
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Copyright © 2021 by Kat Chow

            Cover design by Tree Abraham. Cover photo by Shutterstock.

Cover copyright © 2021 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
grandcentralpublishing.com
twitter.com/grandcentralpub

            First Edition: August 2021

            Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            All photos were provided courtesy of the author. Used with permission.

            “The Exodus” and “A Bird in Chile, and Elsewhere” are from Ghost Of © 2018 by Diana Khoi Nguyen. The poems appear with the permission of Omnidawn Publishing. All rights reserved.

            LCCN: 2021939238

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-1632-8 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-1630-4 (ebook)

            
E3-20210708-PC-DA-COR
E3-20210607-NF-DA-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Chow Family Photo

   	Title

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Epigraph

   	
Part One
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

         	6.

         	7.

         	8.

         	9.

         	10.

         	11.

         	12.

         	13.

      



   	
Part Two
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

         	6.

         	7.

         	8.

         	9.

         	10.

         	11.

         	12.

         	13.

         	14.

         	15.

         	16.

         	17.

         	18.

         	19.

         	20.

         	21.

         	22.

         	23.

         	24.

         	25.

      



   	
Part Three
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

         	6.

         	7.

         	8.

         	9.

         	10.

         	11.

      



   	
Part Four
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

         	6.

         	7.

         	8.

      



   	Author’s Note

   	Notes

   	Acknowledgments

   	Reading Group Guide for SEEING GHOSTS

   	Discussion Questions

   	Discover More

   	About the Author




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            For my mother, who guides everything that I do.

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]





   


   
      
         
            After, I feel a tingling in my body that does not yet register as catastrophe. A small leak has sprung, but still I feel buoyant enough, and continue to let life push me along like a bruised catamaran, pelted by rain.

            

—Anelise Chen, So Many Olympic Exertions

         

         
              

         

         
             

            it’s the greening of the trees

            that really gets to me.…Patient, plodding, a green skin

            growing over whatever winter did to us, a return

            to the strange idea of continuous living despite

            the mess of us, the hurt, the empty. Fine then,

            I’ll take it, the trees seem to say, a new slick leaf

            unfurling like a fist to an open palm, I’ll take it all.

            

—Ada Limón, “Instructions on Not Giving Up”
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            1.

         

         Like many of the ghost stories I’ve grown up with, this one needs to start with a death.

         So let me begin with this: The first time you faced a dead body, you were a little girl. You told me this when I was eight. I perched on your lap. We were at the kitchen table on a weekend afternoon with plates of mostly eaten cheung fun and bowls lined with the sticky residue of juk clustered in front of us. Caroline and Steph started to clear the table, chattering about whatever concerned high schoolers. Daddy retreated to the family room. I don’t know how you settled on this topic.

         As you spoke, I imagined you in a village somewhere in southern China. Gray, boxy buildings worn from decades of rain and sun; sheets of green and beige beneath the fog: rice paddies and farms, overgrown grass reaching toward the pale sky. I know now that this specific image from my childhood is wrong. I probably lifted it from a story Daddy told me about his childhood. Or maybe I saw it in a movie, some vague landscape with a pi-pa playing in the background. Kids, so impressionable, always picking up the most subtle things, like the way you slurped your soup or sighed when stressed. I swear to God or the gods or goddesses or whomever that eighty-five percent of my personality traits are yours that I saw and held on to as a kid, the remaining fifteen percent a result of the fallout of your death.

         Now that I’m old enough to ask questions, I know that day when you found the dead body, you were likely living in Hong Kong.

         In my vision of you, your hair was cut short but long enough for your older sister, my yi ma, to pull into pigtails before you went to school. I’ve pictured your child self this way ever since I saw a photo of you on a beach with Yi Ma and a cousin. The water is a gray slant that stretches behind you. You are maybe four, and Yi Ma clutches your hand as if to keep you still. There is something mischievous on your face, your gaze distant like you’re lost in thought.

         
            [image: ]

         

         That day you saw the dead body, mist rose off of the grass and dew collected on your shoes.

         You were all alone on the path to school, which you’d ventured down many times before. It was eerie in my imagination. You were on the precipice of danger, though I don’t know if, in your reality, you felt threatened. The sun was higher than normal because you were late, and it reminded you to walk faster.

         I passed by this bush, you told me, and I saw this hand on the ground.

         I pictured, emerging from an overgrown hedge, a set of fingers attached to a forearm attached to an elbow attached to a real human.

         There was a person, you said.

         I can’t recall whom you found, if they were old or young, if their eyes were open wide or shut tight, if there was blood or just gray skin. I wish that I remembered these details, if you shared them with me in the first place. I do recall, though, that you said you knew immediately that the person was dead.

         You ran.

         Your voice split into a scream as you pumped your legs and raced toward your school, the morning quiet around you.

         When I think of this younger version of you, I see with dread what will surface in your life: the strains of immigration, motherhood, money, and then cancer.

         
              

         

         But let me correct your memory now, Mommy. Or maybe, let me correct mine: That is not the first time you saw a dead body. The first time you saw a dead body, you were only four years old. It was your own mother.

         You lived most of your life not knowing the woman who created you, and I wonder if that terrified you the way just the thought of it terrifies me. I don’t even know what your mother looked like. When I try to conjure an image of her, I only see an absence.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There is a memory I summon to recall how you look: You stood nearly naked by your bedroom closet. Your underwear was giant and saggy around your ass and speckled with little holes. You rolled pantyhose over your calves, careful not to tear them with your fingernails, which you’d grown long and filed at the ends so they were round. Your stretch marks were little white veins that ran all over your body. You were not self-conscious. I understood as I looked at you that our bodies were similar, that I was an extension of you, that I came from you, that I could one day become like you.

         I watched as you tugged the nylons up and up and up your legs and over your thighs and then your hips until they were taut. I’d witnessed this morning ritual as you readied yourself for work so many times from my seat on the floor, you towering above, a little shy of five feet. You leaned back and asked me to zip your dress or fasten a clasp, and eagerly I obliged, wanting any chance to help you.

         Your hair was cropped and wavy. You always told us how unusual your hair was in a way that makes me uncertain today whether you liked being unique or resented it. People like us don’t have hair like this, you said as your waves fell through your fingers. These days, when I see Sandra Oh on TV, this glamorous version of you with her glossy hair and rounded face, something in me seizes.

         
              

         

         Careful, you said as I eased the zipper away from your skin so it wouldn’t catch. I smelled a whiff of the strawberry shampoo and conditioner you bought from Walmart, knocking a half-dozen bottles into your cart whenever there was a sale.

         I’m being careful, I promised. Your hair framed a large mole on your forehead.

         I did not know the mole was uncommon, or that someone might think you were anything but beautiful. As I sat watching you by your closet, you looked at once radiant and exhausted. You were plump and a train track of scars from your many surgeries stretched down your stomach. I understood then that your body was not meant to be permanent.

         
              

         

         I wonder now if you ever felt betrayed by it, if you ever raged that the form that was meant to protect you instead failed before you were ready to expire. Inside, a cyst ballooned your belly, though we wouldn’t know that for some time. You collected excuses to explain away what was happening: You had irritable bowel syndrome, or maybe it was that you were getting older and this was what happened with age. Our family could not see it then, but you were dying.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I was nine years old, you plucked a sunflower seed from a plastic bag and popped it into your mouth. You sat on the copper carpet of our family room, surrounded by a spread of newspapers. From my spot in front of the TV, I could hear you sucking on each shell for a few seconds, thckthckthck, the roof of your mouth smacking with salt and saliva. You positioned the seed between your teeth and split the shell, chewing before spitting the rest onto a grocery store flyer.

         My eyes were glued to the TV, watching a rerun of Dragon Ball Z. But without looking, I knew exactly what teeth you used. You taught me a few years back.

         Like this, you said. You made a big show of pulling your lips back so I could see your gums. You placed the seed at the back of your mouth so that each end met a molar.

         And then you bite down, gently.

         You bit down, gently. I followed your lead. I showed you my gums. I nudged the seed between my molars. I bit down, gently.

         On this afternoon, you sorted through the newspapers that had multiplied over the past week and muttered under your breath about my father, your husband of two decades, who had left the mess there earlier.

         He can’t throw these out himself? Why’s he need all this anyway?

         You leaned over to scrape a handful of shells into the trash. We rarely had sunflower seeds in the house, especially not the salted kind. In Daddy’s mind, salted snacks—nuts, seeds, chips, french fries—were part of a conspiracy to rob us of our money. They add all the salt so it taste so good, he’d say, but also so that you get thirsty and have to buy sodas and spend more money on their product.

         You sat up slowly and fixed your gaze on me. You spread your lips wide into a grin and jutted out your top front teeth, like you were a curly-haired, round-faced Dracula. This was our family’s special face, the one you slipped on suddenly and presented to me, Steph, and Caroline. You dug your top teeth into your bottom lip and widened your eyes, huge, until we mirrored your expression, all of us laughing until we approached tears. Sometimes you gave a long blink, which was your way of winking, since you had trouble closing only one eye. You made the face at random: standing by the boxes of Frosted Flakes in the cereal aisle, or when you walked into the house after a long day at work, or when you were in the driver’s seat of your van and ferrying us to an appointment.

         When I die, you said as you made that face, I want you to get me stuffed so I can sit in your apartment and always watch you. This was the first—and would be the only—time that you would address your death with me.

         You raised your eyebrows. I was nine, and nowhere near having my own apartment. I still shared my bed with you. Each night, I fell asleep with my head nestled into your armpit with a leg thrown over your waist while you flew through one of the romance novels you borrowed from the library in bagfuls and called “kissing books,” making smooching noises gleefully whenever you said those words. I always assumed you slept in my room because you loved me so much. I never considered any other reasons.

         Now you bared your teeth like you were wild, like the stuffed grizzly bear we saw at the L.L.Bean store when we took a vacation to Maine earlier that year. I wailed immediately upon seeing the bear’s face molded into a grimace, and I continued to howl each time we stumbled upon a fawn or moose or goat scattered throughout the store. The sight of their faces, locked in the same position for eternity, shot a prickly sensation into my feet. It’s OK, you had said. You stepped closer to the bear, its body hulking over us, its paws the size of dinner plates.

         
              

         

         OK? you asked. You reached across the couch to hold my hand.

         Would you like that?

         Would I like for you to be stuffed?

         You studied me expectantly as though you wanted me to make the face. I snatched my hand back and let out a yip.

         
              

         

         As a kid, I pictured future dead you sitting with future alive me in my apartment. I could not tell if I was peering into a dream or nightmare: It was a small rental, though inside it looked exactly like our family’s kitchen. My entire apartment was just our kitchen. There was the red Formica counter that you and Daddy picked because you insisted a bright vermilion like that meant good fortune. Piles of newspapers coated nearly every surface. A bundle of jade plants sat in a corner, their rounded leaves hanging limp on the ceramic tile floor, which had been stained a tired, spotted beige. A ceiling fan whirred gently above, and a rhythmic clunk from the motor filled the room.

         You hadn’t aged one bit, though I’d grown into adulthood. You perched at my table, which was set fancy, a soup bowl stacked neatly on top of a dish that rested on top of a slightly larger plate, a collection of polished forks and spoons and chopsticks and knives lined up next to them. There was no soup. There was no food on the table. Just orange juice in each of the glasses, and plenty of it, with extra pulp. I sat next to you, and we gulped glass after glass. It was silent, except for the glugs down our throats. You were not rationing how much we drank or insisting that we add water to make it last longer, worried like Daddy that it was expensive. Four dollars a gallon? Wah, gum gwai!

         In my imagination, I had not quite escaped our house, but I had some luxuries: a bounty of orange juice, and an inexplicable excess of plates and cutlery. Your arms were stiffly posed, and you loomed over a sheet of newspaper and scanned the morning’s headlines. Never mind that you hardly had time to read the newspaper while you were alive. I only saw you clipping coupons or picking out the comics. Somebody had done an exceptional job preserving you.

         
              

         

         Your taxidermic self would return to me after we took you off life support and Daddy ordered an autopsy. Yi Ma and Kau Fu, shell-shocked by your death and horrified by the gross disruption to your physical self, hissed that because of this, your spirit might never rest.

         This image of you roaming and anxious stayed with me over the years, so much that sometimes I would discover you in your rigor mortis, softened slightly, appearing suddenly. There you were when I was sixteen, in one of the back seats of your minivan during my drives to school, supervising as I checked my blind spots before I switched lanes. There you were, trapped in the longest version of hide-and-seek, tucked behind one of the curtains in our living room with your feet protruding from the bottom of the drapes, ready to leap out, laughing hysterically and shouting, You found me! as I passed. (I found you, yes. I am always finding you.) There you were, standing next to one of the garbage cans with your face puckered in exasperation as I sat on the stoop of my apartment in Brooklyn, having locked myself out yet again.

         Hello, I’d imagine myself saying each time, stifling a Jesus Christ, Mommy so you wouldn’t think I was ungrateful and didn’t want you around. My family and I still referred to you as Mommy, all these years later. I was unsure what type of reaction you expected. Your taxidermic self rarely talked, your presence itself seemingly a threat, like the monsters you invoked when my sisters and I were young.

         If you don’t finish all the rice in your bowl, you used to tell me, the Ginger Ghost will come get you. In your seat at the kitchen table, you jerked your arms and shoulders and widened your eyes to mimic the zombie-like hopping movements of a geung si, which you frequently told us tales about. Caroline had Boogaloodoo. Steph had Mooloogachu. I had Ginger Ghost, and Dracula, and the Monkey King. They all had the same purpose, which was to instill shame and fear, and punish us if we didn’t listen. You were always assigning us new monsters to shape us into the daughters you wanted.

         Whenever you appeared in my life in your taxidermic state, I frantically reached for conversation. What doing? Lei sik jor fan mei ah? I spat out, borrowing from the way you greeted Caroline or Steph as they sat in their college dorm rooms and you stood in our kitchen, leaning against the counter and wondering over the phone if they were eating enough. But I knew each time I saw you that I hadn’t brought you here just to catch up. I summoned you to remind me of the unfulfilled promises our family had made over the years to appease your spirit and send you to the afterlife. Between you and me, I kind of liked having you around, even if memories of you appeared so vividly that I felt haunted. But then I’d shake my head and blink, and you’d have vanished.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

         

         Today marks thirteen years since your death. All these years later, I still struggle to acknowledge this day. After leaving my office near Bryant Park, I find myself on Chrystie Street and locked into an autopilot that I cannot pinpoint, someone or something puppeteering my limbs through Chinatown. My legs have moved my body from my desk to the subway, and to here.

         I’d spent the day sifting through audio to cobble together a radio script, and now, Steph’s voice is calming on the phone—when you walk into the temple’s big room, there’ll be these displays on each side of the entrance. Sort of like altars—and I break into a run, worried that I only have fifteen minutes until the temple closes. You’ll see Mommy’s picture up there near Gung Gung and her mother. My legs weave around shoppers who have paused at the outdoor vegetable stands to inspect the daikon and bok choy. The Mahayana Temple is near the base of the Manhattan Bridge, and when I get there, the hum of traffic washes Steph’s voice away.

         I gotta go, I say to my oldest sister.

         OK, she says. I love you. I wish I was there. Maybe we can have a call later with Caroline?

         Yeah, I say. And then: Love you too.

         In the intersection, drivers lay on their horns. The long honks bounce off the temple’s brick façade, which is crowned with red Chinese lettering; off the Orientalist marquee made to look like a roofline in China; off the tourists who wander inside to gawk at the giant Buddha. I’d read earlier that until the mid-1990s, the building housed a movie theater that showed old kung fu flicks and pornos. I wonder if these tourists have any clue that the temple isn’t so old.

         
              

         

         In the lobby, across from what used to be the theater’s ticket counter, a young couple gestures at a vessel stuffed with fistfuls of burning incense. They lift their children one by one to show them the ash. They take a photo.

         I follow an elderly woman past a sign that says NO PHOTOS and into the cavernous hall. A towering Shakyamuni Buddha takes up nearly the entire back wall, seated where a movie screen once hung, surrounded by vases of mums and lilies and platters of pomelos. Behind the Buddha’s head is a pale blue ring of neon light backed by illuminated flames.

         Like a Vegas Buddha, I want to say out loud, immediately feeling guilty.

         Across the room are the two memorials that Steph mentioned: walls lined with canary yellow prayer strips slotted into neat rows. On each paper is a thumbnail-sized photo of the deceased—now an ancestor—along with their name. In front of these images are carefully arranged offerings of oranges, paper cups of coffee with their lids bent back, and takeout containers filled with cheung fun and yau char kwai.

         Studying the hundreds of faces, I realize that I might not remember what my gung gung and po po looked like. And what if I couldn’t recognize my own mother? I might mistake their faces, reduced to tiny, pixelated images, for someone else. It is tight-lipped smile after tight-lipped smile, pallid expression after pallid expression.

         I move to the other memorial, wondering which photo of my mother’s I might find here. I recall one that I have of her in my apartment. It was taken on my parents’ wedding day, and they stand in a rose garden in Elizabeth Park in Hartford. My mother wears a long-sleeved satin cream dress with lace sewn along its bodice. She holds a bouquet of Damask roses. She and my father have matching boutonnieres pinned to their chests, their foreheads shiny, smiles plastered onto their faces like wax figures.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         The last time anybody from my immediate family visited this temple was in 2004, shortly after my mother’s death. My father, Stephanie, Caroline, and I drove from our home in Connecticut, and I sat in the back seat, dazed. We left our house at dawn and arrived two hours later in Chinatown as storekeepers rolled up their metal doors. My memory inside the temple is hazy, but I recall that we were joined by our mother’s siblings and our cousins.

         The lights were off in the main room. My sisters and I huddled together and clutched one another’s hands. My father must have been sitting on his own. I could not see; there was too much smoke from the incense. The monks sang incantations, and their voices echoed in ways that made the space feel impossibly large. Lids heavy and overwhelmed, I let myself be lulled to sleep.

         After the ceremony, my kau fu and yi ma handed the temple employees a photo of my mother to be included in one of the altars. That way, their thinking went, someone would always pray for her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As I inspect a row, my worry spikes. I can see a scenario where the monks had removed my family’s photos because we hadn’t visited, and another where I couldn’t recognize my own family’s faces.

         And then, there my mother is: toward the upper-left corner, not far from the top. Her photo is grainy. She looks directly at the camera, surprised, like she had been caught stirring up trouble. Her hair is short, her glasses reflecting with a sliver of light. Her photo is below her parents’. I recognize my po po and gung gung from the identical pictures that sat on top of the television in our kitchen, their expressions stern all throughout my childhood when I watched hours of The Simpsons instead of finishing homework. My mother had been here all along. From her spot on the wall, she had observed the temple’s guests for nearly a decade and a half.

         Unsure what to do, I bow three times. I sink to my knees on the stool in front of the memorial, and I face my mother.

         For the first time all day, I feel I am in my own body.

         This is the thing about grief: Despite how much we want to forget—how much we try to ignore—the dead are still here. Waiting, watching. I try to commit the exact location of my mother’s photo to memory—one, two, three down, one, two, three, four over—when a temple employee flicks the lights on and off.

         We’re closed, he tells the tourists standing near the seated Buddha.

         We’re closed, he says to me.

         I glance at my mother. I want to say Bye, or to wave, but all of that feels trite with the temple employee watching. My limbs tighten themselves again and my marionette legs return.

         I shuffle outside, drawn to the sidewalk as I watch cars roll onto the Manhattan Bridge. From my vantage point, they might as well be floating into the sky. A pack of tourists and commuters carries me down the street, pulling me away from my mother as unceremoniously as I’d arrived.

      

   


   
      
         
            3.

         

         It is not incorrect to say that for years, the way my family grieved my mother was to avoid acknowledging her altogether. It is not incorrect to say that we hardly invoked her name or told stories about her.

         Shortly after college, my father, Caroline, and Steph descended upon my cleared-out group house in Washington, D.C., for Thanksgiving. In my childhood home, my father’s stacks of clutter multiplied until they overtook the space that my mother had so carefully cultivated; it crowded my sisters and me out. I reacted efficiently, diligently, which is to say that I pretended that these trips to Steph’s apartment in Rhode Island or Caroline’s in California were a chance to visit another part of the country.

         We’d decided to exchange Christmas gifts a month early, since we wouldn’t be together in December.

         Caroline, dressed in a key-lime-green onesie, handed Steph and me sets that matched hers.

         They’re actually really comfortable, she said. She smiled toothily and pulled up the hood to show us the outfit’s ears, her faded highlights a spray of lavender around her face.

         The onesies were from the kids’ section, which was fine for us since everyone in our family, including our father, was small and roughly the same size. Steph and I donned ours, and I was grateful for anything to distract from how cobbled together holidays had become since my mother’s passing. My sisters and I stood on my front stoop to take a photo of us modeling our new outfits. In the photo, Caroline and I jam our hands into our pockets while Steph is wedged between us, her arms thrust into the air. We look so much like sisters, not just because in this image, we are dressed identically, but because the ways we hold our mouths enthusiastically, wryly, are the same.

         
              

         

         Afterward, Steph passed out slender boxes.

         I thought this might be good for everybody to open last, Steph said. There was a question in her voice, a preemptive apology that made me tense.

         She had gifted us each a framed photo of our family. It showed all five of us, including my mother, in Seattle the summer before she died, and it was one of the last photos we’d taken together. We stand on a pier. The sky is muted and filled with the gray wash of color that comes from dragging paintbrush water across a canvas. It looks windy, and though it’s the end of summer, we must be cold, because we’re wearing long pants and sweatshirts. We huddle around my mother, who has her hands clasped in front of her stomach.

         
              

         

         Oh, Caroline said as she pulled the wrapping paper off hers, her eyebrows shooting up her forehead as she examined the photo.

         I shivered and said nothing. Our time with our mother was a past life—some version of ourselves from which we’d become estranged. When I replayed memories of her, it was as if hearing someone else recount stories of their own mother.

         What’s this? Our father asked, still working his fingers underneath the paper. He looked at my sisters and me, confused by our sudden shift in mood, not understanding this context. Oh. A photo of our family?

         We held the wooden frames like they were made of blown glass. I studied my mother’s face and sat in a glum silence, unsure what to say, fighting the urge to turn the photo away.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I consider the ways images can wrench our grief to the surface, I think of Diana Khoi Nguyen’s poems, which are wrapped around photos of her family in her collection Ghost Of. The book is dedicated to her siblings, including her brother who committed suicide. He is cut from every photo. Nguyen plays with these silhouettes. She cocoons him with her grief and her memories of him. She inhabits the negative space with her despair.

         
            Why should we mourn?

                     Isn’t this the history we want

            one in which we survive?

         

         The first time I read her poems, I assumed that she sliced her brother out of the photos herself. I thought she didn’t want outsiders to be privy to his body. No. Years ago, Nguyen told an interviewer that her brother, in a fit of anger, carved himself from all of the family photos hanging in a hallway of their childhood home. Afterward, he carefully slid the photos back into their frames.

         “They foreshadowed his death, and after his death, the missing shards in the frames wounded me deeply,” she said in an interview. “I avoided walking down that hall, I avoided returning to the house.”

         When I learned this, her grief crept into me. I avoided walking down that hall, I avoided returning to the house. Why head down a hall of memories if it leads to a perpetual reminder of death? I felt as though Nguyen, with her poetry, had inhabited the void that her brother had left behind, the way I now inhabit the one created by my mother.

         For many years, I could not look at photos of my mother. I wrapped the one from Steph in a scarf and tucked it into my bedroom closet, underneath a box of clothes I no longer wore. The way I endured grief was to think only of the after, and not the before.

         As a kid, I was certain that the images we had of our dead relatives were taken in caskets: a photographer pried open the deceased’s eyes and held them there with double-sided tape. The cameras clicked, the dead person cartoonishly wide-eyed, mouth gaping. I couldn’t conceive of the idea that these photos were taken in some version of the past, when the subject was alive. Looking at these ancestral photos gave me a whole-body chill, like I had come across a dead animal—one of our parakeets sprawled at the bottom of the cage, a fish floating at the top of its tank at the pet store—uncanny, a small fright pulsing, my body retracting.

         
              

         

         Two years after her brother’s passing, Nguyen decided to tackle with words the empty spaces that her brother left behind in those photos. She said that in her work, she was trying to mourn, not exorcise. When I first read this, I was startled by how much this resonated. I have never wanted to exorcise you. I am too attached; my inclination is to preserve you—to taxidermy you—like you wanted.

         But, Mommy, grief is a container of contradictions. I want to expel something, though I do not know what. I want to rid myself of this heaviness, just as much as I want to keep your ghosts. Writing about you is a strange act itself. I am perhaps afraid of it, or at least, I dread it. Yet I feel compelled to write you into being. I am hopeful, though: I spin you out of myself and into something else.

      

   


   
      
         
            4.

         

         Before my mother was my mother, or before she went by Florence, she was Bo Mui. But before she was Bo Mui, she was a growing speck in her mother’s uterus, and her survival was up for debate.

         When my po po was months into her pregnancy with my mother, who would be her fourth child, a doctor told her that her uterus was riddled with cancer. She should abort the baby so that they could treat the cancer, the doctor told her. There was too much risk for the baby, and for her. My po po knew she was being given a choice of chance.

         This was in 1955 in a village near Guangzhou.

         Po Po and her husband’s extended family were recently questioned by Communists. I use that word, questioned, because the family history is vague. As the lore goes, my gung gung’s sister had zealously fallen in line with Mao Zedong’s beliefs. She’d alerted the Red Guard about her family members, who were considered landowners and therefore hoarding their wealth. And so, the family was interrogated, and eventually one of Gung Gung’s brothers was sent to a labor camp for a decade up north. The family was never the same afterward—especially not Po Po. This is how most of what happened to my family was explained to me over the years: in passive voice, these events falling from the sky, actions never committed by anybody, never involving motivations, revealing so many holes that I would need to fill, might not ever be able to fill.

         
              

         

         I imagine that when the doctor told Po Po her diagnosis, her body became still, only her lips moving to repeat some resistance: No, no, no, no, no. The doctor told her the same facts again, emphasizing that her health was important and that she should live in order to take care of her other children.

         How could I do that, she must have wondered, and survive the guilt?

         After a couple of days, she finally agreed: The argument made sense to her. As painful as it was, it would all be for the better, she must have thought. She rubbed her belly, which grew larger with child and disease. She relayed this in tears to her other children, my yi ma, who was eleven, and my kau fu, who was three. They had an older brother, but he would later be disowned for reasons only vaguely mentioned and hurried along in conversation. It involved booze, gambling, abuse.

         This baby, Po Po said, has to leave us.

         The idea that a baby could be in their mother and then suddenly not perplexed her children, especially Yi Ma. And her mother was usually so tender and gentle, it was nearly impossible for Yi Ma to imagine getting rid of her child.

         Don’t do that to my sister, Yi Ma begged. I’ll help take care of her.

         Yi Ma pleaded her case for days. They had talked about this girl so much that she was already real. Still, Po Po tried drinking tonics she thought would terminate her pregnancy.

         But when the tonics did not work, Po Po understood that she would have the baby. She took on a new resolve: They could try to attack the cancer after the delivery. And besides, chance was capricious. There was no certainty that treating the cancer now—or in a half year or so, after she gave birth—would make a difference.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bo Mui was born after the Communists had taken over, as Gung Gung and Po Po quietly plotted their escape to Hong Kong. Spring in Guangzhou had begun, and verdant grass leapt from the ground and hyacinths fanned across fields. That Bo Mui translated to “precious plum flower” was no coincidence, I think, something optimistic woven into her name.

         Before Bo Mui’s birth, her life was a feat of survival, a gritty tooth-and-nail fight. It’s nearly impossible for me to think about her birth without conjuring more of the poetry from Diana Khoi Nguyen:

         
            Still, every living body finds a routine

            no matter its damage.

            Two minutes after I was born

                                                   I had already made my first evacuation

         

         An evacuation sounds right. My mother escaped both a womb and a disaster. I once discussed this poem with a good friend who recently had a baby. She told me she thought the line about evacuation referred to shit—since birth is often accompanied by a mess—that with it comes a vulnerability and a physical expulsion. I laughed upon hearing my friend’s interpretation. There was something so grounding about an evacuation being paired with something as powerful as a birth.

         My extended family often invokes reincarnation, both when a child is born and when someone has died. I like to imagine that over lifetimes, whenever my mother reenters the world, her body is all new and fresh, like a bloom of spring—just as her name implies. This renders my mother’s comment about taxidermy so contradictory; taxidermy, after all, is about preservation.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As the Communist Party established its hold over China, Gung Gung took Kau Fu from Guangzhou to Hong Kong. They boarded a boat to Macau, and they continued on to Hong Kong from there. A little while later, Yi Ma and some cousins, followed by Bo Mui and Po Po, traveled the same route to the Sham Shui Po neighborhood in Hong Kong. They reunited there, making a home with extended family in a small apartment. They had split their family this way because they had heard from friends that it might make their escape easier. It was as if they believed the Communist Party wouldn’t come for them if their family wasn’t complete.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Three years later, the entire family had arrived in Hong Kong. My mother was four when Yi Ma pulled her aside one day.

         Our mother is dead, Yi Ma told her little sister. Po Po’s uterine cancer had returned. Yi Ma wondered if her mui mui understood. After all, for children, the idea of forever can feel like tomorrow, and tomorrow can feel like forever.

         When somebody dies, Yi Ma explained, they go on to the afterlife. She told her sister that their mother loved them very much, and that maybe, maybe their mother would find her way back to them in another life.

         There was always this: another chance, another realm.

         As they said goodbye to Po Po, my mother clung to her father and siblings. They lit incense and prayed. The adults and Yi Ma stayed overnight at the funeral home to keep Po Po company until the morning, when they would send her to the afterlife. My mother and Kau Fu played together like it was a normal day. When dawn came, they traveled to the top of the Wo Hop Shek Public Cemetery to bury Po Po. Yi Ma, who was now a teenager, gathered my mother to her side and whispered into her ear.

         I promised our mother that I would take care of you, Yi Ma said. You’re my daughter now.

         
              

         

         I wonder if, at four, you were old enough to experience the tinge of panic-guilt that so many people feel when someone they love dies. Did you hear growing up that, had you not been born, your mother’s cancer might not have been as deadly? My gut says you must have; you were always sensitive, able to read people’s emotions, folding them into your own. I have a feeling that Yi Ma tried to shield you from the knowledge of how your birth was intertwined with your mother’s death. Perhaps this was not so difficult, since talking about the dead is bad luck.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Outside the apartment their extended family shared, Yi Ma spent her evenings after school putting off her homework so that she could corral her siblings. Their father ran a motel in Hong Kong that kept him away from the house from the early morning hours until late at night, and a relative stayed to watch over the children. Yi Ma sewed dolls for her sister and the neighborhood girls and shopped with her grandmother at the market for whatever they could afford, carrying back small bundles of vegetables. And when they returned, Yi Ma set to work preparing dinner. She often made, as ordered by her father, a special dish for the boys in the family, something with a little bit of meat to nurture their growing bodies. I imagine that it was a thin soup with pork bone, the remaining meat boiled until tender with pieces of daikon and carrots floating toward the top. She spent hours simmering the soup she and Bo Mui and the other girls in the family were never allowed to eat.

         At dinner one night, Bo Mui noticed the difference in the dishes laid out before her and her brothers. She had no meat in front of her. Only a small bowl that was mostly rice with some vegetables.

         Why? she asked. Her voice had a hard edge. Why can’t I have this too? Her father studied her as she began to wail, her cheeks red. He allowed her a few pieces of pork. She chewed with contentment, not understanding the weight of her victory.

         
            *  *  *

         

         For the remaining time they lived in Hong Kong, Yi Ma led her siblings up the hill at the cemetery to Po Po’s grave. She tells me that she did this a couple times a year, for holidays. That she only mentions her siblings and herself in these stories conjures an image without adults, of these young children parenting themselves. They toddle between the tombstones, ducklings in search of their mother.

         For Ching Ming, Yi Ma showed her sister and brothers how to observe the day and sweep the dirt from their mother’s headstone until it gleamed. They ran their hands along their mother’s name and dug their fingers into the crevices to scrape away dust.

         On Chung Yeung, Yi Ma explained to her siblings, their mother’s ghost, along with all the other spirits of the dead, were said to roam the earth in order to visit the living. They carried a whole boiled chicken, strips of uncut pork belly, apples, and oranges up the hill, and laid them on top of their mother’s grave as an offering.

         Yi Ma and her younger siblings bowed three times, clutching their burning joss sticks.

         Take care of yourself, they said to their mother, aunts, uncles, and others who had passed. Good luck. Take care of everyone else. If they were hungry, they sat by their mother’s grave and ate some of the offerings before hauling the rest home. Yi Ma and our family observed these holidays each year in Hong Kong, but once our family immigrates to the United States, we’re too isolated, the cemeteries are too far, and it is easier to forget than to engage with this grief. We let these traditions fade.

         
              

         

         My yi ma mentions that whenever they climbed the cemetery hills to their mother, Bo Mui’s body contorted as though a spirit had entered her. She would retch, and then with an apologetic cry, vomit.

         Yi Ma tries to explain my mother’s reaction: This part of Wo Hop Shek was so tall—almost a mountain, in her recollection. Maybe there was a slight altitude change. Or maybe it was all of that physical exertion. Bo Mui was just a child. When I hear this story now, it’s hard not to think that there was something about the cemetery that made her queasy. Like she sensed her mother’s spirit around her, and she couldn’t contain herself.

      

   


   
      
         
            5.

         

         When my mother finished high school in Hong Kong, she insisted to her father that she attend college in America. Yi Ma was already in the U.S., in a place called Bridgeport, Connecticut. Gung Gung had found her a husband, a man whose family had made the move from China to America some years before. The plan was that Yi Ma would sponsor the rest of the family to come to the U.S.: her father, her siblings, her cousins. To support this endeavor, Yi Ma’s husband worked at his parents’ restaurant, and eventually, she took a job in the stockroom of the JCPenney in the Trumbull mall.

         
              

         

         Gung Gung relented to my mother’s wish to apply to college. But where she went, however, was another argument.

         You want to go to the University of Wisconsin? her father asked.

         He wasn’t familiar with the Midwest. He just knew that it was between a place called Connecticut, where Yi Ma lived, and another place called Vancouver, B.C., where Kau Fu had studied.

         You can’t be so far from either of them, Gung Gung told my mother. Just go to a cheaper college near your sister.

         Gung Gung also insisted that my mother pursue a degree in the medical field. It’s more stable, he said. You’ll have a better chance of getting a good job. My mother knew that this was probably because her father once wanted to be a doctor. He was smart, disciplined, and worthy of becoming one, his family thought. But he finished high school in the 1930s, when the Kuomintang and the Communists were at war, and the Japanese military’s invasion of China had made it more vulnerable. With the country and his family’s resources depleted, a formal education—especially one to become a doctor—was no longer an option.

         And so, because Gung Gung was paying the bill—and because he was her father—my mother listened. She enrolled at the University of Bridgeport, studied hematology, and lived with Yi Ma and her family.

         Between classes and hanging out at the restaurant that Yi Ma’s in-laws ran, my mother headed to study dates with classmates and let them take her to the movies. There were two boys from Hong Kong whom she liked. She was constantly flirting with them, teasing, always dressing carefully in an outfit—something patterned or floral that Yi Ma had made or brought home from JCPenney. The students were film producers and artistic types and, as Yi Ma put it to me, very handsome.

         Gung Gung, who had by now moved to the States and lived with his children, didn’t approve.

         Don’t even think about it, he told my mother. They’re going to go back to Hong Kong, and then where does that leave you?

         I imagine my mother spending time with them anyway. I wonder if, like her father, remaining in America was a given, if she understood it was now her future. Or, did she think, defiantly, about an alternate life where she grew old in Hong Kong?

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         My parents met at a tag sale in Manchester that a mutual friend organized. The friend was moving to California and needed to get rid of his belongings. The tag sale was not far from where my father had bought a house a couple of years earlier. He had a stable job that sponsored his green card, a healthy bank account, and, with home ownership, a commitment to stay in America. My mother rented a small apartment on Asylum Street in Hartford, close enough so that she could walk to the hospital where she worked as a medical technologist and drew blood. She was twenty-five. My father was thirty-one. Both spoke Cantonese, my father’s Taishanese accent slipping through. Meeting another immigrant who spoke the same Chinese dialect was rare for a suburb like Manchester, where the demographics in the 1980s skewed mostly white. I imagine the tag sale: a small driveway filled with tables of lamps and records and linens and scratched, mismatched furniture. Bo Mui and Wing Shek both wore large eyeglasses that swallowed their faces. My mother’s hair was loose and to her shoulders. My father was tan and wiry, all matter-of-fact smiles, a man who believed his future was great.

         
              

         

         These days, when I press my father for details about how he met my mother, rephrasing the same question in a half-dozen different ways, he just repeats: We were at a tag sale. I wonder if he really has no other memories to share, or if it’s too painful. He only shrugs, his way of saying I don’t know.

         But what happened?

         I don’t know.

         Was it summer or spring or fall?

         I don’t know.

         Morning, when the tag sale was just beginning, or late afternoon, when it was wrapping up?

         I don’t know.

         How did you know it was love? Was it love, do you think?

         I don’t know.

         Do you know what love is?

         I don’t know.

         Did you imagine it would end like this?

         I don’t know.

         
            *  *  *

         

         My mother knew how to make an impression, and this talent makes my father’s inability to recall their introduction more stark.

         Many years later, I still laugh and am amazed when I recall when my mother met Steven, the man whom Steph would later marry. My mother only referred to him as “Stephen King,” a nickname that Caroline and I still occasionally invoke, long after her passing.

         How long is a Chinaman? she said to Stephen King. I was in middle school, and Steph was nearing the end of college. My mother stood in the kitchen slicing vegetables. Out of nowhere, she broke into the gag, and then she fell silent, her lips curled and her teeth exposed.

         How long is a Chinaman? she asked again, slowly, emphasizing each word. Stephen King scanned the room, unsure if this was a riddle; if she was making a joke about sex; if she was being a little racist. No doubt, he wondered if he should be offended since his parents were from China, and he was also a man. The punch line: The question is actually a statement. Howe Long is a Chinaman.

         I stood next to my mother in the kitchen, and I smirked and chanted her question at Stephen King. How long is a Chinaman! How long is a Chinaman! How! Long! Is! A! Chinaman!

         
              

         

         When I am new to D.C. and in my early twenties, one of my housemates throws a party. I linger by the dining table and stack slices of cheddar and pepper jack onto crackers. A roommate’s girlfriend pulls me aside to chat with one of her friends from college.

         This is C.J., she says, gesturing to a guy in a button-up with his sleeves rolled up his arms. He has a generous smile and a calmness about him. He laughs easily, and in minutes I can tell he will not be one of those people who says, troubled, that they can’t tell if I’m being serious when I crack deadpan jokes. We spend the rest of the night at the party, then a bar nearby, gently teasing each other, poking fun at ourselves, our bodies constantly touching.

         
              

         

         Months later, when C.J. and my father meet, there are no jokes, but I contain a laugh for much of the visit:

         So where is your family from? my father will ask. I appreciate that this is not a question directed at me.

         Minnesota, C.J. says.

         Minnesota, my father repeats.

         And then: Lots of Scandinavians there.

         And then: Is your family Scandinavian?

         When C.J. says his family has distant Swedish, Norwegian, and Irish roots, my father presses on: Do you eat a lot of Scandinavian food?

         I have eaten Scandinavian food, yes. C.J. takes this in stride, trying to answer as truthfully as he can.

         What food?

         Oh, C.J. says, pausing, blushing. Lutefisk. Dried fish.

         I let out a cackle, amused by this discomfort, perhaps not unlike how my mother would have regarded this.

         
              

         

         I wonder what my mother would think of C.J., if she would have preferred for her youngest to be with someone whose family was Chinese. My guess is that she would have found him endearing; she would have appreciated his patience, his wryness, his ability to draw out my softer sides. She would have enjoyed seeing him squirm.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When my parents began dating, my father had recently finished graduate school at MIT and worked as an engineer at a large company in the area. He was ambitious and handsome and smart. And, by all accounts, he knew it.

         I graduated from MIT, he said frequently and stood taller as he spoke. It’s one of the best universities in the world.

         My mother’s cousins rolled their eyes each time he bragged. But my mother never seemed to notice.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The first time my mother’s family met my father, they remarked that Taishanese people talked like peasants. I could imagine her relatives listening to him say a few words—not much, since he was shy and did not speak often in large groups—and then, they would throw a slew of jokes between them, a good-natured ribbing that would only make my father feel lonelier.

         They frequently made comments like this—We can barely understand your country accent!—which I overheard rehashed in the car or at the dinner table. My father’s laughter, which I would describe in my diary in high school as sardonic, rings out clearly in these passing memories. These jokes: Did my mother nod in agreement? Did my father flush deeper with humiliation?

         
            *  *  *

         

         I saw few moments of affection between my parents. Instead, I recall the two of them in our kitchen standing over me. They were bickering. Maybe laughing; some delirious hilarity caught between them. I usually couldn’t tell the difference. My mother might have complained about how my father hadn’t done anything around the house in weeks, how his mess was everywhere, how he couldn’t keep a good job or earn money despite being so well educated, and how she was always coming home from work to have to cook and clean and take care of three children. He did what? He shouted back?

         One of them lunged at the other.

         Saat sei lei, my mother said, threatening my father’s life. Ngo sei lei. They swerved around one another in the kitchen.

         This didn’t faze me. I wanted to believe that they were flirting and that this was what people who cared about each other said to one another. I told myself that their shouting meant they were emphatically in love.

         
              

         

         Later, after Steph reads this, she corrects my Cantonese. I don’t know if she said, ‘I’ll starve you to death,’ she says. My Cantonese has always been poor; before I was born, my mother worried that speaking Chinese at home would interfere with my sisters’ English, and so English became our default language. The three of us sisters would eventually try to improve our Cantonese, with varying degrees of success. I think Mommy might have been saying ‘Ngau sei lei,’ Steph says. That she was going to bite Daddy to death. Like a joke. She would’ve thought that was funny. Steph and I chuckle at this. Our mother and her edges. Razor teeth, humor.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I ask some of my mother’s relatives about the early days of my parents’ relationship, they launch into something like this: Your gung gung didn’t like him. Every time he came to visit, he never talked. Just said ‘hi’ and then was quiet the whole time.

         When my relatives say the word hi, they draw their voices into a small bark, and they pin their arms to their sides so their bodies mimic my father’s affectations. I wince. It’s not lost on me that their movements are not so different from the Ginger Ghost that my mother conjured, wooden, inhuman.

         She always say, ‘When Katelin goes to college, I will live in the condo next to you,’ Yi Ma tells me. She describes a fantasy my mother harbored, where she and her sister saw each other every day and she had no husband. I nod along, and a new memory surfaces for the first time in years. When I was a child, my mother mentioned often to me how she was going to divorce my father as soon as I finished high school. Each time, I froze, anxious and guilty that I now knew this secret and was conspiring against my father. Still, I wondered then what my mother’s life could be like. The word unburdened comes to mind, now.

         
              

         

         I bring this up to my father.

         Did you ever hear of this? I describe my mother’s fantasy of leaving him.

         Mm, he says. Yes.

         We sit in his living room in Wethersfield. This is the cleanest spot, now storage for my father’s mail from years before, a broken chair, garden shears, a stereo set, and other discarded belongings he gathered from buildings in Hartford that he’s owned for the past few decades. When my mother was alive, this was the most elegant room in our home. My sisters and I jumped on top of the cream couches with black and maroon flowers embroidered into their cushions, and I tucked myself into a side table’s cabinet when we played hide-and-seek. My mother had lined a shelf with rosewood carvings of the family’s zodiac symbols—a rat for my father, a goat for my mother, a dog for Steph, a pig for Caroline, a horse for me. A baby grand piano stood in a corner. My mother had always wanted one, so she bought this on credit, the balance ballooning with interest. I recently found the receipts from the piano company; it took my mother three years and forty-eight payments to pay the piano’s nearly $11,000 balance. At the time of this purchase, Lotus Garden, the restaurant that my parents had opened in the 1980s, was hurting, and my parents’ bank accounts were tight. My mother asked her father for help. If he lent them money, my parents wouldn’t have to file for bankruptcy. Gung Gung refused.

         It’s your husband’s job to take care of you, he said to his daughter. His family should provide for you. And so, my mother turned to her credit cards. She used splurges like the piano to prove she could make it, had made it, by herself. She was so certain she had time to pay off her debts later.

         
              

         

         Yes, you have heard this before, that she wanted to live in a condo near Yi Ma? I say to my father. His face is ruddy against the blush wall of the living room, his expression unmoving.

         Of course, she always told me stuff like that. She says, when I die, she’s going to go live with her sister.

         Huh, I say.

         Mm-hmm, he says. He is not wearing his hearing aid, which we had helped him buy a few years earlier. Caroline found an inexpensive one, since cochlear implants cost thousands. But he rarely wears it, seems embarrassed by it, says that it amplifies all sounds, and that when he speaks on the phone it produces a high-pitched noise that makes others complain. I can see my father, a practical man, assessing a situation and concluding there is no point in speaking, since he cannot hear.

         His expression puckers.

         He holds his mouth funny, jaw tight, invisible marbles stuffed in his cheeks. He also needs tooth implants, but his dental insurance, part of the Medicare Advantage program, won’t cover the full cost of the procedure. As a result, he has spent the past two years seeking quotes from dentists in Flushing and Sunset Park who might be able to perform the surgery at a price he can afford on his own. Steph and I have spent weekends driving him around those Chinatowns, sitting in the car or in various waiting rooms while he goes to appointment after appointment. All of these dentists, as well as their patients, are Chinese, so my father hopes that maybe they can cut him a deal. But there’s no such luck. When Steph brings him to a meeting one afternoon, our father is so flustered by everything—the potentially steep bills, the restless energy of the city, his aching mouth—that he opens his driver’s door into oncoming traffic, the new dent on his car another costly fee.

         
              

         

         These days, it is hard to imagine my father growing old with my mother. He is a man entrenched in his ways. As I sit before him, I see two alternate realities. In one, my mother is alive, and my parents have divorced. In the other, my mother is alive, and my parents are still together. In the latter, which is easier to summon, my mother would have taken care of my father at her own expense. He might have had better dental insurance, at least.
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