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            What if you slept, and what if, in your sleep you dreamed? And what if in your dream you went to heaven and there plucked a strange and beautiful flower? And what if, when you awoke, you had the flower in your hand?

         

         
            —Attributed to Samuel Taylor Coleridge
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            Hana

         

         He was a ripple through the stained glass. A dark and shifting shape in an only slightly brighter lobby. It wasn’t far from midnight, on the edge of Harlem, and I had already opened the outer door to my apartment building and was standing in the vestibule when he appeared. Behind me, the street was empty of everything but the occasional used coffee cup and some lazy leaves of newspaper skimming the sidewalk. There was no voice in my head whispering at me to run—not yet—though the flush creeping beneath my collar was familiar.

         I was a woman alone, clenching my key between my knuckles. But when the flicker of him reached the heavy iron door handle, I looked away.

         If I had chosen to stare him down, I would have had some answers for the cops when they asked me: How tall was he? How heavy? What was he wearing? I pulled back against the tiled walls instead. It was my silent deal: I won’t see you and you don’t see me. That was when he looked at me.

         Twice.

         The double take was for Kei. I knew it, even if I could never prove it. Even if I barely noticed it at the time. In my defense, it had been so long since I had seen my sister that I had forgotten the effect we had on others.

         Kei was upstairs, waiting. Come for me, six years too late.

         I slipped by the man as he hesitated, rushing through the second door and into the lobby, inflating the air and life between us with each step. I can still feel him watching me, though his footsteps didn’t turn to follow mine across the marble floor. Thinking back, I can’t hear any sound at all—not even the front door clicking behind him as it closed. He was a memory already, fleeing. When I finally remembered the double take, he was long gone.

         
              

         

         Where does this story begin? My mind returns to the lobby for the safety of “before,” but the truth is, there was no safety then, nor was that the beginning. If someone had told me, before Kei arrived, that I would let her drag me back through our past, I would have said that person was crazier than I am. But there are answers I need, and the strength to face them. Our stepfather Arnie used to tell us to trace each step back to the beginning if we wanted to know the truth.

         Here’s what I know: When Kei called and asked to visit, I said I didn’t want to see her. When she booked a flight anyway, I knew I had to hold my ground. I had to show her that she didn’t control me any longer, that my life here was my own. She had laid claim to our mother, our town, our home in Hawaii. The least she could do was leave me my tiny, gray New York life.

         But Kei never listened to anyone, so the only protest I had was not meeting her at the airport. In a city bigger than she could have dreamed of, I let her find her own cab. I left an extra set of keys for her with Hal, my super, and stayed late at Luciano’s, the Italian restaurant on the Upper West Side where I work in the back as a bookkeeper. Nick, the owner, had taken me in like a misplaced kitten a couple of years ago, when I started lingering there every afternoon instead of going to the art studio. I still couldn’t bear to create when all I wanted was to disappear. I was grateful for the job, for the bustle of the restaurant. It was a perfect way to get lost in plain sight—and wasn’t that what New York was supposed to be good for?

         That night, once I had lingered so long that I had organized the invoices for the whole month and finished the payroll, I came out from my one-desk office and tucked myself behind a table near the kitchen for my staff meal. Usually, I take it home at six p.m., like clockwork. But that night, after I finished eating, I decided to help bus tables. At first, it was just water refills, but when the calls for “Check, please!” began playing around me like background music, I started running those, too. Some of the waitresses eyed me, though no one asked me what I was still doing there. I hadn’t told them about Kei, and could not even begin to imagine how to do so. Instead, I smiled to deflect the occasional spark of concern.

         Nine o’clock passed, and so did ten. I can’t say now if I was hanging on to the last, untainted minutes of my life without Kei, or if I was simply preparing myself to face her.

         I had worked hard to leave my sister behind. I traveled five thousand miles to find a place where no one would stare at my scars. People in New York saw so little of me that they didn’t even notice my eyes—that the right one is dark brown and the left tawny, almost hazel. It gave me an ersatz David Bowie look in this big city but had just screamed hapa haole in our little Hawaiian town. Kei and I were two of the few privileged and damned creatures of mixed race in that watery backwater place. Not the cosmopolitan girls with the pale skin, rounded eyes, the dark chocolate hair; they were more beautiful than any one race alone. No, we were clearly a mistake: Japanese on one side, Caucasian on the other. We were the daughters of Miya Swanson, the town’s crazy lady who had breakdowns in public and talked to ghosts. Hana the good girl; Kei the rebel. We were opposites but equally haunted, though by what we didn’t know.

         But there are only so many hours in a day that can be wasted, and it was close to midnight when I finally left the restaurant. I often liked to walk home in the early evening, especially as the days got longer, but I’ve always been afraid of the dark—more so now than ever—so I took the bus that night, my brain so stuck on Kei that I barely noticed the time. Was she here to beg forgiveness all these years later? What could she possibly have to tell me, now that everyone we had loved was dead? And if I couldn’t bear her voice on the phone, how would I stand having her invade my apartment? We had once been inseparable, and now—part of me still hoped that I might not find her when I arrived.

         Oh, Kei. If only she had decided not to come.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It wasn’t until I stuck my key into the door of my apartment and heard the top deadbolt snap closed instead of open that I had to admit to myself for certain that Kei was really here. I could picture her then, fumbling with the many keys Hal had handed her and then letting the door slam behind her once she was inside. She wouldn’t bother to relock it; the house we grew up in didn’t even have a key. Doors were like coats; we needed them some nights and on a couple of chilly days, but most of the time we left them hanging out of sight. In Hawaii, screen doors—those banging, bouncing, fraying things—were all that we needed to keep the flies out and let the breeze in. But we weren’t children anymore.

         “Kei?” I called, bolting the door behind me. “You left the door open!”

         I winced even before the words left my mouth. I should have started with something nicer. I’m home, I should have said, though I could already feel what my place must look like to my sister. Maybe, I’m here?

         My apartment could only kindly be called a hole in the wall. It’s a railroad with low ceilings and narrow doorways, opening into an eat-in living room and galley kitchen, then running down a shoulder-width hall past a bathroom to a single bedroom beyond. The kitchen has a matched set of three-quarter-sized appliances lined up side by side against the wall with gaps just big enough for cockroaches between them. After a miserable freshmen year with a revolving arsenal of roommates, my college eventually gave me special permission to move off campus, and I had picked this particular apartment for the same reasons I would later take my job. Transience. Anonymity. Mediocrity. Solitude.

         Kei was the first person to step inside it in five years, except for my super. I hadn’t expected her to think much of it, and clearly she didn’t. She had kicked her rubber slippers, kapakahi, into the middle of the living room floor, nowhere near the neat line of my own shoes beside the door. My blue leather beanbag chair, which I had bought after I left college, had been shoved across the floor. She must have been hungry, because she’d also raided my refrigerator, leaving an open bottle of orange juice balanced on the tines of my gas range and some cartons with my leftovers half eaten on the edge of the sink. Kei had even claimed my spare keys as her own. I recognized them on Arnie’s old key ring, the one with his rusty, hand-forged can opener, which she had tossed onto my secondhand modular couch.

         I hadn’t even laid eyes on Kei yet and she was already displacing me. She had always assumed the world was hers for the taking, and I guess in some ways she’d been right.

         “Kei!”

         Did I expect an answer? I heard the clock radio playing John Denver in my bedroom, but it couldn’t have been loud enough to block my voice. Was there a chance that Kei was simply asleep on my bed? I wasn’t ready to walk in on her, trespassing in my most private space. The truth is, I couldn’t bear to see her face. I wanted to freeze time. To roll it back.

         But Kei was here, no longer looming and potential. I nudged her slippers into line with my now bare feet and then took the six steps to my stovetop. I shook the orange juice bottle, still partially full, and smelled it reflexively before putting it back into the refrigerator.

         When I moved to the sink to throw out the food Kei left and wash the fork, I felt the faucet vibrating. I listened more carefully, over the light whine of the radiator that could not decide, in the wee hours of this late March morning, whether to blast me with heat or to knock, impotently, on and off.

         The shower. Of course. That was why she hadn’t answered.

         The bathroom door was closed, but the bedroom was open. She’d left signs of herself all over my room. My bedspread was rumpled, tugged off toward one corner. Her flowered blouse and a pair of blue bell-bottoms already threaded by a thin gold elastic belt had been flung onto my bed. Kei’s duffel bag was open and spilling out more clothes, as if she was looking for something.

         I folded Kei’s clothes as the disc jockey took over the radio, then placed them back inside her bag. As I picked up one of her blouses, a necklace fell onto the bed. It was a piece of jade half the length of my finger on a green, knotted cord. I was surprised to see it. Arnie hadn’t failed to tell me that Kei made a very good living making and selling jewelry, but I’d assumed she was hawking tin plumeria earrings to tourists. This piece, plain as it was and strangely familiar, had character. Where had I seen it?

         I don’t know how long I stood there, contemplating the pendant. And also my mother’s leather case, of course, where she kept her small collection of mementos. That was lying on my bed, half tumbled on its side. Kei had brought it, just as I had known she would. I sank down beside Kei’s things, sitting hard on the edge of my mattress. I was as careful as I could be not to disturb Mama’s case. I wasn’t ready to touch it again.

         
              

         

         “I have your inheritance,” Kei had told me. Was it several weeks ago when she called? “I need to talk to you.”

         I hadn’t wanted to hear her voice because it was my voice. I couldn’t bear to argue with her. Kei could make up a story for anything; she fabricated a world with her fantasies, retold the truth. That was, in fact, the thing about my sister that I feared the most. But need? Kei had passed the cutoff for that long ago. It was my turn to get what I needed. And more than anything, what I needed was a reality I could cling to when things began to slip away.

         As for my inheritance, Kei knew better. Although I could think of a long list of things our mother had left us—secrets, ghosts, and insanity, among them—our actual inheritance had been settled when Mama and Arnie died six months ago. It was, in its entirety, barely enough money to “plant them” as Arnie used to say, plus the house. And the one thing I wanted nothing to do with: Mama’s leather case.

         Mama had named me her executor. It shouldn’t have been a surprise. From the moment we were given names, I was always Hana, the good daughter—the perfect daughter, really. It was my definition. Kei was the black sheep, given to impulse and destruction. My sister was charismatic but dangerously jealous, and three times in our lives together, she’d left me painted in blood. And yet no matter what Kei did, Mama kept choosing my sister, protecting her, supporting her, while I was left to find my own way. I’d come to understand too late: The bad girl is the one who sucks up all the air in the room.

         By the time Kei called to say she was coming to New York, I already knew that she had gone to the bank and managed to withdraw the leather case from the safe deposit box where I had left it. I had received a confirmation copy of the withdrawal slip. She had signed it with my name. My precise slashes, which she had perfected when we were in our teens, and then mimicked so that whenever I tried to change it, her signature was always almost my own. It was easy to see her bent over the lamp on her bedside table, her fingers shimmying across the page. It shook me, that sudden vision of her, practicing. Blackening both sides of each sheet with my name.

         As hard as I had fought to protect myself against her, that forged autograph had scribbled over my new life. My nightmares were the first thing to return. In them, I am lost in utter darkness. A dark so deep I cannot find myself; I cannot even see my hand when I touch my face. These were the nightmares that drove away my college roommates, the dreams I’d fled across the country to escape. They came with middle-of-the-night screams and sleeping with the light on. In the mornings, I used to stumble to a mirror, both longing for and terrified of the face I’d see. Until the mirrors started getting broken, then going missing. Until I started having blackouts, spells disturbingly like Mama’s. Sometimes, I would come back to myself to find I’d been sketching eerie portraits in a kind of sleepwalking state.

         I couldn’t help what I didn’t see in those mirrors, any more than I could stop the nightmares. Any more than I could reclaim my memories, which are as utterly empty as most of my dreams. The moment my life hinged on was the same one my sanity had blocked for me. I could see myself standing, happy, at the mouth of the cave, surrounded by people I’d thought were my friends. And then nothing. Nothing, except Kei vanishing, and her boyfriend Eddie’s whispers, and me waking up in the hospital, crusted in dried blood.  

         After that, my only true protection was to purge my life of feeling, and empty my apartment of all reflection. Kei had vanished, and so would I. But everywhere I turned I saw her anyway, and myself.

         
              

         

         Exhaustion almost felled me then. Somehow, I’d found the strength to pick up my mother’s case and place it, righted, on the nightstand by my bed, but I was so tired, I barely felt the piece of jade I was clutching in my hand. I pulled the hand-sewn quilt I always kept at the foot of my mattress tight around my shoulders. I wanted to curl up under it and take shelter beneath the red plumeria silhouettes on their white background. Instead, I traced the almost invisible trail of stitches that coddled the petals, encroached on the pistils and sketched each spiraling, yin-and-yang leaf in all directions.

         This was my only inheritance. The only thing I cared about, and even this Kei had tainted. My mother’s stitches. Her final gift to me.

         But then I had another thought. I had been right about the shower. Kei hadn’t been ignoring me since I walked in. We still had the chance to start over, to begin again. That was what I thought: that there might still be a moment of welcome, a chance to simply be in each other’s company. My desire for it surprised me, bittersweet in its impossibility, but still, palpably, there.

         I got up and tapped gently on the bathroom door. “Kei?”

         I had been home for about fifteen minutes by that time. My sister had always loved long, hot showers, a source of constant fights when my mother was lucid. It wasn’t just the cesspool overflowing, or the bright orange fat from Arnie’s Portuguese sausages climbing the walls of the kitchen sink while my mother waited to wash the dishes. Every morning, when Kei emerged from the bathroom, the hot water tank was empty. This went on until we were about thirteen, when, one day, my mother decided to clean up from breakfast while Kei was showering and discovered that by turning the cold water on, she could burn Kei—just a little, but enough to remind her that her time was up. Standing outside my New York bathroom, the sudden memory seemed funny—my sister’s squawk, the smile on my mother’s face that only I could see.

         I smiled to myself and knocked again, a louder warning, and opened the door.

         The light was off. I turned it on. The warm embrace of Kei’s shower didn’t rush to greet me; the room was cold.

         The shower curtain was closed.

         “You good, eh?” I asked Kei. I was doing my best: welcoming her in her own language—the pidgin she’d perfected in high school. I drew the curtain, imagining her face bright and open under the stream of water.

         All the signs I missed now fairly scream at me, but I saw none of them. I’d convinced myself she was simply washing shampoo from her hair.

         Or maybe I did see the signs. Maybe by then, in the face of Kei’s silence, in the room that had been dark, after so much time, I knew what I would see. I knew enough to draw the curtain, and when I did, there was no question.

         My sister was lying, naked, on the bottom of the porcelain tub. Forgotten water sprayed onto her pelvis: beading her breasts, running down her belly and thighs. The tub was clear, clean; there was no blood. An inch or two of water had pooled around her, held there by a heel neatly plugging the drain. The rest of that foot flopped on its side, wrenched out of the plane of her body at the ankle, her wide, almost triangular feet looking all the more incongruous for pointing in the wrong direction. Her arms lay gracefully against her hips, palms cupped as though they had once held something too fragile to trust on its own.

         I knew that body like it was mine. It was the body that would have been mine, without my scars. A long, purpling bruise pressed into Kei’s ribs under her left breast, unnaturally crisp and thin. I thought, unaccountably, of hara-kiri, though it was not a blade cut. The rest of her skin was smooth, golden down to the nested black-and-white triangles over her pubic bone. She looked peaceful, except for the necklace of marks smudged incompletely into the base of her throat, dawning bruises in varying inks of red and blue.

         And above her neck, my own face floated in a long, unraveling braid of dark seaweed just out of the water. The same egg-shaped head; my own stubby, unsophisticated nose. With her eyes closed, you could not see they were the exact opposite of my own—her left one brown, her right one tawny—but her full, bow-shaped lips were still mine, her barely sketched chin. Even her nails, which we learned to bite on the same day, let grow on the same day, and, I saw, though we were now living in different worlds, had both begun biting again.

         My sister and I were more than identical; we had been cleaved down the middle, and each of us, against all odds, had sprung to life whole.

         How many times had Kei wished me dead? In how many ways had she tried to make those wishes come true? For a flash of a moment, I feared that it was my body lying in the cold, rushing water. My spirit hovering to say its final good-byes.

         But as I moved, I saw my own hand rising. My skin, white-white, and so cold. I clenched my fists and could feel my bitten nails digging into my palms.

         I was alive and standing. It was Kei’s shadow life that was over at last.

      

   


   
      
         
            1942

         

         They would be traveling light. How many times did he have to tell her? He said they had to be able to move quickly, slip onto trains, to keep a tight hand on their luggage. When they got to Los Angeles, Lillie would need to carry her own cases, maybe even long distances. The whole world was at war now, and Donald had heard rumors. Who knew if they would be allowed onto a bus, or whether cabs were really refusing passage to people like them?

         The original plan had been to travel east, making the long trip across the country to New York for their honeymoon. But when Donald got his mother’s response to his telegram, they had decided to head south to be with his parents, whom Lillie had never met. She could tell he was worried. After that one message, there had been no word.

         He had written that he was married.

         His mother had replied: Come home.

         There was no room for china—too breakable. The indigo blue sugar bowl Lillie’s mother had given her was small enough and light, and it would be a nice gift for his own mother, he said, but there was certainly no room for the hand-embroidered quilt. It wasn’t a real quilt, she’d protested, just a bedspread with light batting. Her mother had been working on it for months, creating patterns in bead, bullion, and bonnet stitches. The patterns, all in white, swirled off the ramps of paisley cocoons with flowers inside them, no two the same. The paisleys themselves nestled like flipped twins.

         —Your trousseau. Her mother had smiled when Lillie exclaimed over the tiny stitches.

         It could have fit into any reasonable trunk with room to spare, but they would take no trunks, not now. It was no longer the right time for the young bride to set up her new home. Besides, Donald didn’t believe in possessions. He believed in her—that was what he told her—and he promised that as long as they were together he would take care of everything she would ever need. But he also believed in war—everyone was talking about Pearl Harbor and enemy aliens and espionage nets and some “fifth column”—and that made Lillie nervous. She’d felt so safe here in their home that was barely a town, with her parents’ protection. What was she doing, letting him drag her into a city where simply having a face like hers made her a threat?

         Watching her pack, Lillie’s mother couldn’t shake her own sadness. She had been preparing for Lillie’s wedding for years. She wanted to send her daughter into the world with home around her.

         She smoothed the quilt in her lap, still folded, unwilling to lay it back on Lillie’s bed.

         —We’ll be back soon, Mother. And then we’ll go on to New York, just as we planned. Donald will finish school and we’ll start our own family. I promise I’ll send for everything just as soon as we have a home.

         She was twenty-two, her mother reminded herself. Old enough to make her own mistakes.

         —Why can’t he go himself, if he has to move so quickly? Lillie’s mother heard the waver in her voice and waited for it to steady. Los Angeles might only be a few hours’ ride away, but it felt like another world. “It’s not safe there.”

         There was nothing to say to this. It was hard to know what was really happening there now that America was officially at war with Japan, but the rumors about the curfews and the FBI raids weren’t comforting.

         But Donald’s mother had been ill, and he wanted to be with his parents, to bring his new happiness with Lillie into their lives. They might even pack his parents up and take them East, too, if the city was really as unfriendly to the Japanese as Donald said it was. What a gift that would be from the new bride to her in-laws, Lillie thought: a home, a hand extended, and later, a trousseau. She wasn’t losing a mother, she told herself; she was gaining a new one.

         She imagined herself in a family full of people who looked like she did.

         —It was…Now Lillie’s mother’s voice did crack. Crying softly, but this time without embarrassment, she said, “The quilt was supposed to bring you luck.”

         —Mother.

         Lillie had slept beneath this quilt for the last two weeks since the wedding, and each night, she fell into a deep sleep in Donald’s arms. She would wrap herself in it if she could and wear it on the train. But she didn’t want to anger her husband now. Why couldn’t her mother understand? Why did she have to make their parting so difficult?

         Their temporary parting, Lillie corrected herself. It was the first time since she had been left on the steps of their church as a nameless infant that Lillie would leave her mother’s sight for longer than a night of sleep.

         Now, she put her arm around her mother. Foster mother, she reminded herself. But she’d never thought much of their differences until she met Donald. Her mother’s golden hair was shot with silver now, and her skin was like soft tissue.

         —I’m my own good luck charm. Isn’t that what you always tell me? I’m the one who brought the luck.

         Lillie watched her mother flinch, each taking in the consequences of her words.

         What had happened to their simple days? Lillie wondered. When Donald first showed up in their town, a handsome stranger with a face like hers; when he was courting her, teaching her how to pick up rice with the ends of sticks and then throwing up his hands, but with a smile, when she tossed them down, when she declared she didn’t know what made less sense, eating with sticks when you had a drawer of perfectly good forks in the sideboard or trying to corral all those tiny little grains into a mouthful that wouldn’t feed a baby bird. Those days, her mother would laugh at Lillie’s nice young man, and he would give up and eat the potatoes she served them. And at night, when Donald and Lillie sat on the porch together and she pointed out the stars, he whispered:

         —I’ll show you the world someday. Your true home. Your people.

         It sounded like the promise she had been longing to hear all her life. Now, surrounded by the home she’d chosen not to question until now, and her marriage, too, she felt she could be anything. Go anywhere. She was complete for the first time.

         The time had come to see the world.

         Lillie ran her hand one last time over her mother’s stitches. “Let’s put it back on the bed, Mother, and then come outside with me.”

         Lillie’s mother shook her head. “We’ll leave it in the trunk. That way, it’ll be ready when you return.”

         Their four hands lifted the light offering, balancing it back and forth between them, then placed it into the trunk together, their hands brushing as they patted it into place. Her mother stood, heavily. “Just to the door.”

         When Lillie stepped past her mother onto the front porch, where her father and husband were waiting, she took in the rolling grass of the California prairie for the last time, and their little white church, next to their little white house, bobbing in a sea of green. The congregation had come on Sunday, and the hymns that Lillie always loved to sing were sad, but beautiful. There were no neighbors to say good-bye to.

         Her mother hovered in the doorway as if she might dissolve if she stepped away from the house. Her father hugged her, stiff and oddly formal, and then handed his daughter over to the husband God gave her.

         —It’s all a mistake, her father assured them. “Don’t worry about what the newspapers are saying. They’ll realize soon enough that you aren’t the Japs they should be worrying about.”

         Japs. Lillie knew what her father meant, but Donald flinched at the word and she realized that she had, too. She was a Jap now. Even her father had said it. She’d become an enemy alien, when she had always only been herself.

         Donald picked up her bag and thanked her parents for their hospitality. He addressed the preacher and his wife formally, and for a moment, when the words “Mother” and “Father” refused to cross his lips, Lillie wondered if her mother wasn’t right after all: He could travel much lighter to check on his mother if he was alone.

         But the choice had been made, and her mother was holding her, her tears falling into her daughter’s black hair. Lillie felt her own tears rise in response. She blinked them away. It was supposed to be a happy day, the first real day of her adulthood. Still, she hugged her mother tight, unwilling to be the one who let go first. They clutched each other until Donald gently touched her arm.

         —Don’t forget us, her mother whispered, finally releasing her grip. They stared at each other.

         Lillie’s father patted his wife’s back awkwardly. “You’ll be just fine,” he said again, directing his words to Lillie. “War or no war. If you can’t make it on your own in the world, we didn’t do our job right when we raised you.” He turned to his wife, gave her a pained smile. “Right, Mother? Children are supposed to leave. She is strong. She’s beautiful…”

         —Wait, Lillie’s mother said. “Take this.” She unclenched her fist and held out her balled, damp handkerchief. “See? Light and luck. You remember the song? She’ll bring light and luck wherever she goes. And it won’t take up any room.”

         Lillie looked at the tiny pointed stars her mother had crocheted herself—snowflakes, as Donald would later correct her, perfect for a winter wonderland on the East Coast. She unbuckled the clasp on her leather handcase and tucked it inside.

         Lillie’s mother collected herself and spoke one last time, as the preacher put his arm around her shoulders. “Wherever you are in the world, even if you never come home, promise me you won’t forget we love you.”

         The future that her mother released her into slipped beneath Lillie like a startled horse. Never come home? They’d return in just a few weeks, as her mother well knew. Lillie almost spoke, to insist on it, but something in her mother’s face stopped her. Instead, she promised, and waved good-bye as she walked, backward, to the waiting car.

      

   


   
      
         
            Hana

         

         Nothing that happened that night will stay where it belongs in my mind. It’s a kaleidoscope. Forever shifting, without end. The shards of broken time: No matter how fast I spin my mind, I cannot fit them into the picture that I used to carry.

         When I found Kei, what did I do? I knelt beside her. I know I called her name. I can still feel the spray, light on my face when I bent over; I can watch it grow on my lashes as I wonder what to do. I think my hair spilled over the side of the basin and grazed Kei’s rib cage. And then I watched myself move—slowly—my hands floating away from my body as if the world no longer ran on time.

         I reached out, expecting to help her, but instead, I touched Kei’s neck. I felt her heartbeat quite clearly. Thank God—she was alive. As the tips of my fingers brushed her bruises, my hands felt disconnected, hovering over her, trying to make sense of those ugly, brutal marks. I flipped my hands thumbs up; I overlapped them; I faced them off against each other, nail to nail. Impossible.

         How could someone have hurt my sister?

         What I remember is this: her heartbeat in my temples, and the singsong running through my mind. She left me, she left me not. She left me, she left me not. She left me…

         “Kei,” I whispered. It bewildered me to look down at her, her adulthood washed off her, as if the years between us had never happened. But somehow that made it harder, not easier, to accept that it really was her. “It’s me. Hana. Can you sit up?”

         I thought then about lifting her so she didn’t drown, but what if a rib was broken? What if I punctured her lung? I raised my hands, then dropped them. I stood, then knelt, then stood again. I was useless, unable to change even the angle of her torso. All I could do was turn the water off.

         And then turn it back on once I realized my mistake.

         Evidence. I was tampering with evidence. And then tampering again in my effort to rectify the problem because my mind could not keep up. Evidence meant police. And police? I left Kei with the water running and called 911.

         Time started moving forward then. A woman’s voice answered. I told her what I knew, that my sister was unconscious. I could hear her typing as she talked.

         “Is she breathing?”

         “Yes.”

         “Bleeding?”

         “No. I don’t think so. Please, can’t you send someone?”

         “They’re on their way. Stay with me. How long since it happened?”

         I knew she was trying to be helpful, but I couldn’t bear to think of the hours Kei could have been lying there while I wasted time at the restaurant. “Please…” I said, letting whatever words that might have wanted to follow fade before they could be formed.

         She continued typing in the background. “Any medications?”

         It took me a moment to understand what she was asking. “She was attacked. I think. I don’t know.”

         “Is the perpetrator there?”

         “I don’t—no.” The perpetrator? I spun around, as if her words could conjure up a figure in the hallway. An attacker, here in the room with me still.

         If he was here, was I safer looking for him, or letting him hide until the police arrived? What was I thinking? The hallway was empty. I was alone, of course. My apartment was so tiny, and I had been in every room.

         Breathe, I told myself.

         “Please. She’s my sister.” I dropped the phone back into the cradle and backed up until I could feel the comfort of the wall behind me. “She’s my sister,” I said again to no one.

         Across the room, I saw that someone had shoved aside my heavy curtains. Through my large, unblinking windows, I had a clear view of the elevated subway tracks. Washed in the struggling, cellophane light of the overhead lamps, the platform was mostly empty at this time of night. None of the people waiting on the downtown platform were looking toward me. Yet.

         Had Kei been the one to open the curtains? Had the perpetrator looked in and targeted her that way? Once it was night, my fourth-floor apartment was a beacon in the darkness. Any one of the shifting mass of commuters could look straight in at me. He might have watched me regularly if I was on his usual route, might have stepped off the train to see me drift from one window to the other as I washed my dishes or read a book any night of the week.

         On impulse, I pulled the curtains shut, but it was too late. Now that he had been here, inside my private spaces, I’d never be able to get him out. It wasn’t the kind of invasion I had imagined up to that point: a physical confrontation I could avoid with my double-locked doors.

         The phone rang again. The perpetrator, I thought, with another flash of panic. No one ever called me; I only had a telephone number because I needed it to get electricity and gas. As I put the receiver to my ear and heard no voice but the distant, almost otherworldly, static in the earpiece, I had the strangest thought: my mother.

         My mother was here. Somewhere in the phone. She’d come back to me. I waited to hear her curl the tail of her sentence up and into a question, just as always. What would she say to me? I had been waiting for her for so long.

         “Hello?” I ventured into the silence. Mama? stayed on the tip of my tongue.

         The static clicked off then and I could hear a male voice in mid-shout through the handset that also doubled as the building intercom.

         The police.

         I buzzed them in, then listened to their shoes clomp and the chatter of their walkie-talkies. There were two on the third floor already and more coming up the stairs. By the time the hall had emptied into my apartment, there were six officers, bumping into each other as they tried to avoid touching my things. I watched them separate—two down the hall toward the sound of the shower, while the others headed to the roof or down to the basement laundry room looking for clues, witnesses, the perpetrator. I took a breath as the activity eased, and then the sole female officer moved forward. I read her name tag: DETECTIVE LYNCH. She had short, badly permed hair, and about forty pounds on me.

         “Do you speak English?”

         “Yes.”

         I was her duty then: a woman, an English speaker. “You are…?” she prompted.

         “Hana. Hanako Swanson.”

         “You’re the one who called? Did you see what happened? Who are we looking for?”

         Her questions piled on top of each other so fast I didn’t know whether to nod or shake my head. I must have looked entirely useless, because once she figured out that I’d just come home and discovered Kei’s body, she led me out to the hall so I wouldn’t contaminate the crime scene. I was relieved to get away from the bustle, and, despite her assumption that I was an uncomprehending foreigner, I was grateful when she sat me down on the wide marble stairs just outside my apartment door and took out her notebook. I could feel myself shaking. I grabbed my elbows, hugging myself as she asked for my name, again. My address. Kei’s name.

         Hanako—I spelled it. Keiko—I spelled that too. But then the questions got murkier. Had I touched anything? What was out of place when I walked in? Who knew Kei was here?

         There was nothing I hadn’t touched, I realized. The leftovers I had tampered with, and Kei’s strewn clothing…they could have been decisive clues. And the shower: I had obliterated any fingerprints that would have been on the faucets. But I’d been in a daze, surely understandable; there was no reason to volunteer my stupidity. No, I kept saying, to myself as much as to the detective. No. No. The words echoed in my mind, threatening to take on a tune.

         The ambulance stretcher arrived shortly after the police did. Two paramedics carried it, hanging vertically between them; two black bands strapping the sheets down so they wouldn’t slide off the backboard as the paramedics jogged up the stairs. Both of the men were loaded down with black bags of different sizes. All that equipment just for Kei.

         Why was Kei visiting in the first place? Detective Lynch was asking. I pulled my attention away from the medics, but I had no answer for her. Wasn’t that what I’d been dreading to learn this whole time? Now, what if I never could?

         The detective was still talking. Did she take drugs? Might she have slipped in the shower?

         I reminded myself that she hadn’t seen Kei or her bruises.

         “You sure she knows no one here?” She flipped through her notes. “No one who would want to hurt her?”

         Then another cop joined us.

         “Detective Tapper,” he said to me by way of introduction. “Which one’s her purse? She must’ve had one—you said she’d just got off the plane, right?”

         “I—” I tried to imagine my sister—much younger in my mind. She was cramming what little she needed into her pockets. “She doesn’t…I don’t think she carries a purse.”

         “She is your sister, isn’t she?” He raised an eyebrow. “I mean, she must have a wallet. A plane ticket. Don’t you girls always have some place to put your lipstick and a bit of gum?”

         Gum, I thought, guilty. Did Kei chew gum? What was wrong with my brain?

         “Sir, in here!” Another officer leaned out of my doorway. “The window.”

         I lost their attention immediately. As quick as that, we were back inside my apartment, and I was hovering near my bedroom door as one of the officers pointed to a dusting of white paint chips beneath the window ledge by the fire escape.

         “That you?” he asked me.

         “What?”

         “Did you open it?”

         “No.” It was true.

         He turned to confer with the detective. “Could be like the others.”

         “Others?” That was my voice.

         “Break-ins in the neighborhood. Small stuff usually, jewelry, cash—easy to carry. Guy comes in off the fire escape. Did you leave it open?”

         Did he really think I would leave my apartment open? Had he failed to make a connection between the relative safety of my neighborhood and the floor bolt braced through my front door? My building was on a quiet side street, only ten blocks long, and next door to a theological seminary, a park, and a church. It was less grimy, less bustling, than the bodega-lined Broadway it was tucked behind, and so inconsequential that some people who’d lived on the Upper West Side forever didn’t even know it was there. But still, it was New York and nothing was safe.

         “There’s a gate on the window,” I pointed out.

         “Maybe he opened it himself, after, you know, whatever happened in the bathroom with her.”

         My chest caved right then, and I could feel myself slipping. I held on to my head with both hands as if they could keep me from losing my mind. That was why there were so many policemen. They were chasing a guy…and he did this to women. In my neighborhood.

         When I didn’t answer, he waved his hand at the sill, showing me that the window sash was indeed lifted, just a crack. He slid a pencil through the opening and pushed at the security gate. It swung outward at his touch. “Painted shut, looks like. See these flakes? That’s all that was keeping anyone from getting in. These old buildings are like that. You probably didn’t know.”

         “No.” I was still trying to scrub my mind of all the new images they had just evoked. It could have happened to me, I realized. My security gate…how had it opened? I had checked it, obsessively, just like all the other locks, hadn’t I?

         Except I couldn’t remember.

         “Robbery,” Detective Tapper said, with some consideration. “Did she bring anything else with her? Anything someone might have been looking for?”

         My eyes fell on Mama’s case, though there was nothing in it that a stranger would want. There was nothing in it for me, either, except old pain. But I didn’t want them pawing through it, so I kept turning my head, hoping they wouldn’t notice my hesitation. I kept turning, until I had spun myself around.

         “You’re lucky you didn’t have anything valuable. Just the sister’s purse, then. I don’t suppose you can describe it?”

         “No. I said that already. About the purse. I don’t know.” I could feel myself breaking, but they didn’t have to know that there was no way I could know any of these answers, having been outside of Kei’s life for so long.

         Detective Lynch was explaining that they would be dusting my apartment for fingerprints and I would be more comfortable spending the night elsewhere when Kei was wheeled, feet first, out of the bathroom.

         “Kei!” I said. “Oh, thank God!”

         I expected her to answer. I assumed they had woken her up. They’d had so much time to do it. She was tied down on the stretcher, tucked under a layer of blankets mounded with meters and monitors. What was left of her braid had been dumped into a wet pile beside her head. Between her closed eyes and the oxygen mask, most of her face was covered. Her neck was braced.

         When Kei didn’t respond, I turned to Detective Lynch. “She’s going to be okay?” I asked, as if she could know. She just looked at me, with the first real sympathy I’d gotten since they’d arrived.

         We stepped aside as they maneuvered Kei into the hall in a cloud of radio static. “I’ll drop you at the hospital. We can finish up in the car.”

         “The hospital,” I repeated. Hospitals have never been my favorite places—less so since I spent my eighteenth birthday in an ICU.

         To her credit, Detective Lynch noticed my expression. “I can drop you with a friend instead. If you want someone to be with you. Who will you stay with, in case we have more questions for you tomorrow? Where will you be?”

         There was no one. She must have seen that in my expression, too.

         “Friends? From college? A teacher?”

         I shook my head, turning away to find my own purse. Since I had stopped meeting Dr. Shawe, the shrink Arnie had insisted I see in exchange for my college tuition, the only person who ever even checked on me was my boss, and I certainly wasn’t getting Nick involved in this mess. After my own turned against me, I’d had enough “family” to last a lifetime.

         I grabbed a sweater and my shoes, hoping she wouldn’t ask anything more. I lived a solitary life, but the truth was, I kept myself separate by choice. Since Mama died, I’d allowed myself to be friendly with some of the waitresses, especially the ones who worked semester to semester, because I could count on them to leave. We could share a laugh, but we didn’t get together outside of work, or exchange telephone numbers. It was a relief to me.

         When you have no one, no one can hurt you.

         But of course, a detective wasn’t going to let that drop so easily. The fact that there was no one waiting to take me in at one a.m. took on a significance it didn’t actually have. I wasn’t going to explain how I’d never really had friends, not until high school, and then the worst had happened. As we walked down the stairs to the lobby, she asked, “What about you?”

         “I’m all right, thanks.”

         “I meant, is there anyone you know who might have done this? Someone who might have a bone to pick with you?”

         “No.” It was shocking to think of.

         “Any guys in your classes look at you funny? Maybe a special fellow?”

         “No. I—” There had never been anyone after Russell. I couldn’t even bear to be alone with my own body, much less become intimate with someone else. “No fellows. Boyfriends. No. No friends. I mean, I graduated two years ago.”

         “Work, then. Any strange characters—”

         “No.” I cut her off. “I don’t work.”

         The lie just burst out of me—I had to stop her from speaking. Then I saw her face. I had already told her I worked at a restaurant and had been forced to wait tables that night until it closed. And now I realized that my story of being required to stay would be very easy to check. “I mean…it’s a restaurant, not a real job…Not like I’m in anyone’s way for a promotion. I’m in the back mostly, doing the books, ordering the supplies, and making sure the shifts are covered. Most of the day, I’m completely alone. I only wait tables sometimes, if I want to, which is almost never, really. Tonight was an exception. But no one there would ever…I’m mean, I’ve never even dumped a pot of coffee into someone’s lap!” I was babbling, but only because it seemed less peculiar than the truth. I pulled the sleeves of my sweater down over my wrists so she couldn’t see my skin. An old reflex. Panic bubbled in my throat, though whether it was because of the detective’s skeptical expression or the suggestion that I could have been the target, I didn’t know. How could I admit to her that I’d spent years making myself invisible? No one even whistled at me on the street.

         It was then I remembered the double take. Kei and I got them all the time when we were growing up.

         “Oh my God,” I said, looking around at the empty lobby. “I know who it was. I walked right into him when I came home.”

         It was a gift, and I could feel the rush of thanks that ran through my body. I had something to offer after all.

         Detective Lynch picked up her walkie-talkie, ready to broadcast his description. “What did he look like?”

         “I—”

         I couldn’t quite see him, though he had been standing right in front of me. I took in the black marble-tiled floor and the wavering light from the fluorescents above. Color, could I see any color in his clothing? “Normal clothes, maybe? He was about my height. Maybe a little taller. Average height. Not heavy. You know, ah—a normal build.”

         She was waiting.

         “He—” I couldn’t say I didn’t know. I walked toward the vestibule, as if being there could help me. “It was the look he gave me. I know it was him. The way he stared at me…it was like I had just risen from the dead.”

         “What did he look like?” she repeated.

         “Ah…” I closed my eyes to dredge up his face. I didn’t have the words to describe him, not for even the things I could almost remember. How do you describe a nose, if it’s a normal nose? What about eyes that aren’t squinty, or bulging, or ringed in black?

         The more I pushed, the greater my sense that I knew him. He was hovering outside of my reach.

         After a moment of silence, fingers pressed to my forehead, I finally came up with a word. “White?”

         The word dropped between us: belly up, unmoving. It was my only offering, after destroying the crime scene, but it wasn’t what she wanted. I searched for something more, a description that would please her, but I couldn’t make up the kind of bad guy she would recognize. “Maybe…swarthy?”

         “Swarthy.” She mouthed the word like she didn’t know what it meant, but in this case, other than not blond, I couldn’t help her.

         She left me…I felt panic rising and looked to Detective Lynch to help ground me before my worries could gain enough momentum to carry me away. Who knew how I must have appeared to her, in midargument with my inner demons?

         Her expression gave me more than an inkling. She put the walkie-talkie down.

      

   


   
      
         
            1942

         

         There were not many other people waiting on the train platform. Lillie smiled at two women she knew from church, but they turned away. Donald was furious for her. “How couldn’t they know you?” He was right. She and Donald were the only two Japanese in this town, a nub in the rough center of hundreds of acres of farms. She’d been the only until he arrived, a passenger on the bus that broke down near their church. A broken axle, and he stayed. By Christmas he’d proposed. Until Donald, Lillie had never had a mirror held constantly to her face, and she was still not used to seeing herself through his eyes.

         Once they were settled on the train, with their bags stacked around their feet and in their laps, a conductor came through the aisle, cheerfully checking people’s tickets. When he got to their seats, he looked at the two of them in mild alarm.

         —You’re going in the wrong direction, he said.

         Lillie wasn’t sure what he meant—it was true they were facing the caboose—until he continued, “Once we pass into the restricted zone, you won’t be able to leave.”

         Donald’s eyes flashed as he retorted, “We’re fine, thank you.”

         And there was her choice: to believe in her husband or a stranger. Donald would consider no alternative: He was riding to his parents’ rescue. “It’s us against them,” he had been saying for weeks. Lillie understood who “us” was. She’d been having trouble with “them.” She was American: born here, dropped on her parents’ doorstep when she was only a few days old. She’d grown up in the home of a preacher. She’d taught the children music and led the Sunday choir. Surely that would prove she was no enemy to the people around her. But now, as she thought about the women on the platform, she wondered if the smiles she got when she passed through the congregation had always been as thin as they’d become since December.

         Lillie could tell by the set of Donald’s tight mouth that he didn’t want to talk about the ticket taker’s warning, so she turned back to the window as the train chugged on. When they finally crossed the city limits, she felt a mild nausea building after several hours of jostling and lurching backward on the swaying train. A pair of men in uniform whose smiles were far less friendly came through asking for their travel permits.

         Donald pretended not to understand their question. Even if he had been aware they needed permits, Lillie felt pretty certain Donald would have rejected the notion that the government could tell them where they could go. Her husband was an idealist but also stubborn; he liked to tease her that she was afraid enough for both of them. She let her hand creep toward his lap, and one of the men may have seen it because he made a crack about how it was easier to round the Japs up all together in one place anyway before he hitched his head in the direction of the door and they left Lillie and Donald alone.

         She could see the blocky city skyline growing bigger through the window when she craned her neck and clenched her jaw against her gurgling stomach.

         Los Angeles. January 1942. They had arrived.

         
              

         

         Donald’s parents lived in a two-room apartment over a small store in the south corner of the city. The stairs in the hallway smelled of garlic, and some spices she would come to recognize later as shoyu and ginger. Not unpleasant, exactly, but cloying and sharp. The hall itself was so narrow that she had to scale the stairs sideways to get her bag up, trying not to bang her shins, which had become black and blue on the long walk from the station despite Donald’s help, carrying both bags for long stretches. Here at last at their destination, he’d found a burst of energy and took the stairs quickly. He was excited to surprise his parents, she knew, and he wanted them to welcome her. By the time Lillie arrived at the top of the stairs, Donald was half inside the door, propping it open for her with one trailing foot as his body leaned forward, dragged down and into the embrace of his frail, sobbing mother. Lillie assumed the man in the chair in the living room, waiting for Donald to disengage himself, was Donald’s father. Tateishi-sama. The man seemed to grimace, but nodded when Donald came over to bow in front of him.

         Lillie’s own entrance was less joyful. When his parents greeted her in Japanese, the sounds were rushed and slurred. Lillie froze, fumbling, unable to remember the formal Japanese phrase Donald had taught her, though she wasn’t sure if it would be the right response anyway, since she didn’t recognize the noises they had made. She also forgot to bow.

         His parents, she was shocked to discover, didn’t speak any English. Belly so nice to greet you, his mother said to her, as Lillie fought the urge to smile at the double entendre. The rest of the initial welcome fluttered over her head, punctuated by tears and coughing on the part of Donald’s mother. His mother was, indeed, quite sick.

         Unsure how to proceed from the doorway where she remained, hovering, Lillie felt the urge to run. When she finally moved into the room, she perched on the arm of the couch where Donald and his mother sat, barely floating her bottom in case this was not allowed, though there was nowhere else to sit. No one acknowledged her.

         She couldn’t tell how long they talked: Donald’s mother gesturing and tearful, his father seemingly angry, and all of it in a language that dipped and dove like birds around her. She noticed that they were not offered food; she wondered, for the first time, if Donald’s parents could afford to host them. When Donald’s mother finally laid some bedding on the floor for them to sleep on, since they wouldn’t both fit on the narrow cot that had been Donald’s bed in a room barely bigger than Lillie’s own closet, Lillie didn’t ask him to fill her in on the conversation.

         She was not ready to know.

         
              *  *  *

         

         The ticket taker had been right. The patriotic fervor of the country had trained itself on the people who looked like the enemy, and it seemed that the government released new restrictions every few days. Lillie and Donald had barely arrived when it was announced that Japanese Americans could no longer travel more than five miles without a permit. Also, they were not allowed on the streets after dark. Donald fumed—he was a citizen and this was clearly unconstitutional, but if that was true, no one in the government seemed to care. It was more than a touchy subject for Lillie. Not just because they were trapped here and a burden on his parents instead of being the support they had intended to be, nor because—even though each new rule was a surprise—it was also clear in retrospect that they’d been warned. When Lillie met Donald, he’d been on his way to New York for a scholarship to law school. After lingering for a week with her and her family, he called to let the registrar know he was delayed and learned his funding had been revoked because of the war. Donald blamed the broken axle, and a racial prejudice he’d thought he was leaving behind in California, but Lillie blamed herself. Donald could have taken another bus if he hadn’t met her. Every time the word unconstitutional crossed his lips, which was often, Lillie only heard again that it was she who had destroyed his dreams.

         Donald’s father seemed to think so, too. Whether he appreciated his son’s return or thought him stupid, Lillie couldn’t tell, but it was clear Tateishi-sama didn’t like his son’s choice of bride. Maybe it was the fact that she didn’t speak Japanese, which he often pointed out by cursing her, rather than isolating the words like Donald’s mother did so Lillie could understand. Maybe he knew that she had distracted Donald. Maybe he had been counting on his son to find a lawyer in New York to rescue them. In the whirlwind that was their romance, it had never occurred to Lillie to ask if there was someone else his parents had picked out for him, and now that she was slowly learning about “her people,” she wondered about that, too.

         On the bright side, Donald’s parents never ventured out of Little Tokyo anyway, so the travel restrictions didn’t affect her daily life. Lillie spent her days trailing behind her mother-in-law, carrying whatever food they purchased, and letting the old woman lean on her when she grew tired. If she’d understood Japanese, Lillie could have taken over the shopping and let Donald’s mother rest, but unlike Donald’s father, her new mother-in-law seemed to enjoy pantomiming the proper way to do things and teaching Lillie simple words in her new language. Please. Thank you. Excuse me. Don’t go to any trouble. I’m sorry. Lillie tried her best, but there was always another word to learn to get across the specific nuance of Excuse me, I’m sorry in whatever she was trying to say. She gave herself to the role: proud of the few words she learned and grateful that her mother-in-law enjoyed her company. “Living in a bubble,” Donald called it, but not unkindly since he could see that her cheer made his mother feel better, especially on the days when the older woman’s lungs were so weak that she couldn’t get out of bed.

         Weeks went by. Then months. Lillie never wrote to her parents. There wasn’t time at first. Then there wasn’t money for frivolities like stationery and postage stamps. Donald’s parents were poor, but it was more than that: She was out of place in what felt like a foreign country, so far away that a letter would never bridge the gap between here and her former life. After a while, it had been so long since Lillie had had a conversation of more than a few sentences in English that she was at a loss for what to write. It might have been, too, that she simply couldn’t bring herself to admit what she was bursting to say.

         She had made a mistake.

         She was tired of the strangeness, of being an outsider. She wanted to roll back time: travel away from the city, erase her marriage, unmeet Donald, be under her mother’s protection once more. But it was done. Her luck had run out, if she ever had any. Could she bear to disappoint her foster parents by showing up on their doorstep once again, feeling ill and tarnished, and vaguely unworthy? Children leave, she reminded herself. When she returned next, she wanted to make them proud, to show them she was a woman in her own right. And yet for every day that passed here, she grew more childlike, less able to fend for herself, more dependent on Donald and his parents.

         And she knew, too, that now that she was here in LA, there was no way for her to get back to the farm—with or without a sense of defeat. She was trapped: by her marriage, by her duty to her mother-in-law, by the government itself with its no-travel zones.

         Then, once again, Donald and Lillie were leaving.

         The posters went up in April on the telephone poles all over Little Tokyo. “Aliens and non-aliens” were being evacuated in six days’ time. As their family head, Donald had to report to the Civil Control Station for instructions, where he started to point out that non-alien was another word for citizen of the United States, but then kept his mouth shut when it became clear that comments like that would get him arrested, leaving Lillie and his parents to be evacuated alone. No one was told where they were going or why, or how long they’d be gone; they knew only where to meet and what to bring, which was almost nothing. Bedding, clothes, plates, and utensils for each of them, but only as much as each person could carry themselves. Lillie had brought only what she could carry with her in the first place, but even she had not expected that that would be all she ever owned.

         The much larger problem was what to do with the things they were leaving behind. Six days was not much time to sell everything the family owned. In fact, it was an impossible time frame. Everyone was having the same fire sales. Signs that read, EVERYTHING MUST GO! competed with signs that assured curious gawkers, I AM AN AMERICAN. All the homes and stores in Little Tokyo had been thrown open to loud, pink men who left perspiration all over their furniture and refused to drink the tea Lillie offered. Carpetbaggers, Donald called them. No one bought anything the first day, or the second. Panic mounted, and as the week went by, it was clear from the haggling that Donald and his family were going to get little if any money for their hard-earned possessions. The bids were getting lower. Some people offered, with their gloating and their false pity, to take things off their hands for free.

         That was when Lillie learned how truly unconcerned her husband was with possessions. The day before they were leaving, Lillie and her mother-in-law were sorting through items in the front room. The older woman kept trying to rescue her most precious objects, replacing bedsheets with a picture album and a cup with a candlestick. Her one bag was hopelessly overflowing, and Lillie was trying to slip the candlestick back out without her mother-in-law seeing when a man arrived. He offered Donald a nickel for whatever he could stack into one box. When Donald refused, the man changed his offer.

         —A tenner for everything.

         —For what? What do you want?

         —Everything. The whole house.

         He was sneering at Lillie when he said it, as if she might be part of the sale. Lillie looked away from his greedy blue eyes and wanted to vomit. What was wrong with these people? These were their neighbors they were preying on. Poor old people, who had done nothing wrong. She wanted to scream at him, but Donald was shoving her out of the way hard as he moved to shield her, and she and her mother-in-law scrambled to the bedroom as Donald shoved the man next. Lillie and the old woman remained there through the raised voices, the threats to call the police and the crash that followed, and even through the held breath of silence that stretched painfully in Lillie’s chest. From behind the bedroom door, they listened to Donald stacking dishes, and gathering all the breakable items in the house. These, she knew, they could never carry. Was he taking them somewhere else to sell them? Was he filling up a nickel box?

         She knew she should go out to help her husband, but the fury in his face as he pushed her lingered, adding to the queasy feeling she’d had in her stomach all day. Her mother-in-law clung to her arm, so Lillie gave in to her weakness and stayed in the bedroom with her, letting Donald take care of the house for a change. There were no sounds of carpetbaggers. She imagined the huge stacks of things they would have to carry, twisting and swaying against the sky.

         Lillie and her mother-in-law were still in the bedroom when the glass-blown lamp shattered: first through the windowpane, then again from a distance below them, in the street. Lillie leapt to her feet, startled, until she heard Donald swearing at the living room window, breaking the shards of glass out of the wooden frame. She could tell from the high, shattering pops that he was lobbing drinking glasses next, and found herself trying to guess which glass was which by the pitch of the sound. She knew she was numb, that there was something wrong with her reaction, even as she heard Donald’s voice float out of the past: Your world, Lillie. The time has come to see your world. Donald’s mother moaned, and Lillie held her tightly while she sorted through the sounds of her husband picking up each piece of china and tossing it, one by one, into the street two stories down.

         She needn’t have worried; there would be no wavering tower of valuables. Donald took care of everything, just as he had promised. Once the sound stopped below the window, he started flinging what was left around the apartment. Lillie heard liquid splash against the door. Her heart broke to hear him stumble into the furniture. To be filled with his braying, keening despair. Yet she stayed still, holding his mother in her arms. When the two women finally opened the bedroom door into silence, long after Donald departed, they found that carrying what was left would be simple enough. The more difficult task would be to gather it, when they couldn’t even take a step through the glass and the splattered food without shoes.
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