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Introduction



As women coming of age in the modern era, moving out of our parents’ homes and into spaces of our own was exhilarating and terrifying. We looked to the past, to the homes our mothers and grandmothers had defined for us by example, and we looked forward into something new we were going to create. Our wishes and daydreams were defining not only the kinds of spaces our homes would be, but the kinds of women—wives, partners, mothers, and citizens—we could become.


As we got older, moving out of homes where we thought we’d be forever, or feeling stuck in places we didn’t mean to be for so long, we realized that home is a loaded word, a complex idea: it’s a place that is safe, sentimental, difficult, nourishing, war-torn, and political. There are so many ways to define it: we might have an ancestral home or homeland, and the place we’re living at the moment, and also the place we feel our soul belongs. Home can be a place whose memory remains trapped in our bones, a notion that may be passed down in our very DNA. Home can be where we learn to first understand our place in the world, and a place we return to, again and again, for answers about how to be. Home is a place constantly evolving alongside our concepts of work, family, gender roles, the economy, and the environment. It is a concept worthy of ongoing reflection and renegotiation.


In her essay “On Moving Home,” Kirsten Sundberg Lunstrum says of the place she chooses to call home: “I am more myself here… than I could be anywhere else in the world.” This may be the home feeling we seek, most distilled. And yet, as we collected the essays that ultimately make up this book, we realized the work we were reading overwhelmingly contained an electric current of complicated beauty and love, as well as unease, dissatisfaction, and displacement. These are the stories at the core of our sense of being and belonging, and they are not all happily-ever-after.


The majority of these essays are original, written specifically for this anthology, from a collection of women writers who are diverse on many levels: geography, ethnicity, culture, religion, age, sexuality. What we found, despite our differences, were incredible commonalities in the ways we consider home. Indeed, though we did not suggest or expect it, mothers appear in nearly every essay in this book—in these pages, women remember the mothers, grandmothers, and maternal figures who made or unmade homes for them, while other mother-writers reflect on the homes they are making for their families and for themselves.


Other themes circulate, as well. “Home is the language you are loved in,” says Naomi Jackson in “Between My Teeth.” The language in which we are first loved, the language in which we dream, the accents, aphorisms, songs, and silences we associate with home never leave us, even if the actual language does: for instance, in “A Family Business,” Jane Wong remembers growing up in her parents’ Chinese American restaurant, saying “hello in Cantonese because you haven’t forgotten your language yet.” Danielle Geller’s “Annotating the First Page of the First Navajo-English Dictionary” takes on formalized language as a way to marshal facts and memory, using the rigidity of an institutionalized format to tell the story of her home in a new way.


Moving—moving out, moving in, moving across the country, moving across continents, and simply being on the move—was another constant source of storytelling. Sarah Viren contemplates the comfort and confusion of returning to a place she’s lived before in “Some Notes on Our Cyclical Nature;” and Tara Conklin’s “The Explorer” interrogates that space between the urge for adventure and the tension of staying still. Lina María Ferreira Cabeza-Vanegas (“Allá En La Fuente”) confronts a flawed view of her homeland Colombia while in Iowa; as a little girl sitting in a church pew in North Carolina, Hasanthika Sirisena (“Of Pallu and Pottu”) imagines the ways her mother’s new life compares to her old in Sri Lanka. Desiree Cooper describes the ghosts that follow a tight military family through their many moves in “Away from Dangerous Things,” reminding us that ultimately, “Home is culture, tradition, and memory—not mortar.”


Jennifer Finney Boylan celebrates the freedom of choosing to return home or not for the holidays in “Freeing Thanksgiving from My Family,” while in “Subjunctive” Naima Coster explores the inevitability of certain patterns laid out by the family history that precedes us. In many instances, moving is not a choice, but a necessity: in her essay “The Stars Remain,” about her childhood in El Salvador, Claudia Castro Luna remembers, “On a windy afternoon Mami comes home and tells us that our petition for US Resident Status has been approved. To leave means survival.”


Landscape becomes story in many pieces, from Terry Tempest Williams’s political land purchases in “Keeping My Fossil Fuel in the Ground” to Miranda Weiss’s choice to raise her family in far-flung Alaska in “Cold, Comfort.” In Pam Houston’s essay “The Sound of Horse Teeth on Hay in the Snow,” a snowed-in ranch that seems like a dangerous setting to others offers only peace and insulation, while Leigh Newman’s Brooklyn garden becomes the unexpected center for intersecting lives in “Vesica Piscis.” Elissa Washuta, in “Undergraduate Admissions Essay Draft,” charts the experience of leaving home for college, illustrating the transition by the absence of the home landscape she’d taken for granted: “I didn’t know, then, that there were places without crickets, without mothers.”


In many ways, a home can be defined by the objects we choose to live alongside us, but sometimes those objects wind up defining home for us. In “The Inheritance,” Elisabeth Eaves describes the way an object can contain both person and place when losing a home is helixed with losing a loved one. Akiko Busch artfully links objects to the ways in which we build home and the ways objects remain even as home changes in “Home in Four Acts,” while in “The Privilege Button,” a simple garage-door opener triggers Maya Jewell Zeller’s conflicted emotions of her personal history moving from homeless to homeowner.


Home can also be a dangerous place, as we learn in Amanda Petrusich’s eerily comforting essay about growing up in the shadow of the Indian Point nuclear power plant and Dani Shapiro’s masterfully terrifying essay “Plane Crash Theory.” While the idea of home carries with it the notion of safety, or at least the hope of it, in reality home is also often the place where we were first afraid, as depicted in Catina Bacote’s “We Carried Ourselves Like Villagers.” Home can also be the place we were pushed past our limits, where we were betrayed, exposed, left in the cold, or, simply, left. As in Debra Gwartney’s searing essay “Broken Home,” home can also be mistaken for a safe harbor, until the day we realize that it is achingly impossible to keep any place truly safe, for ourselves, and sometimes, for those we love.


Like the rooms within a house, the essays in this collection inhabit the inner space: the thoughts, memories, emotions, questions, and meditations with which we envision and embody the idea of home. In this regard, it is not surprising that these essays connect to so many of the issues now at the forefront of our conversations: immigration, gender equality, sexual and family violence, homelessness, and poverty. It is no accident that we open the collection standing in the kitchen with Kate Lebo, “Here.” Imagining home, creating home, staying home, and leaving home—whether to go to work every day, or leaving a household or homeland for good—are all political acts for women. We rejoice in this; it makes us powerful. We hope you feel the same.


—Margot Kahn & Kelly McMasters















Here






Kate Lebo


My personal, artistic, and professional lives are tangled most stubbornly where the kitchen table meets the kitchen wall and window. From there I can walk 72 inches to the sink to wash a mug, 48 inches to the stove to heat the percolator. Swivel 180 degrees to retrieve milk from the fridge, go on tiptoe to reach the microwave that heats my milk. Then turn back around and walk 12 inches to the table, pour coffee into milk, tease a skin of scalded protein off the top with a fingernail, and walk 24 inches to my kitchen chair. There I will eat, drink, talk on the phone, look out the window, resist the urge to check Facebook—which requires a 72-inch walk into another room—and write and write.


I have made my life, quite literally and with onions, in this kitchen. If every time I walked the kitchen I left a trail of silk like a spider, I could fall asleep between the stove and the fridge in a homespun hammock.


My neighborhood has become the sort of place Sunset magazine writes articles about, a land where 50 percent rent hikes are mean, but not crazy. If my landlord and I have one thing in common it’s that we both need to make more money. That’s why in thirty days I must leave this kitchen.


After I lose my apartment my friend says, “This is what thirty looks like?” She just lost her job. She’s thinking about moving to New York.


When my mother was thirty, she moved for the fifth time in five years to follow my father to another job. She was pregnant. I was two. That was the year my friend’s mother would move from Mexico City to Miami, where she would divorce her husband and raise two children alone.


“Apparently.” I make a comparison to help us feel better: “Except for husbands and children, our mothers’ lives looked like this too.”


I have planted a garden. I have harvested rhubarb, herbs, and radishes. The rest of my seeds are start-sized, tender.


Here is where I stirred pots, moved pens, read poems, all without boyfriend or husband or children. I was lonely here, happy here, caught between cabin fever and deep peace. Here is where, as my neighbor once said, I was my own man.





Kate Lebo is the author of Pie School and A Commonplace Book of Pie, and co-editor (with Samuel Ligon) of Pie & Whiskey, an anthology of writers under the influence of butter and booze. Her work has appeared in Best American Essays, Best New Poets, New England Review, Gettysburg Review, and Gastronomica, among other places. Her new book of nonfiction, The Book of Difficult Fruit, is forthcoming from Farrar, Straus & Giroux. She lives in Spokane, Washington.















Away from Dangerous Things






Desiree Cooper


One night in 1942, when my mother, Bobbie, was only nine years old, the walls of her family’s tiny, wood-frame house began to shudder. Her heart thrashing, she jumped up in the bed. Beside her on the bumpy, thin mattress lay her mother, deep under the spell of slumbered grief.


“Mommy?” Bobbie whispered. “Do you hear that?”


At first, the sound was like the rumble of the Norfolk Southern making its midnight run through Waverly, Virginia, a depot town of barely a thousand people. But then, it gathered into something more discrete—a furious pounding like a crew of carpenters at work. Hammer against nail. Saw against grain. Hinge against jamb. Anger against regret.


“Junious?” Her mother sat up in the bed, pulling Bobbie close. “What you doin’ in the kitchen?”


Neither mother nor daughter stopped to question that it was anybody but Junious, now four days dead. Nor did they question that he would be in the kitchen, in the thick of the night, raising holy hell.


Bobbie heard her father’s disembodied voice rasping from the back of the house. “Stay in the bed!” he commanded. Terrified, she whimpered as her mother held her tight.


This was not Junious’s first visitation. Since his death, he had come in the darkness and rocked their bed like a dinghy on the open sea. He had pulled fresh clothes off the line and strewn them across the backyard. He’d caused the naked light bulbs to blink off and on. Now he was in the kitchen, banging furiously on the back door.


Decades later, my mother would tell me this story like it was a testimony. By then, she was a long way from the little girl cowering in her mother’s bed, listening to her father’s ghost rage through the night. But she never lost her belief that her kin could visit from the other side, bringing with them signs and omens, protection and advice. The night that her dead father hammered in the kitchen was no exception. Later that day, they heard from the neighbors that there had been a thief on the prowl on the Rural Route 40. He had stolen corn from bins, the Stokleys’ good ax, and hams from the Johnson’s smokehouse. But no one had bothered the widow and her little girl, Bobbie, even though they had fallen asleep with their kitchen door unlocked.


My mother believed her father had come to hammer their door shut and keep them safe. The neighbors called it a miracle.


When Bobbie was twenty-one, she married my dad, Willie, in a civil ceremony in Connecticut. They had been neighbors in Waverly since they were six years old. Despite their deep roots in the sawmill town tucked in the Virginia Piedmont, neither ever doubted that they would one day escape its clutches. My dad’s ticket came in the form of a football scholarship to North Carolina A & T in 1952. When he was cut from the team after his second year, he joined the air force to continue his education. My mom did what many women did back then—she went to college to find a husband. But after two years, she ended up marrying the boy next door.


They say that fleas, when captured in a jar, will eventually stop trying to escape even after the lid is removed. I often think of this in contrast to the human spirit, which can continue to push against what appears to be an airtight reality, against all odds. To this day, I marvel that two young people who grew up under the oppression of the Jim Crow South would even imagine that they had a right to be citizens of the world. But my parents did. Within four years of my dad enlisting, they found themselves a black couple in post-war Japan, expecting their first child, far away from the comforts and terrors of their native Virginia.


It’s not accurate to say that I was “homeless” most of my childhood, even though we lived in Japan (three different times), Texas, Colorado, Florida, New Mexico, and Virginia, all before my fourteenth birthday. Not even the word “nomad” works, since nomads often carry their homes with them. Perhaps we were more like immigrants who leave everything behind but their most prized possessions and their roots.


Like those immigrants, my parents knew that they didn’t have to own a home to make one. Home is culture, tradition, and memory—not mortar. For my mother, that meant carving out a routine as reliable as an atomic clock, building a universe of belonging around my brother and me. With each move, she furiously stamped her imprimatur upon the cookie-cutter military base housing, making each place unmistakably ours. She adorned the walls with her framed needlework and hung my father’s painting of Jesus—with long, dark hair, brown eyes and tanned skin—to bless our dining room table. She filled the air with the aromas of her Southern cooking, especially on Sundays, when the table was lavishly spread with roasts and potatoes, gravies and collards, pound cake and the sweetest tea on earth.


She was the Kool-Aid mom, and ours was the house where our friends were welcome. She was the Girl Scout leader and den mother; my father coached my brother’s baseball teams. Long after we should have outgrown them, my brother and I are still partial to taking Sunday drives.


We were a team when we were traveling, like astronauts cocooned in a capsule, as we crisscrossed the country three times before I was ten. My dad always seemed to sit a bit taller when he was behind the wheel of his Buick (the only brand he’d ever drive), taking us sightseeing around the base or venturing off-base to the markets, or Shinto temples, or White Sands or ancient desert caverns or the Rocky Mountains or the Atlantic. He was always on the lookout for the mighty forces of man and nature, pointing to a suspension bridge or a fighter jet or water tumbling over shorn cliffs, and saying to us, “That’s a dangerous thing!”


My brother delighted at the hint of threat. At an Okinawan festival, he’d watch a habu (a deadly Asian serpent) attack a weasely mongoose or gargantuan Sumo wrestlers face off on television and ask my dad, “Is that a dangerous thing?” My dad would laugh and nod. For us, dangerous things were strangely reassuring, as long as they loomed outside of the fortress of our family—the way listening to thunder as you snuggle beneath the covers can make you feel both lucky and safe.


Not counting Christmas, moving day was the most exciting day of the year. When the van would pull up into the driveway, my brother and I would be as giddy as ferrets. After school, we couldn’t run home fast enough to push open the door and squeal through a completely empty house. The size of the rooms doubled in their emptiness, and the stripped walls threw back our voices.


As we got older, moving meant a time for reinvention, a chance to reset our lives. When we move to Florida, I’m going to ask mom if I can do my own hair. I’m going to start a babysitting business in Virginia. When I get to the States, I’m going to learn how to dance.


Of course, there was the grief of leaving behind all that had become familiar. My last day at school would be full of hugs and tears and signatures in slam books like “Stay sweet and crazy. Friends forever.” But the sadness was always tempered by the extraordinary realization that I had best friends all over the world. I just hadn’t met them yet.


Wherever we went, I knew it would be home in no time at all.


Now, I have resided in Michigan for thirty years. It’s where I became a writer, a wife, a mother, and a grandmother. My children have lived their entire lives in the same town with their aunts, uncles, and grandparents just one house away. They are still in touch with their kindergarten best friends. They have roots. I guess that means that after all of my girlhood travels, I am finally rooted, too.


Yet, I still have a moment of hesitation when people ask me where I’m from. Am I from Japan, the country of my birth and the place I spent the bulk of my childhood? Am I from Detroit, which has been home to me for three decades? Or is it Virginia, where my lineage seeps down into the soil, and where my heart keeps migrating in my dreams?


Over the past six years I’ve moved four times, each time with fewer belongings in tow. At fifty-six, the moves have not been filled with the excitement that I felt when I was a little girl. They have been stressful and anxiety-ridden, precipitated by divorce, unemployment, foreclosure, and family demands. Each unmooring has felt more like amputation than opportunity. Now I think, I’m too old for this.


My parents, however, have stopped moving. For all of their desire to escape Virginia, they returned in 1974 when my dad retired from the air force. For the past forty years, they have lived just an hour from Waverly. They are salmon who, after battling upstream most of their lives, have returned to the river of their birth.


Now in their eighties, they are clinging to their independence. My father is making a go of it, but his short-term memory has trapped him in a constant loop of remembering and forgetting.


My mother is living, once again, with ghosts. She sees her mother’s face come alive in pictures on the wall. Strange figures enter her room at night to loom over her bed. Children she doesn’t recognize scale the steeples of pines in the backyard. As her life gets emptier, the spirits are crowding. This time, they haven’t come to save her.


Dementia, it turns out, is the one dangerous thing that has finally penetrated the sanctum of their home.


I go to check on them often. During a recent visit, my mother suddenly gasped as we were watching TV. I gazed at her expectantly to see what she was going to say. These days, sudden memories and secrets tumble out as her mind wanders, uninhibited. I braced myself, but she said nothing as she looked around the den wide-eyed.


The room has remained pretty much unchanged since I was in high school. The elm coffee table and matching end tables came with them from Japan, replete with inlaid marble and three-dimensional carvings of feudal life. Over the sofa hangs my mother’s framed needlework, a peacock with a fan of magnificent feathers. The fireplace is adorned with figurines, pottery, and silk flowers. Every other wall in the room is plastered with family pictures that go back as far as my great-grandmother’s generation.


Only a couple of pictures survive from my mother’s childhood. The largest is one of little Bobbie and her father Junious at the county fair the year he died. His eyes are wide and all-seeing, but his spirit is silent. There is no hammering at the back door, no furious warnings in the night.


As we sat there, my mother gazed at her ark of memories, all of her beloved tchotchkes. Then she turned to me, her eyes as scared and lonely as a lost child’s.


“Whose place is this?” she asked. “When are we going home?”





Desiree Cooper is a former attorney, Pulitzer Prize–nominated journalist, and Detroit community activist whose fiction dives unflinchingly into the intersection of racism and sexism. Her first book, Know the Mother, was published in 2016. Cooper was a founding board member of Cave Canem, a national residency for emerging black poets. She is currently a Kimbilio fellow, a national residency for African American fiction writers, and was a 2015 Kresge Artist Fellow.















A Family Business






Jane Wong


How to lob an egg into a parking lot: Wait until it’s dark, settled-in dark, not sunset dark, say, 9 p.m. The sound of breaking is better when you can’t see it happen. When your father isn’t looking, go to the fridge and steal two eggs from the bottom of the carton stack and wrap them in a small towel, folding the towel like you would an origami cup. Sneak out through the back of the restaurant, mind the potholes, and circle around front to the parking lot. Unfold the towel and give your little brother one egg. When he says the egg is too cold and smells rotten like unbrushed teeth, tell him to shut up. Ground your heels into the gravel, as you imagine baseball pitchers do to gain traction. Give all your anger up to the egg. Breathe your hot breath on it. Hold it up to the sky like an offering, a sacrifice, this careful thing that could have grown into something else. Tell your brother there is nothing to be afraid of. Tell him to stop shaking. With your arm bent back at 45 degrees, hurl the egg high into the air, into an arch any city would welcome as a bridge. Hurl the egg and do not think about anything—not about how your father disappears for weeks to gamble in Atlantic City, not about how your mother crushes cockroaches with her fist—no, nothing at all. You must give the egg all of it. You can open your eyes or close them; it won’t matter since you won’t see it land. But, you will hear it. You will hear your brother squeal like a pig at mealtime. You will hear the splat—the crepuscular glob of the yolk spreading across the hood of a car. Poor car, you’ll think, poor, stupid car.


How to lock your brother in the meat freezer: Say the following with love and intention:




“You won’t even last five minutes.”


“It’s 100 degrees outside.”


“Mommy said you have to get the spareribs.”


“Look, I can see my breath in here. Huuuuh-huhhh.”


“I’ll give you five dollars.”


“Let’s go to Alaska.”


“You aren’t afraid, are you?”





How to be in Alaska: You live on the other coast, the Jersey side, and the wildest thing you’ve ever seen was a goose eating chips at the beach. But in the velvet cold of winter, in sad February, you can escape anywhere. You can be transported to the other side of the country. To travel, you must wait until closing time, around 11 p.m. when the parking lot empties and your mother begins shaking the ants out of the MSG bin. Pull on your boots and grab two brooms from the supply closet and run outside. Ask your brother where he’d like to go. Alaska, he’ll say, arms high in the air as if a puffin would adopt him any second. Earlier, at lonely 5 a.m., before you woke up, a snowplow’s jaw pushed all the snow from the lot up against the street lamps. Take your brother’s arm and give him a broom, bristle side-up. Don’t ruin the expedition, you’ll say, or I’ll send you back to Jersey. As if Jersey was punishment enough. With the alien light of an Alaskan sun, dig the end of the broom into the hard snow—a mix of ice, gravel, and car oil. Climb up the mound, declaring coordinates along the way. 64.2008°N, 149.4937°W! At the top, sit with your little brother, your back against the street lamp, the bare warmth of electricity running through this conduit, this lifeline. Close your eyes, frost thickening along your lashes. Imagine what it feels like to be so far away from home. To leave this strip mall, this state, this way of life. Imagine traveling to places beyond Alaska—Hong Kong, Seoul, Cairo, St. Petersburg. Vow to leave Jersey the instant you graduate high school; link your two pinky fingers together and promise yourself to leave. As you fall asleep, surrounded by glaciers and your mother’s sharp voice slicing through the ice, your brother declares everything he wants to see right now: sand, yak, mud, ice, caribou, polar bear, volcano, fox, rainbow fish, ants, ants, ants.


How to pretend to fall asleep so your mother picks you up: You’ve seen it on TV before—how children fall asleep in unlikely places and how parents look at them with pure wonder and affection. You’ve seen parents pick them up gently, kiss them, and tuck them in someplace safer. Don’t worry; you have an upper hand in your ability to fall asleep in unlikely places. You have your choices: dining booth, supply closet, under the sink (if it’s not leaking). To pretend to fall asleep, become a fat noodle—a floppy, waterlogged noodle. Leave a book or a can of orange soda on your chest so that, when it inevitably falls in fake-sleep, she will hear it fall and be compelled to come over. Slow down your breathing; become a hibernating bear, a top-notch sloth. Dream of the ways she will find you—not hours later when she is done with her shift and you actually fall into real-sleep, but when she is finished cutting strips of wonton, refilling the water pitcher, and carrying dirty plates stacked tightly like the layers of an onion. Dream of the kiss on the cheek. Dream of the real feeling of her real arms wrapped around your back. Dream of her picking you up like a sack of sugar, a wet bleach rag, a suitcase she packed diligently many years ago, in a country 7,186 miles away. Open up that suitcase and see what you can find.


How to read in the half-dark: Contrary to the advice of any decent optometrist, you won’t need that much light. Your eyes are good at adjusting. You can think of yourself as a cat, if that helps. Head next door to the dry cleaners with your copy of Matilda; look in to see if anyone is there. The owner will be in the very back of the store, steaming a shirt—the smoke trailing like a campfire someone forgot to put out. Head straight for the changing room. Pull back the velvet curtain and settle in. Clean the space as you would clean your apartment—the apartment you imagine having when you are thirty-one and, to the disappointment of your grandparents, unmarried. Push the fallen pins to one corner. If there is lint, roll it up like a dung beetle—with purpose and slow precision. Your eyes should have adjusted by now. You should see light at the bottom of the curtain, intermittent waves of custard yellow. Start reading and when the owner opens the curtain ten minutes later, lower your eyes so that the light doesn’t flood in too strongly and make you hiss. The owner will say hello to you in Korean because that is her language, and you’ll say hello in Cantonese because you haven’t forgotten your language yet. You’ll look past her scoured, pink hands to see a customer behind her—a tall, impatient man who wants his suit measured correctly this time. You’ll meet people like this later in life. The ones who will mark you as laborer, as not worthy of their time, and you will add them to your revenge list.


How to pass the time: Brush your hair fifty times; untangle hair from a wool blanket; shake up a can of orange soda; defrost shrimp; defrost your hands; chase the curly white dog who lives along the train tracks behind the restaurant; brew honey water; water the jade plant, covered in dust; scrub graffiti off the restaurant; hiss at boys; draw on the backs of menus; stick gum under the table and see how long it takes to fall; sweep up piles of your father’s cigarettes on the back stoop; breathe in deeply; peel grapes over a red plastic bucket; scrape grease from the griddle; drop wonton wrappers into the fryer; roll grapes under the fryer and imagine them melting, days from now; punch a bag of flour; recite your revenge list; listen to the sound of gravel under tires; clean the muck out of the curly white dog’s eyes; teach your grandpa to say “apple” in English (no, he says, teach me how to say “poverty”).


How to carry dishes: Carry a pile of dirty dishes with both your hands first; you don’t learn to shoot a basketball with one hand first, do you? Then, after a few weeks, carry the dishes in the crook of one arm like you carry your textbooks. When you feel bold, stack crushed soda cans on top of the dishes. Put one foot in front of the other—this rule of thumb can be applied to dancing with boys, which unfortunately won’t be relevant to you during middle school or high school for that matter. Don’t forget that you quit ballet after one day. When you naturally bump into the prep table and drop a dish, its porcelain center splintering in all directions like the sun’s rays, do not listen when your mother laughs and says: “And who would marry you?” Instead, keep putting one foot in front of the other until you reach the kitchen sink, a wide, deep crater. Lay down the dishes, the refuse of others, the barely chewed pieces of beef fat and hard stems of broccoli. Raise your outrage—who is rich enough to leave food behind? Wash the oyster sauce trickling down your arm like squid ink. Add these customers to your revenge list, too, for making your family cook Chinese American food—sticky, sweet food your family had to learn to make. Food that is not your mother’s, father’s, grandfather’s, or grandmother’s. Never eat this fake, plastic food, the photos of which are oversaturated and laminated above the ordering counter; wait for the real Cantonese food that your mother makes during 20-minute lunch and dinner breaks. During dinner, help your mother carry your favorite Cantonese dish—whole tomatoes, ginger, soy sauce, egg, and rice. When your mother was pregnant with you, she grew tomatoes all around the small duplex your four uncles and grandparents lived in. Think of your mother at twenty-one, arranged to a complete stranger, your father, and sitting on a mattress in the duplex’s attic, squirrels running across the beams. Imagine her eating a tomato like an apple, the juice trickling down to her knees. Think of the bright green vines wrapped around you as you eat your favorite dish, the tomatoes as sweet and tart and large as your heart. Forgive your mother for being so tough on you; you don’t know what she will have to carry over the years—the bills, the food on the table, the disappearance of your father, the work. Yes, the work. Lest you forget and you mustn’t forget: look at her hands, rough as canvas and trembling, wanting to be held.


How to write your revenge list: Start with the cruel ones. The neighborhood boys who threw rocks at you, who picked up smooth, flat rocks from their landscaped yard and threw rocks at your backpack as you walked home. Add the ones who ignore you, the ones who look at clouds more than they look at you. The ones who have low expectations. The guidance counselor who placed you in lower-level English, despite your test scores, despite your abilities, despite the stack of novels you read a week. Add the untrustworthy ones, the ones who smile too wide and compliment your hair while pointing out your too-large ears. Add the creepy white guys who always sit next to you on the bus, in the park, anywhere really, and ask if you are Chinese and if you can speak English. Imagine stabbing them like stabbing the foggy eye of a steamed fish. Add the popular girls, the rich kids, the customers who get frustrated and yell at your mother because they can’t understand what she’s saying, the kid who punched your little brother, the politicians, the racists. Add them, add them. Think about adding your father who will leave very soon and will always, somehow, be leaving. Think about how he gambled away your family’s money and drank and smoked and lied and never spoke to you. How, when you were little, he didn’t pick you up from band practice and you had to sit with the teacher for four hours until your mother came. How he decided to go to Atlantic City that day and kept going there like a moth drawn toward light—casino light, brash and blinding. Think about it, yes, give it a thorough evaluation, but please, do not add him. When he decides to leave your family and comes back after four months for your birthday and tries to give you a carton full of rice and chicken thighs, take the gift. Do not let him past the door, for forgiveness is difficult, but take the gift and allow the weight to leave his hands.


And what to do now, now that you’re older and far away: There is not much to do now that the restaurant is gone; you’ll find this idleness disconcerting and want to grab a broom to sweep or stomp or throw. You’ll want to hiss for the sake of hissing. You’ll want to chase raccoons just to find your likeness, your feral child-self. Instead: move to New York, to Hong Kong, to Iowa, to Montana, to Washington, to a place so close to Alaska you can smell the muddy toes of moose in mid-July. Call your brother, your mother, call them in apology, as in: sorry it’s been so long and what did you eat today? Marvel over how your brother has grown exponentially taller than you, 6 feet tall, and how he stands like a pine tree, rooted, no longer shaking. Listen to your mother laugh like a bursting tomato, free and wild. Over a bowl of soup, forget your father; let the broth rise and soften your face. Forget and forgive your father. When buying groceries, open an egg carton and check if anything’s broken. Let the eggs feel heavy and round in your hands and do not calculate the physics of projectile motion; you were never good at science anyway. Read and write in good light, in hovering white light, in egg light, in a bed you share with no one. Do not be afraid of loneliness; remember your teenage self and what your mother told you right after your father left, the both of you struck by the sting of salt and wind along the boardwalk: “If I was allowed to choose, I would choose to be alone.” Allow yourself to make your own decisions. Become your own book, your own revenge in language struck with a cleaver. Repeat the little Cantonese you know to your grandparents: [image: image] and [image: image]. When you return to the strip mall twenty years later, the restaurant will still be a restaurant and there will be a small black-haired girl from another family, another life. Do not look her in the eye. Do not tell her who you are. Do not ask her to draw you a picture on a menu or how long it takes for her to de-vein shrimp or if she falls asleep behind the fronds of potted plants. Does she stick gum along the ribs of bamboo? Don’t ask her. It will be too close, too rotten, too down-to-the-bone honest to reach out and tell her everything you know.





Jane Wong’s poems can be found in anthologies and journals such as Best American Poetry 2015, Best New Poets 2012, Pleiades, Third Coast, and others. A Kundiman fellow, she is the recipient of a Pushcart Prize and fellowships from the US Fulbright Program, the Fine Arts Work Center, Squaw Valley, and the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference. Along with three chapbooks, she is the author of Overpour. She is an assistant professor of creative writing at Western Washington University.















Freeing Thanksgiving from My Family






Jennifer Finney Boylan


It was a few hours before dawn, and the cartoon characters were in sad shape. There they lay, half inflated in the streets encircling New York City’s Museum of Natural History: Snoopy and Hello Kitty and Kermit the Frog and Superman. They were tethered to the ground with giant nets, like something out of Gulliver’s Travels.


“I’m not going to make it,” I said to my friend Beck.


“Come on now,” said Beck. “You just gotta dig deep.”


It was 4:30 Thanksgiving morning, and sunrise was still a long way off. New York was mostly deserted, except for police officers, parade workers, and insomniacs.


And Beck and me. It was 1982. Our plan was to stay up all night, watch as the balloons were inflated, then go over to his apartment for Thanksgiving “on our own terms.” I wasn’t sure what this meant, but I suspected turkey wasn’t going to be part of it. I was twenty-four, working in a bookstore, trying to finish a novel, determined to remake the world using the felicity of my own insufferable genius. Turns out, this was harder than you’d think.


It was my first Thanksgiving away from home. I’d been glad to get away from my parents, and what I considered their stifling view of the universe. Until that year, every Thanksgiving I’d ever experienced had been the same: my mother burning the marshmallows atop the sweet potato puff; my father silently staring into a fire that never quite lit; my grandmother rattling the ice cubes in her glass of vodka and, at a certain special moment, clearing her voice and asking, “Have I ever told you the story of the night your father was conceived?”


I’d left all that behind now, and struck out on my own. Henceforth I would celebrate Thanksgivings among my downtown peers. There would be writers and painters and people in berets reading Goethe in German. Somewhere in my heart, thinking of the life I had chosen, dwelt the phrase, “This will show them.”


Beck, a friend since college, was the author of a play titled Little Condo on the Prairie. At the climax of this work, the skeleton of a dog was placed in front of a Victrola, just like the RCA Victor dog, except dead. Beck was known for wearing a chef’s hat all the time, even though he did not cook.


The plan for our anti-Thanksgiving had seemed clever enough. We’d stay up all night and watch the balloons inflate. The flaccid Superman would be a visible object lesson, we figured, on the failure of American culture.


But now, the thing that was failing was me. “I’m hungry,” I said. “I’m sleepy.”


“All right,” he said. “Maybe what we need is a classic New York City coffee shop. Eggs over easy, bacon, home fries.”


That, of course, was the solution. So we set out in search of a diner. I pictured us sitting in a booth, opening the little packages of grape jelly, steam rising up from the eggs. This, I thought, is a Thanksgiving for a writer.


But the first coffee shop we went to had a sign on the door: CLOSED FOR THANKSGIVING. We stood there, stunned. It had never occurred to me that diners in New York ever closed, Thanksgiving or no.


The next one had an identical sign. Every diner from 82nd Street to 99th was closed, in fact, as Beck and I learned as we walked up Broadway through the dark, deserted city. At last, Beck said, “Let’s go to my mom’s house. We can have breakfast there, plan our next move.”


We walked over to West End Avenue and quietly opened the door so as not to wake Beck’s mother or sister. He fried up some eggs and bacon, and I looked around the kitchen. Taped to the fridge, there was a picture of Beck in Little League. Another showed him as a one-year-old, a tiny pink pig in his mouth.


“My mom’s had a hard time letting go,” he noted.


After breakfast we left our dishes in the sink and flopped into his bed. Soon enough, he was snoring.


I lay awake, staring at the ceiling of Beck’s childhood bedroom, at his high school trophies, and a semi-naked poster of the actress Karen Black.


I wasn’t sleepy anymore.


In years to come, I would spend many Thanksgivings away from home. My father would pass away just four years later, followed in turn by my grandmother and all of my aunts and uncles, and at last, in 2011, at age ninety-four, my mother.


Now I have a family of my own, and my sons—college students—make the journey each year back to Maine to be with us. I do not know how many more Thanksgivings we all have together: many, I hope. But I do know that someday I’ll get a call, or a text, telling me that this year they’re not coming home. It makes me wonder how my mother felt when I told her, back in 1982, that I’d be spending the holiday with my friend the playwright, watching strangers blow up Superman in New York.


Except that things turned out differently that year. As Beck lay sleeping, I sneaked out of bed and put on my clothes. I left him a note: “I’m digging deep.” Then I walked through the dawn and took the subway to Penn Station. A train was leaving. I got on it.


By lunchtime I was walking up the streets of my childhood toward my parents’ house. I opened the door. It smelled like turkey. There was my mother, putting the marshmallows on top of the sweet potato puff. She looked up.


“You’re home,” she said.





Jennifer Finney Boylan is the author of fifteen books including the novel Long Black Veil and the memoir She’s Not There. She is the inaugural Anna Quindlen Writer in Residence at Barnard College of Columbia University and serves as the co-chair of the board of directors of GLAAD.















Broken Home






Debra Gwartney


A month after I’d sold our house in Western Oregon, my third daughter called me to say her cats were missing. Our family cats, now in her charge. I drove over and she and I walked the streets of her new neighborhood, calling for Misty and calling for Norman. I’d seen the cats just a few mornings before, when I’d dropped by the house this eighteen-year-old daughter had rented with friends. Norman, black with a swipe of white moustache, was perched on the railing of the front porch that day, staring at me like she was the very symbol of our now disjointed family. Like she was wondering why I had let everything unravel.


After a few hours of searching, we walked back to her house, my daughter rubbing at her face as she tends to when she’s upset, and rolling a cigarette, though she knew I hated that. I held her for a second before she pulled away and went inside and then I stood on the porch, certain she was wanting her old house, her real home, her room painted tomato red where she closed herself up to listen to Billy Joel when she’d had it with the rest of us. She’d insisted she was ready to be on her own, but I didn’t believe it. Maybe I didn’t want to believe it. Not of her or of the other three daughters who’d packed up and left too fast. But then, I’d left fast, too. I’d moved into a loft studio, no pets allowed, above an audiology center. People, mostly old ones, drifted into the office to discover how much they’d been missing, while I sat by the window upstairs, feeling old myself, and bewildered.


Of course there are many reasons the five of us dispersed as we did, and isn’t this the way of things: children leave, mother grieves. Except I have come to blame the rush of it, the abrupt and jagged edge of it, on a man. A man who brought a taint into our house. He brought a poison. Maybe we could have eventually wiped our rooms clean of him, but I doubt it. In fact, one time a neighbor showed up with a smudge stick and I followed her, the children trailing us, while smoke did its filmy business, floating into corners and under bureaus and beds, soaking into curtains. I went so far as to light a stack of kindling and newspaper in our fireplace, adding logs until the flames were licking, so my kids could toss in every pair of their underwear. But it wasn’t like we could burn the man up or smoke him out. We couldn’t dump him in the street, a smoldering pile of ash.


The man’s name is William Green.


First there was the clerk at the grocery store who noticed lewd photos of a child on a roll of film she was printing for a customer named William Green and called the police.


Then there was the officer who took extra time searching William Green’s house so that he found a secret compartment in the garage that held dozens of videotapes.


There’s the detective who, once he viewed the tapes himself, locked them away in his office so that no one else could. That same detective called me one afternoon to ask that I meet with him in person, so he could tell me that he’d counted, on William Green’s tapes, the naked bodies of nearly one hundred girls from our town, four of whom were my daughters.


Here’s how William Green did it. He hid outside girls’ bedroom windows at night with his camera; he filmed them as they undressed for bed. Then the next day, or the day after that, he found a way to get in. Maybe he jimmied the lock with his contractor tools while everyone was gone, while I was at work, my daughters at school. He filmed himself masturbating on the girls’ beds, their panties wadded in his hand. He spliced the footage together in his garage, film of the girl undressing, sliding under her covers; film of him on her bed, his head on her pillow. Against my will, I pictured him. I pictured him watching what he’d made in a sweaty corner of his own dank house.


I left the detective’s office that day with a stake jammed in my side. Now I’d have to go home and tell my children what had been perpetrated upon them, which I did. Now I would have to make up a story to tell others about my lack of culpability, which I did—in fact, I recited it to anyone who’d listen. I mean, what could I have done about a hidden man and his hidden camera? Except here’s the thing. My daughters no longer believed I could keep them safe. At least that was what I took from them as we went through grand jury hearings, the trial, the sentencing, the disclosures of what William Green had done to us and others. One at a time, the girls came to me: I need to make my own way now. How could any of us stay? That was their argument. How would any of us feel unwatched, uncontaminated in our house again?


When I first drove into our Oregon town in the early ’90s, it was already dark. I parked under the lights at a Safeway to figure out where I was, a map of the city unfolded in my lap. The daughters and a single cat were asleep behind me. I knew no one here. No one to call if a child got sick, or if I couldn’t start my car some morning. I was just divorced, far from their father. My new job would start in a few days. The plan was that we’d hole up in a two-bedroom apartment until I could find a better place for us to live. I had $150 in my bank account. What I wanted to give my daughters was stability, but there’s nothing stable about a dry leaf tumbling down a sidewalk and that was me. Still, did that ex-husband of mine believe I’d fail now? I was thirty-four years old sitting in the parking lot that night, and no one was going to tell me I couldn’t do it all—earn a paycheck, make Saturday morning doughnuts from scratch, transport the children on field trips to the coast where they could bend their bodies into the stiff wind. I would buy a house, too, as soon as I could, an address that would be stamped in my children as indelibly as it was on the front stoop.


Two years later, I found one, a house that had been a rental for years, with holes in the walls and cardboard boxes laid out on the bathroom’s peeling linoleum, carpets soaked in dog piss. That could be cleaned up. And I could leave the children alone a few evenings a week so I could work longer hours to make house payments and afford to fix the leak in the roof and pay some guy to scrape the dead possum out of our crawl space. A sacrifice, is how I thought about it then, a little skin scraped off for the good of us all.


The day my offer was accepted, the girls and I headed over to walk around the vacant house we’d soon own. On the way, I waited behind a Ford van for the light to change. A daughter called out and pointed to a black and white kitten that wobbled, as we watched, off the road divider and climbed up the van’s rear tire. Almost unreal that it happened that way, but it did. The girls, between the ages of six and twelve, started to scream. And I mean: scream. The kind of sound that dents the side of your head. I honked, we shouted out the window, but the light turned green and the van started to move.


The screaming, if possible, was louder now, with seatbelts strained to the breaking point, their bodies ready to hurl out the windows to rescue the cat. After the van turned left, onto the street where we’d soon live, and we followed, still honking and yelling, we watched as the kitten was catapulted from the tire well, landing hard on the side of the road. I pulled over and we jumped out. Girls on their hands and knees pawing through the grassy strip until I said we had to face the fact that the kitten was gone.


The next day after work, kitten turmoil somewhat abated, we tried again to go to the house. I thought I’d wedge open a window, slide one of the smaller girls through the opening so she could unlock the front door and let us in to rooms we hadn’t yet seen clear of others’ belongings. Once we arrived, the girls ran ahead to look into a box on the front porch. I was thinking only about getting in so I could convince myself to keep stretching thin, my thin money and my thin time.


I saw the oldest daughter stand up, holding a note she’d found in the towel-lined box. I think this belongs to you, it read. Inside was the kitten, unharmed save her tail, which was severed about an inch from the root. My first thought was, I can’t afford a second cat. A hurt cat would be a chore, a nuisance. But before I could tell them so, my daughters stood as a wall of resolve in front of me. The cat’s name was Norman, the oldest one said, and we were giving her a home.


At one point in the investigation, the detective let my daughters and me watch a single piece of film confiscated from the cupboard in William Green’s garage, where police also found bags of girls’ underwear and swimsuits, snarls of hair pulled from drains and out of garbage cans, as well as collages of photos he’d stolen from family albums, including ours. The footage wasn’t of a daughter undressing or of William Green on her bed, and yet it was somehow more disturbing. I hadn’t known, until I watched it, that he’d filmed at our living room window too. But here it is. The four girls sprawled on sofa and chairs, one daughter’s legs entangled with another’s. It’s a hot night: they’re wearing shorts. Their long blonde hair tied in loose knots on their heads. Norman is sitting next to her favorite lamp, until a daughter pulls the cat into her lap. Misty is there, too. Ghost television light flashes across the girls’ faces and you can see me like a shadow down the hall, an apparition in the kitchen, puttering about, so ordinary, such an ordinary weekend evening, no threats, no fears. I leaned in to scan for any sign in that mother on the film that she must be vigilant now against the trouble seeping under our door and in through our windows, but I saw nothing.
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