
  
    [image: Bonds of Love and Blood]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Marylee MacDonald

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author and publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      
        
        Tempe, AZ: Grand Canyon Press [2018]

        www.grandcanyonpress.com

      

      

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      MacDonald, Marylee

      Bonds of love and blood : short stories / Marylee MacDonald

      244 pages ;  cm

      ISBN: 978-1-7320787-3-4 (paperback) | 978-1-7320787-5-8 (Kindle) | 978-1-951479-92-3 (hardback) | 978-1-7320787-1-0 (epub) | 978-1-7320787-2-7 (pdf) | 978-1-7320787-4-1 (audiofile) | 978-1-951479-09-1 (audiofile)

      1. Interpersonal relations—Fiction.  2. Solitude—Fiction.  3. Short stories.

      I. Title.  II. Title: Bonds of love and blood

      LCC: PS3613.A2714255 | DDC: 813/.6—dc23

      Printed in the United States of America

      Cover design by Marylee MacDonald

      Cover images via Shutterstock: jokerpro 669083836 and Lukasz Szwaj 556229497; via Adobe Stock sergeka 92786915 and 20696267

      

      Bonds of Love and Blood is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, incidents, institutions, or locales is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      For Bruce

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        For happiness one needs security, but joy can spring like a flower even from the cliffs of despair.

        ANNE MORROW LINDBERGH

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      People who avoid short fiction in favour of novels may complain that too much is left out or too much is compressed into a small space. Marylee MacDonald’s splendid collection is an antidote for both objections.

      Like two virtuoso short story practitioners named Moore—Newfoundland’s Lisa and America’s Lorrie—MacDonald masterfully reveals exactly what we need to dwell memorably with her characters at decisive crossroads and to revel in the prime benefit of short fiction: imagining her characters’ prior lives and the outcomes of their crises.

      Her fiction takes us on a Mexican holiday with an abusive husband and his wife and daughter and to an encounter between a young male tourist and a trans-gendered tourism worker in a Southeast Asian resort. We are with Anna searching for her vanished son in Prague, an African-American Vassar grad arrested in a Baltimore bar, and Leslie when her workaholic-scientist husband Ashok brings his widowed Indian mother to live with them in Ontario.

      MacDonald’s savvy understanding of human relationships, and her lucid, vibrant, and ruggedly poetic prose, make for riveting stories you both can’t put down and must pause at length between, imagining what came before and what comes next.

      
        
        
        —Richard Lemm, poet and professor

        University of Prince Edward Island, Canada

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE AMBASSADOR OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sun filtered through the redwoods and fell on the hotel balcony where Kiyoshi Tanaka held a black mug in his palsied hands. Stretching his legs to rid them of cramps, he blew on his tea, sipped, and hoped the caffeine would carry him through dinner. Only three hours before, his plane had landed in San Francisco; he’d made it safely to the eastern shore of the Pacific, his first time in America, and tonight, he would meet the family of the groom. His daughter Mayumi, thirty-seven, shivered and buttoned her sweater.

      “Up here in Marin County,” she said, “it’s always foggy.”

      “Is it warmer where you live?” he asked.

      “Much,” she said. “But in Sunnyvale, the sky’s so brown you can hardly see across the bay.”

      Despite the fog, it was beautiful here in Mill Valley. Mist rose from the stream below. Gauzy shrouds wrapped the trees.

      “Do you know what they are?” she said, nodding toward the forest.

      “Sempervirens,” he said. Always living, but fossils, like himself. Japonica or sequoia? He put his cup on the table. After huffing on his lenses and wiping them with his handkerchief, he stood and peered into the dusk. Sequoia, no doubt. The trees grew admirably straight and joined at the sky. Birds twittered. He felt a haiku coming and patted his pocket. Regrettably, his notebook was in the room.

      “I remember…” Mayumi whispered.

      He knew what she was thinking: her mother’s love of redwoods, the sacred sugi that sacrificed themselves to provide the beams of ancient temples. An old poem came to mind.

      
        
        
        I see her only from afar

        For she is lofty

        Like the divine sugi

        By the shrine at Miwa.

        Many are the nights I sleep alone.

      

      

      

      Resting against the balcony, he folded his arms. Caring for Chiyo had worn him out. Seven months had gone by since her death, and his enthusiasm for life had not returned. At Mayumi’s urging, he had decided to extend his stay, but he could not stay forever.

      Mayumi looked up at him. “You’re not drinking your tea.”

      His tea was cool by now. “It tastes…”

      “Stale?”

      “A little.” He leaned over for his cup.

      “You don’t have to drink it.” She snatched the mug away and threw the contents over the rail.

      This was an unfamiliar tone.

      “The tea was only slightly bitter,” he said.

      “No, no, no. Very bitter.” Mayumi dumped out her own cup, doubled over, and began rocking. Through hair hanging around her face, he saw her wipe her eyes. “I do not have to drink the bitter cup!” she said. “No one can make me.”

      “No one is forcing you to marry.”

      “Immigration is.”

      Not another disrupted engagement! One had been enough. He handed her a folded handkerchief. “Here once again at the basho tree, my sleeves are soaked with tears.”

      She sniffed a laugh. “So do you think the frog should leap in the pond again?” she said.

      “That depends.”

      “Father, ever the diplomat.”

      “He is a gaijin,” he said, “but not all of them are boorish.”

      “If I want to marry, this is my last chance.”

      “So desu,” he said.

      Like hulls of rice in a burlap sack, weariness shifted through Tanaka’s body. During his wife’s long illness, he had begun seeking truths in the poems he had memorized as a young man. Basho wrote that it was rare for anyone to reach the age of seventy. The period when mind and body truly flourished was not much more than twenty years. In anticipation of his flight to California, Tanaka had reread the poet’s great works, “Account of a Weather-Beaten Skeleton” and “The Narrow Road to Oku,” preparing himself for this separation from the one person who meant most to him. His wife was gone. Mayumi was all he had left.

      “What should I do?” she said.

      “You came here to live with him.”

      “Live, yes.”

      “But not marry.”

      “He is weak.”

      “So desu,” he said.

      “I need someone solid.” She looked up, eyes glittering. “A rock.”

      He waited. Maybe she had decided to come back to Japan. But what would be her future: her old job at Berlitz, dinner with her father, watching her girlfriends raise their children? His life was nearing its end, but there was much she had left to experience.

      Sighing, Mayumi stood. “We should go. Ian’s mother bought tickets to this dinner-dance. ‘Real America,’ she calls it.”

      Tanaka picked up the chairs. “First, the rock must wash his hands.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The American Legion Log Cabin Post 179 met in a large, two-story building made from pine trees notched at the ends. Behind the log building, smoke, infused with the smell of fatty pork, turned the sky an eerie white.

      Hesitating to cross the parking lot, Tanaka asked, “Is the building on fire?”

      Mayumi laughed. “No. It’s a barbecue.”

      Barbecue. His nose tingled.

      Mayumi flipped open her cell phone. “Ian, where in hell are you?”

      Mayumi was angry. That was a bad sign. If she did not treat her fiancé well, he might walk away. Her first fiancé, brother of Mayumi’s best friend, had not been patient with the outbursts, and shortly after Tanaka had put down a deposit on the wedding-hotel, the groom’s mother had called to “discuss the future.” She had witnessed too many of Mayumi’s tantrums.

      Mayumi had stayed in her room for months, claiming she would never fall in love again. Young people! This word “love”—what did it mean? His circumstances had been different, a matter of survival after the war. For his wife Chiyo, a widow four years his senior, marriage had been a chance to start over. Many decisions in life came from opportunities that landed in your lap and not from choice at all.

      As they approached the building, he looked through the downstairs windows into a noisy, crowded tavern.

      “Don’t worry,” Mayumi said. “We’re going upstairs.”

      “Fine,” he said, looking up at a balcony. He heard music.

      The stairs were steep. Halfway up he paused to catch his breath.

      “Are you okay?” Mayumi said.

      “Daijyobu,” he said, though in truth, the smoke hurt his lungs.

      Mayumi flipped open her cell phone. “Come help my dad.”

      He put up a hand. “Iranai.” He did not want to show weakness before his son-in-law. There were only ten more steps.

      Shortly before her mother’s death, Mayumi had brought Ian to the apartment. He was one of her “tutees,” Mayumi said, and she wanted him to practice his Japanese. For the occasion, Tanaka had dressed Chiyo in a silk bathrobe and brought her to the living room. To keep her bones from coming through her flesh, he put two cushions on the floor. Ian arrived, a slight young man: round-eyed, pink-cheeked. Polite, Tanaka thought, but unremarkable.

      When they departed, Chiyo said, “He is more than her student.”

      Tanaka said he was too young. “They will learn to care for each other,” Chiyo said, sighing with relief as he placed her down on the futon. “We did.”
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        * * *

      

      Upstairs, Tanaka stood at the door. Men shouted. Chairs screeched. It was like the Tokyo Fish Market. On the stage, three cowboys with guitars stood at microphones. A man played a violin, but badly, bowing across several strings at once. Tanaka saw a hundred metal tables with folding chairs and a U-shaped space near the stage for dancers. No one had started yet. People were eating.

      Ian came toward them, his smile a reflex, like the kick after a doctor’s knee-tap, and Tanaka remembered that Americans always smiled, even for no reason. Tanaka bowed.

      “You made it,” Ian said, clasping Tanaka’s hand in both of his. “Great to see you again.”

      Tanaka had forgotten Ian’s curly hair. The boy looked like a politician. So undignified: men with permanents.

      “Come on,” Ian said, turning back the way he’d come. “My mom is dying to meet you.”

      “Ashi de matoi,” Mayumi muttered.

      A drag? Ian’s mother? This was disrespectful.

      Ian took her hand and smiled. “I missed you,” he said.

      Mayumi turned her cheek and he kissed it.

      They were headed for a table near the stage, where Tanaka saw an attractive woman with hair like yellow cotton-candy. She was seated and staring at him.

      “That’s my mom,” Ian said. “She’s had ants in her pants all day.”

      Tanaka thought of his haiku teacher, Yoko Sugawa, who taught that an ant was like Basho’s frog. Ten poets looking at the same ant would write ten different poems. In seventeen syllables, he had described his ant, an exoskeleton in three parts—the head, thorax, and abdomen. When he had read his poem, Mrs. Sugawa sat in silence. Then, finally, she said, “Let us look not at our ants but rather into them. If we pay attention, surely the ant will speak to us.” So far, his ant had remained silent.

      Ian’s mother scooted back from the table and stood, hands on hips. Her smile snapped into place. Even a small ant, like the sugar ants that found their way to his fourth floor walk-up, could not have managed to crawl up the leg of her jeans. She wore a white, long-sleeved shirt. Two pointy cones that looked like water-cooler cups stood out from her chest. Ian introduced them. His mother’s name was Carol.

      Tanaka bowed.

      “Get outta here!” Ian’s mother grabbed his hand. “Mayumi, you didn’t tell us your father was so galant.”

      There were four places at the table. She pulled her chair around to his side and, once seated, he felt her thigh press his leg.

      “By the end of the weekend,” she said, “we’re going to be bosom buddies.”

      Bosom, he thought, nearly breathless, but managed to gasp out the phrase he had rehearsed. “This is a momentous occasion for both our families.”

      “Darn right!” she said. “I’m so tickled Ian met a sweet little girl like Mayumi.”

      “She is woman,” Tanaka said, a woman well beyond marriageable age, he could have added, but didn’t. At home, thirty-seven was “old Christmas cake.”

      “Well, she looks like a girl to me,” Carol said. “How old are you, honey? Ian’s such a gentleman. He won’t say.”

      “That is private information,” Mayumi said. “I wish you would not keep asking.”

      Carol held up her hands. “Hey, hey! No offense.”

      Ian’s lips stretched sideways like large rubber bands, and when he looked down, his chin disappeared inside the collar of his shirt.

      Poor boy. Tanaka wondered if he should do something.

      Ian ran his fingers through his hair. “I didn’t realize you spoke English, sir.”

      “Oh, yes,” Carol said. “Your English is perfect.”

      “My written English is better than my spoken,” he said.

      “He worked in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,” Mayumi said.

      “That sounds like our State Department!” Carol clapped her hands. “We’ll have to call you Mr. Ambassador, the Ambassador of Foreign Affairs.”

      “But I was only a—”

      Don’t swallow the worm, Mayumi said in Japanese. He looked at her, frowned, and cocked his head. She looked back, thin-lipped. He was only going to explain that he was a low-level bureaucrat, stuck translating agricultural treaties.

      “Did you bring a tuxedo?” Carol said.

      Tanaka nodded.

      “Good,” Carol said, “because you’re mine now, and I get to show you off.”

      “How do you mean?” Tanaka said.

      “You’re a status symbol,” Mayumi said. “A trophy.”

      “My father is rich,” Ian said.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Carol said. “He’s filthy rich. And, he ran off with my best friend. They bought this place up at Sea Ranch and left me with a crappy, three-bedroom condo in Mill Valley.”

      Tanaka thought about the word “valley.” It was hard to pronounce. Double “els” had always given him problems. He wanted to thank her for placing him near the Sempervirens sequoia. The mist, the creek, everything was wonderful, and tomorrow, he would wake up and look at the view with the benefit of dawn.

      “I am enjoying Mill…the hotel you arranged,” he said. “The bed seems very comfortable.”

      “Well, good,” Carol said. “Make me an offer I can’t refuse.”

      An offer? What sort of offer? Tanaka looked at Mayumi. She shrugged and rolled her eyes.

      Two men in black leather jackets took a table by the dance floor. One had a long, white braid and a mustache like a Chinese emperor. The man glanced over.

      Carol jerked a thumb at them. “That’s my old beau,” she said. “I seem to have a way of picking them.” The old boyfriend folded his arms and turned his back.

      “Let’s annoy him.” Carol put two fingers in her mouth and whistled.

      A heavy woman in a stained apron came to the table, looking at them with a smirk. “Had a few, Carol?”

      “We’ll take the barnyard platter.” Carol held up four fingers. “And bring some brewskies.”

      “I didn’t even have a chance to look at the menu,” Mayumi said.

      “The barnyard’s what everyone’s having,” Carol said. “This here’s a fundraiser they do once a year. The vets set up smokers out back, and it’s the best damn barbecue you’ll ever eat.”

      “Vets?” Tanaka said, looking from Ian to Carol.

      “War veterans,” Carol said. “But don’t worry. You’re safe—unless you’re a kamikaze pilot. You’re not, are you?”

      “I was fourteen when the war ended,” Tanaka said. “My first job was working for the Army of Occupation.”

      “What is this ‘barnyard platter?’” Mayumi said.

      “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” Carol said. “If so, there’s corn on the cob.”

      “I hope it’s not spicy.” Mayumi looked at Ian.

      “Not too,” he said. “Oh, and Mr. Tanaka, with barbecue, it’s polite to eat with your fingers.”

      “Thank you for explaining,” Tanaka said. He had never heard of anyone, with the possible exception of Koreans and Africans, eating meat with their fingers.

      Ian leaned over. “Did Mayumi tell you about my mom?”

      “Tell him what about your mom?” Carol said.

      “That you’re a party animal,” Ian said, looking at her.

      Party animal. Tanaka frowned. Was this related to “barnyard?”

      “What you see is what you get,” Ian said.

      “She is out of control,” Mayumi muttered under her breath in Japanese.

      “I believe the expression is ‘free spirit,’” Tanaka said. “Is that correct?”

      Carol shrugged as if trying on new clothing. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Ian laughed. “Truly, you are a diplomat.”

      Carol gestured toward the stage. “We’re being watched.”

      A lone cowboy sat on a stool. He was chewing a toothpick.

      Tanaka straightened himself and picked up his beer. A full liter. “What time must I be ready for the wedding?”

      “Noon,” Ian said.

      “I am curious to see the ceremony.”

      “It’ll be outdoors,” Ian said. “All our friends are coming.” He took Mayumi’s hand and gazed at her with a look of longing. “I wish your mother could have lived to share our joy.”

      Speaking Japanese, Mayumi said, “He doesn’t know this is inauspicious.”

      “Poor lady,” Carol said. “Did she suffer at the end?”

      Tanaka looked at the ceiling. There were several dark stains, as if a bottle had exploded, and smoke rings around the circular vents.

      “I understand. It hurts right here.” Carol thumped her chest. “You Japanese hold everything inside. Sometimes, it’s better to let it all hang out.” She shook her hands as if they were limp rags.

      “Mom,” Ian said, “I don’t think this is something they want to discuss. Besides, dinner’s here.”

      Carol moved the saltshakers. A stack of paper plates, a pile of rolled-up napkins, and a metal platter landed on the tabletop. Tanaka stared at the wings and haunches, but watched what Ian’s mother did; and when she reached with her fingers for a quarter chicken—no hot towels to clean hands, no trips to the wash room—he grabbed a steak as big as his shoe. At home, a steak this size would feed a sumo wrestler. However, he was in America. He bit off a corner, then saw Ian’s mouth gape open.

      Mayumi giggled behind her hand. “You should use a knife and fork.”

      He looked at the napkins. Rolled inside, the plastic silverware was white. He hadn’t seen it. Tanaka put the steak down and wiped his fingers. His lips burned. The sauce must contain hot pepper. He gulped beer, but that made the burning worse. He wiped his lips, cleared his throat, and pulled at the knot of his necktie. There was no food in Japan, not even pure wasabi squeezed from a tube, that could burn a hole in your tongue this fast.

      The man Carol said was watching them approached the table. He removed his hat. “I just came over to say ‘Kon’nichi wa’ and ‘Sayonara.’ ”

      Tanaka stood and bowed. “Good evening.” He wondered why the man was wishing him “good afternoon” and “goodbye.” Strange gaijin, Tanaka thought, sitting down. What an experience this was!

      Carol finished her beer, looked at the stage, and, catching the eye of the lead singer, jerked her thumb toward the dance floor. “Let’s get the party started.”

      “I don’t feel like dancing,” Ian said.

      “If you dance,” Carol said, “I’ll limit myself to one glass of champagne at the wedding.”

      “Okay, one dance, Mom,” Ian said. “Then we’re going. You’ve had too much to drink.”

      “One beer?” she said.

      “And three bourbon sours while we waited.”

      “Come on, Mayumi,” Carol said. “Don’t be a stick in the mud. Dance with the Ambassador.”

      Tanaka had seen his daughter throw a plate across the room. She looked as if she were about to do that now. “It’s only a cheap one,” she had reassured her mother, who had risen up on an elbow to see what shattered. Mayumi, as reliable as a hand-wound clock, was also sprung-tight. An invitation to a baby shower had triggered her outburst. One by one, her friends had married, and when babies arrived, they could no longer go out with her. Before she’d met Ian, Mayumi had spent most evenings at home. Tanaka stood and offered his hand.

      Mayumi started to refuse, then looked at Ian.

      He had a pleading look in his eyes.

      “Oh, all right,” she said; and then in Japanese, “I’m just humoring him.”

      “Small gesture, large kindness,” Tanaka said.

      Other women scooted their chairs out, wiped their hands, and pushed the piles of bones away. A song began. It was one he recognized: “The Tennessee Waltz.” Tanaka had learned ballroom dance as part of his Ministry training and enjoyed the waltz. Mayumi had never learned, and she moved like a Bunraki puppet, hands limp, arms like wooden sticks. The only time he’d ever seen her dance was in her bedroom; her mother had been in the hospital to have a lump removed. Mayumi had turned up the phonograph’s volume and pumped her arms until her eyes rolled and she fell on the floor, exhausted. It looked like a seizure, but when Tanaka knelt and brushed back her bangs, she smiled. “That felt good.”

      He did not understand why she had these periodic explosions. Her mother never had them. America might be a better fit. When the music stopped, Tanaka bowed and walked his daughter to the table. He tucked a napkin in his shirt and fell to the task of scraping sauce off the steak. His top denture had come loose. The adhesive was back in his suitcase, and he pressed his thumb against his plate, trying to get it to reattach.

      Ian, holding a chicken drumstick and pointing at the food, asked a busboy to “box up a doggy bag.” Tanaka knew about this tradition. In the years he worked at the Ministry’s Tokyo office, he had often played host to delegations of chicken farmers, and they never left food on their plates. The busboy returned with the leftovers.

      The lights dimmed. A mirrored globe began to revolve and throw sparkles. “Let’s pick up the pace,” the lead singer said. “This next one’s for all you Two-Steppers.” The band began to play. The tempo was fast. Ian’s mother went over to the man on the stool, and after a brief conversation, he joined her on the dance floor. Catching her hand, he dipped and swung her around. As Tanaka watched her footwork, he decided that the dance steps were not a fox trot, but closer to a cha-cha-cha. Every few steps, she took a little hop and swung around, guided by her partner, who flung her away from him, then yanked her back so that she curled into his arm. He was not exerting himself, and his posture was not the normal dance position: erect. When he expected to receive her, he curved his back slightly at the shoulders, and when he flung her away, he straightened up, the heel of his cowboy boot coming down on the floor, as if to say, There! Take that!

      Under the table, Tanaka’s feet began to move. Carol was an excellent dancer; she knew how to follow a man’s lead. The band changed tempo. A waltz again. He stood, determined to cut in.

      Ian intercepted him. “I’m sorry, Mr. Tanaka. This is dragging on. We’ll get you home.”

      “It is a good party,” he said.

      “I’m tired,” Mayumi said. “Ian, call your mother.”

      Tanaka frowned. That tone in his daughter’s voice was getting under his skin. He wanted to dance.
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        * * *

      

      Outside in the parking lot, the full moon cast shadows.

      “Are you all right to drive?” Ian asked his mother.

      “Fine,” she said. “You take Mayumi and the Ambassador back to the hotel.”

      Tanaka wished Carol a good night’s sleep and bowed “good night” to her dance partner. The two headed toward a black, Ford F250 truck. Ian ran across the gravel and demanded to know where she was going. Tanaka stood by his daughter’s Camry. The mother, he gathered, was arguing that they might go to another place and dance.

      “Drive your own car, then,” Ian said.

      “I’ll come back for it,” Carol said.

      Mayumi called across the parking lot. “Ian, my father is tired.”

      That was true. Tanaka got in the back seat, the leather sighing beneath him. Reaching in his pocket for his pill-box, his hands shook. He pried the top off and put the pills in his mouth, one at a time, then spread his fingers and hoped to see the shaking stop. Across the top of his skull, he felt a prickling sensation. Until just this instant, he hadn’t thought about his frailty or whether there was any point to life. The evening had been remarkable.

      “Ian!” Mayumi shouted. “I’m leaving.” She stood by the open passenger door, then slammed it, and stomped toward the driver’s side.

      Ian ran to the car, jumped in, and revved the engine.

      “Get in!” Ian’s voice changed octaves.

      Mayumi slid into the front seat and closed the door.

      Roaring out of the parking lot, Ian followed the truck. “Write down that license number!”

      “The hotel’s the other way,” Mayumi said.

      “I have to follow them,” Ian said.

      “Turn around. Now, Ian, before I get angry.”

      “Just write down that license.”

      “The truck is making too much dust,” Mayumi said.

      Tanaka felt a bump and heard the hum of tires. When the  Camry emerged from the cloud, he saw they were on a winding, mountain road.

      “Did you get it?” Ian screamed.

      “Get what?” Mayumi said. “I couldn’t see anything.”

      “I think they went the other way,” Tanaka said.

      Ian turned into a driveway. “I’ll drop you off and go find her.” Then, looking in the rear view mirror, he said, “Do you need anything, Tanaka-san?”

      Tanaka could not avoid the frightened eyes that sought his understanding. His stomach growled.

      “Udon,” he said.

      “Why don’t you give it up?” Mayumi said.

      “That guy could be a serial killer,” Ian said.

      “The guy’s in more danger than your mother,” Mayumi said. “She’s just making a fool of herself.”

      No, Tanaka thought. She was bringing shame on the family. Only a man could understand the power a woman had to rob him of dignity.
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        * * *

      

      At the hotel Tanaka saw that someone had been in his room. The lights were dim and on the white quilt sat a small square of dark chocolate. Grateful, he unwrapped the foil and felt the chocolate melt on his tongue. The sweetness lasted through his shower. He toweled dry, put on pajamas, and after filling a water glass, removed his teeth. He was about to turn out the light when he heard a drawer slam. It was from Mayumi’s room. A second slam shook his mirror.

      He sat on the bed, his feet dangling above the rug. He listened. Silence. He slid off the bed and into his slippers, padding around. He rubbed his chin. There was a mole. From it, long hairs grew. He had depended on his wife to snip the strands with her manicure scissors. He hoped his daughter might be willing to do it, but now he was afraid to ask. She needed to calm down.

      He put on a robe and then remembered his dentures. Outside Mayumi’s door he gave three brisk raps.

      She looked out. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “May I come in?”

      She stood aside. “I’ll make tea.”

      “Black will keep me awake.”

      “I have o-cha.”

      At a double sink by the closet, he saw a coffee maker; she poured in water, and he heard the water hiss and drip. Suitcases stood beside the dresser. Ian’s clothes lay heaped on the bed. Sitting on one of two chairs by the door, Tanaka rested his elbow on the table.

      “When do you expect him back?” Tanaka said.

      “Soon,” she said.

      “What will you do then?”

      “Leave.” Mayumi carried over two cups and sat down.

      “Where will you go?”

      “The hotel’s not full. I have money.”

      “Tomorrow is your wedding.”

      “He can have it without me.”

      Tanaka brought the cup to his lips. In the steam, he could smell a hint of grass. This was the way Chiyo would have prepared it.

      Nodding to his tea he said, “A man and a woman need each other in many small ways.”

      “I cannot go through with the wedding,” she said. “I’m too upset.”

      Tanaka looked into his tea cup. Sediment had escaped the bag and collected in the bottom.

      “If you do not marry him, you will bring dishonor on your family.”

      “What family?” she snorted.

      “Me,” he said.

      “I thought you would be happy.”

      “I will be, if you are content.”

      “I want to come home. I miss my country.”

      “When you came here, did you love him?”

      “After mother’s death, I would have done anything to leave that apartment.”

      “Why?” he said.

      “It was dark and sad.”

      “Did you love him when you accepted his proposal?”

      “I guess you could say, I hoped I could.”

      “I wondered about the age difference.”

      “He doesn’t know my age.”

      “How old does he think you are?”

      “Twenty-nine.”

      “How fast the clock turns back.”

      Mayumi shrugged. “I don’t think he would care.”

      “Then what is the problem?”

      “His mother.”

      “She is busy with her own life,” Tanaka said. “She will not interfere.” He put his cup down, then turned, drew back the curtain, and saw the Camry pull into an empty space. He watched Ian open the trunk and take something out.

      “He can’t stand up to her,” Mayumi said.

      Tanaka dropped the curtain. “This is women’s business.” Women’s business was generally ill conceived and petty, and he had no patience for the minor hurts and intrigues of women who did not like their husbands’ mothers.

      A key turned in the lock.

      “Ian!” Mayumi stood and threw her arms around him.

      So much for not loving him. Mayumi looked happy, Ian pleased. What was love but a smile at the end of the day? It was simple.

      “Hi, you two,” Ian said, placing three white bags on the table. He unpacked wax containers of soup and handed out chopsticks. “I drove down the hill to a Japanese place. They were closing, but I pounded on the door and convinced them to give me some udon.”

      “Did you find her?” Mayumi said.

      “She wasn’t in the usual places,” Ian said.

      “The slut,” Mayumi said in Japanese.

      This had to stop, Tanaka thought. His daughter’s displays of temper were a disgrace. He was fed up. “Sonna koto iwanai de kure. Kotchi made ki ga makeru ja nai ka.”

      Mayumi blinked as if she’d been slapped. Tears welled in her eyes. She looked at him.

      He shifted his eyes to the bed. Move, he thought, and make room for your husband. To make sure she understood that she was not to use that tone of voice again, added, “So darou.”

      “So it is,” Ian nodded, “but the other thing you said, I didn’t get.”

      “He was reminding me to have better manners,” Mayumi said, moving to the bed. “Please. Take my chair. You have had a stressful day.”

      She looked at Tanaka.

      He nodded.

      “Thanks, honey,” Ian said. “You didn’t tell me your father was such a kind man.”

      Tanaka watched his future son-in-law. Ian dipped chopsticks into his udon. The boy should lower his voice, not let it change register. He could turn his head and hide his feelings of upset, even if he could not make them go away. Mayumi must show respect for her husband.

      Ian bit the noodle in half.

      “Do it like this,” Tanaka said in a gravelly voice, pulling the worm of a noodle through his lips. “Tsu-rup, tsu-rup. That is the verb for eating noodles.”

      Trying to recall a Basho poem, he sucked another long one and moved his feet so that the three sets of knees touched.

      The poem came to him. For Ian’s benefit, he translated.

      “In this world of ours, we eat only to cast out, sleep only to wake, and what comes after is simply to die at last.”

      He licked his lips. The noodles tasted good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FINDING PETER

          

        

      

    

    
      In previous summers the break from teaching had never seemed long enough, but this summer felt like it would never end. Her blouse still damp, a bra chafing her skin, Anna Ringaard splashed through puddles on Prague’s Charles Bridge, where a dozen sooty saints scowled down from the balustrades. Cowering and feeling like a mom who’d let go of a toddler’s hand, she offered her missing-person’s flyer to Czech street artists in dreadlocks and olive drab. Seeing her, they put up their hands, shook their heads, or responded with wan, dismissive smiles. Okay, so they were sick of her coming around. Her picture of Peter looked a little menacing, his eyes glowering out from under his mop of hair. He hadn’t liked being photographed. No biggie. Art was more truthful. It spoke from the soul, her soul, at least. She had drawn him as she remembered him: a troubled young man.

      Across the bridge in Lower Town, she caught a tram. Every day after lunch, she went to the station to wait for the Thalys, the international train. Unless her son was hitching, he’d have to be traveling by rail. Sometimes he did hitch, though. According to Peter’s friends, the day after graduation he had left Boulder, hitched to Denver, and flown to Amsterdam. He’d sent her an email:

      
        
        Sorry to cut out without telling you. Don’t worry, Mom. I’m not hitting the Red Light District. Ha! Ha! Sketching tourists in squares. Looking for others of eastern European descent, same physiognomy. Lots of people in Holland look like you. Didn’t realize how many blonds were in the world until I landed here. Plan to head south, then east. Finding my dark-haired clan. Peter

      

      

      For a while, she’d tracked him by his ATM withdrawals. Then those had stopped, and she began to panic. A postcard from Florence had reassured her that he was still in the land of the living, though not anywhere he could be contacted.

      
        
        Museums closed. Frescoes behind scaffold. Italians fun—bella, bella Italia!—but so far Amsterdam and Prague are where the action is. Peter

      

      

      Standing on the platform, she looked at the big, round clock. Only minutes until the Thalys arrived. If Peter’s money ran out, he’d come back here. Prague was the bean-bag chair where all young, cash-strapped travelers eventually landed. She could picture him, an easel bungee-corded to his backpack, stepping down and looking around.

      The platform wasn’t crowded today: five American college girls, assorted Germans with big suitcases, and two little girls traveling with their parents. It would be easy to spot him. A whistle blew. The train, chuffing and hissing, bucked to a stop. From behind the snack bar, a young woman, early twenties, stepped out. A nest of hair was loosely pinned to her head, and she wore a diaphanous blouse and a long, brown skirt with three tiers of ruffles.

      “Are you English-speaking?” she said.

      “Yes,” Anna said, standing on tiptoes. The tall girl blocked her view. “Excuse me. I’m looking for someone.”

      The girl moved aside. Disembarking passengers, none with Peter’s slouch, spilled down the steps of the train.

      “If you’re leaving, you might have some spare change,” the girl said, “or perhaps a phone card?”

      “What?” Anna said.

      The girl repeated her request.

      “I’m not leaving,” Anna said.

      “I’m sorry to trouble you,” the girl said.

      “Oh, you’re Dutch,” Anna said, catching the accent. One of those nice Dutch girls with the wide lips and high cheeks, like the ones in Amsterdam. Anna had spent ten days there and not once visited the Rijksmuseum. She took out a flyer. “I’m looking for my son. I wonder if you’ve seen him.”

      The girl held the flyer in both hands. She looked from Anna’s face to Peter’s. Even when Anna had pushed Peter in his baby carriage, passersby had looked up, back, up, back. The difference in hair and eye color was the first thing people noticed. Anna could see the girl studying the S-curves of Peter’s eyebrows and the intense dark eyes.

      “Oh, he’s a Peter!” the Dutch girl said. “My son is a Peter.”

      “Have you seen him?” Anna said.

      The young girl looked up and frowned. “Maybe.”

      It was the first “maybe” Anna had heard. A man in uniform came toward them.

      “I have to go,” the girl said. She turned and started down the litter-filled subterranean passage that led to the station’s exit.

      Anna ran to keep up. “Where did you see him?”

      The girl was outside already, heading toward the tram stop.

      “Can I buy you a coffee? Or strudel?”

      “I must get home.” The girl looked over her shoulder. The uniformed man spoke into a walkie-talkie. “You can come with me if you wish,” the girl said.

      “I will!” Anna said. “Is that man following you?”

      “Probably,” the girl said. “I come here a lot.”

      “Me, too,” Anna said.

      They arrived at the tram stop. A tram rang its bell. “Hurry!” the girl said, looking over her shoulder. “We must take this one.” She sprang on board.

      Anna’s way was blocked by an old Czech woman with heavy ankles and worn shoes. Anna pushed her aside and fingered her sweat-crumpled pass, trying to force it into the punch. Finally, it clicked. The penalties for riding without a ticket were stiff. She couldn’t afford to get in trouble. The police were sick of seeing her at the station. The Dutch girl took Anna’s hand.

      “My goodness,” Anna said, stepping around shopping bags in the aisle. “That was close.”

      “They chase you if you come often to the station,” the girl said.

      At first the police, who could barely speak English, had been sympathetic. Now, they treated Anna like some kind of nut case. She was a mother with a lost child. Under the circumstances, hysteria was normal. It had taken her a while to figure out that Peter had cashed his student loan check, not put it in his bank account. For all she knew, he could have been robbed and lying in some morgue.

      In the back of the tram the Dutch girl found an empty seat.

      “Sit.” The girl motioned for Anna to slide in. Their hips touched, and Anna caught the sickeningly sweet smell of patchouli. The smell was familiar. In Amsterdam, Anna had passed out flyers in coffee houses that reeked of pot and patchouli; she had been shocked to see young mothers buy marijuana like bulk granola. In Prague—and Amsterdam, too, of course—the police told her drugs were rampant. But, perhaps the Dutch girl was merely covering up body odor. No one showered the way they did back home, and on the trams, there was always a sour, underarm smell. From frequent washings in the hostel’s sink, Anna’s white blouse smelled strongly of mildew.

      The Dutch girl hadn’t said so much as a peep.

      “Have you really seen my son?” Anna said.

      Jiggling in her seat, the girl said, “Yes, of course. I said that once, didn’t I? Just give me a few minutes to think.”

      The tram sped away from Old Town and rumbled alongside the Vltava River, where a barge moved slowly through the languid, brown water. In the window, Anna caught a glimpse of her blue eyes, as blue-white as the overheated sky, and wondered when Peter had become so fixated on his looks.
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        * * *

      

      The first hint of trouble came when he started hanging out with the stud-wearing dope-smokers who gathered in the mini-park across from school. While her students worked at their easels, she had looked out the second-floor windows and seen him, big as life, a cigarette in his mouth. She still didn’t know what kind.

      Students at Centennial had to commit to the six Ps: they had to be prompt, polite, and prepared; they had to participate, have a positive mental attitude, and produce. Peter, despite his P-name, had never bought into the school rules, or the rules she tried to enforce at home. Listening to his iPod, he painted after dark, and turpentine fumes, supposedly odorless but toxic nonetheless, circulated in the heating ducts.

      One morning, headachy, still in her bathrobe, Anna came into his room and asked him to open the windows. He put down his brush and came toward her. She thought he was going to give her a hug. Instead, he put his hands around her neck and stared at her throat, squeezing it softly.

      “That’s how a python kills,” he said.

      She backed out of the room and slept with a locked door, wishing her husband had not moved out and that she had not been so preoccupied with the paperwork of the divorce.

      Something was wrong. The school psychologist recommended a therapist, the best in Boulder—Dr. Tanner, a specialist for troubled youth. Peter began seeing him, and a month later, Tanner invited Peter’s parents to attend an appointment with their son. Peter’s father had not been able to come, but then he had never really shown up for his son. More and more as the years progressed, it had become clear to Anna how much Peter had been her project and not her husband’s. Later, she thought her husband’s departure might have made Peter feel abandoned. But maybe not. Probably the demons had been there all along.

      She and Peter had sat silently in the waiting room. Peter, circles under his eyes, examined his fingers; but when Tanner opened the door, Peter, allowing the doctor to grasp his hand and pull him into the office, had actually smiled. Tanner asked her to take a seat and get comfortable. She sat. The room was barely large enough for two office chairs plus Dr. Tanner’s desk, piled with manila folders. A painting hung above it: a woman with orange eyes and a blue face crowded her pink-faced son out of the picture. Anna wondered if this was some sort of Rorschach test to see how teens felt about their mothers. If not, then Tanner had terrible taste in art.

      Dr. Tanner had dressed in layers—wool slacks, vest, and sport coat—as if he were eager to present an image of rumpled authority despite the oppressive closeness of his office. She peeled off her black sweater and smoothed her electrified hair, wondering if she could ask him to turn down the heat. Through the doctor’s trifocals, she could see his magnified eyes and she began to tremble.

      “Peter?” Dr. Tanner said. “Would you like to start?”

      Aside from his jiggling foot, Peter sat absolutely still, his arms crossed. The fluorescent light made his skin look jaundiced. He stared up at a corner of the room, his eyes bugged out like a lemur’s. Now, Dr. Tanner would see what it was like at home: Peter clamming up, not telling her what was bothering him. Just like her ex.

      “Yes, Peter,” she said. “Please tell me what’s wrong.”

      “You know,” Peter said, “sometimes I don’t feel like I belong here.”

      “Belong where?” she said, feeling a clutch in her throat.

      “Boulder. All the outdoor types. The snowboarders. The guys who live for rock climbing. I’m suffocating.”

      “Where do you belong?” she said.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I want to travel. Maybe I’m a gypsy at heart.”

      “Excuse me, Peter.” Dr. Tanner clicked his pen. “Do you mean a vagabond or a real gypsy?”

      “I dunno,” Peter said. “A real one, I guess.”

      Anna took a deep breath. Tread carefully, she thought.

      Peter pushed back bangs that covered his eyes.

      The dark hair, often greasy, the body hair on his chest, unlike anything she’d seen in her fair, Danish family—it was remotely possible some gypsy girl had deposited a little blanket-bundle on a church step. Over there in Czechoslovakia or Bulgaria or Romania or Hungary or wherever he came from.

      “I suppose it’s possible you could be Romany,” she said.

      “Now, we’re making progress,” Dr. Tanner said.

      “I’ve never seen a single other person who looks like me.” Peter touched his high cheekbones. “Sometimes, kids at school call me ‘the Indian,’ but I’m not, because American Indians don’t have this much facial hair.”

      His beard had come in thick. He needed to shave twice a day, but didn’t. “You’re becoming a man,” Anna said. “That’s all.”

      “But what kind? I’m certainly not a jock.”

      “Most artists aren’t,” she said.

      “Peter is having a hard time finding a mirror of himself.” Dr. Tanner glanced over at the picture.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Anna said.

      “A mirror. You know, a mirror?” Dr. Tanner jotted a note to himself. He looked down at his scratch pad then raised his eyebrows. “When you look in the mirror, don’t you see your ancestors?”

      “Well, of course,” she said. “I’m Danish, and proud of it.”

      Peter leaned forward, his hands on the chair arms as if he might spring to his feet. “But I’m not Danish! When I was a kid, my friends’ parents were always saying stuff like, ‘He looks like his mom or dad or my side of the family or yours.’ I never heard that from you, not once.”

      “We know you look like someone,” Anna said. “We just don’t know who.”

      “So, Peter,” Tanner said. “Can you say more about how you feel about being adopted?”

      “I feel like I’m supposed to be grateful she rescued me from the trash heap.”

      “You don’t have to feel grateful,” Anna said, reaching for a kleenex. Honestly, he could be so self-dramatizing. “You were an adorable baby. I was thrilled.”

      Peter swiveled around to face her. “You wanted someone who’d look like you and be like you, but I’m not like you at all.”

      “Of course, you are,” she said. “You’re an artist, just like me.”

      “I wish you weren’t an artist,” Peter said. “I don’t want my art to come from you.”

      “Thank you, Peter,” Dr. Tanner said. “Let’s give your mother time to process this information.”

      “I’m processing it all right,” Anna said.

      Tanner looked at her and raised his eyebrows. “All right, then.” He turned to Peter. “I wonder if you could share more of what being adopted is like for you.”

      Peter sat back. He seemed more relaxed than she’d seen him in a long time: less sulky teenager, more man. He looked down at his stomach. “I have this hole inside.”

      “What kind of hole?” Dr. Tanner said.

      “A hole.” Peter held up his hands. The circle his fingers made was the size of a pie pan.

      This new revelation about the hole was more than Anna could bear. Peter had no idea what it felt like to lose three babies, babies with heartbeats, whose turnings reminded her of miniature gymnasts. The last had died at eight and a half months, a blond-haired boy born covered with wax, a cord wrapped around his neck. She didn’t even have a name for the pleasures of motherhood these deaths had denied her. And all that time, she’d thought, if I’d only been able to carry those babies to term, it would have been different. Peter wasn’t totally unlike her, but a child with her genes might have had an easier adolescence. She wouldn’t be sitting here trying to come up with answers to unanswerable questions.

      “How are you feeling, Ms. Ringaard?” Dr. Tanner said.

      None of your god-damned business, she thought. She was here to talk about Peter, not herself. “I feel fine,” she said.

      “Is our discussion giving you some empathy for your son?” Dr. Tanner said.

      “Yes, of course,” she said. “He feels a void.”

      Dr. Tanner glanced at Peter, then back at her, blinking and frowning as if puzzled. “You do understand, he’s asking your permission to search for his birth mother.”

      Anna remembered how Peter’s eyes looked: black, angry, watchful. Her face turned hot. “When he turns twenty-one, he can do what he wants. I wash my hands.”

      Looking back, she could hardly believe how blindsided she’d felt, or how stupid she’d been to react so negatively. If he’d just waited until he was out on his own, he could have brought whomever he wanted into his life, and she wouldn’t have had to know about it. Not that finding his birth mother was even possible. His adoption had been private, handled by a lawyer who specialized in babies from former Soviet satellites. Peter’s biological father and mother worked in a factory, that much she knew; but the most the lawyer could tell her about his ethnicity was that he was “of eastern European descent.”

      He had been four months old.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes outside the city, the girl stood up. “My stop.”

      “But you haven’t told me anything specific,” Anna said.

      “I’m trying to remember.” The girl moved to the tram’s door.

      Anna had never come this far from the center of Prague, but it would be an easy matter to cross the tracks and return. The girl was waiting. Sighing, Anna stepped onto the platform, introduced herself, and offered her hand.

      The girl shook it. “I’m Neeltje.”

      “Neeltje,” Anna said. “It’s hard to say.”

      “Not if you’re Dutch,” Neeltje said. “We learn the ‘cghh’ sound as babies.” She looked across the tracks at a white, concrete apartment building where fire had scorched a balcony. Windows were boarded up. She pointed. “That’s it.”

      “Where are we?” Anna said.

      “Home,” Neeltje said. “The Soviets built this.”

      Neeltje led the way through a tunnel beneath the tracks. It reeked of urine. Graffiti covered the walls. Coming up the stairs, Anna took a deep breath. Above ground, steppingstones led through dry, knee-high grass. Like the trees that lined the roads in France, a lone, blotchy-barked, plane tree with a thick trunk and low, horizontal branches stood sentinel. As she walked beneath it, Anna noticed how much the leaves resembled the maples on her wooded lot back home.
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