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My mother is a bird. This isn’t like some William Faulkner stream-of-consciousness metaphorical crap. My mother. Is literally. A bird.

I know it’s true the way I know the stain on the bedroom floor is as permanent as the sky, the way I know my father will never forgive himself. Nobody believes me, but it is a fact. I am absolutely certain.

In the beginning, that mother-shaped hole was made of blood. Dark and sticky, soaked to the roots of the carpet.

Over and over again, I rewind back to that June afternoon. I walked home from Axel’s just in time to see my father stumble out onto the porch, clearly looking for me. I’ll never be able to erase that image: his hands slick and shaking, maroon smeared across his temple, chest heaving like it was iron filings getting sucked into his lungs and not air. At first I thought he was injured.

“Leigh—your mother—”

He choked on the sentence, face puckering into something awful. When he finally got the words out, his voice crawled through an ocean to get to me. It was a cold cerulean sound, far away and garbled. I couldn’t process what he said. Not for a long time. Not when the police arrived. Not even when the people came to carry my mother’s body out the front door.

It happened on Two Point Fives Day. Our day—what had become an annual tradition for me and Axel. It was supposed to be celebratory. The school year was almost over and things were finally going back to normal, even with Leanne in the picture. We were already making plans for the summer ahead. But I guess the universe has a way of knocking supposed-tos right on their asses.

Where I was that day: on the old tweed couch in Axel’s basement, brushing against his shoulder, trying to ignore the orange wall of electricity between us.

If I pressed my mouth to his, what would happen? Would it shock me like a dog collar? Would the wall crumble? Would we fuse together?

And Leanne—would she disappear? Could one kiss erase her?

The better question was: How much could it ruin?

My mother knew where I was. That’s one of the facts that I still can’t get over.

If I could have climbed out of my goddamn hormones for just one minute, maybe my neurotransmitters would’ve signaled for me to go home. Maybe I would’ve shaken off my blinders and forced myself to take count of all the things that had been off-kilter, or at least noticed that the colors around me were all wrong.

Instead, I withdrew into my shell, let myself be one of those self-absorbed, distracted teenagers. During sex ed, our teachers always made it sound like the guys were the horny ones. But right there on that couch I was certain that some crucial detail about the female body, or at least my body, had been left out. I was an already-lit firework, and if Axel came any closer, I was going to barrel into the sky and rain back down in a million pieces.

He was wearing the brown plaid that day. It was my favorite of his shirts—the oldest and softest against my cheek when I hugged him. His boy smells wafted over: the sweetness of his deodorant, the smoky floral of some other product, and, beneath all that, a scent like the quiet grass at night.

In the end, he was the one to take off his glasses and kiss me. But instead of bursting into sparks, my body froze. If I shifted a millimeter, everything would break. Even thinking that word—kiss—was like touching an ice wand to my chest. My ribs seized, freezing solid and spiderwebbing with cracks. I was no longer a firework. I was a thing frozen deep in the Arctic.

Axel’s hands stretched around my back and unlocked me. I was melting, he had released my windup key, and I was kissing back hard, and our lips were everywhere and my body was fluorescent orange—no, royal purple—no. My body was every color in the world, alight.

We’d been eating chocolate-covered popcorn just minutes ago, and that was exactly how he tasted. Sweet and salty.

An explosion of thoughts made me pull away. The cloud of debris consisted of remembering: that he was my best friend, that he was the only person I trusted a hundred percent besides Mom, that I shouldn’t be kissing him, couldn’t be kissing him—

“What color?” Axel said quietly.

This is the question we always ask to figure out what the other person’s feeling. We’ve been best friends since Mrs. Donovan’s art class—long enough that that’s all we need. One color to describe a mood, a success, a failure, a wish.

I couldn’t answer him. Couldn’t tell him I was flashing through the whole goddamn spectrum, including a new dimension of hues I’d never before experienced. Instead, I stood up.

“Shit,” I breathed.

“What?” he said. Even in the dim light of the lone basement bulb I could see how his face was flushed.

My hands—I didn’t know where to put my hands. “Sorry, I gotta. I have to go.”

We had a no-bullshit rule with each other. I kept breaking it.

“Seriously, Leigh?” he said, but I was already running up the stairs, grabbing at the railing to pull myself up faster. I burst into the hallway outside the living room and gulped down breaths like I’d just broken the surface after the deepest dive.

He didn’t follow. The front door slammed as I left; even his house was pissed at me. The sound rang out puke green. I thought of the hard cover of a book smacking shut on a story that wasn’t finished.
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Inever saw the body up close. The police arrived and I raced ahead of them. Up the stairs two at a time. Burst into the master bedroom with a force that nearly cracked the door. All I could see were my mother’s legs on the floor, horizontal and sticking out from the other side of the bed.

And then Dad was behind me, pulling me out of the way while my ears rang with the shrieking. It was so loud I was certain it was a noise brought by the police. Only when I stopped to catch my breath did I realize the shrieking was coming from me. My own mouth. My own lungs.

I saw the stain after they removed my mother, after someone had made a first attempt at cleaning it out of the carpet. Even then it was still dark and wide, oblong and hideous. Barely the shape of a mother.

It’s easier to pretend the stain is acrylic paint. Pigment, emulsion. Water soluble until it dries.

The one part that’s hard to pretend about: Spilled paint is only ever an accident.

Spilled paint doesn’t involve a knife and a bottle of sleeping pills.

The day after it happened, we spent hours searching for a note. That was the surreal part. Dad and I floated around the house, moving sloth-like as we pulled at drawers, flipped open cabinets, traced our fingers along shelves.

It’s not real unless we find a note. That was the thought that kept running through my brain. Of course she would leave a note.

I refused to go into the master bedroom. It was impossible to forget. Mom’s feet sticking out from behind the bed. My blood pounding, she’s dead she’s dead she’s dead.

I leaned against the wall out in the hallway and listened to Dad riffling through papers, searching, moving from one side of the room to the other, sounding as desperate as I felt. I heard him open her jewelry box and shut it again. Heard him shifting things around on the bed—he must’ve been looking under the pillows, under the mattress.

Where the hell did people usually leave their notes?

If Axel were there with me, he probably would’ve squeezed my shoulder and asked, What color?

And I would’ve had to explain that I was colorless, translucent. I was a jellyfish caught up in a tide, forced to go wherever the ocean willed. I was as unreal as my mother’s nonexistent note.

If there was no note, what did that mean?

My father must’ve found something because everything on the other side of the door had gone intensely quiet.

“Dad?” I called out.

There was no response. But I knew he was there. I knew he was conscious, standing on the other side, hearing me.

“Dad,” I said again.

I heard a long, thick intake of breath. My father shuffled to the door and opened it.

“You found it?” I said.

He paused, not meeting my eyes, hesitating. Finally his hand swept out a crumpled piece of paper.

“It was in the garbage,” he said, his voice tight. “Along with these.” His other fingers uncurled to show a pile of capsules that I recognized immediately. Mom’s antidepressants. He crunched them up in his fist and went back downstairs.

A cyan chill seeped into my body. When had she stopped taking her medicine?

I smoothed the paper out and stared at its whiteness. Not a speck of blood to be found on that surface. My hands brought it to my nose and I inhaled, trying to get at the last of my mother’s scent.

And finally, I made myself look at it.

 

To Leigh and Brian,

I love you so much

I’m so sorry

The medicine didn’t

 

Below all that, there was something scribbled over with so many pen strokes it was entirely unreadable. And then one final line at the very bottom:

 

I want you to remember

 

What had my mother been trying to say to us?

What did she want us to remember?
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Istarted spending the nights downstairs on the sofa, the farthest I could get from the master bedroom. I was having a lot of trouble sleeping, but the old leather sofa swallowed me and I imagined myself cradled in the thick arms of a giantess. She had my mother’s face, my mother’s voice. Sometimes if I managed to drift into an uneasy slumber, the determined tick of the clock above the television became the beat of the giant’s heart.

In between the heartbeats, my dreams pulled up slivers of old recollections. My parents laughing. A birthday celebration, chocolate cake smeared over all of our faces. Mom trying to play the piano with her toes, at my request. Dad with the sing-song rhymes he liked to make up: “Little Leigh, full of glee!” “Oh my, what a sigh!”

It was the night before the funeral: I woke around three in the morning to a sharp rap on the front door. It wasn’t a dream; I knew because I’d just been dreaming that the giantess was humming over a piano. Nobody else stirred. Not my father, not my mother’s cat. The wooden floor stung with cold and I stepped into the foyer shivering, baffled by the drop in temperature. I dragged the heavy door open and the porch light came on.

The suburban street was purple and dark, silent but for the lone cricket keeping time in the grass. A noise in the distance made me look up, and against the murky predawn sky, I could make out a streak of crimson. It flapped once, twice. A tail followed the body, sailing like a flag. The creature swept over the half-moon, past the shadow of a cloud.

I wasn’t frightened, even when the bird glided straight across the lawn to land on the porch, those claws tapping short trills into the wood. Standing at full height, the creature was nearly as tall as me.

“Leigh,” said the bird.

I would have known that voice anywhere. That was the voice that used to ask if I wanted a glass of water after a good cry, or suggest a break from homework with freshly baked cookies, or volunteer to drive to the art store. It was a yellow voice, knit from bright and melodic syllables, and it was coming from the beak of this red creature.

My eyes took in her size: nothing like the petite frame my mother had while human. She reminded me of a red-crowned crane, but with a long, feathery tail. Up close I could see that every feather was a different shade of red, sharp and gleaming.

When I stretched out a hand, the air changed as though I’d disturbed the surface of a still pool. The bird launched into the sky, flapping until she disappeared. A single scarlet feather stayed behind on the porch, curving like a scythe and stretching to nearly the length of my forearm. I rushed at it, accidentally kicking up a tiny gust. The feather took to the air lazily, scooping a little, bumping to a stop. I crouched low to catch it under my palm and angled my head to search the sky. She was gone.

Would she come back? Just in case, I set out a bucket of water and left the front door wedged open. I brought the feather inside, and back on the sofa, I fell immediately into true sleep for the first time since the day of the stain. I dreamed of the bird and woke up certain that she wasn’t real. But then I found the feather in my fist, gripped so hard my nails had bitten marks into my palm. Even in sleep I had been afraid to let go.
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The funeral was open casket, and when I walked up to that wooden box, I almost expected to see a mound of ash. But no, there was a head. There was a face. I spotted the familiar brown birthmark in the hollow above her collarbone. That was my mother’s blouse, the one she’d bought for a recital and then decided she hated.

Before me lay a body grayer than a sketch. Someone had applied makeup and colors to try to make it look alive.

I didn’t cry. That was not my mother.

My mother is free in the sky. She doesn’t have the burden of a human body, is not made up of a single dot of gray. My mother is a bird.

The body in the casket didn’t even have the jade cicada pendant I’d seen my mother wear every single day of my life. That neck was bare—further proof.

“What color?” Axel whispered as he came up next to me.

It was our first time speaking since the day Mom died, since a week ago. He must’ve found out from his aunt Tina, after Dad called her. I know I shouldn’t have shut him out, but I couldn’t bear the thought of us having a conversation. What would I say? Every time I tried to imagine the words, everything in my head went cold and blank.

Standing there at the funeral, he looked terribly out of place. His usual clothes—plaid over a screen-printed shirt, worn pair of jeans—had been replaced by an overlarge button-down, cinched with a shiny tie and worn above a pair of dark slacks. I saw how he glanced nervously at the casket, how his attention carefully shifted back to my face.

If he looked in my eyes straight on, he would know how he’d pierced me with an arrow, how its shaft was still sticking out of my chest, twitching each time my heart contracted.

And maybe he’d see how my mother had sliced up everything else. How even if he could wrench that arrow free, the rest of me was so punctured and torn that nothing would ever be able to suture me back together.

“Leigh?”

“White,” I whispered back, and I could feel his surprise. He’d probably been expecting a glacial blue, or maybe the dying vermilion of dusk.

I saw him reach for my elbow and then hesitate. He dropped his hand.

“Will you come over later?” he asked. “Or—I could go to your house?”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” I could sense the pink rising up through him.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” I said, not because it was true but because I couldn’t bear for him to finish that sentence. What didn’t he mean? For us to break through that sizzling wall and connect one mouth to another in the same moment that my mother was dying?

“I just want to talk to you, Leigh.”

That was almost worse.

“We’re talking right now,” I said, my insides curling even as the words came out.

Bullshit bullshit bullshit. It echoed in my mind, and I tried to shove the word somewhere I couldn’t hear it.

It was only as Axel turned away that I noticed how his shoulders shook. He reached a hand up to yank his tie loose and walked toward the other end of the room. In a flash like a vision of the future, I saw the distance stretching between us, unfurling like a measuring tape, until we were separated by miles and miles. Until we were standing as far apart as two people can get without leaving the surface of the earth.

What did Axel think talking could accomplish, after all that had happened to my mother?

What could we fix?
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Ihadn’t yet decided if or how I was going to tell Dad about the bird, but as we were walking back to the car after the funeral, I stumbled over a crack that had made the sidewalk hideously uneven.

That silly childhood rhyme sang its way into my head:

Don’t step on the crack or you’ll break your mother’s back.

My brain snagged on the words. I blinked and fell half on the grass and half on the edge of the sidewalk. Dad helped me back up. There was a greenish spot on my knee, and it brought on a longing for the past, for a simpler time, when grass stains were among my biggest worries.

“What’s that?” said Dad, and at first I thought he was asking about the stain. But no, he was pointing at a long, slender spot of red a few feet away from me.

In my fall, the feather had made its way out of my dress pocket. It uncurled on the sidewalk like some kind of challenge.

I swiped it off the ground and shoved it back in my pocket.

Dad asked about it, of course. And I couldn’t lie. Not when it had to do with my mother.

“It’s from Mom,” I tried to explain as we got in the car. “She came to see me.”

Dad was silent for a few beats, his hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. I saw the millisecond in which his face twisted with grief. His expression was loud as a roar, though outside of us there was only the sound of the car rolling over pavement. The muted noise of the pedals shifting beneath his feet as he braked.

“She came to see you,” he echoed. The concern was obvious in his voice.

“She came as—she turned into—” I swallowed. Now that they were on the tip of my tongue, the words had the taste of something ridiculous. “She’s a bird now. Huge and red. And beautiful. She landed on the porch the other night.”

At Mill Road, he turned left, and I understood that he was taking us home the long way, dragging out this conversation. I was trapped.

“What’s the significance of her being a bird?” he said after a long stretch of nothing, and I knew in that moment that he didn’t believe me, and there was nothing I could do or say that would change his mind.

I didn’t answer, and he sighed through his nose very quietly. I heard it clear as anything. I turned my face out the window, my thumb stroking the vane of the feather.

He drummed the steering wheel a few times with the pads of his fingers, as he often did when he was thinking. “What does red mean to you?” he tried again, and it sounded almost textbook, like some technique he’d learned from Dr. O’Brien.

“I didn’t make the bird up, Dad. It’s real. I saw her. That was Mom.”

The rain came then; we had turned directly into the path of the storm. The water drummed loudly, slanting into us and cutting straight down the image of my face mirrored in the window, slicing me apart again and again.

“I’m trying to understand, Leigh,” said Dad as he pulled the car into our driveway. He didn’t push the button to open the garage door. He didn’t shift the car into park. We sat there, idling, and the little tremors from the engine were starting to make me feel sick.

“Okay,” I said. I thought I would give him a shot. If he was making a real effort, so would I. If he wanted to talk this out, fine. I just needed him to try, for one second, to believe me.

I watched his fingers tap-tap-tapping against the steering wheel as he searched for the right words. He closed his eyes for a beat.

“I also wish … I could see your mother again. More than anything.”

“Right,” I said, and my mind went blank, like a computer screen shutting down. I clicked my seat belt loose, threw open the door, made my way out of the car.

The rain clung to me as I dug through my bag for my key to the house. It was a warm rain, and it looked gray as it came down from the sky. I imagined it to be liquid armor, shaping itself to my body where it made contact. Shielding me from everything.

 

Caro didn’t believe me, either. I tried to tell her after we’d both changed out of our funeral clothes and made our way to Fudge Shack. We sat on the high stools, a slice of Rocky Road untouched on my square of wax paper. She sucked up mouthfuls of her chocolate milk shake and swallowed slowly, letting me finish. She was being all quiet in that way she has of disagreeing. There in the patient nod of her chin and the glassiness of her eyes I could see I was losing her with each new word that came out of my mouth.

I reached the point where I couldn’t stand to look at her face any longer. Instead, my eyes drifted up to the bit of blue dye in her super short hair. It had faded to a color like broken sea glass. She’d had strands of blue since we met freshman year, and this was the greenest she’d ever let them get.

When I was done, she said, “I’m worried about you.”

I dug a finger into my fudge, then pulled away again, staring hard at the indent.

“I know you’re not clicking with Dr. O’Brien,” she said. “But maybe it would be worth…trying someone else?”

I shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”

But I could tell she knew I was just saying that to get her to stop talking that way.

I made a show of checking the time on my phone and offered my hollow apology as I gathered up my fudge and slid off the stool, headed toward whatever imaginary thing it was that I was late for.

Later, I felt guilty. Wasn’t Caro only trying to help?

But how could anyone really help me if they didn’t believe me?

What I wanted was to talk to Axel about my mother, to skip a hundred days ahead of that kiss, try to wipe it from his memory and mine. I wanted to tell him about the bird. I sat on the sofa with my wanting, turning a charcoal stick between my hands—around and around and around—until my fingers were soot black and everything I touched ended up smeared and burnt.

Would Axel believe me? I wanted to think yes. But honestly, I had no idea.

After I didn’t answer my cell, he called the house phone, just once. Nobody answered. He didn’t leave a message.

We’d rarely ever gone so long without seeing each other. Not when I had the stomach bug, immediately followed by the regular flu, immediately followed by an upper respiratory infection—he came over anyway, braving the toxic air from my lungs to sit on the sofa beside me and paint. Not even when Dad made me go to Mardenn, that god-awful hellhole of a summer camp. I was so miserable that Axel rode the bus all the way up to help me sneak out and get back home.

He would never cut me off. This I knew. This was all on me.

To think about it was to twist the arrow between my ribs. So I let myself be swallowed by thoughts of the bird, my questions spiraling, like where is the bird now? What does she want?

I tried to draw her in my sketchbook, but I couldn’t get the wings right.
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The mother-shaped hole became a cutout of the blackest black. Something I could only see around. If I tried to look directly at it, I saw emptiness.

I had to fight that emptiness, that absence of color. I looked in the other direction, toward white, which is made up of all the other colors of the visible spectrum. White was a solution, or at least the smallest of Band-Aids. In the empty hours the morning after the funeral, I drove to the hardware store, winging through an obscure route to avoid being seen by anyone in the neighborhood who would recognize first the car and then my face. The need for white paint burned so hard I didn’t think twice about driving unlicensed.

I did one coat on the walls of my bedroom—the paint was thin; the bright tangerine my mother and I rolled on years ago turned a sickly shade of Creamsicle—and was making my way toward the bathroom when Dad came out of his office.

He looked at the paint bucket by my legs, smears of white already staining my jeans, and said, “Leigh, come on.”

He didn’t understand about fighting the gaping black hole, the emptiness. Not that this surprised me. There was so much he didn’t understand, would never understand.

“You’re not bringing that in there,” he said, pointing his thumb toward the master bedroom. Fine with me. No way was I going in there anyhow. He took the paint bucket, and I escaped downstairs and into a sketch pad and let my knuckles work against the paper.

I made dark, pooling shapes. I pressed my stick of charcoal down as hard as I could until my knuckles were stained and aching and a waxy puddle of black shined up at me. Maybe if I could draw the emptiness, I could control it.

But it was never dark enough. It was never the blackest black.

It’d been a long time since I colored anything in. Charcoal and pencil were all I was using, and I mostly stuck to outlines. I was saving the colors for later.
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Iknew what I’d seen. It was real. Wasn’t it?

Each of those nights after that first appearance of the bird, when all noise upstairs had subsided, I went to stand on the porch and squint into the sky. The clouds blew in front of the stars. The moon shrank, giving up a sliver of itself with every passing day. I emptied and refilled the bucket so there was always fresh water, just in case. And when I went back inside, I left the door propped open by a worn sneaker. A breeze crept in through that gap to take its turn through the living room, and I fell asleep dreaming of the giant’s breath on my face.

A week after the funeral, moonbeams reached through the living room window and the temperature suddenly plummeted. It was the type of summer night that should’ve been unbearably hot, but my every exhale sent a cloud of white billowing out in front of my face. I didn’t hear a sound or anything, but I decided to check the front yard anyway.

As soon as I stepped outside, I saw a package slightly smaller than a shoe box waiting on the doormat. Dirty twine wrapped around the sides, crisscrossing in the middle, knotted to secure the lid. The corners were a little smashed, and the only thing on the box was my name in the bold black marker of an unfamiliar hand. There was nothing else. No stamps, no labels, not even an address.

I raised my head and the bird was standing in the yard with one leg tucked up just like the cranes I’d seen in paintings. The moonlight made her wing tips silvery and sharp, made the shadows in her body almost indigo.

“The box is from your grandparents,” said my mother, the bird.

My first thought was My grandparents are dead. Dad’s parents had been on the older side when they had him; both of them had been gone for a few years.

Unless … the bird meant my mother’s parents? The ones I’d never met?

“Bring it with you,” she said as I bent to pick up the box.

“Bring it with me where?” I said.

“When you come,” she replied.

When I straightened again, the bird was already leaping up and away, this time leaving no feather.

There was nothing left to do but go back to the living room. For a moment, everything around me seemed to be melting, the colors darkening like something cooking over high heat. The windows and curtains losing their shape, furniture sagging and shrinking into the floor, even the light fixture up above turning to a murky liquid.

A couple blinks and it all looked normal again.

I sat down on the sofa, suddenly so exhausted I fell asleep halfway through trying to get the twine off the box. When I woke again, this time with a full sun buttering the windows, the box was still there.

It was real. It existed in the light of the morning. I took a deep breath and let my fingers curl around the lid.
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I’m still trying to figure out what to do about the box. It’s been nearly a week since my mother came as the bird and delivered it. It’s agonizing to feel like I can’t talk to Axel about this.

Will Dad believe me now?

I think of the way his brows furrowed, like there was something wrong with me.

I’m sitting on the sofa, cross-legged and directly above the spot where I’ve hidden the package. The stuff inside that box—it’s different from the feather. It’s so much more. Maybe this time I can get him to listen.

I stare straight ahead into the glossy finish of the upright piano like it’s a crystal ball that will explain why my mother is a bird, or show me what I’m supposed to do next. I’ve been going through the house and drawing the things that feel important, but I haven’t made a picture of the piano yet. It has so much history, and history means colors.

Once upon a time that instrument poured sound through our home. When did I last hear my mother play? I’m not sure; I guess that should’ve been a red flag.

In hindsight everything seems obvious.

Year after year I promised that the next summer I would finally let her teach me so that a second set of hands might grace those keys. It was something she wanted. More specifically, it was something she wanted us to do together. I always imagined us learning some charming duet, my hands pounding chords in the bass, her delicate fingers tinkling in the higher octaves.

Mom used to leave the piano keys out in the open, gleaming like teeth. She said they needed to breathe. But my father put away the sheet music and pulled the cover down. The piano before me is bare, unsmiling, funeral black.

In the space where the music books used to sit, open to whatever sonata or nocturne she was working through, I find the ebony reflection of myself. Growing up, I always wished I could look more like my mother. More Taiwanese.

My mother had shoulder-length hair that she kept permed in loose curls, and big glasses that she peeled off when her headaches took over. I remember trying to see her through the eyes of strangers: the willowy, dark-haired woman with the disjointed grammar and mixed-up idioms. I only ever remember hearing her speak English. She even picked an English name for herself: Dorothy, which she ended up shortening to Dory.

I have some of the same shapes in my mother’s face, but otherwise most of my features come from my father, the Irish American guy born and raised in Pennsylvania. I have a smudgier version of his hazel eyes, a replica of his sharp nose. I look a lot like his younger self—especially in certain pictures from back before I existed, when he was a bass player in a band called Coffee Grind. It’s hard to imagine him as a musician—I’ve only ever known him as a sinologist, a scholar on all things related to China: the culture, economics, history, etc. He’s totally fluent in Mandarin and makes regular trips to places like Shanghai and Hong Kong to give talks and meet other sinologists and economists.

I tug fingers through my shoulder-length hair—the one attribute that seems to be all my own. The stripe on the side is currently dyed mermaid green, but the rest of it is my natural color, a deep brown, exactly halfway between my mother’s thick black strands and my father’s mousy waves. It’s a little thin, but it looked decent when Mom used to weave a French braid down my back; I wish I had bothered to learn how that worked.

There are a lot of things I wish I’d learned from her, while I still had the chance.

My reflection makes me sigh.

The piano tells me nothing about my mother, the bird. Nothing about the box. It only mirrors back the story of a desperate girl who’s been getting up in the deadest hours to unlock the front door.

 

The sound of coffee spitting and bubbling breaks apart my thoughts. It means Dad is in the kitchen. I don’t really want to face him. I’m tired of his doubting me, and I’m sick of the way he walks around emanating a murky Payne’s gray. The colors of this kind of grief should be stark and piercing, with the alarmed brightness of something toxic. Not the quiet hue of shadows.

But my stomach is gnawingly empty, and once the coffee is made he’ll sit there for ages. It’s either face him or go hungry.

I shove my sketchbook under the sofa and pad into the kitchen to dig a piece of string cheese out from the drawer in the fridge. My mother’s cat winds back and forth between my legs, mewing.

The newspaper crinkles between Dad’s hands. “Ignore Meimei, I just fed her.”

I lean down to graze her soft back with my fingers. She mews some more. Maybe what she’s hungry for isn’t food. Maybe what she wants is my mother.

If Axel were here, he’d say, Hey there, Miss Cat. He’d lean down and have her purring in a matter of seconds.

Axel. The thought of him sends a shard of phthalo blue into my center.

“What about you?” Dad is saying. “Would you like a real breakfast?” He sips his coffee. “I’ll make oatmeal?”

I scrunch up my face, but my back is to him so he can’t see. Doesn’t he know I eat oatmeal only when I’m sick?

No. Of course he doesn’t. He doesn’t know shit.

Mom would have offered to make waffles with berries and cream. And if we were really going to keep up our Sunday morning tradition, Axel would be letting himself in through the back door any minute now. But he isn’t going to come. He knows me better than anyone, knows when I’m trying to serve him counterfeit cheer, knows when I’m on the verge of shattering. Even if he can’t see the self-hate chewing through my insides, he has to know that it’s irreversible, this thing that’s happened between us.

“No thanks.” I busy myself with pouring orange juice into Mom’s favorite mug—the black-and-white one covered in music notes—to avoid looking at him. “So when are you going back to work?”

“Well, given what happened …”

My brain immediately begins to tune him out. Given what happened. I want to burn those words out of existence.

“… so, I’ll be here.”

“Wait. What do you mean?” I turn around. One of my charcoal sticks is dangerously close to his mug, and I make myself resist the urge to walk over and rescue it. Dad is known for being a klutz; plus he doesn’t particularly care for my “habit” of drawing. (Like it’s something detrimental to my health that I need to quit. Like it’s crack cocaine.) “Don’t you have another conference or workshop coming up?”

“I’m not going.”

“But you have to. Don’t you?”

He shook his head. “I’ll be working from home for a while.”

“You what?”

“Leigh,” Dad says. He swallows audibly. “You sound like you want me to go.”

Well, I’d assumed he would throw himself back into work. I’ve been waiting for him to call a car to take him to the airport. Waiting to have space to breathe again, put things in my sketchbook without being policed, figure out what exactly it means to grieve for a mother.

“Do you want me to go?” he says, and the fissure in his voice threatens to put a matching crack in my chest.

I steel myself, feeling ruthless. “It’s just that … you used to leave for work things all the time. We got used to it. Why aren’t you traveling anymore?”

“You had your mom to take care of you,” he says, trying to mask the hurt in his voice.

“I’m about to turn sixteen. I’ve been staying home by myself for years.”

“It’s not about how mature or independent you are, Leigh. It’s about … us needing some quality time together. Especially given what’s happened. I want us to … talk more.” His eyes take on the shine of guilt.

I gulp down a deep breath. “Okay. Then I have something I want to talk about.”

Dad’s eyebrows rise a couple millimeters, but he also looks relieved. “All right,” he says warily. “Shoot.”
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It takes me just a second to retrieve the package from its hiding place under the sofa. “I know you don’t believe what I said about Mom,” I begin, setting the box on the kitchen counter and dragging a stool over to sit.

Dad closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger. “Dreams sometimes just feel incredibly real. No matter how badly you want them to be true, they aren’t—”

“But can you just look?” I tell him. “The bird came again, and she brought this box.”

He looks at me with a pained expression. “Leigh.”

“I’m being serious!”

“There’s no postage on the package,” he says slowly.

“Just listen for a sec.” I try to pull back the anger. “I get that this sounds ridiculous.”

Dad shakes his head.

The cat meows by the sliding door in the back, and Dad steps over to the glass to let her out. Meimei slinks through the gap in perfect silence, as if she can’t bear to witness any more of this conversation.

The door slides shut hard. “How about we schedule another appointment with Dr. O’Brien—”

I clench and unclench my jaw. “Just look in the box, Dad. Please.”

He makes a noise of frustration and tears off the cardboard lid. His hands slow as he sees the contents. Yellowed letters, neat in a bundle. A stack of worn photographs, most of them black-and-white. He loosens the drawstrings of a velvet pouch; a silver chain pours out, followed by a shiny piece of jade. It’s a solid and weighty thing, only a bit smaller than Dad’s thumb. An intricately carved cicada at rest.

My father draws a sharp gasp. He recognizes it, as I did.

That is the necklace my mother wore every single day of her life.

“How is this here?” he murmurs, tracing a wing. “I mailed this off.”

“She said the box is from my grandparents.”

Dad furrows his brow and blinks at me. He looks old and tired. Not just in his body, but in his face. In his eyes.

I hold up one of the black-and-white photos. There are two little girls perched on ornate wooden chairs with tall backs that stick up beyond their heads. I’d seen these two before, in a different photograph, one that Axel had helped me unearth in my basement. In this picture they’re a little older. One of the girls has grown taller than the other.

“Who are they?” I ask, pointing at the girls.

He looks at it for a long time. “I’m not sure.”

“Okay. Then what does the note say?” I prod.

“What note—?” he begins, but then it’s in his hands and he’s reading it and his eye is twitching.

I stared at the page for so long I can remember the inky look of the contents, characters with strokes that swooped down and hooked upward. I know the look of Chinese writing when I see it. It’s all over my father’s study.

When I was little, I would crawl around on the shaggy rug of his office while he drew on giant pieces of paper torn off an easel pad and taped to the wall. My fingers would trace the air as he taught me the order of the strokes. He’d break down the components of the characters, teach me to identify the radicals—This one looks like an ear, right? and See how this is just like the character for person, but like if you were seeing the person from a different angle?

Mandarin was like a secret language between us—the best was in grocery stores, or in restaurants, how we could talk about people around us and they wouldn’t understand. That boy has a funny hat, I would tell Dad with a giggle.

It was something that Mom never wanted a part of, even though I couldn’t help thinking of it as her secret language to begin with. It belonged to her in a way that it would never belong to me and Dad.

And like so many other things, our secret language faded away. I haven’t spoken a word of Mandarin in years.

I still have a bit of it, of course. Like I remember ni hao, which means hello, and xiexie, which is thanks. There were times when I asked Mom whether she thought I should go to Chinese school on the weekends, like a couple kids I knew. She always stepped around the question.

Maybe next year, she’d tell me. Or, You can take the class you want in university.

I still remember the way she wouldn’t meet my eyes when she answered.

If only I could read the language. Like, really read it. I still know some of the basic characters, like the ones for wo and ni—me and you.

And mama. Mother.

But I can’t read who the letter’s addressed to. I can’t even figure out who wrote it—though I have a few guesses.

“Is it from my… waipo?” The syllables for maternal grandmother get stuck in my throat. Why pwuh is kind of what they sound like. I remember Dad teaching the words to me a long time ago, but I never imagined that I might someday use them in a context relevant to myself.

It’s frustratingly ironic that I’m the one with Chinese and Taiwanese blood running through my veins, and yet my Irish American father is the one who can read, write, and speak the language.

Why was Mom so stubborn? Why did she reject Mandarin and talk to us only in English? The question has bothered me a hundred times, but never as intensely as now, looking at these strange letters. I always thought that one day she would give me an answer.

Dad clears his throat. “Your waigong wrote it, actually. But it’s from the both of them.”

I nod him on. “And?”

“It’s addressed to you,” he says with disbelief.

Excitement and fear and hope and dread churn together in my stomach. I’ve spent years waiting for the chance to know them. Is this finally it?

A photograph falls out of the stack. It’s stiff, the edges crisp, like it’s been carefully kept.

In the picture, my mother is wearing big thick-rimmed glasses, a pale dress, half a smile. She looks young enough to still be a teenager. It must have been taken before she left Taiwan to study in the US.

Was she happy back then? The question wraps around me, carrying with it a bluish slip of sadness.

There’s the sound of air being sucked in quickly. When I look up, Dad’s lips are pressed into a line. He seems to be holding his breath.

“Dad?”

“Hmm?” His eyes reluctantly break away from the picture.

“Will you read the letter to me?”

He blinks several times, clears his throat. He begins to read. Slowly at first and then settling into a pace, his professor’s voice loud and clear.

Mandarin sounds so musical, the way the tones step up and down, each word rolling to the next in little waves. I catch phrases here and there that I recognize—but strung together, I can’t quite decipher what the whole of the letter means.

Dad finishes, and seeing the expression on my face, he explains: “In a nutshell—your grandparents want you to visit. As in, go to Taipei to meet them.”

Is that what the bird wants? My mother’s voice echoes back to me: Bring it with you. When you come.

I turn toward him. “What about you?”

My father gives me a confused look. “What?”

“Don’t they want to meet you, too?”

“We’ve met.”

The words hit me in the chest. “What? You told me you’d never met them.”

“No,” he replies very quietly. “It was your mother who said that.” The look on his face is unreadable.

How is there so much that I still don’t know about my own family?

“They know about Mom?” I ask.

Dad nods.

I listen to the clock striking out each determined tick. If only I could rewind, go back in time and ask my mother every question about every tiny thing. How crucial those little fragments are now; how great their absence. I should have saved them up, gathered them like drops of water in a desert. I’d always counted on having an oasis.

But maybe that’s why the bird came. Maybe she understands that there are too many things unanswered. A shiver ripples through my body. It occurs to me that Caro, who believes in ghosts, would probably call this a haunting.

Bring it with you. When you come. The bird meant for me to go somewhere. I’m almost certain that it could only be where my grandparents are.

Maybe that’s where I’ll find my answers.

 

I want you to remember

 

“So can I go? To Taipei?”

Dad shakes his head. “Things are more complicated than you realize.”

“Then explain it to me.”

“It’s not the right time for any of this,” he says. He tilts his head down in a way that says, This conversation is over.

The bird doesn’t come back after that.
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When I close my eyes to try to sleep, everything tilts and spins. Behind my eyelids, I see the bird landing again and again. I hear my mother’s warm voice.

I crack my eyes open, gazing at nothing in particular, letting my vision adjust to the darkness. But the longer I look, the more things seem to change. The edges of the end table going soft, rounding. The other side of the sofa deflating, though I don’t feel my body moving with it. The carpet below turning into a dark and wavering sea, reflecting back the lines of moonlight that trace the window edges. The entrance to the living room melts away, walls dripping down like a surrealist painting.

“Dad?” I call out softly.

The room resets. I wait to see whether he heard me, but there’s no sound of him moving around.

Trying to sleep is pointless. It’s not even what I need right now.

I sit up and pull my computer into my lap, let the harsh light of the screen wash the living room in a cold glow. It calms me to see everything more clearly, to note the sharp corners of the piano bench, the straightness of the curtains draping down against the window.

When I type the word suicide, my hands are slick with sweat and I am almost certain my father, upstairs in the makeshift bed in his office, can hear me tapping out each individual letter. The last thing I want is to go back to Dr. O’Brien’s office, to endure his nasally voice and answer questions about how I’m “coping”—which is exactly what will happen if my father realizes what I’m searching for on the internet.

I sink back into the old sofa and tuck my bare feet under a pile of cushions before scrolling through the search results.

Link after link, page after page. The words crowd the screen, crawling everywhere, blurring like dots of rain gathering on glass, sharpening again to prick at my eyes.

My gut makes the sickening lurch like I’m at the top of a roller coaster, just starting to drop. Only there’s no release. There is just that tension, coiling tighter and tighter, constricting my organs and seizing my breath and threatening to bring up my last meal.

What I learn is that all the odds were stacked against my mother actually dying. Someone should have caught her before she lost enough blood. Her stomach should have ejected everything she swallowed.

I can’t stop myself from wondering about the physical pain of the experience. I try to imagine suffering so hard that death would be preferable. That’s how Dr. O’Brien explained it. That Mom was suffering.

Suffering suffering suffering suffering suffering.

The word circles around in my head until the syllables lose their edges and the meaning warps. The word begins to sound like an herb, or a name, or maybe a semiprecious stone. I try to think of a color to match it, but all that comes to mind is the blackness of dried blood.

I can only hope that in becoming a bird my mother has shed her suffering.

Dad still doesn’t believe me.

Would it make a difference if he did?

Isn’t part of being a parent that you’re supposed to believe your daughter when no one else does? When she needs your belief more than she’s ever needed anything from you?

The more I think about it, the more that believing seems like the ultimate definition of family. I guess my family is kind of broken. Always has been.

Once, in the first grade, our teacher had us make family trees. I remember trimming out the shapes for Mom and Dad and Grammy and Grandpa. I remember making a trunk from an inside-out cereal box and cutting multicolored construction paper clouds to use as leaves.

I hated how it came out. My tree was imbalanced. Mom wasn’t an orphan, but that was how it looked when the teacher stapled mine up on the bulletin board. Most of the other kids had made trees that were perfectly symmetrical.

After school that day I went home and asked, “How come we never see my grandparents?”

“What do you mean?” Mom said. “Every week we see your grammy.”

“But your mom and dad,” I clarified. “How come we never spend Thanksgiving with them?”

“They live too far away,” she replied curtly.

I didn’t understand what I could possibly have done wrong, but I knew then that I wasn’t supposed to ask about Grandma and Grandpa on Mom’s side.

I tried again in middle school, when my social studies teacher did a unit on East Asian cultures.

“Mr. Steinberg asked me if anyone in our family has ever experienced foot binding.”

“Why does he ask you that?” my mother said almost defensively, and I remembered her looking up from the knife and cutting board with a strange blue expression.

“I told him you grew up in Taiwan,” I explained.

She paused and looked up into the corners of her eyes. “I think my grandmother in China—your great-grandmother—she did do foot binding.”

“But not your mom?”

“No.”

I waited a beat. “Why don’t you ever call your parents on the phone? Or write letters?”

Mom gave me a look. “We do not have good terms. There was an argument.”

“But can’t you just make up?”

She looked so conflicted when she tried to answer. “It’s difficult. Sometimes things not so simple. You understand when you are old enough.”

I hated that answer.
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Aweek after I show Dad the box, it happens close to midnight: Every window in our house unlatches and slides open.

I’m on the sofa when I hear the scrape and slam of the window frames, and a second later, the noise of things softly shushing against the screens. Things that sound like they’re angry and trying to get in.

People? Robbers?

The curtains in the living room curl toward me in fat billows. A whisper of wind sneaks in around the edges.

My mother?

Fear seeps through me, crawling toward my center like cold water through fabric. I’m glued down, fixed in place. One tiny nugget of logic in my brain fights against the freeze, reminds me that sitting here with my back stiff against the couch is not helpful.

“Mom?” My voice is all scratched and shaky.

It’s like that one word halts everything. The shushing is gone. The wind dies. The only answer is silence.

I do a circuit and check the kitchen. Nothing.

Then I hear the distant crash, and more shushing far away. Whatever it is has moved to the second floor, where it sounds much worse. Up there the wind is whistling, high-pitched and sharp.

My father curses loudly from his office. I hear his heavy footfalls, listen to him creaking from one side of the house to the other and back again. More cursing.

“What’s going on?” I call up the stairs.

He shouts back, “I’m handling it!” Which doesn’t sound entirely true.

I don’t want to go up there. But it sounds like he might need help.

With each step I take, the fear tightens around my legs, trying to anchor me in place, making my feet heavy and slow.

Aside from the white paint incident, I’ve tried my hardest to avoid going upstairs. Every time I climb these steps, I can’t help thinking that I’m making my way toward where the body was.

The body.

The stain.

I’m halfway up when a second crash comes, this time loud enough that I cringe and slap my hands over my ears.

My eyes squeeze shut and I sit down hard.

The body the body the body. The stain the stain the stain.

“Leigh?” It’s Dad, standing at the top of the steps, leaning on the banister like he’s been defeated.

“What is it?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

That’s when one last gust of wind comes funneling through the house, through every open window, crashing together above the stairs, creating a miniature tornado. Bits of red appear, sweeping into the current of twisting air. Dad tries to fight it, wheeling his arms into the tornado again and again.

The wind abruptly dies; everything settles. A torn window screen cartwheels along the hallway and down a few of the steps before coming to a halt. Pieces of red cling to my father; the look on his face stony and furious as he tries to brush them off.

“What are they?” I ask, squinting to see, but as soon as the words are out I know the answer. I don’t even need him to say it.

“Feathers,” he says. “They’re goddamn feathers.”

Days pass and we don’t talk about it. No mention of the feathers or the bird. He pretends the strange wind never came. But he’s quieter than usual—the event spooked him more than me. It’s a long week full of cold silence, uncertain and carbazole violet.

After that, he books us two plane tickets.
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Taipei is fifteen and a half hours away. It’s a direct flight. I can’t remember ever sitting still for so long in my life. Part of me wonders if it makes any sense, scraping across the sky toward these people I’ve never met. But the thought isn’t worth it. This trip is almost too good to be true; I have the fear that at any moment Dad is going to stand up and somehow force the pilot to turn around.

It took over a week for him to get all his work things settled, then just one afternoon for us to pack. I was prepared to fly out by myself, but he didn’t want to let me do that. It doesn’t even matter. All I care is that we’re doing what Mom wants. Or at least, what I think she wants.

On the car ride to the airport, Dad tried to give me all these “fun facts” about Taiwan. Suddenly he was invested in this trip. Like it was his idea or something.

“You’re going to love it, Leigh. Taipei is such a neat city. There’s a Seven-Eleven on every corner—people just call them Seven. And like, their garbage trucks play music; it’s so random. We’ll definitely go to Taipei 101—it’s one of the tallest skyscrapers in the world. Oh, and we’re there in time for the Ghost Festival, if we want to make a day trip to Jilong—which is actually spelled K-E-E-L-U-N-G—”

“Neat,” I said, using his word. My voice came out flatter than I’d meant it to. He stopped talking after that.

Right before we took off, I checked my in-box. Sitting at the top above all the unread messages of condolences, there was a new email:

 

FROM: axeldereckmoreno@gmail.com

TO: leighinsandalwoodred@gmail.com

SUBJECT: (no subject)

 

I didn’t open it, didn’t even look at the preview. There’s a part of me that desperately hopes it’s just one of his usual notes. I’ll click it open to find a silly joke, a sketch he made with some new app, a goofy photo of him and his sister.

If I don’t open it, I can pretend our friendship is the way it used to be.

If I don’t open it, things will not have changed.

Next to me, Dad’s asleep, with the latest superhero movie playing on the tiny screen in front of him. His eyes are shut, his face tipping down, the cheap airline headphones sliding off his head. In his unconscious state, his elbow scoots past the armrest and over into my side. He hasn’t hugged me since before my mother turned into a bird. As though offering a hug would be giving into the grief. As though I’m a fragile shell and he’s afraid of crushing me.

And I thought I had stopped wanting hugs. But that accidental elbow—I welcome its warmth, its company.

My fingers are ice. I curl them into the softness of my neck, seeking heat. Everything is cold. I imagine a diagram pinned up in a doctor’s office, illustrating an electric-blue chill that starts at the outermost tips of the limbs and seeps in toward the center of the body.

Maybe that’s what dying is like. Did my mother feel this coldness at the end? Maybe every time my fingers start to go numb, it’s the shy beginning of death. Maybe my body just happens to be strong enough, alive enough, to ward it off.
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