya, Tee,’ she said. ‘Just keep both feet on the ground and you home free.’ Much later I learned that advice wasn’t too biologically sound, but it worked in Georgia because those country boys didn’t have much imagination.”
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Theresa’s laughter bounced off of Lorraine’s silent, rigid back and died in her throat. She angrily tore open a pack of the chocolate chip cookies. “Yeah,” she said, staring at Lorraine’s back and biting down hard into the cookie, “it wasn’t until I came up north to college that I found out there’s a whole lot of things that a dude with a little imagination can do to you even with both feet on the ground. You see, Willa forgot to tell me not to bend over or squat or—”

“Must you!” Lorraine turned around from the stove with her teeth clenched tightly together.

“Must I what, Lorraine? Must I talk about things that are as much a part of life as eating or breathing or growing old? Why are you always so uptight about sex or men?”

“I’m not uptight about anything. I just think it’s disgusting when you go on and on about—”

“There’s nothing disgusting about it, Lorraine. You’ve never been with a man, but I’ve been with quite a few—some better than others. There were a couple who I still hope to this day will die a slow, painful death, but then there were some who were good to me—in and out of bed.”
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“If they were so great, then why are you with me?” Lorraine’s lips were trembling.

“Because—”  Theresa looked steadily into her eyes and then down at the cookie she was twirling on the table. “Because,” she continued slowly, “you can take a chocolate chip cookie and put holes in it and attach it to your ears and call it an earring, or hang it around your neck on a silver chain and pretend it’s a necklace—but it’s still a cookie. See—you can toss it in the air and call it a Frisbee or even a flying saucer, if the mood hits you, and it’s still just a cookie. Send it spinning on a table—like this—until it’s a wonderful blur of amber and brown light that you can imagine to be a topaz or rusted gold or old crystal, but the law of gravity has got to come into play, sometime, and it’s got to come to rest—sometime. Then all the spinning and pretending and hoopla is over with. And you know what you got?”

“A chocolate chip cookie,” Lorraine said.

“Uh-huh.” Theresa put the cookie in her mouth and winked. “A lesbian.” She got up from the table. “Call me when dinner’s ready, I’m going back to read.” She stopped at the kitchen door. “Now, why are you putting gravy on that chicken, Lorraine? You know it’s fattening.”
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Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑The first sentence says, “At first they seemed like such nice girls.” What do we know about the person who says it? What does it tell us (and imply) about the “nice girls”?

2. ‑What is Sophie’s role in the story?

3. ‑In the second part of the story, who is the narrator? Does she or he know Theresa’s thoughts, or Lorraine’s, or both?

4. ‑How does the story end? What do you think will happen between Lorraine and Theresa?

5. ‑Try writing a page or less that is the end of a story about two people (men, women, children—but people) whose relationship is going to end soon, or is going to survive, because of, or despite, its difficulties.

Diana Chang
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The Oriental Contingent
[1989]

Connie couldn’t remember whose party it was, whose house. She had an impression of kerosene lamps on brown wicker tables, of shapes talking in doorways. It was summer, almost the only time Connie has run into her since, too, and someone was saying, “You must know Lisa Mallory.”

“I don’t think so.”

“She’s here. You must know her.”

Later in the evening, it was someone else who introduced her to a figure perched on the balustrade of the steps leading to the lawn where more shapes milled. In stretching out a hand to shake Connie’s, the figure almost fell off sideways. Connie had pushed her back upright onto her perch and, peering, took in the fact that Lisa Mallory had a Chinese face. For a long instant, she felt nonplussed, and was rendered speechless.
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But Lisa Mallory was filling the silence. “Well, now, Connie Sung,” she said, not enthusiastically but with a kind of sophisticated interest, “I’m not in music myself, but Paul Wu’s my cousin. Guilt by association!” She laughed. “No-tone music, I call his. He studied with John Cage, Varese, and so forth.”

Surprised that Lisa knew she was a violinist, Connie murmured something friendly, wondering if she should simply ask outright, “I’m sure I should know, but what do you do?” but she hesitated, taking in her appearance instead, while Lisa went on with, “It’s world class composing. Nothing’s wrong with the level. But it’s hard going for the layman, believe me.”

Lisa Mallory wore a one-of-a-kind kimono dress, but it didn’t make her look Japanese at all, and her hair was drawn back tightly in a braid which stood out from close to the top of her head horizontally. You could probably lift her off her feet by grasping it, like the handle of a pot.

“You should give a concert here, Connie,” she said, using her first name right away, Connie noticed, like any American. “Lots of culturati around.” Even when she wasn’t actually speaking, she pursued her own line of thought actively and seemed to find herself mildly amusing.

“I’m new to the area,” Connie said, deprecatingly. “I’ve just been a weekend guest, actually, till a month ago.
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“It’s easy to be part of it. Nothing to it. I should know. You’ll see.”

“I wish it weren’t so dark,” Connie found herself saying, waving her hand in front of her eyes as if the night were a veil to brush aside. She recognized in herself that intense need to see, to see into fellow Orientals, to fathom them. So far, Lisa Mallory had not given her enough clues, and the darkness itself seemed to be interfering.

Lisa dropped off her perch. “It’s important to be true to oneself,” she said. “Keep the modern stuff out of your repertory. Be romantic. Don’t look like that! You’re best at the romantics. Anyhow, take it from me. I know.  And I like what I like.”

Released by her outspokenness, Connie laughed and asked, “I’m sure I should know, but what is it that you do?” She was certain Lisa would say something like, “I’m with a public relations firm.” “I’m in city services.”

But she replied, “What do all Chinese excel at?” Not as if she’d asked a rhetorical question, she waited, then answered herself. “Well, aren’t we all physicists, musicians, architects, or in software?”
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At that point a voice broke in, followed by a large body which put his arms around both women, “The Oriental contingent! I’ve got to break this up.”

Turning, Lisa kissed him roundly, and said over her shoulder to Connie, “I’ll take him away before he tells us we look alike!”

They melted into the steps below, and Connie, feeling put off balance and somehow slow-witted, was left to think over her new acquaintance.

“Hello, Lisa Mallory,” Connie Sung always said on the infrequent occasions when they ran into one another. She always said “Hello, Lisa Mallory,” with a shyness she did not understand in herself. It was strange, but they had no mutual friends except for Paul Wu, and Connie had not seen him in ages. Connie had no one of whom to ask her questions. But sometime soon, she’d be told Lisa’s maiden name. Sometime she’d simply call her Lisa. Sometime what Lisa did with her life would be answered.

Three, four years passed, with their running into one another at receptions and openings, and still Lisa Mallory remained an enigma. Mildly amused herself, Connie wondered if other people, as well, found her inscrutable. But none of her American friends (though, of course, Lisa and she were Americans, too, she had to remind herself), none of the Caucasian friends seemed curious about backgrounds. In their accepting way, they did not wonder about Lisa’s background, or about Connie’s or Paul Wu’s. Perhaps they assumed they were all cut from the same cloth. But to Connie, the Orientals she met were unread books, books she never had the right occasion or time to fully pursue.
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She didn’t even see the humor in her situation—it was such an issue with her. The fact was she felt less, much less, sure of herself when she was with real Chinese.

As she was realizing this, the truth suddenly dawned on her. Lisa Mallory never referred to her own background because it was more Chinese than Connie’s, and therefore a higher order. She was tact incarnate. All along, she had been going out of her way not to embarrass Connie. Yes, yes. Her assurance was definitely uppercrust (perhaps her father had been in the diplomatic service), and her offhand didacticness, her lack of self-doubt, was indeed characteristically Chinese-Chinese. Connie was not only impressed by these traits, but also put on the defensive because of them.

Connie let out a sigh—a sigh that follows the solution to a nagging problem . . . Lisa’s mysteriousness. But now Connie knew only too clearly that her own background made her decidedly inferior. Her father was a second-generation gynecologist who spoke hardly any Chinese. Yes, inferior and totally without recourse.

Of course, at one of the gatherings, Connie met Bill Mallory, too. He was simply American, maybe Catholic, possibly lapsed. She was not put off balance by him at all. But most of the time he was away on business, and Lisa cropped up at functions as single as Connie.

Then one day, Lisa had a man in tow—wiry and tall, he looked Chinese from the Shantung area, or perhaps from Beijing, and his styled hair made him appear vaguely artistic.
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“Connie,” I’d like you to meet Eric Li. He got out at the beginning of the détente, went to Berkeley, and is assimilating a mile-a-minute,” Lisa said, with her usual irony. “Bill found him and is grooming him, though he came with his own charisma.”

Eric waved her remark aside. “Lisa has missed her calling. She was born to be in PR,” he said, with an accent.

“Is that what she does?” Connie put in at once, looking only at him. “Is that her profession?”

“You don’t know?” he asked, with surprise.

Though she was greeting someone else, Lisa turned and answered, “I’m a fabrics tycoon, I think I can say without immodesty.” She moved away and continued her conversation with the other friend.
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Behind his hand, he said, playfully, as though letting Connie in on a secret, “Factories in Hongkong and Taipei, and now he’s—Bill, that is—is exploring them on the mainland.”

“With her fabulous contacts over there!” Connie exclaimed, now seeing it all. “Of course, what a wonderful business combination they must make.”

Eric was about to utter something, but stopped, and said flatly, “I have all the mainland contacts, even though I was only twenty when I left, but my parents . . .”

“How interesting,” Connie murmured lamely. “I see,” preoccupied as she was with trying to put two and two together.

Lisa was back and said without an introduction, continuing her line of thought, “You two look good together, if I have to say so myself. Why don’t you ask him to one of your concerts? And you, Eric, you’re in America now, so don’t stand on ceremony, or you’ll be out in left field.” She walked away with someone for another drink.
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Looking uncomfortable, but recovering himself with a smile, Eric said, “Lisa makes me feel more Chinese than I am becoming—it is her directness, I suspect. In China, we’d say she is too much like a man.”

At which Connie found herself saying, “She makes me feel less Chinese.”

“Less!”

“Less Chinese than she is.”

“That is not possible,” Eric said, with a shade of contempt—for whom? Lisa or Connie? He barely suppressed a laugh, cold as Chinese laughter could be.
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Connie blurted out, “I’m a failed Chinese. Yes, and it’s to you that I need to say it.” She paused and repeated emphatically, “I am a failed Chinese.” Her hear was beating quicker, but she was glad to have got that out, a confession and a definition that might begin to free her. “Do you know you make me feel that, too? You’ve been here only about ten years, right?”

“Right, and I’m thirty-one.”

“You know what I think? I think it’s harder for a Chinese to do two things.”

At that moment, an American moved in closer, looking pleased somehow to be with them.

She continued, “It’s harder for us to become American than, say, for a German, and it’s also harder not to remain residually Chinese, even if you are third generation.”
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Eric said blandly, “Don’t take yourself so seriously. You can’t help being an American product.

Trying to be comforting, the American interjected with, “The young lady is not a product, an object. She is a human being, and there is no difference among peoples that I can see.”

“I judge myself both as a Chinese and as an American,” Connie said.

“You worry too much,” Eric said, impatiently. Then he looked around and though she wasn’t in sight, he lowered his voice. “She is what she is. I know what she is. But she avoids going to Hongkong. She avoids it.”

Connie felt turned around. “Avoids it?”
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“Bill’s in Beijing right now. She’s here. How come?”

“I don’t know,” Connie replied, as though an answer had been required of her.

“She makes up many excuses, reasons. Ask her. Ask her yourself,” he said, pointedly.

“Oh, I couldn’t do that. By the way, I’m going on a concert tour next year in three cities—Shanghai, Beijing and Nanking,” Connie said. “It’ll be my first time in China.”

“Really! You must be very talented to be touring at your age,” he said, genuinely interested for the first time. Because she was going to China, or because she now came across as an over-achiever, even though Chinese American?
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“I’m just about your age,” she said, realizing then that maybe Lisa Mallory had left them alone purposely.

“You could both pass as teenagers!” the American exclaimed.

Two months later, she ran into Lisa again. As usual, Lisa began in the middle of her own thought. “Did he call?”

“Who? Oh. No, no.”

“Well, it’s true he’s been in China the last three weeks with Bill. They’ll be back this weekend.”
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Connie saw her opportunity. “Are you planning to go to China yourself?”

For the first time, Lisa seemed at a loss for words. She raised her shoulders, then let them drop. Too airily, she said, “You know, there’s always Paris. I can’t bear not to go to Paris, if I’m to take a trip.”

“But you’re Chinese. You have been to China, you came from China originally, didn’t you?”

“I could go to Paris twice a year, I love it so,” Lisa said. “And then there’s London, Florence, Venice.”

“But—but your business contacts?”
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“My contacts? Bill, he’s the businessman who makes the contacts. Always has. I take care of the New York office, which is a considerable job. We have a staff of eighty-five.”

Connie said, “I told Eric I’ll be giving a tour in China. I’m taking Chinese lessons right now.”

Lisa Mallory laughed, “Save your time. They’ll still be disdainful over there. See, they don’t care,” and she waved her hand at the crowd. “Some of them have been born in Buffalo, too! It’s the Chinese you can’t fool. They know you’re not the genuine article—you and I.” 

Her face was suddenly heightened in color, and she was breathing as if ready to flee from something. “Yes, you heard right. I was born in Buffalo.”

“You were!” Connie exclaimed before she could control her amazement.
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“Well, what about you?” Lisa retorted. She was actually shaking and trying to hide it by making sudden gestures.

“Westchester.”

“But your parents at least were Chinese.”

“Well, so were, so are, yours!”

“I was adopted by Americans. My full name is Lisa Warren Mallory.”
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Incredulous, Connie said, “I’m more Chinese than you!”

“Who isn’t?” She laughed, unhappily. “Having Chinese parents makes all the difference. We’re worlds apart.”

“And all the time I thought . . . never mind what I thought.”

“You have it over me. It’s written all over you. I could tell even in the dark that night.”

“Oh, Lisa,” Connie said to comfort her, “none of this matters to anybody except us. Really and truly. They’re too busy with their own problems.”
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“The only time I feel Chinese is when I’m embarrassed. I’m not more Chinese—which is a totally Chinese reflex I’d give anything to be rid of!”

“I know what you mean.”

“And as for Eric looking down his nose at me, he’s knocking himself out to be so American, but as a secure Chinese! What’s so genuine about that article?”

Both of them struck their heads laughing, but their eyes were not merry.

“Say it again,” Connie asked of her, “say it again that my being more Chinese is written all over me.”
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“Consider it said,” Lisa said. “My natural mother happened to be there at the time—I can’t help being born in Buffalo.”

“I know, I know,” Connie said with feeling. “If only you had had some say in the matter.”

“It’s only Orientals who haunt me!” Lisa stamped her foot. “Only them!”

“I’m so sorry,” Connie Sung said, for all of them. “It’s all so turned around.”

“So I’m made in America, so there!” Lisa Mallory declared, making a sniffing sound, and seemed to be recovering her sangfroid.
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Connie felt tired—as if she’d traveled—but a lot had been settled on the way.
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Courting a Monk
[1996]
When I first saw my husband he was sitting cross-legged under a tree on the quad, his hair as short as peach fuzz, large blue eyes staring upward, the smile on his face so wide and undirected as to seem moronic. I went flying by him every minute or two, guarding man-to-man, or chasing down a pass, and out of the corner of my eye I would see him watching and smiling. What I noticed about him most was his tremendous capacity for stillness. His hands were like still-life objects resting on his knees; his posture was impeccable. He looked so rooted there, like some cheerful, exotic mushroom, that I began to feel awkward in my exertion. Sweat funneled into the valley of my back, cooling and sticking when I stopped, hands on knees, to regain my breath. I tried to stop my gape-mouthed panting, refashioned my pony-tail, and wiped my hands on the soft front of my sweatpants.

He was still there two plays later when my team was down by one. Sully stole a pass and flipped to Graham. Graham threw me a long bomb that sailed wide and I leapt for it, sailing with the Frisbee for a moment in a parallel line—floating, flying, reaching—before coming down whap! against the ground. I groaned. I’d taken a tree root in the solar plexus. The wind was knocked out of me. I lay there, the taste of dry leaves in my mouth.

“Sorry, Gina. Lousy pass,” Graham said, coming over. “You O.K?”

“Fine,” I gasped, fingering my ribs. “Just let me sit out for a while.”
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I sat down in the leaves, breathing carefully as I watched them play. The day was growing dark and the Frisbee was hard to see. Everyone was tired and played in a sloppy rhythm of errant throws and dropped passes.

Beside me on the grass crept the guy from under the tree. I had forgotten about him. He crouched shyly next to me, leaves cracking under his feet, and, when I looked up, he whispered, “You were magnificent,” and walked away smiling.

I spotted him the next day in the vegetarian dining hall. I was passing through with my plate of veal cordon bleu when I saw him sitting by himself next to the window. He took a pair of wooden chopsticks out of the breast pocket of his shirt and poked halfheartedly at his tofu and wilted mung beans. I sat down across from him and demanded his life story.

It turned out he wanted to be a monk. Not the Chaucerian kind, bald-pated and stout, with a hooded robe, ribald humor and penchant for wine. Something even more baffling—a Buddhist. He had just returned from a semester in Nepal, studying in a monastery in the Himalayas. His hair was coming back in soft spikes across his head and he had a watchful manner—not cautious but receptive, waiting.

He was from King of Prussia, off the Philadelphia Main Line, and this made me mistrust the depth of his beliefs. I have discovered that a fascination for the East is often a prelude to a pass, a romantic overture set in motion by an “I think Oriental girls are so beautiful,” and a vise-like grip on the upper thigh. But Micah was different. He understood I was not impressed by his belief, and he did not aim to impress.
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“My father was raised Buddhist,” I told him. “But he’s a scientist now.”

“Oh,” said Micah. “So, he’s not spiritual.”

“Spirit’s insubstantial,” I said. “He doesn’t hold with intangibility.”

“Well, you can’t hold atoms in your hand,” Micah pointed out.

“Ah,” I said, smiling, “But you can count them.”

* * *

15
I told Micah my father was a man of science, and this was true. He was a man, also, of silence. Unlike Micah, whose reticence seemed calming, so undisturbed, like a pool of light on still water, my father’s silence was like the lid on a pot, sealing off some steaming, inner pressure.

Words were not my father’s medium. “Language,” my father liked to say, “is an imprecise instrument.” (For though he said little, when he hit upon a phrase he liked, he said it many times.) He was fond of Greek letters and numerals set together in intricate equations, symbolizing a certain physical law or experimental hypothesis. He filled yellow legal pads in a strong vertical hand, writing these beauties down in black, indelible felt-tip pen. I think it was a source of tremendous irritation to him that he could not communicate with other people in so ordered a fashion, that he could not simply draw an equals sign after something he’d said, have them solve for x or y.
That my father’s English was not fluent was only part of it. He was not a garrulous man, even in Korean, among visiting relatives, or alone with my mother. And with me, his only child—who could speak neither of his preferred languages, Korean or science—my father had conspicuously little to say. “Pick up this mess,” he would tell me, returning from work in the evening. “Homework finished?” he would inquire, raising an eyebrow over his rice bowl as I excused myself to go watch television.

He limited himself to the imperative mood, the realm of injunction and command; the kinds of statements that required no answer, that left no opening for discussion or rejoinder. These communications were my father’s verbal equivalent to his neat numerical equations. They were hermetically sealed.

When I went away to college, my father’s parting words constituted one of the longest speeches I’d heard him make. Surrounded by station wagons packed with suitcases, crates of books and study lamps, amid the excited chattering and calling out of students, among the adults with their nervous parental surveillance of the scene, my father leaned awkwardly forward with his hands in his pockets, looking at me intently. He said, “Study hard. Go to bed early: Do not goof off. And do not let the American boys take advantages.”
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This was the same campus my father had set foot on twenty years before, when he was a young veteran of the Korean War, with fifty dollars in his pocket and about that many words of English. Stories of his college years constituted family legend and, growing up, I had heard them so often they were as vivid and dream-like as my own memories. My father in the dorm bathroom over Christmas, vainly trying to hard-boil an egg in a sock by running it under hot water; his triumph in the physics lab where his ability with the new language did not impede him, and where his maturity and keen scientific mind garnered him highest marks and the top physics prize in his senior year—these were events I felt I’d witnessed, like some obscure, envious ghost.

In the shadow of my father’s achievements then, on the same campus where he had first bowed his head to a microscope, lost in a chalk-dust mathematical dream, I pursued words. English words. I committed myself to expertise. I studied Shakespeare and Eliot, Hardy and Conrad, Joyce and Lawrence and Hemingway and Fitzgerald. It was important to get it right, every word, every nuance, to fill in my father’s immigrant silences, the gaps he had left for me.

Other gaps he’d left. Staying up late and studying little, I did things my father would have been too shocked to merely disapprove. As for American boys, I heeded my father’s advice and did not let them take advantage. Instead I took advantage of them, of their proximity, their good looks, and the amiable way they would fall into bed with you if you gave them the slightest encouragement. I liked the way they moved in proud possession of their bodies, the rough feel of their unshaven cheeks, their shoulders and smooth, hairless chests, the curve of their backs like burnished wood. I liked the way I could look up at them, or down, feeling their shuddering climax like a distant earthquake; I could make it happen, moving in undulant circles from above or below, watching them, holding them, making them happy. I collected boys like baubles, like objects not particularly valued, which you stash away in the back of some drawer. It was the pleasant interchangeability of their bodies I liked. They were all white boys.

Micah refused to have sex with me. It became a matter of intellectual disagreement with us. “Sex saps the will,” he said.

“Not necessarily,” I argued. “Just reroutes it.”
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“There are higher forms of union,” he said.

“Not with your clothes off,” I replied.

“Gina,” he said, looking at me with kindness, a concern that made me flush with anger. “What need do you have that sex must fill?”

“Fuck you, Micah,” I said. “Be a monk, not a psychologist.”

He laughed. His laughter was always a surprise to me, like a small disturbance to the universe. I wanted to seduce him, this was true. I considered Micah the only real challenge among an easy field. But more than seduction, I wanted to rattle him, to get under that sense of peace, that inward contentment. No one my age, I reasoned, had the right to such self-possession.
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We went for walks in the bird sanctuary, rustling along the paths slowly discussing Emily Dickinson or maple syrup-making, but always I brought the subject around.

“What a waste of life,” I said once. “Such indulgence. All that monkly devotion and quest for inner peace. Big deal. It’s selfish. Not only is it selfish, it’s a cop-out. An escape from this world and its messes.”

Micah listened, a narrow smile on his lips, shaking his head regretfully. “You’re so wonderfully passionate, Gina, so alive and in the world. I can’t make you see. Maybe it is a cop-out as you say, but Buddhism makes no distinction between the world outside or the world within the monastery. And historically, monks have been in the middle of political protest and persecution. Look at Tibet.”

“I was thinking about, ahem, something more basic,” I said.

Micah laughed. “Of course,” he said. “You don’t seem to understand, Gina, Buddhism is all about the renunciation of desire.”
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I sniffed. “What’s wrong with desire? Without desire, you might as well not be alive.”

The truth was that I was fascinated by this idea, the renunciation of desire. My life was fueled by longing, by vast and clamorous desires; a striving toward things I did not have and, perhaps, had no hope of having. I could vaguely imagine an end, some point past desiring, of satiety, but I could not fathom the laying down of desire, walking away in full appetite.

“The desire to renounce desire,” I said now, “is still desire, isn’t it?”

Micah sunk his hands into his pockets and smiled. “It’s not,” he said, walking ahead of me. “It’s a conscious choice.”

We came to a pond, sun-dappled in a clearing, bordered by white birch and maples with the bright leaves of mid-autumn. A fluttering of leaves blew from the trees, landing on the water as gently as if they’d been placed. The color of the pond was a deep canvas green; glints of light snapped like sparks above the surface. There was the lyric coo of a mourning dove, the chitter-chitter of late-season insects. Micah’s capacity for appreciation was vast. Whether this had anything to do with Buddhism, I didn’t know, but watching him stand on the edge of the pond, his head thrown back, his eyes eagerly taking in the light, I felt his peace and also his sense of wonder. He stood motionless for a long time.
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I pulled at ferns, weaved their narrow leaves in irregular samplers, braided tendrils together, while Micah sat on a large rock and, taking his chopsticks from his breast pocket, began to tap them lightly against one another in a solemn rhythm.

“Every morning in the monastery,” he said, “we woke to the prayer drum. Four o’clock and the sky would be dark and you’d hear the hollow wooden sound—plock, plock, plock—summoning you to meditation.” He smiled dreamily. The chopsticks made a somewhat less effectual sound, a sort of ta ta ta. I imagined sunrise across a Himalayan valley—the wisps of pink-tinged cloud on a cold spring morning, the austerity of a monk’s chamber.

Micah had his eyes closed, face to the sun. He continued to tap the chopsticks together slowly. He looked singular and new, sitting on that rock, like an advance scout for some new tribe, with his crest of hair and calm, and the attentiveness of his body to his surroundings.

I think it was then I fell in love with him, or, it was in that moment that my longing for him became so great that it was no longer a matter of simple gratification. I needed his response. I understood what desire was then, the disturbance of a perfect moment in anticipation of another.

“Wake-up call,” I said. I peeled off my turtleneck and sweater in one clever motion and tossed them at Micah’s feet. Micah opened his eyes. I pulled my pants off and my underwear and stood naked. “Plock, plock, who’s there?”
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Micah did not turn away. He looked at me, his chopsticks poised in the air. He raised one toward me and held it, as though he were an artist with a paintbrush raised for a proportion, or a conductor ready to lead an orchestra. He held the chopstick suspended in the space between us, and it was as though I couldn’t move for as long as he held it. His eyes were fathomless blue. My nipples constricted with the cold. Around us leaves fell in shimmering lights to the water, making a soft rustling sound like the rub of stiff fabric. He brought his hand down and I was released. I turned and leapt into the water.

A few nights later I bought a bottle of cheap wine and goaded Micah into drinking it with me. We started out on the steps of the library after it had closed for the night, taking sloppy swigs from a brown paper bag. The lights of the Holyoke range blinked in the distance, across the velvet black of the freshman quad. From there we wandered the campus, sprawling on the tennis courts, bracing a stiff wind from the terrace of the science center, sedately rolling down Memorial Hill like a pair of tumbleweeds.

“J’a know what a koan is?” he asked me, when we were perched at the top of the bleachers behind home plate. We unsteadily contemplated the steep drop off the back side.

“You mean like ice cream?” I said.

“No, a ko-an. In Buddhism.”
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“Nope.”

“It’s a question that has no answer, sort of like a riddle. You know, like ‘What is the sound of one hand clapping?’ Or ‘What was your face before you were born?’”

“‘What was my face before it was born?’ That makes no sense.”

“Exactly. You’re supposed to contemplate the koan until you achieve a greater awareness.”

“Of what?”
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“Of life, of meaning.”

“Oh, O.K.,” I said, “I’ve got it.” I was facing backwards, the bag with the bottle in both my hands. “How ’bout, ‘What’s the sound of one cheek farting?’”

He laughed for a long time, then retched off the side of the bleachers. I got him home and put him to bed; his forehead was feverish, his eyes glassy with sickness.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m a bad influence.” I kissed him. His lips were hot and slack.

“Don’t mind,” he murmured, half-asleep.
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The next night we slept in the same bed together for the first time. He kept his underwear on and his hands pressed firmly to his sides, like Gandhi among his young virgins. I was determined to make it difficult for him. I kept brushing my naked body against him, draping a leg across his waist, stroking his narrow chest with my fingertips. He wiggled and pushed away, feigning sleep. When I woke in the morning, he was gone and the Ode to Joy was blasting from my stereo.

Graham said he missed me. We’d slept together a few times before I met Micah, enjoying the warm, healthful feeling we got from running or playing Ultimate, taking a quick sauna and falling into bed. He was good-looking, dark and broad, with sinewy arms and a tight chest. He made love to a woman like he was lifting Nautilus, all grim purpose and timing. It was hard to believe that had ever been appealing. I told him I was seeing someone else.

“Not the guy with the crew cut?” he said. “The one who looks like a baby seal?”

I shrugged.

Graham looked at me skeptically. “He doesn’t seem like your type,” he said.
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“No,” I agreed. “But at least he’s not yours.”

Meanwhile I stepped up my attack. I asked endless questions about Buddhist teaching. Micah talked about dukkha;1 the four noble truths; the five aggregates of attachment; the noble eightfold path to enlightenment. I listened dutifully, willing to acknowledge that it all sounded nice, that the goal of perfect awareness and peace seemed worth attaining. While he talked, I stretched my feet out until my toes touched his thigh; I slid my hand along his back; or leaned way over so he could see down my loose, barely-buttoned blouse.

“Too bad you aren’t Tantric,” I said. I’d been doing research.

Micah scoffed. “Hollywood Buddhism,” he said. “Heavy breathing and theatrics.”

“They believe in physical desire,” I said. “They have sex.”
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“Buddha believes in physical desire,” Micah said. “It’s impermanent, that’s all. Something to get beyond.”

“To get beyond it,” I said petulantly, “you have to do it.”

Micah sighed. “Gina,” he said, “you are beautiful, but I can’t. There are a lot of guys who will.”

“A lot of them do.”

He smiled a bit sadly. “Well, then . . .”
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I leaned down to undo his shoelaces. I tied them together in double knots. “But I want you,” I said.

My parents lived thirty miles from campus and my mother frequently asked me to come home for dinner. I went only once that year, and that was with Micah. My parents were not the kind of people who enjoyed the company of strangers. They were insular people who did not like to socialize much or go out—or anyway, my father was that way, and my mother accommodated herself to his preferences.

My mother had set the table in the dining room with blue linen. There were crystal wine glasses and silver utensils in floral patterns. She had made some dry baked chicken with overcooked peas and carrots—the meal she reserved for when Americans came to dinner. When it came to Korean cooking, my mother was a master. She made fabulous marinated short ribs and sautéed transparent bean noodles with vegetables and beef, pork dumplings and batter-fried shrimp, and cucumber and turnip kimchis2 which she made herself and fermented in brown earthenware jars. But American cuisine eluded her; it bored her. I think she thought it was meant to be tasteless.

“Just make Korean,” I had urged her on the phone. “He’ll like that.”

My mother was skeptical. “Too spicy,” she said. “I know what Americans like.”
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“Not the chicken dish,” I pleaded. “He’s a vegetarian.”

“We’ll see,” said my mother, conceding nothing.

Micah stared down at his plate. My mother smiled serenely. Micah nodded. He ate a forkful of vegetables, took a bite of bread. His Adam’s apple seemed to be doing a lot of work. My father, too, was busy chewing, his Adam’s apple moving up and down his throat like the ratchets of a tire jack. No one had said a thing since my father had uncorked the Chardonnay and read to us the description from his well-creased paperback edition of The New York Times Guide to Wine.
The sound of silverware scraping on ceramic plates seemed amplified. I was aware of my own prolonged chewing. My father cleared his throat. My mother looked at him expectantly. He coughed.

“Micah studied Buddhism in Nepal,” I offered into the silence.
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“Oh!” my mother exclaimed. She giggled.

My father kept eating. He swallowed exaggeratedly and looked up. “That so?” he said, sounding almost interested.

Micah nodded. “I was only there four months,” he said, “Gina tells me you were brought up Buddhist.”

My father grunted. “Well, of course,” he said, “in Korea in those days, our families were all Buddhist. I do not consider myself a Buddhist now.”

Micah and I exchanged a look.
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“It’s become quite fashionable, I understand,” my father went on. “With you American college kids. Buddhism has become fad.”

I saw Micah wince.

“I think it is wonderful, Hi Joon,” my mother interceded, “for Americans to learn about Asian religion and philosophy. I was a philosophy major in college, Micah. I studied Whitehead,3 American pragmatism.”

My father leaned back in his chair and watched, frowning, while my mother and Micah talked. It was like he was trying to analyze Micah, not as a psychiatrist analyzes—my father held a dim view of psychology—but as a chemist would, breaking him down to his basic elements, the simple chemical formula that would define his makeup.

Micah was talking about the aggregates of matter, sensation, perception, mental formations, and consciousness that comprise being in Buddhist teaching. “It’s a different sense of self than in Christian religions,” he explained, looking at my mother.
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“Nonsense,” my father interrupted. “There is no self in Buddhist  doctrine. . . .”

My mother and I watched helplessly as they launched into discussion. I was surprised that my father seemed to know so much about it, and by how much he was carrying forth. I was surprised also by Micah’s deference. He seemed to have lost all his sureness, the walls of his conviction. He kept nodding and conceding to my father certain points that he had rigorously defended to me before. “I guess I don’t know as much about it,” he said more than once, and “Yes, I see what you mean” several times, with a sickening air of humility.

I turned from my father’s glinting, pitiless intelligence, to Micah’s respectfulness, his timid manner, and felt a rising irritation I could not place, anger at my father’s belligerence, at Micah’s backing down, at my own strange motives for having brought them together. Had I really expected them to get along? And yet, my father was concentrating on Micah with such an intensity—almost as though he were a rival—in a way in which he never focused on me.

When the dialogue lapsed, and after we had consumed as much of the food as we deemed polite, my mother took the dishes away and brought in a bowl of rice with kimchi for my father. Micah’s eyes lit up. “May I have some of that, too, Mrs. Kim?”

My mother looked doubtful. “Too spicy,” she said.

100

“Oh, I love spicy food,” Micah assured her. My mother went to get him a bowl.

“You can use chopsticks?” my mother said, as Micah began eating with them.

“Mom, it’s no big deal,” I said.

My father looked up from his bowl. Together, my parents watched while Micah ate a large piece of cabbage kimchi.

“Hah!” my father said, suddenly smiling, “Gina doesn’t like kimchi,” he said. He looked at me. “Gina.” he said, “This boy more Korean than you.”
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“Doesn’t take much,” I said.

My father ignored me. “Gina always want to be American,” he told Micah. “Since she was little girl, she want blue eyes, yellow hair.” He stabbed a chopstick toward Micah’s face. “Like yours.”

“If I had hair,” said Micah, grinning, rubbing a hand across his head.

My father stared into his bowl. “She doesn’t want to be Korean girl. She thinks she can be 100 percent American, but she cannot. She has Korean blood—100 percent. Doesn’t matter where you grow up—blood is most important. What is in the blood.” He gave Micah a severe look. “You think you can become Buddhist. Same way. But it is not in your blood. You cannot know real Buddha’s teaching. You should study Bible.”

“God, Dad!” I said. “You sound like a Nazi!”
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“Gina!” my mother warned.

“You’re embarrassing me,” I said. “Being rude to my guest. Discussing me as if I wasn’t here. You can say what you want, Dad, I’m American whether you like it or not. Blood’s got nothing to do with it. It’s what’s up here.” I tapped my finger to my temple.

“It’s not Nazi,” my father said. “Is fact! What you have here,” he pointed to his forehead, “is all from blood, from genetics. You got from me!”

“Heaven help me,” I said.

“Gina!” my mother implored.
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“Mr. Kim—” Micah began.

“You just like American girl in one thing,” my father shouted. “You have no respect for father. In Korea, daughters do not talk back to their parents, is big shame!”

“In Korea, girls are supposed to be submissive doormats for fathers to wipe their feet on!” I shouted back.

“What do you know about Korea? You went there only once when you were six years old.”

“It’s in my blood,” I said. I stood up. “I’m not going to stay here for this. Come on, Micah.”
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Micah looked at me uncertainly, then turned to my father.

My father was eating again, slowly levering rice to his mouth with his chopsticks. He paused. “She was always this way,” he said, seeming to address the table. “So angry. Even as a little girl.”

“Mr. Kim,” Micah said, “Um, thank you very much. We’re . . . I think we’re heading out now.”

My father chewed ruminatively. “I should never have left Korea,” he said quietly, with utter conviction.

“Gina,” my mother said. “Sit down. Hi Joon, please!”
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“Micah,” I said. “You coming?”

We left my father alone at the dining-room table.

“I should have sent you to live with Auntie Soo!” he called after me.

My mother followed us out to the driveway with a Tupperware container of chicken Micah hadn’t eaten.

On the way home we stopped for ice cream. Koans, I told Micah. “What is the sound of Swiss chocolate almond melting?” I asked him. “What was the vanilla before it was born?”
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Inside the ice-cream parlor the light was too strong, a ticking fluorescence bleaching everything bone-white. Micah leaned down to survey the cardboard barrels of ice cream in their plastic cases. He looked shrunken, subdued. He ordered a scoop of mint chocolate chip and one of black cherry on a sugar cone and ate it with the long, regretful licks of a child who’d spent the last nickel of his allowance. There was a ruefulness to his movements, a sense of apology. He had lost his monk-like stillness and seemed suddenly adrift.

The cold of the ice cream gave me a headache, all the blood vessels in my temples seemed strung out and tight. I shivered and the cold was like fury, spreading through me with the chill.

Micah rubbed my back.

“You’re hard on your father,” he said. “He’s not a bad guy.”

“Forget it,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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We walked from the dorm parking lot in silence. There were lights going on across the quad and music spilling from the windows out into the cool air. What few stars there were seemed too distant to wage a constant light.

Back in my room, I put on the Rolling Stones at full blast. Mick Jagger’s voice was taunting and cruel. I turned out the lights and lit a red candle.

“O.K., this is going to stop,” I said. I felt myself trembling. I pushed Micah back on the bed. I was furious. He had ruined it for me, the lightness, the skimming quality of my life. It had seemed easy, with the boys, the glib words and feelings, the simple heat and surface pleasures. It was like the sensation of flying, leaping for the Frisbee and sailing through the air. For a moment you lose a feeling for gravity, for the consciousness of your own skin or species. For a moment you are free.

I started to dance, fast, swinging and swaying in front of the bed. I closed my eyes and twirled wildly, bouncing off the walls like a pinball, stumbling on my own stockings. I danced so hard the stereo skipped, Jagger forced to stutter in throaty monosyllables, gulping repetitions. I whirled and circled, threw my head from side to side until I could feel the baffled blood, brought my hair up off my neck and held it with both hands.

Micah watched me dance. His body made an inverted-S upon my bed, his head propped by the pillar of his own arm. The expression on his face was the same as he’d had talking with my father, that look of deference, of fawn-eyed yielding. But I could see there was something hidden.
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With white-knuckled fingers, I undid the buttons of my sweater and ripped my shirt lifting it off my head. I danced out of my skirt and underthings, kicking them into the corner, danced until the song was over, until I was soaked with sweat and burning—and then I jumped him.

It was like the taste of food after a day’s starvation—unexpectedly strong and substantial. Micah responded to my fury, met it with his own mysterious passion; it was like a brawl, a fight, with something at stake that neither of us wanted to lose. Afterward we sat up in bed and listened to Ode to Joy while Micah, who had a surplus supply of chopsticks lying around the room, did his Leonard Bernstein impersonation. Later, we went out for a late-night snack to All-Star Dairy and Micah admitted to me that he was in love.

* * *

My father refused to attend the wedding. He liked Micah, but he did not want me to marry a Caucasian. It became a joke I would tell people. Korean custom, I said, to give the bride away four months before the ceremony.

Micah became a high-school biology teacher. I am an associate dean of students at the local college. We have two children. When Micah tells the story of our courtship, he tells it with great self-deprecation and humor. He makes it sound as though he were crazy to ever consider becoming a monk. “Think of it,” he tells our kids. “Your dad.”

Lately I’ve taken to reading books about Buddhism. Siddhartha Gotama was thirty-five years old when he sat under the Bodhi-tree on the bank of the river Neranjara and gained Enlightenment. Sometimes, when I see my husband looking at me across the breakfast table, or walking toward me from the other side of the room, I catch a look of distress on his face, a blinking confusion, as though he cannot remember who I am. I have happened on him a few times, on a Sunday when he has disappeared from the house, sitting on a bench with the newspaper in his lap staring across the town common, so immersed in his thoughts that he is not roused by my calling of his name.
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I remember the first time I saw him, the tremendous stillness he carried, the contentment in his face. I remember how he looked on the rocks by that pond, like a pioneer in a new land, and I wonder if he regrets, as I do, the loss of his implausible faith. Does he miss the sound of the prayer drum, the call to an inner life without the configuration of desire? I think of my father, running a sock under heated water thousands of miles from home, as yet unaware of the daughter he will raise with the same hopeful, determined, and ultimately futile, effort. I remember the way I used to play around with koans, and I wonder, “What is the sound of a life not lived?”

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑Halfway through the story, in paragraph 43, the narrator says, “I think it was then I fell in love with him....” Why does she fall in love with Micah at this moment? And how does she describe the feeling of love?

2. ‑When we return to the beginning of the story—first, the Frisbee game, and, second, the scene at the dining hall—what signs do we see of the kind of relationship that will develop between the narrator and Micah? What do we learn about each of these persons and about what might draw them to one another?

3. ‑What is your response to the narrator’s father? Why do you think that Min chose to make him a scientist? Is our response to the father meant to be critical? Highly critical? Or, a lot or a little sympathetic?

4. ‑Do you agree with Min’s decision to include the brief scene with the narrator’s former boyfriend, Graham, paragraphs 61–65? Is this scene important for the meaning of the story as a whole, or would you recommend that it be omitted?

5. ‑Describe what happens during the love-making scene, beginning with paragraph 135. What is the narrator trying to do through her dance, and why? What leads Micah at last to respond to her?

6. ‑Do sexual scenes in literature make you uncomfortable? Is there a right and a wrong way, in your view, to present such scenes?
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Who’s Irish?
[1998]
In China, people say mixed children are supposed to be smart, and definitely my granddaughter Sophie is smart. But Sophie is wild, Sophie is not like my daughter Natalie, or like me. I am work hard my whole life, and fierce besides. My husband always used to say he is afraid of me, and in our restaurant, busboys and cooks all afraid of me too. Even the gang members come for protection money, they try to talk to my husband. When I am there, they stay away. If they come by mistake, they pretend they are come to eat. They hide behind the menu, they order a lot of food. They talk about their mothers. Oh, my mother have some arthritis, need to take herbal medicine, they say. Oh, my mother getting old, her hair all white now.

I say, Your mother’s hair used to be white, but since she dye it, it become black again. Why don’t you go home once in a while and take a look? I tell them, Confucius1 say a filial son knows what color his mother’s hair is.

My daughter is fierce too, she is vice president in the bank now. Her new house is big enough for everybody to have their own room, including me. But Sophie take after Natalie’s husband’s family, their name is Shea. Irish. I always thought Irish people are like Chinese people, work so hard on the railroad, but now I know why the Chinese beat the Irish. Of course, not all Irish are like the Shea family, of course not. My daughter tell me I should not say Irish this, Irish that.

How do you like it when people say the Chinese this, the Chinese that, she say.
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You know, the British call the Irish heathen, just like they call the Chinese, she say.

You think the Opium War2 was bad, how would you like to live right next door to the British, she say.

And that is that. My daughter have a funny habit when she win an argument, she take a sip of something and look away, so the other person is not embarrassed. So I am not embarrassed. I do not call anybody anything either. I just happen to mention about the Shea family, an interesting fact: four brothers in the family, and not one of them work. The mother, Bess, have a job before she got sick, she was executive secretary in a big company. She is handle everything for a big shot, you would be surprised how complicated her job is, not just type this, type that. Now she is a nice woman with a clean house. But her boys, every one of them is on welfare, or so-called severance pay, or so-called disability pay. Something. They say they cannot find work, this is not the economy of the fifties, but I say, Even the black people doing better these days, some of them live so fancy, you’d be surprised. Why the Shea family have so much trouble? They are white people, they speak English. When I come to this country, I have no money and do not speak English. But my husband and I own our restaurant before he die. Free and clear, no mortgage. Of course, I understand I am just lucky, come from a country where the food is popular all over the world. I understand it is not the Shea family’s fault they come from a country where everything is boiled. Still, I say.

She’s right, we should broaden our horizons, say one brother, Jim, at Thanksgiving. Forget about the car business. Think about egg rolls.

Pad thai, say another brother, Mike. I’m going to make my fortune in pad thai. It’s going to be the new pizza.
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I say, You people too picky about what you sell. Selling egg rolls not good enough for you, but at least my husband and I can say, We made it. What can you say? Tell me. What can you say?

Everybody chew their tough turkey.

I especially cannot understand my daughter’s husband John, who has no job but cannot take care of Sophie either. Because he is a man, he say, and that’s the end of the sentence.

Plain boiled food, plain boiled thinking. Even his name is plain boiled: John. Maybe because I grew up with black bean sauce and hoisin sauce and garlic sauce, I always feel something is missing when my son-in-law talk.

But, okay: so my son-in-law can be man, I am baby-sitter. Six hours a day, same as the old sitter, crazy Amy, who quit. This is not so easy, now that I am sixty-eight, Chinese age almost seventy. Still, I try. In China, daughter take care of mother. Here it is the other way around. Mother help daughter, mother ask, Anything else I can do? Otherwise daughter complain mother is not supportive. I tell daughter, We do not have this word in Chinese, supportive. But my daughter too busy to listen, she has to go to meeting, she has to write memo while her husband go to the gym to be a man. My daughter say otherwise he will be depressed. Seems like all his life he has this trouble, depression.
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No one wants to hire someone who is depressed, she say. It is important for him to keep his spirits up.

Beautiful wife, beautiful daughter, beautiful house, oven can clean itself automatically. No money left over, because only one income, but lucky enough, got the baby-sitter for free. If John lived in China, he would be very happy. But he is not happy. Even at the gym things go wrong. One day, he pull a muscle. Another day, weight room too crowded. Always something.

Until finally, hooray, he has a job. Then he feel pressure.

I need to concentrate, he say. I need to focus.

He is going to work for insurance company. Salesman job. A paycheck, he say, and at least he will wear clothes instead of gym shorts. My daughter buy him some special candy bars from the health-food store. They say THINK! on them, and are supposed to help John think.
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John is a good-looking boy, you have to say that, especially now that he shave so you can see his face.

I am an old man in a young man’s game, say John.

I will need a new suit, say John.

This time I am not going to shoot myself in the foot, say John.

Good, I say.
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She means to be supportive, my daughter say. Don’t start the send her back to China thing, because we can’t.

Sophie is three years old American age, but already I see her nice Chinese side swallowed up by her wild Shea side. She looks like mostly Chinese. Beautiful black hair, beautiful black eyes. Nose perfect size, not so flat looks like something fell down, not so large looks like some big deal got stuck in wrong face. Everything just right, only her skin is a brown surprise to John’s family. So brown, they say. Even John say it. She never goes in the sun, still she is that color, he say. Brown. They say, Nothing the matter with brown. They are just surprised. So brown. Nattie is not that brown, they say. They say, It seems like Sophie should be a color in between Nattie and John. Seems funny, a girl named Sophie Shea be brown. But she is brown, maybe her name should be Sophie Brown. She never go in the sun, still she is that color, they say. Nothing the matter with brown. They are just surprised.

The Shea family talk is like this sometimes, going around and around like a Christmas-tree train.

Maybe John is not her father, I say one day, to stop the train. And sure enough, train wreck. None of the brothers ever say the word brown to me again.

Instead, John’s mother, Bess, say, I hope you are not offended.
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She say, I did my best on those boys. But raising four boys with no father is no picnic.

You have a beautiful family, I say.

I’m getting old, she say.

You deserve a rest, I say. Too many boys make you old.

I never had a daughter, she say. You have a daughter.

35

I have a daughter, I say. Chinese people don’t think a daughter is so great, but you’re right. I have a daughter.

I was never against the marriage, you know, she say. I never thought John was marrying down. I always thought Nattie was just as good as white.

I was never against the marriage either, I say. I just wonder if they look at the whole problem.

Of course you pointed out the problem, you are a mother, she say. And now we both have a granddaughter. A little brown granddaughter, she is so precious to me.

I laugh. A little brown granddaughter, I say. To tell you the truth, I don’t know how she came out so brown.
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We laugh some more. These days Bess need a walker to walk. She take so many pills, she need two glasses of water to get them all down. Her favorite TV show is about bloopers, and she love her bird feeder. All day long, she can watch that bird feeder, like a cat.

I can’t wait for her to grow up, Bess say. I could use some female company.

Too many boys, I say.

Boys are fine, she say. But they do surround you after a while.

You should take a break, come live with us, I say. Lots of girls at our house.
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Be careful what you offer, say Bess with a wink. Where I come from, people mean for you to move in when they say a thing like that.

Nothing the matter with Sophie’s outside, that’s the truth. It is inside that she is like not any Chinese girl I ever see. We go to the park, and this is what she does. She stand up in the stroller. She take off all her clothes and throw them in the fountain.

Sophie! I say. Stop!

But she just laugh like a crazy person. Before I take over as baby-sitter, Sophie has that crazy-person sitter, Amy the guitar player. My daughter thought this Amy very creative—another word we do not talk about in China. In China, we talk about whether we have difficulty or no difficulty. We talk about whether life is bitter or not bitter. In America, all day long, people talk about creative. Never mind that I cannot even look at this Amy, with her shirt so short that her belly button showing. This Amy think Sophie should love her body. So when Sophie take off her diaper, Amy laugh. When Sophie run around naked, Amy say she wouldn’t want to wear a diaper either. When Sophie go shu-shu in her lap, Amy laugh and say there are no germs in pee. When Sophie take off her shoes, Amy say bare feet is best, even the pediatrician say so. That is why Sophie now walk around with no shoes like a beggar child. Also why Sophie love to take off her clothes.

Turn around! say the boys in the park. Let’s see that ass!
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Of course, Sophie does not understand. Sophie clap her hands, I am the only one to say, No! This is not a game.

It has nothing to do with John’s family, my daughter say. Amy was too permissive, that’s all.

But I think if Sophie was not wild inside, she would not take off her shoes and clothes to begin with.

You never take off your clothes when you were little, I say. All my Chinese friends had babies, I never saw one of them act wild like that.

Look, my daughter say. I have a big presentation tomorrow.
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John and my daughter agree Sophie is a problem, but they don’t know what to do.

You spank her, she’ll stop, I say another day.

But they say, Oh no.

In America, parents not supposed to spank the child.

It gives them low self-esteem, my daughter say. And that leads to problems later, as I happen to know.
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My daughter never have big presentation the next day when the subject of spanking come up.

I don’t want you to touch Sophie, she say. No spanking, period.

Don’t tell me what to do, I say.

I’m not telling you what to do, say my daughter. I’m telling you how I feel.

I am not your servant, I say. Don’t you dare talk to me like that.
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My daughter have another funny habit when she lose an argument. She spread out all her fingers and look at them, as if she like to make sure they are still there.

My daughter is fierce like me, but she and John think it is better to explain to Sophie that clothes are a good idea. This is not so hard in the cold weather. In the warm weather, it is very hard.

Use your words, my daughter say. That’s what we tell Sophie. How about if you set a good example.

As if good example mean anything to Sophie. I am so fierce, the gang members who used to come to the restaurant all afraid of me, but Sophie is not afraid.

I say, Sophie, if you take off your clothes, no snack.
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I say, Sophie, if you take off your clothes, no lunch.

I say, Sophie, if you take off your clothes, no park.

Pretty soon we are stay home all day, and by the end of six hours she still did not have one thing to eat. You never saw a child stubborn like that.

I’m hungry! she cry when my daughter come home.

What’s the matter, doesn’t your grandmother feed you? My daughter laugh.
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No! Sophie say. She doesn’t feed me anything!

My daughter laugh again. Here you go, she say.

She say to John, Sophie must be growing.

Growing like a weed, I say.

Still Sophie take off her clothes, until one day I spank her. Not too hard, but she cry and cry, and when I tell her if she doesn’t put her clothes back on I’ll spank her again, she put her clothes back on. Then I tell her she is good girl, and give her some food to eat. The next day we go to the park and, like a nice Chinese girl, she does not take off her clothes.
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She stop taking off her clothes, I report. Finally!

How did you do it? my daughter ask.

After twenty-eight years experience with you, I guess I learn something, I say.

It must have been a phase, John say, and his voice is suddenly like an expert.

His voice is like an expert about everything these days, now that he carry a leather briefcase, and wear shiny shoes, and can go shopping for a new car. On the company, he say. The company will pay for it, but he will be able to drive it whenever he want.
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A free car, he say. How do you like that.

It’s good to see you in the saddle again, my daughter say. Some of your family patterns are scary.

At least I don’t drink, he say. He say, And I’m not the only one with scary family patterns.

That’s for sure, say my daughter.

Everyone is happy. Even I am happy, because there is more trouble with Sophie, but now I think I can help her Chinese side fight against her wild side. I teach her to eat food with fork or spoon or chopsticks, she cannot just grab into the middle of a bowl of noodles. I teach her not to play with garbage cans. Sometimes I spank her, but not too often, and not too hard.
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Still, there are problems. Sophie like to climb everything. If there is a railing, she is never next to it. Always she is on top of it. Also, Sophie like to hit the mommies of her friends. She learn this from her playground best friend, Sinbad, who is four. Sinbad wear army clothes every day and like to ambush his mommy. He is the one who dug a big hole under the play structure, a foxhole he call it, all by himself. Very hardworking. Now he wait in the foxhole with a shovel full of wet sand. When his mommy come, he throw it right at her.

Oh, it’s all right, his mommy say. You can’t get rid of war games, it’s part of their imaginative play. All the boys go through it.

Also, he like to kick his mommy, and one day he tell Sophie to kick his mommy too.

I wish this story is not true.

Kick her, kick her! Sinbad say.
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Sophie kick her. A little kick, as if she just so happened was swinging her little leg and didn’t realize that big mommy leg was in the way. Still I spank Sophie and make Sophie say sorry, and what does the mommy say?

Really, it’s all right, she say. It didn’t hurt.

After that, Sophie learn she can attack mommies in the playground, and some will say, Stop, but others will say, Oh, she didn’t mean it, especially if they realize Sophie will be punished.

This is how, one day, bigger trouble come. The bigger trouble start when Sophie hide in the foxhole with that shovel full of sand. She wait, and when I come look for her, she throw it at me. All over my nice clean clothes.

Did you ever see a Chinese girl act this way?
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Sophie! I say. Come out of there, say you’re sorry.

But she does not come out. Instead, she laugh. Naaah, naah-na, naaa-naaa, she say.

I am not exaggerate: millions of children in China, not one act like this.

Sophie! I say. Now! Come out now!

But she know she is in big trouble. She know if she come out, what will happen next. So she does not come out. I am sixty-eight, Chinese age almost seventy, how can I crawl under there to catch her? Impossible. So I yell, yell, yell, and what happen? Nothing. A Chinese mother would help, but American mothers, they look at you, they shake their head, they go home. And, of course, a Chinese child would give up, but not Sophie.
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I hate you! she yell. I hate you, Meanie!

Meanie is my new name these days.

Long time this goes on, long long time. The foxhole is deep, you cannot see too much, you don’t know where is the bottom. You cannot hear too much either. If she does not yell, you cannot even know she is still there or not. After a while, getting cold out, getting dark out. No one left in the playground, only us.

Sophie, I say. How did you become stubborn like this? I am go home without you now.

I try to use a stick, chase her out of there, and once or twice I hit her, but still she does not come out. So finally I leave. I go outside the gate.
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Bye-bye! I say. I’m go home now.

But still she does not come out and does not come out. Now it is dinnertime, the sky is black. I think I should maybe go get help, but how can I leave a little girl by herself in the playground? A bad man could come. A rat could come. I go back in to see what is happen to Sophie. What if she have a shovel and is making a tunnel to escape?

Sophie! I say.

No answer.

Sophie!
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I don’t know if she is alive. I don’t know if she is fall asleep down there. If she is crying, I cannot hear her.

So I take the stick and poke.

Sophie! I say. I promise I no hit you. If you come out, I give you a lollipop.

No answer. By now I worried. What to do, what to do, what to do? I poke some more, even harder, so that I am poking and poking when my daughter and John suddenly appear.

What are you doing? What is going on? say my daughter.
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Put down that stick! say my daughter.

You are crazy! say my daughter.

John wiggle under the structure, into the foxhole, to rescue Sophie.

She fell asleep, say John the expert. She’s okay. That is one big hole.

Now Sophie is crying and crying.
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Sophie, my daughter say, hugging her. Are you okay, peanut? Are you okay?

She’s just scared, say John.

Are you okay? I say too. I don’t know what happen, I say.

She’s okay, say John. He is not like my daughter, full of questions. He is full of answers until we get home and can see by the lamplight.

Will you look at her? he yell then. What the hell happened?
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Bruises all over her brown skin, and a swollen-up eye.

You are crazy! say my daughter. Look at what you did! You are crazy!

I try very hard, I say.

How could you use a stick? I told you to use your words!

She is hard to handle, I say.
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She’s three years old! You cannot use a stick! say my daughter.

She is not like any Chinese girl I ever saw, I say.

I brush some sand off my clothes. Sophie’s clothes are dirty too, but at least she has her clothes on.

Has she done this before? ask my daughter. Has she hit you before?

She hits me all the time, Sophie say, eating ice cream.
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Your family, say John.

Believe me, say my daughter.

A daughter I have, a beautiful daughter. I took care of her when she could not hold her head up. I took care of her before she could argue with me, when she was a little girl with two pigtails, one of them always crooked. I took care of her when we have to escape from China, I took care of her when suddenly we live in a country with cars everywhere, if you are not careful your little girl get run over. When my husband die, I promise him I will keep the family together, even though it was just two of us, hardly a family at all.

But now my daughter take me around to look at apartments. After all, I can cook, I can clean, there’s no reason I cannot live by myself, all I need is a telephone. Of course, she is sorry. Sometimes she cry, I am the one to say everything will be okay. She say she have no choice, she doesn’t want to end up divorced. I say divorce is terrible, I don’t know who invented this terrible idea. Instead of live with a telephone, though, surprise, I come to live with Bess. Imagine that. Bess make an offer and, sure enough, where she come from, people mean for you to move in when they say things like that. A crazy idea, go to live with someone else’s family, but she like to have some female company, not like my daughter, who does not believe in company. These days when my daughter visit, she does not bring Sophie. Bess say we should give Nattie time, we will see Sophie again soon. But seems like my daughter have more presentation than ever before, every time she come she have to leave.

I have a family to support, she say, and her voice is heavy, as if soaking wet. I have a young daughter and a depressed husband and no one to turn to.
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When she say no one to turn to, she mean me.

These days my beautiful daughter is so tired she can just sit there in a chair and fall asleep. John lost his job again, already, but still they rather hire a baby-sitter than ask me to help, even they can’t afford it. Of course, the new baby-sitter is much younger, can run around. I don’t know if Sophie these days is wild or not wild. She call me Meanie, but she like to kiss me too, sometimes. I remember that every time I see a child on TV. Sophie like to grab my hair, a fistful in each hand, and then kiss me smack on the nose. I never see any other child kiss that way.

The satellite TV has so many channels, more channels than I can count, including a Chinese channel from the Mainland and a Chinese channel from Taiwan, but most of the time I watch bloopers with Bess. Also, I watch the bird feeder—so many, many kinds of birds come. The Shea sons hang around all the time, asking when will I go home, but Bess tell them, Get lost.

She’s a permanent resident, say Bess. She isn’t going anywhere.

Then she wink at me, and switch the channel with the remote control.
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Of course, I shouldn’t say Irish this, Irish that, especially now I am become honorary Irish myself, according to Bess. Me! Who’s Irish? I say, and she laugh. All the same, if I could mention one thing about some of the Irish, not all of them of course, I like to mention this: Their talk just stick. I don’t know how Bess Shea learn to use her words, but sometimes I hear what she say a long time later. Permanent resident. Not going anywhere. Over and over I hear it, the voice of Bess.

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑The word “fierce” is used several times in “Who’s Irish?” Please look up the definition of “fierce” in a good dictionary, and explain its significance for your understanding of the story.

2. ‑Does the narrator change as a result of the experiences she describes?

3. ‑Imagine that you have been assigned to teach “Who’s Irish?” in a course on creative writing. What are the features of its style and structure that you would highlight for your students?

4. ‑Now that you have read and studied “Who’s Irish?,” what is your response to Jen’s choice of title? If the author asked you to suggest an alternate title, what would it be? Explain in detail why you feel that your title would be a good one.

5. ‑Does this story help you to perceive something new about “diversity”? Do you think that “diversity” is an overused term? Why or why not?

6. ‑How would you describe the differences between the generations as these are expressed in Jen’s story? Do you think in general that there are significant differences between members of older and younger generations, or would you say that these are exaggerated?

7. ‑Do you believe that sometimes these are good reasons for classifying people by race and ethnicity? What are these reasons? Do you find them convincing? How should we classify “mixed race” persons?

Toni Cade Bambara

Toni Cade Bambara (1939–1995), an African-American writer, was born in New York City and grew up in black districts of the city. After studying at the University of Florence and at City College in New York, where she received a master’s degree, she worked for a while as a case investigator for the New York State Welfare Department. Later she directed a recreation program for hospital patients. Once her literary reputation was established, she spent most of her time writing, though she also served as writer in residence at Spelman College in Atlanta.

The Lesson
[1972]

Back in the days when everyone was old and stupid or young and foolish and me and Sugar were the only ones just right, this lady moved on our block with nappy hair and proper speech and no makeup. And quite naturally we laughed at her, laughed the way we did at the junk man who went about his business like he was some big-time president and his sorry-ass horse his secretary. And we kinda hated her too, hated the way we did the winos who cluttered up our parks and pissed on our handball walls and stank up our hallways and stairs so you couldn’t halfway play hide-and-seek without a goddam gas mask. Miss Moore was her name. The only woman on the block with no first name. And she was black as hell, cept for her feet, which were fish-white and spooky. And she was always planning these boring-ass things for us to do, us being my cousin, mostly, who lived on the block cause we all moved North the same time and to the same apartment then spread out gradual to breathe. And our parents would yank our heads into some kinda shape and crisp up our clothes so we’d be presentable for travel with Miss Moore, who always looked like she was going to church, though she never did. Which is just one of the things the grownups talked about when they talked behind her back like a dog. But when she came calling with some sachet she’d sewed up or some gingerbread she’d made or some book, why then they’d all be too embarrassed to turn her down and we’d get handed over all spruced up. She’d been to college and said it was only right that she should take responsibility for the young ones’ education, and she not even related by marriage or blood. So they’d go for it. Specially Aunt Gretchen. She was the main gofer in the family. You got some old dumb shit foolishness you want somebody to go for, you send for Aunt Gretchen. She been screwed into the go-along for so long, it’s a blood-deep natural thing with her. Which is how she got saddled with me and Sugar and Junior in the first place while our mothers were in la-de-da apartment up the block having a good ole time.

So this one day Miss Moore rounds us all up at the mailbox and it’s puredee hot and she’s knockin herself out about arithmetic. And school suppose to let up in summer I heard, but she don’t never let up. And the starch in my pinafore scratching the shit outta me and I’m really hating this nappy-head bitch and her goddam college degree. I’d much rather go to the pool or to the show where it’s cool. So me and Sugar leaning on the mailbox being surly, which is a Miss Moore word. And Flyboy checking out what everybody brought for lunch. And Fat Butt already wasting his peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich like the pig he is. And Junebug punchin on Q.T.’s arm for potato chips. And Rosie Giraffe shifting from one hip to the other waiting for somebody to step on her foot or ask her if she from Georgia so she can kick ass, preferably Mercedes’. And Miss Moore asking us do we know what money is, like we a bunch of retards. I mean real money, she say, like it’s only poker chips or monopoly papers we lay on the grocer. So right away I’m tired of this and say so. And would much rather snatch Sugar and go to the Sunset and terrorize the West Indian kids and take their hair ribbons and their money too. And Miss Moore files that remark away for next week’s lesson on brotherhood, I can tell. And finally I say we oughta get to the subway cause it’s cooler and besides we might meet some cute boys. Sugar done swiped her mama’s lipstick, so we ready.

So we heading down the street and she’s boring us silly about what things cost and what our parents make and how much goes for rent and how money ain’t divided up right in this country. And then she gets to the part about we all poor and live in the slums, which I don’t feature. And I’m ready to speak on that, but she steps out in the street and hails two cabs just like that. Then she hustles half the crew in with her and hands me a five-dollar bill and tells me to calculate 10 percent tip for the driver. And we’re off. Me and Sugar and Junebug and Flyboy hangin out the window and hollering to everybody, putting lipstick on each other cause Flyboy a faggot anyway, and making farts with our sweaty armpits. But I’m mostly trying to figure how to spend this money. But they all fascinated with the meter ticking and Junebug starts laying bets as to how much it’ll read when Flyboy can’t hold his breath no more. Then Sugar lays bets as to how much it’ll be when we get there. So I’m stuck. Don’t nobody want to go for my plan, which is to jump out at the next light and run off to the first bar-b-que we can find. Then the driver tells us to get the hell out cause we there already. And the meter reads eighty-five cents. And I’m stalling to figure out the tip and Sugar say give him a dime. And I decide he don’t need it bad as I do, so later for him. But then he tries to take off with Junebug foot still in the door so we talk about his mama something ferocious. Then we check out that we on Fifth Avenue and everybody dressed up in stockings. One lady in a fur coat, hot as it is. White folks crazy.

“This is the place,” Miss Moore say, presenting it to us in the voice she uses at the museum. “Let’s look in the windows before we go in.”
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“Can we steal?” Sugar asks very serious like she’s getting the ground rules squared away before she plays. “I beg your pardon,” say Miss Moore, and we fall out. So she leads us around the windows of the toy store and me and Sugar screamin, “This is mine, that’s mine. I gotta have that, that was made for me. I was born for that,” till Big Butt drowns us out.

“Hey, I’m going to buy that there.”

“That there? You don’t even know what it is, stupid.”

“I do so,” he say punchin on Rosie Giraffe. “It’s a microscope.”

“Whatcha gonna do with a microscope, fool?”
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“Look at things.”

“Like what, Ronald?” ask Miss Moore. And Big Butt ain’t got the first notion. So here go Miss Moore gabbing about the thousands of bacteria in a drop of water and the somethinorother in a speck of blood and the million and one living things in the air around us is invisible to the naked eye. And what she say that for? Junebug go to town on that “naked” and we rolling. Then Miss Moore ask what it cost. So we all jam into the window smudgin it up and the price tag say $300. So then she ask how long’d take for Big Butt and Junebug to save up their allowances. “Too long,” I say. “Yeh,” adds Sugar, “outgrown it by that time.” And Miss Moore say no, you never outgrow learning instruments. “Why, even medical students and interns and,” blah, blah, blah. And we ready to choke Big Butt for bringing it up in the first damn place.

“This here cost four hundred eighty dollars,” say Rosie Giraffe. So we pile up all over her to see what she pointin out. My eyes tell me it’s a chunk of glass cracked with something heavy, and different-color inks dripped into the spits, then the whole thing put into a oven or something. But for $480 it don’t make sense.

“That’s a paperweight made of semi-precious stones fused together under tremendous pressure,” she explains slowly, with her hands doing the mining and all the factory work.

“So what’s a paperweight?” asks Rosie Giraffe.
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“To weight paper with, dumbbell,” say Flyboy, the wise man from the East.

“Not exactly,” say Miss Moore, which is what she say when you warm or way off too. “It’s to weigh paper down so it won’t scatter and make your desk untidy.” So right away me and Sugar curtsy to each other and then to Mercedes who is more the tidy type.

“We don’t keep paper on top of the desk in my class,” say Junebug, figuring Miss Moore crazy or lyin one.

“At home, then,” she say. “Don’t you have a calendar and a pencil case and a blotter and a letter-opener on your desk at home where you do your homework?” And she know damn well what our homes look like cause she nosys around in them every chance she gets.

“I don’t even have a desk,” say Junebug. “Do we?”
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“No. And I don’t get no homework neither,” says Big Butt.

“And I don’t even have a home,” say Flyboy, like he do at school to keep the white folks off his back and sorry for him. Send this poor kid to camp posters, is his specialty.

“I do,” says Mercedes. “I have a box of stationery on my desk and a picture of my cat. My godmother bought the stationery and the desk. There’s a big rose on each sheet and the envelopes smell like roses.”

“Who wants to know about your smelly-ass stationery,” say Rosie Giraffe fore I can get my two cents in.

“It’s important to have a work area all your own so that . . .”

25

“Will you look at this sailboat, please,” say Flyboy, cuttin her off and pointin to the thing like it was his. So once again we tumble all over each other to gaze at this magnificent thing in the toy store which is just big enough to maybe sail two kittens across the pond if you strap them to the posts tight. We all start reciting the price tag like we in assembly. “Handcrafted sailboat of fiberglass at one thousand one hundred ninety-five dollars.”

“Unbelievable,” I hear myself say and am really stunned. I read it again for myself just in case the group recitation put me in a trance. Same thing. For some reason this pisses me off. We look at Miss Moore and she lookin at us, waiting for I dunno what.

“Who’d pay all that when you can buy a sailboat set for a quarter at Pop’s, a tube of glue for a dime, and a ball of string for eight cents? It must have a motor and a whole lot else besides,” I say. “My sailboat cost me about fifty cents.”

“But will it take water?” say Mercedes with her smart ass.

“Took mine to Alley Pond Park once,” say Flyboy. “String broke. Lost it. Pity.”
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“Sailed mine in Central Park and it keeled over and sank. Had to ask my father for another dollar.”

“And you got the strap,” laugh Big Butt. “The jerk didn’t even have a string on it. My old man wailed on his behind.”

Little Q.T. was staring hard at the sailboat and you could see he wanted it bad. But he too little and somebody’d just take it from him. So what the hell. “This boat for kids, Miss Moore?”

“Parents silly to buy something like that just to get all broke up,” say Rosie Giraffe.

“That much money it should last forever,” I figure.

35

My father’d buy it for me if I wanted it.”

“Your father, my ass,” say Rosie Giraffe getting a chance to finally push Mercedes.

“Must be rich people shop here,” say Q.T.

“You are a very bright boy,” say Flyboy. “What was your first clue?” And he rap him on the head with the back of his knuckles, since Q.T. the only one he could get away with. Though Q.T. liable to come up behind you years later and get his licks in when you half expect it.

“What I want to  know is,” I says to Miss Moore though I never talk to her, I wouldn’t give the bitch that satisfaction, “is how much a real boat costs? I figure a thousand’d get you a yacht any day.”
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“Why don’t you check that out,” she says, “and report back to the group?” Which really pains my ass. If you gonna mess up a perfectly good swim day least you could do is have some answers. “Let’s go in,” she say like she got something up her sleeve. Only she don’t lead the way. So me and Sugar turn the corner to where the entrance is, but when we get there I kinda hang back. Not that I’m scared, what’s there to be afraid of, just a toy store. But I feel funny, shame. But what I got to be shamed about? Got as much right to go in as anybody. But somehow I can’t seem to get hold of the door, so I step away for Sugar to lead. But she hangs back too. And I look at her and she looks at me and this is ridiculous. I mean, damn, I have never ever been shy about doing nothing or going nowhere. But then Mercedes steps up and then Rosie Giraffe and Big Butt crowd in behind and shove, and next thing we all stuffed into the doorway with only Mercedes squeezing past us, smoothing out her jumper and walking right down the aisle. Then the rest of us tumble in like a glued-together jigsaw done all wrong. And people lookin at us. And it’s like the time me and Sugar crashed into the Catholic church on a dare. But once we got in there and everything so hushed and holy and the candles and the bowin and the handkerchiefs on all the drooping heads, I just couldn’t go through with the plan. Which was for me to run up to the altar and do a tap dance while Sugar played the nose flute and messed around in the holy water. And Sugar kept giving me the elbow. Then later teased me so bad I tied her up in the shower and turned it on and locked her in. And she’d be there till this day if Aunt Gretchen hadn’t finally figured I was lying about the boarder takin a shower.

Same thing in the store. We all walkin on tiptoe and hardly touchin the games and puzzles and things. And I watched Miss Moore who is steady watchin us like she waiting for a sign. Like Mama Drewery watches the sky and sniffs the air and takes note of just how much slant is in the bird formation. Then me and Sugar bump smack into each other, so busy gazing at the toys, ’specially the sailboat. But we don’t laugh and go into our fat-lady bump-stomach routine. We just stare at that price tag. Then Sugar run a finger over the whole boat. And I’m jealous and want to hit her. Maybe not her, but I sure want to punch somebody in the mouth.

“Watcha bring us here for, Miss Moore?”

“You sound angry, Sylvia. Are you mad about something?” Givin me one of them grins like she tellin a grown-up joke that never turns out to be funny. And she’s looking very closely at me like maybe she plannin to do my portrait from memory. I’m mad, but I won’t give her the satisfaction. So I slouch around the store being very bored and say, “Let’s go.”

Me and Sugar at the back of the train watchin the tracks whizzin by large then small then gettin gobbled up in the dark. I’m thinkin about this tricky toy I saw in the store. A clown that somersaults on a bar then does chin-ups just cause you yank lightly at his leg. Cost $35. I could see me askin my mother for a $35 birthday clown. “You wanna who that costs what?” she’d say, cocking her head to the side to get a better view of the hole in my head. Thirty-five dollars could buy new bunk beds for Junior and Gretchen’s boy. Thirty-five dollars and the whole household could go visit Granddaddy Nelson in the country. Thirty-five dollars would pay for the rent and the piano bill too. Who are these people that spend that much for performing clowns and $1000 for toy sailboats? What kinda work they do and how they live and how come we ain’t in on it? Where we are is who we are, Miss Moore always pointin out. But it don’t necessarily have to be that way, she always adds then waits for somebody to say that poor people have to wake up and demand their share of the pie and don’t none of us know what kind of pie she talkin about in the first damn place. But she ain’t so smart cause I still got her four dollars from the taxi and she sure ain’t getting it. Messin up my day with this shit. Sugar nudges me in my pocket and winks.
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Miss Moore lines us up in front of the mailbox where we started from, seem like years ago, and I got a headache for thinkin so hard. And we lean all over each other so we can hold up under the draggy-ass lecture she always finishes off with at the end before we thank her for borin us to tears. But she just looks at us like she readin tea leaves. Finally she say, “Well, what did you think of F. A. O Schwarz?”

Rosie Giraffe mumbles, “White folks crazy.”

“I’d like to go there again when I get my birthday money,” says Mercedes, and we shove her out the pack so she has to lean on the mailbox by herself.

“I’d like a shower. Tiring day,” say Flyboy.

Then Sugar surprises me by saying, “You know, Miss Moore, I don’t think all of us here put together eat in a year what that sailboat costs.” And Miss Moore lights up like somebody goosed her. “And?” she say, urging Sugar on. Only I’m standin on her foot so she don’t continue.
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“Imagine for a minute what kind of society it is in which some people can spend on a toy what it would cost to feed a family of six or seven. What do you think?”

“I think,” say Sugar pushing me off her feet like she never done before, cause I whip her ass in a minute, “that this is not much of a democracy if you ask me. Equal chance to pursue happiness means an equal crack at the dough, don’t it?” Miss Moore is beside herself and I am disgusted with Sugar’s treachery. So I stand on her foot one more time to see if she’ll shove me. She shuts up, and Miss Moore looks at me, sorrowfully I’m thinkin. And somethin weird is goin on, I can feel it in my chest.

“Anybody else learn anything today?” lookin dead at me. I walk away and Sugar has to run to catch up and don’t even seem to notice when I shrug her arm off my shoulder.

“Well, we got four dollars anyway,” she says.

“Uh hunh.”
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“We could go to Hascombs and get half a chocolate layer and then go to the Sunset and still have plenty of money for potato chips and ice cream sodas.”

“Un hunh.”

“Race you to Hascombs,” she say.

We start down the block and she gets ahead which is O.K. by me cause I’m going to the West End and then over to the Drive to think this day through. She can run if she want to and even run faster. But ain’t nobody gonna beat me at nuthin.
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Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑What is “the lesson” that Miss Moore is trying to teach the children? How much, if any, of this lesson does Sylvia learn? Point to specific passages to support your answers.

2. ‑Since Miss Moore intends the lesson for the children’s own good, why is Sylvia so resistant to it, so impatient and exasperated?

3. ‑Toward the end of the story, Sylvia says that she is “disgusted with Sugar’s treachery.” Describe their relationship. What would be missing from the story if Bambara had not included Sugar among its characters?

Katherine Anne Porter

Katherine Anne Porter (1890–1980) had the curious habit of inventing details in her life, but it is true that she was born in a log cabin in Indian Creek, Texas, that she was originally named Callie Russell Porter, that her mother died when she was two years old, and that Callie was brought up by her maternal grandmother in Kyle, Texas. Apparently the family was conscious of former wealth and position in Louisiana and Kentucky. She was sent to convent schools, where, in her words, she received “a strangely useless and ornamental education.” At sixteen she left school, married (and soon divorced), and worked as a reporter, first in Texas and later in Denver and Chicago. She moved around a good deal, both within the United States and abroad; she lived in Mexico, Belgium, Switzerland, France, and Germany.

Even as a child Porter was interested in writing, but she did not publish her first story until she was thirty-three. She wrote essays and one novel (Ship of Fools), but she is best known for her stories. Porter’s Collected Stories won the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award in 1965.

He
[1927]

Life was very hard for the Whipples. It was hard to feed all the hungry mouths, it was hard to keep the children in flannels during the winter, short as it was:  “God knows what would become of us if we lived north,” they would say:  keeping them decently clean was hard. “It looks like our luck won’t never let up on us,” said Mr. Whipple, but Mrs. Whipple was all for taking what was sent and calling it good, anyhow when the neighbors were in earshot. “Don’t ever let a soul heard us complain,” she kept saying to her husband. She couldn’t stand to be pitied. “No, not if it comes to it that we have to live in a wagon and pick cotton around the country,” she said, “nobody’s going to get a chance to look down on us.”

Mrs. Whipple loved her second son, the simple-minded one, better than she loved the other two children put together. She was forever saying so, and when she talked with certain of her neighbors, she would even throw in her husband and her mother for good measure.

“You needn’t keep saying it around,” said Mr. Whipple, “you’ll make people think nobody else has any feeling about Him but you.”

“It’s natural for a mother,” Mrs. Whipple would remind him. “You know yourself it’s more natural for a mother to be that way. People don’t expect so much of fathers, some way.”
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This didn’t keep the neighbors from talking plainly among themselves. “A Lord’s pure mercy if He should die,” they sad. “It’s the sins of the fathers,” they agreed among themselves. “There’s bad blood and bad doings somewhere, you can bet on that.” This behind the Whipples’ backs. To their faces everybody said, “He’s not so bad off. He’ll be all right yet. Look how He grows!”

Mrs. Whipple hated to talk about it, she tried to keep her mind off it, but every time anybody set foot in the house, the subject always came up, and she had to talk about Him first, before she could get on to anything else. It seemed to ease her mind. “I wouldn’t have anything happen to Him for all the world, but it just looks like I can’t keep Him out of mischief. He’s so strong and active, He’s always into everything; He was like that since He could walk. It’s actually funny sometimes; the way He can do anything; it’s laughable to see Him up to His tricks, Emly has more accidents; I’m forever tying up her bruises, and Adna can’t fall a foot without cracking a bone. But He can do anything and not get a scratch. The preacher said such a nice thing once when he was here. He said, and I’ll remember it to my dying day,  ‘The innocent walk with God—that’s why He don’t get hurt.’” Whenever Mrs. Whipple repeated these words, she always felt a warm pool spread in her breast, and the tears would fill her eyes, and then she could talk about something else.

He did grow and He never got hurt. A plank blew off the chicken house and struck Him on the head and He never seemed to know it. He had learned a few words, and after this He forgot them. He didn’t whine for food as the other children did, but waited until it was given Him; He ate squatting in the corner, smacking and mumbling. Rolls of fat covered Him like an overcoat, and He could carry twice as much wood and water as Adna. Emly had a cold in the head most of the time—“she takes that after me,” said Mrs. Whipple—so in bad weather they gave her the extra blanket off His cot. He never seemed to mind the cold.

Just the same, Mrs. Whipple’s life was a torment for fear something might happen to Him. He climbed the peach trees much better than Adna and went a skittering along the branches like a monkey, just a regular monkey. “Oh, Mrs. Whipple, you hadn’t ought to let Him do that. He’ll lose His balance sometime. He can’t rightly know what He’s doing.”

Mrs. Whipple almost screamed out at the neighbor. “He does know what He’s doing! He’s as able as any other child! Come down out of there, you!” When He finally reached the ground she could hardly keep her hands off Him for acting like that before people, a grin all over His face and her worried sick about Him all the time.
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“It’s the neighbors,” said Mrs. Whipple to her husband. “Oh, I do mortally wish they would keep out of our business. I can’t afford to let Him do anything for fear they’ll come nosing around about it. Look at the bees, now. Adna can’t handle them, they sting him up so; I haven’t got time to do everything, and now I don’t dare let Him. But if He gets a sting He don’t really mind.”

“It’s just because He ain’t got sense enough to be scared of anything,” said Mr. Whipple.

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” said Mrs. Whipple, “talking that way about your own child. Who’s to take up for Him if we don’t, I’d like to know? He sees a lot that goes on, He listens to things all the time. And anything I tell Him to do He does it. Don’t never let anybody hear you say such things. They’d think you favored the other children over Him.”

“Well, now I don’t, and you know it, and what’s the use of getting all worked up about it? You always think the worst of everything. Just let Him alone, He’ll get along somehow. He gets plenty to eat and wear, don’t He?” Mr. Whipple suddenly felt tired out. “Anyhow, it can’t be helped now.”

Mrs. Whipple felt tired too, she complained in a tired voice. “What’s done can’t never be undone, I know that good as anybody; but He’s my child, and I’m not going to have people say anything. I get sick of people coming around saying things all the time.”
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In the early fall Mrs. Whipple got a letter from her brother saying he and his wife and two children were coming over for a little visit next Sunday week. “Put the big pot in the little one,” he wrote at the end. Mrs. Whipple read this part out loud twice, she was so pleased. Her brother was a great one for saying funny things. “We’ll just show him that’s no joke,” she said, “we’ll just butcher one of the sucking pigs.”

“It’s a waste and I don’t hold with waste the way we are now,” said Mr. Whipple. “That pig’ll be worth money by Christmas.”

“It’s a shame and a pity we can’t have a decent meal’s vittles once in a while when my own family comes to see us,” said Mrs. Whipple. “I’d hate for his wife to go back and say there wasn’t a thing in the house to eat. My God, it’s better than buying up a great chance of meat in town. There’s where you’d spend the money!”

“All right, do it yourself then,” said Mr. Whipple. “Christamighty, no wonder we can’t get ahead!”

The question was how to get the little pig away from his ma, a great fighter, worse than a Jersey cow. Adna wouldn’t try it: “That sow’d rip my insides out all over the pen.” “All right, old fraidy,” said Mrs. Whipple, “He’s not scared. Watch Him do it.” And she laughed as though it was all a good joke and gave Him a little push towards the pen. He sneaked up and snatched the pig right away from the teat and galloped back and was over the fence with the sow raging at His heels. The little black squirming thing was screeching like a baby in a tantrum, stiffening its back and stretching its mouth to the ears. Mrs. Whipple took the pig with her face stiff and sliced its throat with one stroke. When He saw the blood He gave a great jolting breath and ran away. “But He’ll forget and eat plenty, just the same,” thought Mrs. Whipple. Whenever she was thinking, her lips moved making words. “He’d eat it all if I didn’t stop Him. He’d eat up every mouthful from the other two if I’d let Him.”
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She felt badly about it. He was ten years old now and a third again as large as Adna, who was going on fourteen. “It’s a shame, a shame,” she kept saying under her breath, “and Adna with so much brains!”

She kept on feeling badly about all sorts of things. In the first place it was the man’s work to butcher; the sight of the pig scraped pink and naked made her sick. He was too fat and soft and pitiful-looking. It was simply a shame the way things had to happen. By the time she had finished it up, she almost wished her brother would stay at home.

Early Sunday morning Mrs. Whipple dropped everything to get Him all cleaned up. In an hour He was dirty again, with crawling under fences after a possum, and straddling along the rafters of the barn looking for eggs in the hayloft. “My Lord, look at you now after all my trying! And here’s Adna and Emly staying so quiet. I get tired trying to keep you decent. Get off that shirt and put on another, people will say I don’t half dress you!” And she boxed Him on the ears, hard. He blinked and blinked and rubbed His head, and His face hurt Mrs. Whipple’s feelings. Her knees began to tremble, she had to sit down while she buttoned His shirt. “I’m just all gone before the day starts.”

The brother came with his plump healthy wife and two great roaring hungry boys. They had a grand dinner, with the pig roasted to a crackling in the middle of the table, full of dressing, a pickled peach in his mouth and plenty of gravy for the sweet potatoes. 

“This looks like prosperity all right,” said the brother; “you’re going to have to roll me home like I was a barrel when I’m done.”
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Everybody laughed out loud; it was fine to hear them laughing all at once around the table. Mrs. Whipple felt warm and good about it. “Oh, we’ve got six more of these; I say it’s as little as we can do when you come to see us so seldom.”

He wouldn’t come into the dining room, and Mrs. Whipple passed it off very well. “He’s timider than my other two,” she said. “He’ll just have to get used to you. There isn’t everybody He’ll make up with, you know how it is with some children, even cousins.” Nobody said anything out of the way.

“Just like my Alfy here,” said the brother’s wife. “I sometimes got to lick him to make him shake hands with his own grand-mammy.”

So that was over, and Mrs. Whipple loaded up a big plate for Him first, before everybody. “I always say He ain’t to be slighted, no matter who else goes without,” she said, and carried it to Him herself. 

“He can chin Himself on the top of the door,” said Emly, helping along.
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“That’s fine, He’s getting along fine,” said the brother.

They went away after supper. Mrs. Whipple rounded up the dishes, and sent the children to bed and sat down and unlaced her shoes. “You see!” she said to Mr. Whipple. “That’s the way my whole family is. Nice and considerate about everything. No out-of-the-way remarks—they have got refinement. I get awfully sick of people’s remarks. Wasn’t that pig good?”

Mr. Whipple said, “Yes, we’re out three hundred pounds of pork, that’s all. It’s easy to be polite when you come to eat. Who knows what they had in their minds all along?”

“Yes, that’s like you,” said Mrs. Whipple. “I don’t expect anything else from you. You’ll be telling me next that my own brother will be saying around that we made Him eat in the kitchen! Oh, my God!” She rocked her head in her hands, a hard pain started in the very middle of her forehead. “Now it’s all spoiled, and everything was so nice and easy. All right, you don’t like them and you never did—all right, they’ll not come here again soon, never you mind! But they can’t say He wasn’t dressed every lick as good as Adna—oh, honest, sometimes I wish I was dead!” 

“I wish you’d let up,” said Mr. Whipple. “It’s bad enough as it is.”
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It was a hard winter. It seemed to Mrs. Whipple that they hadn’t ever known anything but hard times, and now to cap it all a winter like this. The crops were about half of what they had a right to expect; after the cotton was in it didn’t do much more than cover the grocery bill. They swapped off one of the plow horses, and got cheated, for the new one died of the heaves. Mrs. Whipple kept thinking all the time it was terrible to have a man you couldn’t depend on not to get cheated. They cut down on everything, but Mrs. Whipple kept saying there are things you can’t cut down on, and they cost money. It took a lot of warm clothes for Adna and Emly, who walked four miles to school during the three-months session. “He sets around the fire a lot, He won’t need so much,” said Mr. Whipple. “That’s so,” said Mrs. Whipple, “and when He does the outdoor chores He can wear your tarpaulin coat. I can’t do no better, that’s all.”

In February He was taken sick, and lay curled up under His blanket looking very blue in the face and acting as if He would choke. Mr. and Mrs. Whipple did everything they could for Him for two days, and then they were scared and sent for the doctor. The doctor told them they must keep Him warm and give Him plenty of milk and eggs. “He isn’t as stout as He looks, I’m afraid,” said the doctor. “You’ve got to watch them when they’re like that. You must put more cover onto Him, too.”

“I just took off His big blanket to wash,” said Mrs. Whipple, ashamed. “I can’t stand dirt.”

“Well, you’d better put it back on the minute it’s dry,” said the doctor, “or He’ll have pneumonia.”

Mr. and Mrs. Whipple took a blanket off their own bed and put His cot in by the fire. “They can’t say we didn’t do everything for Him,” she said, “even to sleeping cold ourselves on His account.”

40

When the winter broke He seemed to be well again, but He walked as if His feet hurt him. He was able to run a cotton planter during the season.

“I got it all fixed up with Jim Ferguson about breeding the cow next time,” said Mr. Whipple. “I’ll pasture the bull this summer and give Jim some fodder in the fall. That’s better than paying out money when you haven’t got it.”

“I hope you didn’t say such a thing before Jim Ferguson,” said Mrs. Whipple. “You oughtn’t to let him know we’re so down as all that.”

“Godamighty, that ain’t saying we’re down. A man is got to look ahead sometimes. He can lead the bull over today. I need Adna on the place.”

At first Mrs. Whipple felt easy in her mind about sending Him for the bull. Adna was too jumpy and couldn’t be trusted. You’ve got to be steady around animals. After He was gone she started thinking, and after a while she could hardly bear it any longer. She stood in the lane and watched for Him. It was nearly three miles to go and a hot day, but He oughtn’t to be so long about it. She shaded her eyes and stared until colored bubbles floated in her eyeballs. It was just like everything else in life, she must always worry and never know a moment’s peace about anything.  After a long time she saw Him turn into the side lane, limping. He came on very slowly, leading the big hulk of an animal by a ring in the nose, twirling a little stick in His hand, never looking back or sideways, but coming on like a sleepwalker with His eyes half shut.
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Mrs. Whipple was scared sick of bulls; she had heard awful stories about how they followed on quietly enough, and then suddenly pitched on with a bellow and pawed and gored a body to pieces. Any second now that black monster would come down on Him, my God, He’d never have sense enough to run.

She mustn’t make a sound nor a move; she mustn’t get the bull started. The bull heaved his head aside and horned the air at a fly. Her voice burst out of her in a shriek, and she screamed at Him to come on, for God’s sake. He didn’t seem to hear her clamor, but kept on twirling His switch and limping on, and the bull lumbered along behind him as gently as a calf. Mrs. Whipple stopped calling and ran towards the house, praying under her breath:  Lord, don’t let anything happen to Him. Lord, you know people will say we oughtn’t to have sent Him. You know they’ll say we didn’t take care of Him. Oh, get Him home, safe home, and I’ll look out for Him better! Amen.”

She watched from the window while He led the beast in, and tied him up in the barn. It was no use trying to keep up, Mrs. Whipple couldn’t bear another thing. She sat down and rocked and cried with her apron over her head. 

From year to year the Whipples were growing poorer and poorer. The place just seemed to run down of itself, no matter how hard they worked. “We’re losing our hold,” said Mrs. Whipple. “Why can’t we do like other people and watch for our best chances? They’ll be calling us poor white trash next.”

“When I get to be sixteen I’m going to leave,” said Adna. “I’m going to get a job in Powell’s grocery store. There’s money in that. No more farm for me.”
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“I’m going to be a schoolteacher,” said Emly. “But I’ve got to finish the eighth grade, anyhow. Then I can live in town. I don’t see any chances here.”

“Emly takes after my family,” said Mrs. Whipple. “Ambitious every last one of them, and they don’t take second place for anybody.”

When fall came Emly got a chance to wait on table in the railroad eating-house in the town near by, and it seemed such a shame not to take it when the wages were good and she could get her food too, that Mrs. Whipple decided to let her take it, and not bother with school until the next session. “You’ve got plenty of time,” she said. “You’re young and smart as a whip.”

With Adna gone too, Mr. Whipple tried to run the farm with just Him to help. He seemed to get along fine, doing His work and part of Adna’s without noticing it. They did well enough until Christmas time, when one morning He slipped on the ice coming up from the barn. Instead of getting up He thrashed round and round, and when Mr. Whipple got to Him, He was having some sort of fit.

They brought Him inside and tried to make Him sit up, but He blubbered and rolled, so they put Him to bed and Mr. Whipple rode to town for the doctor. All the way there and back he worried about where the money was to come from:  it sure did look like he had about all the troubles he could carry.
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From then on He stayed in bed. His legs swelled up double their size, and the fits kept coming back. After four months, the doctor said, “It’s no use, I think you’d better put Him in the County Home for treatment right away. I’ll see about it for you. He’ll have good care there and be off your hands.”

“We don’t begrudge Him any care, and I won’t let Him out of my sight,” said Mrs. Whipple. “I won’t have it said I sent my sick child off among strangers.”

“I know how you feel,” said the doctor. “You can’t tell me anything about that, Mrs. Whipple. I’ve got a boy of my own. But you’d better listen to me. I can’t do anything more for him, that’s the truth.”

Mr. and Mrs. Whipple talked it over a long time that night after they went to bed. “It’s just charity,” said Mrs. Whipple, “that’s what we’ve come to, charity! I certainly never looked for this.”

“We pay taxes to help support the place just like everybody else,” said Mr. Whipple, “and I don’t call that taking charity. I think it would be fine to have Him where He’d get the best of everything . . . and besides, I can’t keep up with these doctor bills any longer.”
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“Maybe that’s why the doctor wants us to send Him—he’s scared he won’t get his money,” said Mrs. Whipple.

“Don’t talk like that,” said Mr. Whipple, feeling pretty sick, “or we won’t be able to send Him.”

“Oh, but we won’t keep Him there long,” said Mrs. Whipple. “Soon’s he’s better, we’ll bring Him right back home.”

“The doctor has told you and told you time and again He can’t ever get better, and you might as well stop talking,” said Mr. Whipple.

“Doctor’s don’t know everything,” said Mrs. Whipple, feeling almost happy. “But anyhow, in the summer Emly can come home for vacation, and Adna can get down for Sundays:  we’ll all work together and get on our feet again, and the children will feel they’ve got a place to come to.”
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All at once she saw it full summer again, with the garden going fine, and new white roller shades up all over the house, and Adna and Emly home, so full of life, all of them happy together. Oh, it could happen, things would ease up on them.

They didn’t talk before Him much, but they never knew just how much He understood. Finally the doctor set the day and a neighbor who owned a double-seated carryall offered to drive them over. The hospital would have sent an ambulance, but Mrs. Whipple couldn’t stand to see Him going away looking so sick as all that. They wrapped Him in blankets, and the neighbor and Mr. Whipple lifted Him into the back seat of the carryall beside Mrs. Whipple, who had on her black shirtwaist. She couldn’t stand to go looking like charity.

“You’ll be all right, I guess I’ll stay behind,” said Mr. Whipple. “It don’t look like everybody ought to leave the place at once.”

“Besides, it ain’t as if He was going to stay forever,” said Mrs. Whipple to the neighbor. “This is only for a little while.”

They started away, Mrs. Whipple holding to the edges of the blankets to keep Him from sagging sideways. He sat there blinking and blinking. He worked His hands out and began rubbing His nose with His knuckles, and then with the end of the blanket. Mrs. Whipple couldn’t believe what she saw; He was scrubbing away big tears that rolled out of the corners of His eyes. He sniveled and made a gulping noise. Mrs. Whipple kept saying, “Oh, honey, you don’t feel so bad, do you? You don’t feel so bad, do you?” for He seemed to be accusing her of something. Maybe He remembered that time she boxed His ears, maybe He had been scared that day with the bull, maybe He had slept cold and couldn’t tell her about it; maybe He knew they were sending Him away for good and all because they were too poor to keep Him. Whatever it was, Mrs. Whipple couldn’t bear to think of it. She began to cry, frightfully, and wrapped her arms tight around Him. His head rolled on her shoulder; she had loved Him as much as she possibly could, there were Adna and Emly who had to be thought of too, there was nothing she could do to make up to Him for His life. Oh, what a mortal pity He was ever born. 
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They came in sight of the hospital, with the neighbor driving very fast, not daring to look behind him.

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑Consider the narrator’s voice. The narrator tells us, for instance, that Mrs. Whipple was “forever saying” that she loves Him “better than . . . the other two children put together,” and (according to the narrator) she would “even throw in her husband and her mother for good measure.” What does the narrator seem to think of Mrs. Whipple?

2. ‑How do you view Mrs. Whipple? With compassion? With anger? With a mixture, or what? (By the way, do you think that she unconsciously hates Him?)

3. ‑What function does Mr. Whipple serve in the story? Is he a voice of truth, in contrast to Mrs. Whipple?

4. ‑Why do you think He cries at the end of the story?
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Black Is My Favorite Color
[1963]

Charity Quietness sits in the toilet eating her two hard-boiled eggs while I’m having my ham sandwich and coffee in the kitchen. That’s how it goes, only don’t get the idea of ghettoes. If there’s a ghetto I’m the one that’s in it. She’s my cleaning woman from Father Divine1 and comes in once a week to my small three-room apartment on my day off from the liquor store. “Peace,” she says to me, “Father reached on down and took me right up in Heaven.” She’s a small person with a flat body, frizzy hair, and a quiet face that the light shines out of, and Mama had such eyes before she died. The first time Charity Quietness came in to clean, a little more than a year and a half, I made the mistake to ask her to sit down at the kitchen table with me and eat her lunch. I was still feeling not so hot after Ornita left, but I’m the kind of man—Nat Lime, forty-four, a bachelor with a daily growing bald spot on the back of my head, and I could lose frankly fifteen pounds—who enjoys company so long as he has it. So she cooked up her two hard-boiled eggs and sat down and took a small bite out of one of them. But after a minute she stopped chewing and she got up and carried the eggs in a cup to the bathroom, and since then she eats there. I said to her more than once, “Okay, Charity Quietness, so have it your way, eat the eggs in the kitchen by yourself and I’ll eat when you’re done,” but she smiles absentminded, and eats in the toilet. It’s my fate with colored people.

Although black is still my favorite color you wouldn’t know it from my luck except in short quantities, even though I do all right in the liquor store business in Harlem, on Eighth Avenue between 110th and 111th. I speak with respect. A large part of my life I’ve had dealings with Negro people, most on a business basis but sometimes for friendly reasons with genuine feeling on both sides. I’m drawn to them. At this time of my life I should have one or two good colored friends, but the fault isn’t necessarily mine. If they knew what was in my heart toward them, but how can you tell that to anybody nowadays? I’ve tried more than once but the language of the heart either is a dead language or else nobody understands it the way you speak it. Very few. What I’m saying is, personally for me there’s only one human color and that’s the color of blood. I like a black person if not because he’s black, then because I’m white. It comes to the same thing. If I wasn’t white my first choice would be black. I’m satisfied to be white because I have no other choice. Anyway, I got an eye for color. I appreciate. Who wants everybody to be the same? Maybe it’s like some kind of a talent. Nat Lime might be a liquor dealer in Harlem, but once in the jungle in New Guinea in the Second World War, I got the idea, when I shot at a running Jap and missed him, that I had some kind of a talent, though maybe it’s the kind where you have a good idea now and then, but in the end what do they come to? After all, it’s a strange world.

Where Charity Quietness eats her eggs makes me think about Buster Wilson when we were both boys in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. There was this long block of run-down dirty frame houses in the middle of a not-so-hot white neighborhood full of pushcarts. The Negro houses looked to me like they had been born and died there, dead not long after the beginning of the world. I lived on the next street. My father was a cutter with arthritis in both hands, big red knuckles and fingers so swollen he didn’t cut, and my mother was the one who went to work. She sold paper bags from a secondhand pushcart on Ellery Street. We didn’t starve but nobody ate chicken unless we were sick, or the chicken was. This was my first acquaintance with a lot of black people and I used to poke around on their poor block. I think I thought, brother, if there can be like this, what can’t there be? I mean I caught an early idea what life was about. Anyway, I met Buster Wilson there. He used to play marbles by himself. I sat on the curb across the street, watching him shoot one marble lefty and the other one righty. The hand that won picked up the marbles. It wasn’t so much of a game but he didn’t ask me to come over. My idea was to be friendly, only he never encouraged, he discouraged. Why did I pick him out for a friend? Maybe because I had no others then, we were new in the neighborhood, from Manhattan. Also I liked his type. Buster did everything alone. He was a skinny kid and his brothers’ clothes hung on him like worn-out potato sacks. He was a beanpole boy, about twelve, and I was then ten. His arms and legs were burnt-out matchsticks. He always wore a brown wool sweater, one arm half unraveled, the other went down to the wrist. His long and narrow head had a white part cut straight in the short woolly hair, maybe with a ruler there, by his father, a barber but too drunk to stay a barber. In those days though I had little myself I was old enough to know who was better off, and the whole block of colored houses made me feel bad in the daylight. But I went there as much as I could because the street was full of life. In the night it looked different, it’s hard to tell a cripple in the dark. Sometimes I was afraid to walk by the houses when they were dark and quiet. I was afraid there were people looking at me that I couldn’t see. I liked it better when they had parties at night and everybody had a good time. The musicians played their banjos and saxophones and the houses shook with the music and laughing. The young girls, with their pretty dresses and ribbons in their hair, caught me in my throat when I saw them through the windows.

But with the parties cam drinking and fights. Sundays were bad days after the Saturday night parties. I remember once that Buster’s father, also long and loose, always wearing a dirty gray Homburg hat,2 chased another black man in the street with a half-inch chisel. The other one, maybe five feet high, lost his shoe and when they wrestled on the ground he was already bleeding through his suit, a thick red blood smearing the sidewalk. I was frightened by the blood and wanted to pour it back in the man who was bleeding from the chisel. On another time Buster’s father was playing in a crap game with two big bouncy red dice, in the back of an alley between two middle houses. Then about six men started fist-fighting there, and they ran out of the alley and hit each other in the street. The neighbors, including children, came out and watched, everybody afraid but nobody moving to do anything. I saw the same thing near my store in Harlem, years later, a big crowd watching two men in the street, their breaths hanging in the air on a winter night, murdering each other with switch knives, but nobody moved to call a cop. I didn’t either. Anyway, I was just a young kid but I still remember how the cops drove up in a police paddy wagon and broke up the fight by hitting everybody they could hit with big nightsticks. This was in the days before La Guardia.3 Most of the fighters were knocked out cold, only one or two got away. Buster’s father started to run back in his house but a cop ran after him and cracked him on his Homburg hat with a club, right on the front porch. Then the Negro men were lifted up by the cops, one at the arms and the other at the feet, and they heaved them in the paddy wagon. Buster’s father hit the back of the wagon and fell, with his nose spouting very red blood, on top of three other men. I personally couldn’t stand it, I was scared of the human race so I ran home, but I remember Buster watching without expression in his eyes. I stole an extra fifteen cents from my mother’s pocketbook and I ran back and asked Buster if he wanted to go to the movies, I would pay. He said yes. This was the first time he talked to me. 
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So we went more than once to the movies. But we never got to be friends. Maybe because it was a one-way proposition—from me to him. Which includes my invitations to go with me, my (poor mother’s) movie money, Hershey chocolate bars, watermelon slices, even my best Nick Carter and Merriwell books4 that I spent hours picking up in the junk shops, and that he never gave me back. Once, he let me go in his house to get a match so we could smoke some butts we found, but it smelled so heavy, so impossible, I died till I got out of there. What I saw in the way of furniture I won’t mention—the best was falling apart in pieces. Maybe we went to the movies all together five or six matinees that spring and in the summertime, but when the shows were over he usually walked home by himself.

“Why don’t you wait for me, Buster?” I said. “We’re both going in the same direction.”

But he was walking ahead and didn’t hear me. Anyway he didn’t answer.

One day when I wasn’t expecting it he hit me in the teeth. I felt like crying but not because of the pain. I spit blood and said, “What did you hit me for? What did I do to you?”

“Because you a Jew bastard. Take your Jew movies and your Jew candy and shove them up your Jew ass.”
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And he ran away. 

I thought to myself how was I to know he didn’t like the movies. When I was a man I thought, you can’t force it.

Years later, in the prime of my life, I met Mrs. Ornita Harris. She was standing by herself under an open umbrella at the bus stop, crosstown on 110th, and I picked up her green glove that she had dropped on the wet sidewalk. It was in the end of November. Before I could ask her was it hers, she grabbed the glove out of my hand, closed her umbrella, and stepped in the bus. I got on right after her. I was annoyed so I said, “If you’ll pardon me, Miss, there’s no law that you have to say thanks, but at least don’t make a criminal out of me.”

“Well, I’m sorry,” she said, “but I don’t like white men trying to do me favors.”

I tipped my hat and that was that. In ten minutes I got off the bus but she was already gone.
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Who expected to see her again, but I did. She came into my store about a week later for a bottle of Scotch.

“I would offer you a discount,” I told her, “but I know you don’t like a certain kind of a favor and I’m not looking for a slap in the face.”

Then she recognized me and got a little embarrassed.

“I’m sorry I misunderstood you that day.”

“So mistakes happen.”
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The result was she took the discount. I gave her a dollar off.

She used to come in every two weeks for a fifth of Haig & Haig.5 Sometimes I waited on her, sometimes my helpers, Jimmy or Mason, also colored, but I said to give the discount. They both looked at me but I had nothing to be ashamed. In the spring when she came in we used to talk once in a while. She was a slim woman, dark, but not the most dark, about thirty years I would say, also well built, with a combination nice legs and a good-size bosom that I like. Her face was pretty, with big eyes and high cheekbones, but lips a little thick and nose a little broad. Sometimes she didn’t feel like talking, she paid for the bottle, less discount, and walked out. Her eyes were tired and she didn’t look to me like a happy woman.

I found out her husband was once a window cleaner on the big buildings, but one day his safety belt broke and he fell fifteen stories. After the funeral she got a job as a manicurist in a Times Square barber shop. I told her I was a bachelor and lived with my mother in a small three-room apartment on West Eighty-third near Broadway. My mother had cancer, and Ornita said she was sorry.

One night in July we went out together. How that happened I’m still not so sure. I guess I asked her and she didn’t say no. Where do you go out with a Negro woman? We went to the Village. We had a good dinner and walked in Washington Square Park. It was a hot night. Nobody was surprised when they saw us, nobody looked at us like we were against the law. If they looked maybe they saw my new lightweight suit that I bought yesterday and my shiny bald spot when we walked under a lamp, also how pretty she was for a man my type. We went in a movie on West Eighth Street. I didn’t want to go in but she said she had heard about the picture. We went in like strangers and we came out like strangers. I wondered what was in her mind and I thought to myself, whatever is in there it’s not a certain white man that I know. All night long we went together like we were chained. After the movie she wouldn’t let me take her back to Harlem. When I put her in a taxi she asked me, “Why did we bother?”

For the steak, I thought of saying. Instead I said, “You’re worth the bother.”
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“Thanks anyway.”

Kiddo, I thought to myself after the taxi left, you just found out what’s what, now the best thing is forget her.

It’s easy to say. In August we went out the second time. That was the night she wore a purple dress and I thought to myself, my God, what colors. Who paints that picture paints a masterpiece. Everybody looked at     us but I had pleasure. That night when she took off her dress it was in a  furnished room I had the sense to rent a few days before. With my sick mother, I couldn’t ask her to come to my apartment, and she didn’t want me to go home with her where she lived with her brother’s family on West 115th near Lenox Avenue. Under her purple dress she wore a black slip, and when she took that off she had white underwear. When she took off the white underwear she was black again. But I know where the next white was, if you want to call it white. And that was the night I think I fell in love with her, the first time in my life, though I have liked one or two nice girls I used to go with when I was a boy. It was a serious proposition. I’m the kind of a man when I think of love I’m thinking of marriage. I guess that’s why I am a bachelor.

That same week I had a holdup in my place, two big men—both black—with revolvers. One got excited when I rang open the cash register so he could take the money, and he hit me over the ear with his gun. I stayed in the hospital a couple of weeks. Otherwise I was insured. Ornita came to see me. She sat on a chair without talking much. Finally I saw she was uncomfortable so I suggested she ought to go home.

“I’m sorry it happened,” she said.
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“Don’t talk like it’s your fault.”

When I got out of the hospital my mother was dead. She was a wonderful person. My father died when I was thirteen and all by herself she kept the family alive and together. I sat shiva for a week and remembered how she sold paper bags on her pushcart. I remembered her life and what she tried to teach me. Nathan, she said, if you ever forget you are a Jew a goy6 will remind you. Mama, I said, rest in peace on this subject. But if I do something you don’t like, remember, on earth it’s harder than where you are. Then when my week of mourning was finished, one night I said, “Ornita, let’s get married. We’re both honest people and if you love me like I love you it won’t be such a bad time. If you don’t like New York I’ll sell out here and we’ll move someplace else. Maybe to San Francisco where nobody knows us. I was there for a week in the Second War and I saw white and colored living together.”

“Nat,” she answered me, “I like you but I’d be afraid. My husband woulda killed me.”

“Your husband is dead.”

“Not in my memory.”
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“In that case I’ll wait.”

“Do you know what it’d be like—I mean the life we could expect?”

“Ornita,” I said, “I’m the kind of man, if he picks his own way of life he’s satisfied.”

“What about children? Were you looking forward to half-Jewish polka dots?”

“I was looking forward to children.”
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“I can’t,” she said.

Can’t is can’t. I saw she was afraid and the best thing was not to push. Sometimes when we met she was so nervous that whatever we did she couldn’t enjoy it. At the same time I still thought I had a chance. We were together more and more. I got rid of my furnished room and she came to my apartment—I gave away Mama’s bed and bought a new one. She stayed with me all day on Sundays. When she wasn’t so nervous she was affectionate, and if I know what love is, I had it. We went out a couple of times a week, and the same way—usually I met her in Times Square and sent her home in a taxi, but I talked more about marriage and she talked less against it. One night she told me she was still trying to convince herself but she was almost convinced. I took an inventory of my liquor stock so I could put the store up for sale.

Ornita knew what I was doing. One day she quit her job, the next she took it back. She also went away a week to visit her sister in Philadelphia for a little rest. She came back tired but said maybe. Maybe is maybe so I’ll wait. The way she said it, it was closer to yes. That was the winter two years ago. When she was in Philadelphia I called up a friend of mine from the army, now a CPA,7 and told him I would appreciate an invitation for an evening. He knew why. His wife said yes right away. When Ornita came back we went there. The wife made a fine dinner. It wasn’t a bad time and they told us to come again. Ornita had a few drinks. She looked relaxed, wonderful. Later, because of a twenty-four-hour taxi strike I had to take her home on the subway. When we got to the 116th Street station she told me to go back on the train, and she would walk the couple of blocks to her house. I didn’t like a woman walking alone on the streets at that time of the night. She said she never had any trouble but I insisted nothing doing. I said I would walk to her stoop with her and when she went upstairs I would go to the subway.

On the way there, on 115th in the middle of the block before Lenox, we were stopped by three men—maybe they were boys. One had a black hat with a half-inch brim, one a green cloth hat, and the third wore a black leather cap. The green hat was wearing a short coat and the other two had long ones. It was under a streetlight but the leather cap snapped a six-inch switchblade open in the light.

“What you doin’ with this white son of a bitch?” he said to Ornita.
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“I’m minding my own business,” she answered him, “and I wish you would too.”

“Boys,” I said, “we’re all brothers. I’m a reliable merchant in the neighborhood. This young lady in my dear friend. We don’t want any trouble. Please let us pass.”

“You talk like a Jew landlord,” said the green hat. “Fifty a week for a single room.”

“Nor charge fo’ the rats,” said the half-inch brim.

“Believe me, I’m no landlord. My store is Nathan’s Liquors between Hundred Tenth and Eleventh. I also have two colored clerks, Mason and Jimmy, and they will tell you I pay good wages as well as I give discounts to certain customers.”
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“Shut your mouth, Jewboy,” said the leather cap, and he moved the knife back and forth in front of my coat button. “No more black pussy for you.”

“Speak with respect about this lady, please.”

I got slapped on my mouth.

“That ain’t no lady,” said the long face in the half-inch brim, “that’s black pussy. She deserve to have evvy bit of her hair shave off. How you like to have evvy bit of your hair shave off, black pussy?”

“Please leave me and this gentleman alone or I’m gonna scream long and loud. That’s my house three doors down.”
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They slapped her. I never heard such a scream. Like her husband was falling fifteen stories.

I hit the one that slapped her and the next I knew I was laying in the gutter with a pain in my head. I thought, goodbye, Nat, they’ll stab me for sure, but all they did was take my wallet and run in three directions.

Ornita walked back with me to the subway and she wouldn’t let me go home with her again.

“Just get home safely.”

She looked terrible. Her face was gray and I still remembered her scream. It was a terrible winter night, very cold February, and it took me an hour and ten minutes to get home. I felt bad for leaving her but what could I do?
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We had a date downtown the next night but she didn’t show up, the first time. 

In the morning I called her in her place of business.

“For God’s sake, Ornita, if we got married and moved away we wouldn’t have the kind of trouble that we had. We wouldn’t come in that neighborhood any more.”

“Yes, we would. I have family there and don’t want to move anyplace else. The truth of it is I can’t marry you, Nat. I got troubles enough of my own.”

“I coulda sworn you love me.”
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“Maybe I do but I can’t marry you.”

“For God’s sake, why?”

“I got enough trouble of my own.”

I went that night in a cab to her brother’s house to see her. He was a quiet man with a thin mustache. “She gone,” he said, “left for a long visit to some close relatives in the South. She said to tell you she appreciate your intentions but didn’t think it will work out.”

“Thank you kindly,” I said.
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Don’t ask me how I got home.

Once, on Eighth Avenue, a couple of blocks from my store, I saw a blind man with a white cane tapping on the sidewalk. I figured we were going in the same direction so I took his arm.

“I can tell you’re white,” he said.

A heavy colored woman with a full shopping bag rushed after us. 

“Never mind,” she said, “I know where he live.”
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She pushed me with her shoulder and I hurt my leg on the fire hydrant.

That’s how it is. I give my heart and they kick me in my teeth.

“Charity Quietness—you hear me?—come out of that goddamn toilet!”
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Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑Do you like Nat Lime? What in particular do you like about him? What is Malamud’s attitude toward Nat?

2. ‑What does the narrator mean when he says at the end of the first paragraph, “It’s my fate with colored people”?

3. ‑In the second paragraph, what does the narrator mean when he says, “I’ve tried more than once but the language of the heart is either a dead language or else nobody understands it the way you speak it”? Does the story as a whole support this view? Please explain, citing evidence in the text.

4. ‑Is Nat foolish to imagine that he and Ornita could marry? Is the confrontation on the street with the three men intended to show Nat and Ornita should not marry—that there is too much hostility between many whites (especially, in this instance, Jews) and African-Americans? Or do you interpret this episode differently?

5. ‑Why does Malamud begin and end the story with scenes involving Charity Quietness?

6. ‑One scholar has stated that Malamud’s point in this story is that efforts at integration are “hopeless.” Do you agree? Do you think that Malamud’s story is dated (it was first published in 1963), or does it remain relevant to our understanding of relationships among ethnic and racial groups?
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Oscar Casares, born and raised in Brownsville, Texas, and now a resident of San Antonio, is a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. He has published widely and received numerous prizes, including the James Michener Award. We reprint a story from his collection, Brownsville Stories (2003).

Yolanda
[2003]
When I can’t sleep at night I think of Yolanda Castro. She was a woman who lived next door to us one summer when I was growing up. I’ve never told Maggie about her because it’s not something she’d appreciate knowing. Trust me. Tonight, like most nights, she fell asleep before I was even done brushing my teeth. And now all I can hear are little snores. Sometimes she even talks to herself, shouts out other people’s names, and then in the morning says she can’t remember any of it. Either way, I let her go on sleeping. She’s over on her side of the bed. It’s right where she ought to be. This thing with Yolanda doesn’t really concern her.

I was only twelve years old when Frank and Yolanda Castro moved into the beige house with green trim. Frank pulled up on our street in a U-Haul he’d driven all the way from California to Texas. I remember it being a different neighborhood back then. Everybody knew everybody, and people left their doors unlocked at night. You didn’t worry about people stealing shit you didn’t lock up. I’m talking about more than twenty years ago now. I’m talking about before some drunk spent all afternoon in one of the cantinas on Fourteenth Street, then drove his car straight into the Rivas front yard and ran over the Baby Jesus that was still lying in the manger because Lonny Rivas was too flojo1 to put it away a month after Christmas, and then the guy tried to run, but fell down, asleep, in our yard, and when the cops were handcuffing him all he could say was ma-ri-juan-a, which even then, at the age of fifteen, I knew wasn’t a good thing to say when you were being arrested. This was before Pete Zuniga was riding his brand-new ten-speed from Western Auto and, next to the Friendship Garden, saw a white dude who’d been knifed a couple of dozen times and was floating in the green water of the resaca.2 Before some crazy woman hired a curandera3 to put a spell on her daughter’s ex-boyfriend, which really meant hiring a couple of hit men from Matamoros to do a drive-by. Before the cops ever had to show up at El Disco de Oro Tortillería. Like holding up a 7-Eleven was getting old, right? You know, when you could sit at the Brownsville Coffee Shop #1 and not worry about getting it in the back while you ate your menudo.4 When you didn’t have to put an alarm and the Club on your car so it wouldn’t end up in Reynosa. Before my father had to put iron bars on the windows and doors because some future convict from the junior high was always breaking into the house. And before my father had to put a fence in the front because, in his words, I’m sick and tired of all those damn dogs making poo in my yard. I guess what I’m trying to say is, things were different back then.

Frank Castro was an older man, in his fifties by that point, and Yolanda couldn’t have been more than thirty, if that. My mother got along with Yolanda okay and even helped her get a job at the HEB store where she had worked since before I was born. You could say that was where the problems started, because Frank Castro didn’t want his wife working at HEB, or any other place for that matter. You have no business being in that grocery store, I heard him yell one night when I was trying to fall asleep. I could hear almost everything Frank yelled that summer. Our houses were only a few yards apart, and my window was the closest to the action. My father’s bougainvilleas were the dividing line between the two properties. I heard Yolanda beg Frank to please let her take the job. I heard Frank yell something in Spanish about how no woman in his family had ever worked behind a cosmetics counter, selling lipstick. I heard her promise she’d only work part-time, and she’d quit if they ever scheduled her on nights or weekends. I heard her tell him how much she loved him and how she’d never take a job that would keep them apart. Francisco, tú eres mi vida,5 she said to him. I heard him get real quiet. Then I heard Frank and Yolanda Castro making love. I didn’t know what making love sounded like back then, but I can tell you now that’s what it was.

If you saw what Yolanda looked like, you might not have blamed Frank for not wanting her to leave the house. It also wouldn’t have been a big mystery to you how she went into the store applying for a job in the meat department and ended up getting one in cosmetics. The only girl I’d ever seen that even came close to being as beautiful as Yolanda was in a Playboy I found under my parents’ bed the summer before. The girl in the magazine had the same long black hair, light brown skin, and green eyes that Yolanda did, only she was sitting bareback on an Appaloosa.
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The thing I remember most about Frank was his huge forearms. They were like Popeye’s, except with a lot more black and gray hair mixed in. But the hair on his arms was just the beginning. There wasn’t a time I saw the guy that he didn’t look like he could’ve used a good shave. And it didn’t help that his thick eyebrows were connected into one long eyebrow that stretched across the bottom of his forehead like a piece of electrical tape. He was average size, but he looked short and squatty when he stood next to Yolanda. Frank was a mechanic at the airport and, according to my father, probably made good money. I was with my father the first time he met Frank. He always made it a point to meet any new neighbors and then come back to the house and give a full report to my mother, who would later meet the neighbors herself and say he was exaggerating about how shifty so-and-so’s eyes were or how rich he thought another neighbor might be because he had one of those new foreign cars in the driveway, un carro extranjero,6 a Toyota or a Honda. Frank was beginning to mow his front yard when we walked up. My father introduced me as his boy, and I shook our neighbor’s sweaty hand. I’ve lived thirty-six years on this earth and never shaken hands with a bear, but I have a good idea that it wouldn’t be much different from shaking Frank Castro’s hand. Even his fingers needed a haircut. Frank stood there answering a couple of my father’s questions about whether he liked the neighborhood (he liked it) and how long he had lived in California before moving back to Texas (ten years—he held up both hands to show us exactly how many). Suddenly, my father nodded and said we had to go. He turned around and walked off, then looked over his shoulder and yelled at me to hurry up. This whole time, Frank had not shut off his mower. My father was forced to stand there and shout over the sound of the engine. The report on Frank wasn’t pretty when we got back to the house. From that point on, my father would only refer to him as El Burro.

It wasn’t just my father. Nobody liked Frank. He had this thing about his yard where he didn’t want anybody getting near it. We found this out one day when Lonny and I were throwing the football around in the street. Lonny was showing off and he threw the ball over my head, way over, and it landed in Frank’s yard. When I was getting the ball, Frank opened the front door and yelled something about it being private property. Then he went over, turned on the hose, and started watering his yard and half the street in front of his yard. He did this every afternoon from that day on. The hose with a spray gun in his right hand, and a Schlitz tallboy in his left. Lonny thought we should steal the hose when Frank wasn’t home, or maybe poke a few holes in it, just to teach the fucker a lesson. One Saturday morning we even saw him turn the hose on some Jehovahs who were walking up the street towards his house. A skinny man wearing a tie and short-sleeve shirt kept trying to give him a pamphlet, but Frank wasn’t listening.

My mother gave Yolanda a ride to work every day. In the afternoons, Yolanda got off work early enough to be waiting for Frank to pull up in his car and drive her back to the house. My mother told us at home that Yolanda had asked Frank to teach her how to drive when they first got married but that Frank had said she was his princesa now and any place she needed to go, he’d take her. One morning, when both my mother and Yolanda had the day off, my mother asked her if she wanted to learn how to drive. They drove out by the port, and my mother pulled over so Yolanda could take the wheel. I was hanging out at the Jiffy-Mart, down the street, when I saw Yolanda driving my mother’s car. Yolanda honked the horn, and they both waved at me as they turned the corner.

That night—like a lot of nights that summer—I listened to Frank and Yolanda Castro. What they said went something like this:

“I can show you.”
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“I don’t wanna see.”

“Why not?”

“Because you have no business driving a car around town.”

“But this way you don’t have to pick me up every day. You can come straight home, and I’ll be here already, waiting.”

“I don’t care. I’m talking about you learning to drive.”
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“Frank, it’s nothing.”

“You don’t even have a car. What do you want with a license?”

“I can buy one.”

“With what?”

“I’ve been getting bonuses. The companies gives us a little extra if we sell more of their makeup.”
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“Is that right?”

“It isn’t that much, Frank.”

“And then?”

“Well, maybe I can buy a used one.”

“It’s because of that store.”
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“What’s wrong with the store?”

“It’s putting ideas in your head.”

“Frank, what ideas?”

“Ideas! Is there some place I haven’t taken you?”

“No.”
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“Well, then?”

“Francisco.”

“Don’t ‘Francisco’ me.”

“Baby . . .”

“¡Qué no!”7 
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They were beginning to remind me of one of my mother’s novellas, which she was probably watching in the living room at that very moment. Things like that usually made me want to laugh—and I did a little, into my pillow, but it was only because I couldn’t believe I was actually hearing it, and I could see Frank Castro pounding me into the ground with his big forearms if he ever found out.

“No! I said.”

“I’m not Trini.”

“I never said . . .”

“Then stop treating me like her. ¿No sabes qué tanto te quiero, Francisco?”8 
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It got quiet for a while after that. Then there was the sound of something hitting the floor, the sound of two bodies dropping on a bed with springs that had seen better days (and nights), the sound of Yolanda saying, Ay, Diosito,9 over and over and over again—just like my tía10 Hilda did the day her son, my cousin Rudy, almost drowned in the swimming pool at the Civic Center—then the sound of the bed springs making their own crazy music, and the sound of what I imagine a bear is like when he’s trying to make little bears.

Yolanda kept getting a ride to work with my mother, and Frank kept bringing her home in the afternoons. My mother had offered to drive Yolanda to the DPS office and let her borrow our car for the driving part of the test, but Yolanda said she’d changed her mind and didn’t want to talk about it. I heard my mother telling my father what she’d said, and they agreed it probably had something to do with Frank. El Burro, my father let out when they didn’t have anything else to say.

It was the Fourth of July when I got sick that summer. I remember my mother wouldn’t let me go outside with Lonny. He kept yelling at me from the street that night to stop being a baby and come out of the house so I could pop some firecrackers. We’d been talking all week about shooting some bottle rockets in the direction of Frank’s house. It didn’t feel like anything at first, just a fever, but the next morning we knew it was the chicken pox. My mother had to miss a few days of work, staying home with me until I got over the worst part. After that, Yolanda volunteered to come look in on me when she wasn’t working. But I told my mother I didn’t want her coming over when I still looked like those dead people in that Night of the Living Dead movie. My mother said Yolanda would understand I was sick, and if she didn’t, that’s what I’d get for watching those kinds of movies. So for about a week she came over in the mornings and we watched The Price Is Right together. Yolanda was great at guessing the prices of things, and she said it was from working in a grocery store and having a good memory.  I told her I thought she should go on the show. She laughed and said she probably wouldn’t win anything, since she’d be too nervous. What I meant to say was that she should go on the show and be one of the girls who stands next to the car, smiling. She was prettier than any of them, but I never told her that, because I got embarrassed whenever I thought about saying it.

If Yolanda came over in the afternoon, we’d watch General Hospital together. She said she’d been watching it for years. There wasn’t anything else on at that hour, so I didn’t really care. Once, she brought over some lime sherbert, and we played Chinese checkers in my room until she had to get home to Frank Castro. Each time she left she’d reach down and give me a little kiss on the cheek, and each time her hair smelled like a different fruit. Sometimes like a pear, sometimes like a strawberry, sometimes like an apple. The strawberry was my favorite.

This was about the time when Frank said that from now on, he would take Yolanda to work in the morning—no matter how out of the way it was for him, or the fact that he and my mother were always pulling out of the driveway at the same time. A week or two went by, and then my mother told my father that Frank had started showing up at the store in the middle of the day, usually during his lunch hour, but sometimes also at two or three in the  afternoon. He wouldn’t talk to Yolanda, but instead just hung out by the magazine rack, pretending to read a wrestling magazine. Yolanda tried to ignore him. My mother said she had talked to her in the break room, but Yolanda kept saying it was nothing, that Frank’s hours had changed at the airport.
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There was one Saturday when he was off from work, and as usual, he spent it in his front yard, sitting in a green lawn chair, drinking tallboys. He had turned on the sprinkler and was watching his grass and half the street get a good watering. Lonny and I were throwing the football around. Frank sat in that stupid chair all afternoon. He only went in to grab another beer and, I guess, take a piss. Each time he got up and turned around, we shot him the finger.

That night, I heard Frank’s voice loud and clear. He wanted answers. Something about a phone number. Something about a customer he’d seen Yolanda talking to a couple of days earlier. Did she think he was blind? What the hell was so funny when the two of them were talking? How many times? he wanted to know. ¡Desgraciado!11 Where? Goddammit! he wanted to know. What game show? ¡El sanavabiche! Something shattered against the wall and then a few seconds later Yolanda screamed. I sat up. I didn’t know if I could form words if I had to. What the hell were you doing listening anyway? they would ask me. There was another scream and then the sound of the back door slamming. I looked out my window and saw Frank Castro chase Yolanda into their backyard. She was wearing a nightgown that came down to her knees. Frank had on the same khakis and muscle shirt he’d worn that afternoon. He only ran a few feet down from the back steps before his head hit the clothesline, and he fell to the ground, hard. Yolanda didn’t turn to look back and ran around the right side of their house. I thought she’d gone back inside to call the police. Then I heard footsteps and a tapping on my window. It was Yolanda whispering, Open it, open it.

I didn’t say anything for a long time. Yolanda had climbed in and let down the blinds. We were lying on the bed, facing the window. She was behind me, holding me tight. I finally asked her is she wanted a glass of water or some Kool-Aid. I made it myself, I told her. It’s the orange kind, I said. I didn’t know what else to talk about. She said no, and then she told me to be quiet. I kept thinking, This has to be a dream and any minute now my mother’s going to walk in and tell me the barbacoa12 is sitting on the table and to come eat because we’re going to eleven o’clock mass and don’t even think about putting on those blue jeans with the patches in the knees ¿me entiendes?13 But that wasn’t happening, and something told me then that no matter what happened after tonight, this was something I’d never forget. There would always be a time before Yolanda crawled into my bed and a time after. As she held me, I could feel her heart beating. Then I felt her chiches14 pressed against my back. And even though I couldn’t see them, I knew they were perfect like the rest of her. I knew that they’d fit right in the palms of my hands, if only I had enough guts to turn around. Just turn around, that’s all I had to do. I thought back to when she was tapping on the window, and I was sure she wasn’t wearing a bra. I was sure there was nothing but Yolanda underneath her nightgown. I could have sworn I’d seen even more. I’d been close to a woman’s body before. But this wasn’t like when my tía Gloria came into town and couldn’t believe how much I’d grown, and then she squeezed me so hard my head got lost in her huge and heavily perfumed chiches. And it wasn’t anything like the Sears catalog where the girls had a tiny rose at the top of their panties. No, this was Yolanda and she was in my bed, pressed up against my back, like it was the only place in the world for us to be.

I could go on and tell you the rest of the details—how I never turned around and always regretted it, how we stayed there and listened to Frank crying in his backyard, how Lonny’s dad finally called the cops on his ass, how Yolanda had a cousin pick her up the next morning, how she ended up leaving Frank for a man who worked for one of the shampoo companies, how it didn’t matter because she’d also been seeing an assistant manager and would be having his baby soon enough, and how it really didn’t matter because the assistant manager was already married and wasn’t about to leave his wife and kids, and how, actually, none of it mattered because she’d been taking money out of the register and was about to be caught—but that’s not the part of the story I like to remember.

In that bed of mine, the one with the Dallas Cowboy pillows and covers, Yolanda and I were safe. We were safe from Frank Castro and safe from anybody else that might try to hurt us. And it was safe for me to fall asleep in Yolanda’s arms, with her warm, beautiful body pressed against mine, and dream that we were riding off to some faraway place on an Appaloosa.
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1. ‑Characterize the narrator. Characterize Frank.

2. ‑In the next-to-last paragraph we learn that Yolanda has been “taking money out of the register.” Did this statement surprise you? Why do you think the author included it?

3. ‑Do you think that the narrator is or was in love with Yolanda? Explain.
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Senior Picture Day


Sometimes I put two different earrings in the same ear. And that’s on a day I’m feeling preppy, not really new wave or anything. One time, during a track meet over at Camarillo High, I discovered way too late that I’d forgot to put on deodorant and that was the worst ’cause everyone knows how snooty those girls at Camarillo can be. Hmmm. Actually the worst thing I’ve ever forgotten to do was take my pill. That happened three mornings in a row and you can bet I was praying for weeks after that.

So many things to remember when you’re seventeen years old and your days start at six a.m. and sometimes don’t end until five in the afternoon. But today of all days there’s one thing I have to remember to do and that’s to squeeze my nose. I’ve been doing it since the seventh grade. Every morning with my thumb and forefinger I squeeze the sides of it, firmly pressing my nostrils as close as they possibly can get near the base. Sometimes while I’m waiting for the tortilla to heat up, or just when I’m brushing my teeth, I squeeze. Nobody ever notices. Nobody ever asks. With all the other shit seniors in high school go through, squeezing my nose is nothing. It’s just like some regular early-morning routine, like yawning or wiping the egg from my eyes. Okay, so you might think it’s just a total waste of time, but to tell you the truth, I do see the difference. Just last week I lined up all my class pictures and could definitely see the progress. My nose has actually become smaller, narrower. It looks less Indian. I look less Indian and you can bet that’s the main goal here. Today, when I take my graduation pictures, my nose will look just like Terri’s and then I’ll have the best picture in the yearbook. I think about this as Mrs. Milne’s Duster comes honking in the driveway to take me to school.

Terri was my best friend in seventh grade. She came from Washington to Rio Del Valle Junior high halfway through October. She was the first girl I knew who had contact lenses and four pairs of Chemin de Fers. Can you believe that? She told everyone that her daddy was gonna build ’em a swimming pool for the summer. She told me that I could go over to swim anytime I wanted. But until then, she told me, I could go over and we could play on her dad’s CB.1

“You dad’s really got a CB?” I asked her.
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“Oh, yeah,” she answered, jiggling her locker door. “You can come over and we can make up handles for ourselves and meet lots of guys. Cute ones.”

Whaddaya mean, handles?” I asked.

“Like names, little nicknames. I never use my real name. I’m ‘G.G.’ when I get on. That stands for Golden Girl. Oh, and you gotta make sure you end every sentence with ‘over.’ You’re like a total nerd if you don’t finish with ‘over.’ I never talk to anyone who doesn’t say ‘over.’ They’re the worst.”

Nobody’s really into citizen band radios anymore. I now see ’em all lined up in pawnshops over on Oxnard Boulevard. But back in the seventh grade, everyone was getting them. They were way better than using a phone ’cause, first of all, there was no phone bill to bust you for talking to boys who lived past The Grade and second, you didn’t have your stupid sister yelling at you for tying up the phone line. Most people had CBs in their cars, but Terri’s dad had his in the den.

When I showed up at Terri’s to check out the CB, her mama was in the front yard planting some purple flowers.
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“Go on in already.” She waved me in. “She’s in her father’s den.”

I found Terri just like her mama said. She was already on the CB, looking flustered and sorta excited.

“Hey,” I called out to her, and plopped my tote bag on her dad’s desk.

She didn’t answer but rather motioned to me with her hands to hurry up. Her mouth formed an exaggerated, “Oh, my God!” She held out a glass bowl of Pringles and pointed to a glass of Dr Pepper on the desk.

It turned out Terri had found a boy on the CB. An older interested one. He was fifteen, a skateboarder, and his handle was Lightning Bolt.
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“Lightning Bolt,” he bragged to Terri. “Like, you know, powerful and fast. That’s the way I skate. So,” he continued, “where you guys live? Over.”

“We live near Malibu.” Terri answered. “Between Malibu and Santa Barbara. Over.”

“Oh, excuse me, fan-ceee. Over.”

“That’s right.” Terri giggled. “Over.”

 We actually lived in Oxnard. Really, in El Rio, a flat patch of houses, churches, and schools surrounded by lots of strawberry fields and some new snooty stucco homes surrounded by chainlink. But man, did Terri have this way of making things sound better. I mean, it was the truth, geographically, and besides it sounded way more glamorous.

20

I took some Pringles from the bowl and thought we were gonna have this wonderful afternoon of talking and flirting with Lightning Bolt until Terri’s dad happened to come home early and found us gabbing in his den.

“What the . . . !” he yelled as soon as he walked in and saw us hunched over his CB. “What do you think this is? Party Central? Get off that thing!” He grabbed the receiver from Terri’s hand. “This isn’t a toy! It’s a tool. A tool for communication, you don’t use it just to meet boys!”

“Damn, Dad,” Terri complained as she slid off her father’s desk. “Don’t have a cow.” She took my hand and led me to her room. “Come on, let’s pick you out a handle.”

When we were in her room, I told her I had decided on Cali Girl as my handle.

“You mean, like California?” she asked.
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“Yeah, sorta.”

“But you’re Mexican.”

“So?”

“So, you look like you’re more from Mexico than California.”

“What do you mean?”
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“I mean, California is like, blond girls, you know.”

“Yeah, but I am Californian. I mean, real Californian. Even my great-grandma was born here.”

“It’s just that you don’t look like you’re from California.”

“And you’re not exactly golden,” I snapped.

We decided to talk to Lightning Bolt the next day, Friday, right after school. Terri’s dad always came home real late on Fridays, sometimes even early the next Saturday morning. It would be perfect. When I got to her house the garage door was wide open and I went in through the side door. I almost bumped into Terri’s mama. She was spraying the house with Pine Scent and offered me some Hi-C.
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“Help yourself to a Pudding Pop, too,” she said before heading into the living room through a mist of aerosol. “They’re in the freezer.”

Man, Terri’s mama made their whole life like an afternoon commercial. Hi-C, Pringles in a bowl, the whole house smelling like a pine forest. Was Terri lucky or what? I grabbed a Pudding Pop out of the freezer and was about to join her when I picked up on her laugh. She was already talking to Lightning Bolt. Dang, she didn’t waste time!

“Well, maybe we don’t ever want to meet you,” I heard Terri flirt with Lightning Bolt. “How do you know we don’t already have boyfriends? Over.”

“Well, you both sound like foxes. So, uh, what do you look like? Over.”

“I’m about five-four and have green eyes and ginger-colored hair. Over.”

40

Green? Ginger? I always took Terri for having brown eyes and brown hair.

“What about your friend? Over.”

“What about her? Over.”

Oh, this was about me! I had to hear this. Terri knew how to pump up things good.

“I mean, what does she look like?” Lightning Bolt asked. “She sounds cute. Over.”
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“Well . . .” I overheard Terri hesitate. “Well, she’s real skinny and, uh . . .”

“I like skinny girls!”

“You didn’t let me finish!” Terri interrupted. “And you didn’t say ‘over.’ Over.”

“Sorry,” Lightning Bolt said. “Go ahead and finish. Over.”

I tore the wrapper off the Pudding Pop and continued to listen.
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“Well,” Terri continued. “She’s also sorta flat-chested, I guess. Over.”

What? How could Terri say that?

“Flat-chested? Oh yeah? Over.” Lightning Bolt answered.

“Yeah. Over.”

Terri paused uncomfortably. It was as if she knew what she was saying was wrong and bad and she should’ve stopped but couldn’t. She was saying things about a friend, things a real friend shouldn’t be saying about another friend, but now there was a boy involved and he was interested in that other friend, in me, and her side was losing momentum. She would have to continue to stay ahead.
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“Yeah, and she also has this, this nose, a nose like . . . like an Indian. Over.”

“An, Indian?” Lightning Bolt asked. “What do ya mean an Indian? Over.”

“You know, Indian. Like powwow Indian.”

“Really?” Lightning Bolt laughed on the other end. “Like Woo-Woo-Woo Indian?” He clapped his palm over his mouth and wailed. A sound I knew all too well.

“Yeah, just like that!” Terri laughed. “In fact, I think she’s gonna pick ‘Li’l Squaw’ as her handle!”
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I shut the refrigerator door quietly. I touched the ridge of my nose. I felt the bump my mother had promised me would be less noticeable once my face “filled out.” The base of my nose was far from feminine and was broad, like, well, like Uncle Rudy’s nose, Grandpa Rudy’s nose, and yeah, a little bit of Uncle Vincente’s nose, too. Men in my family who looked like Indians and here their Indian noses were lumped together on me, on my face. My nose made me look like I didn’t belong, made me look less Californian than my blond counterparts. After hearing Terri and Lightning Bolt laugh, more than anything I hated the men in my family who had given me such a hideous nose.

I grabbed my tote bag and started to leave out through the garage door when Terri’s mama called out from the living room. “You’re leaving already?” she asked. “I know Terri would love to have you for dinner. Her daddy’s working late again.”

I didn’t answer and I didn’t turn around. I just walked out and went home.

And so that’s how the squeezing began. I eventually stopped hanging out with Terri and never got a chance to use my handle on her dad’s CB. I know it’s been almost four years since she said all that stuff about me, about my nose, but man, it still stings.

65

During freshman year I heard that Terri’s dad met some lady on the CB and left her mama for this other woman. Can you believe that? Who’d wanna leave a house that smelled like a pine forest and always had Pudding Pops in the freezer?

As Mrs. Milne honks from the driveway impatiently, I grab my books and run down the driveway, squeezing my nose just a little bit more. I do it because today is Senior Picture Day and because I do notice the difference. I might be too skinny. My chest might be too flat. But God forbid I look too Indian.

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑How would you characterize the narrator? Do you regard her with amusement, pity, contempt, sympathy—or all of the above, or none? Please explain.

2. ‑Briefly recounted within this story about the narrator is another story about Terri’s parents. Why do you suppose Serros included this story?

3. ‑In your library find a book about the Maya, with illustrations of Mayan sculpture. In an essay of 250 words, describe the noses of the figures and summarize—giving credit to your source—any comments that the book makes about Mayan ideas of beauty.
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Leslie Marmon Silko    
1Angelus a devotional prayer commemorating the Annunciation (the angel Gabriel’s announcement of the Incarnation of God in the human form of Jesus).
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1BIA Bureau of Indian Affairs.

John Updike    
    Chapter 10 / American Voices: Fiction for a Diverse Nation
John Updike    
    Chapter 10 / American Voices: Fiction for a Diverse Nation
John Updike    
    Chapter 10 / American Voices: Fiction for a Diverse Nation
1Hiroshige . . . Hokusai Ando Hiroshige (1797–1858) and Katsushika Hokusai (1760–1849) are chiefly known as designers of landscape prints.

John Updike    
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2Proust Marcel Proust (1871–1922), French homosexual novelist.  3Hellenic fellowship Greek friendship, with the implication of erotic love between a mature man and a youth.

Gloria Naylor    
1Ben the custodian of Brewster Place.
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Katherine Min    
1dukkha a Pali word meaning “suffering,” particularly the suffering that is caused by desire.
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2kimchis pickles.  3Whitehead Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947), British mathematician and philosopher.

Katherine Min    
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Gish Jen    
1Confucius Chinese religious leader and philosopher (551–479 bce).  2Opium War conflicts, 1839–1842 and 1856–1860, between China and Great Britain involving the opium trade.
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Bernard Malamud    
1Father Divine Father Divine, whose name at birth was George Baker (1877–1965), was a popular religious leader in Harlem during the 1930s. He established the Peace Mission Movement, which provided food, clothing, and work opportunities for its followers.
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Bernard Malamud    
2Homburg Hat a type of a man’s hat, which takes its name from the town in Germany where such hats were made.  3La Guardia Fiorello Henry La Guardia (1842–1947) was the colorful, progressive mayor of New York City from 1934 to 1945.  4Nick Carter and Merriwell books Nick Carter, the name of a fictional detective in a widely read series of books published from the 1890s to the 1950s; Frank Merriwell, the name of a literary character, a star athlete at Yale, in a series of books for boys published from 1900 to 1933.  
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5Haig & Haig a fine Scotch whisky.

Bernard Malamud    
6goy Yiddish term (often used disparagingly) for gentile.
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7CPA Certified Public Accountant.

Bernard Malamud    
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Oscar Casares    
1flojo weak-willed.  2resaca dry streambed.   3curandera mid-wife.  4menudo tripe soup. 
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 5tú . . . vida you are my life.   6carro extranjero foreign car.
Oscar Casares    
7¡Qué no! Why not?  
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8¿No . . . Francisco? Don’t you know how much I love you, Francisco?  9Ay, Diosito Oh, God.  10tía aunt. 

Oscar Casares    
11Desgraciado disgraceful. 
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12barbacoa baked lamb or goat.  13me entiendes do you understand me?  14chiches breasts.

Michele Serros    
1CB Citizens Band (a radio frequency used by the general public to talk to one another over a short distance).
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