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Introduction


My mother was born on a ranch in the Arizona desert. She loves France. My father was born in Paris and fell in love with the Wild West. While my dad loves nothing more than galloping around on horseback in search of stray cattle, Mom loves getting to know the cheese man in her neighborhood when she visits Paris. So although life at home in San Francisco was always a very fine thing, I was raised on the idea that foreign places were the stuff of real magic. Travel somehow allowed room for a fantasy that real life did not leave much time for, and my parents’ adventures always seemed wonderfully romantic. They sheltered themselves from tropical storms in Guatemala with sombrilla de pobre leaves (poor man’s umbrellas), sampled guinea pig in Peru, raced across potholed roads through Portugal’s groves of cork trees, picked up hitchhikers swathed in flowing robes and adorned with curved daggers in Morocco. Their photos told tales of fantastically different-looking places: Dad playing checkers with the local villagers in Senegal, Mom climbing to the top of Tiqual, Prague’s Charles Bridge on a snowy evening. The unknown (and the more obscure the better) had a mystique all its own, and I couldn’t help but get swept up in the fervor of it. I, too, became addicted to stepping out of the rut of day-to-day life and testing myself far from the familiar and comfortable routines of home. But even as I strayed further off the beaten track, I always returned home to the States after a few adventurous weeks. It was never enough. Eventually, I began to wonder what it would be like to take travel to its furthest extreme—and move someplace to live. After all, if one loves to travel, then isn’t living abroad a natural extension of that passion?


So I went to Paris—and lived in poorly insulated, renovated maid’s quarters on the ninth floor of an ancient building overlooking the chimneys and rooftops for over a year. I befriended the local merchants, learned to cope with French colleagues and became a regular in obscure North African restaurants. I sighed impatiently when the tourists descended upon the city in the spring. I explored beyond the glittering surface and became a local, commuting to a nine-to-five job in the icy northern European rain and reveling in the now-familiar signs of spring as the chestnuts along the Seine released their pale green leaves. All of this was heady stuff, and I loved it. But I also learned there was an unexpected dimension to living abroad that I hadn’t considered before going, one my parents hadn’t taught me and that I had to discover on my own. I hadn’t given more than a fleeting thought to the good old-fashioned loneliness that cropped up. I no longer had the familiar clutch of friends to call and debrief with at the end of a long day. Accustomed to being efficient, competent, articulate, and able to navigate the various logistics of American life, in Paris I was often flummoxed: by doctors, medical insurance, renter’s taxes, voice mail, the laundromat and that wretched foreign keyboard which turned all my letters to gibberish.


Was it worth it? Absolutely. Was it what I’d expected? Not always. Living overseas, I learned, was not the same as traveling there. And so, I became curious: how did others fare when they left to make their home in a different country? What was it like to try to gain a foothold in a foreign place, and why did they want to? And finally, how did the dream match up to the reality for them?


I was astounded by the essays I received—not only by the range of experiences and destinations, but by how different they were from traditional travel essays. When we travel, we are craving a break from routine, so we seek out the different and exotic at every turn because we know that in a week or two, we will be back in our safe little worlds. But when we move away, the home we’ve left behind can tug at us in surprising ways. We go abroad with our sights set ambitiously on change, but find we crave something recognizable and tangible, things we may never have known we needed: flavors and foods, love and companionship, routine and purpose, being understood for who we really are—whether it’s our incandescent wit or our skills as a chef. Instead of fantasizing about the new and exotic, we might find ourselves daydreaming about the familiar: No, I don’t want a thimbleful of bitter French café, I want a huge paper cup full of American coffee that will last all morning. Having wanted to take travel to its furthest extreme, we end up coming full circle as we learn to cope with the most mundane tasks in a foreign place. Ultimately, real immersion—and the real challenge—occurs during this shift. Balancing the need for the familiar with our desire for the exotic is at the heart of the expat experience.


Time and again, the women in these essays display a dazzling, inspiring resourcefulness as they struggle to find the right balance for themselves. Forced out of the familiar zone of twenty-four-hour Safeways, longtime friends, and cultural and linguistic fluency, these essays are glorious proof of our powers to adapt. They overcome fears and shyness, make themselves understood, re-create a sense of home, find what they need. These stories make me want to pack my bags once again, but they also remind me that it is not as easy as it sounds. I recall how much I craved friends and colleagues who could understand me, how humbling it was not to be able to express myself as I would have liked, and how quickly I had forgotten the hard parts. That said, I also remember how gratifying it was to assemble the myriad pieces of a life from scratch. I was as wide awake as I have ever been, for better and for worse, and for that reason alone, I would do it all over again.


Christina Henry de Tessan


Seattle, Washington 2002




Before and After Mexico


Gina Hyams


While life yet lasts, laughter and molasses


—traditional Mexican saying


January 1997. My husband, Dave, and I were deliriously happy—giddy with the reality that we were officially unemployed, homeless and about to blow our life savings by boarding Taesa flight 572 (Oakland-Zacatecas-Morelia) with one-way tickets, one two-year-old, three suitcases, a bag of books, a laptop, a pink teddy bear, a diaper bag and three saxophones. The only plan for our new life in Mexico was that Dave would play jazz, I’d finally have a go at writing and our daughter Annalena would chase lizards.


We sold nearly everything we owned to finance this escape. Our Tahitian-green Honda Civic named Uma, Macintosh computers, Navajo rugs, 50s reclining beauty-parlor chair, Bang & Olufsen stereo system, reading lamps made of twigs, goose-down comforter, garlic peeler and Weber grill: all sold to the highest bidder. People described our liquidation as “the flea market of the gods.” Estranged friends descended like vultures to paw through our belongings.


Everything was gone. Dave’s beloved collection of obscure R & B Christmas albums: gone. The books of French literary criticism I never actually read in college: gone. Annalena’s primary-colored plastic educational toys: gone. The five bottles of extra fancy grade A pure Vermont maple syrup, four of which I bought because I never could remember if we had any, and brunch with friends was an ideal I perennially aspired to mid-supermarket-aisle: gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone.


The abstract notion of lightening the load was more cathartic than the excruciating book-by-book process. I had to keep reminding myself that each item sold translated into that much more time I wouldn’t have to spend in a gray cubicle. A neighbor squabbled when I refused his pitiful offer for Italy: The Beautiful Cookbook. He didn’t understand that this was no ordinary garage sale, that we weren’t getting rid of these things because we didn’t like them. They were our only assets and we were exchanging them for a new life.


It’s not that our old life was without its pleasures, but we were bone tired. Dave was the managing director of a Shakespeare festival and I was the assistant to a vice president of marketing at a software company (back in the glory days of corporate-sponsored staff-bonding ski trips and free Snapple lemonade for all high-tech workers). I was too lowly a peon to get stock options, but my boss was a nice guy who thanked me daily for my competence. Having spent my twenties toiling in employee-morale disaster zones at supposedly progressive political and arts organizations, the software company’s esprit de corps and catered lunches had been a revelation.


Quitting was Dave’s idea. He was thirty-nine and barreling his way to an ulcer from the stress of managing the theater’s never-ending backstage dramas, while juggling the demands of fatherhood, husbandhood and gigs with his experimental jazz ensemble. He was seeing both a therapist and a career counselor, trying to figure out a way to make money that might also make him happy, or at least happier. Architect? Therapist? Jazz history professor? Vice president of something? Bookstore owner? Record-shop clerk? Hander-outer of putters at a mini-golf course?


None of these ideas stuck. More than a new profession, he needed a break—time to catch his breath, find his bearings, rekindle his spirit. He needed a lot more than a two-week vacation. While stuck in Bay Bridge traffic one Thursday night, the solution came to him. With desperate clarity, he bounded in the door and swooped Annalena up into his arms.


“Honey, I’ve figured it out. We don’t have to buy a house. We can quit our jobs, sell everything and become expatriates instead.”


We had habitually entertained fantasies of life abroad while on vacation, but this time Dave was serious. My first impulse was to dig in my heels: “But I finally like my job.”


“I thought you wanted to be a writer. Think about it. We’re not tied down to a mortgage. I haven’t embarked on a new career. We only have one child and she’s not in school yet. This is our window of opportunity.”


He made it sound so reasonable. I was thirty-one and had been coasting on my “creative potential” since college. This move felt like put-up-or-shut-up time, like my artistic bluff had been called. My work at the software company was pleasant, but it was meaningless. I needed to sit still long enough to find out if I had anything to say as a writer. I also yearned to see our little girl during daylight hours.


We contemplated relocating to Holland, Spain, Italy, or France, but settled on Mexico, where we’d vacationed three times, because we loved the mariachi bands and the brilliant colors, because families were revered there and because rents were cheap. And we were, indeed, a family with limited resources—$23,732.45 after the sale, to be exact. We thought it would be enough money to carry us for a year, maybe two.


When the last of our furniture was carted away, Dave and I sat on the hardwood floor and surveyed the empty space. There was no remaining evidence of our personalities. We no longer had proof that we were intelligent people of distinguished, if modest, accomplishment and quirky good taste.


The closer we came to our departure date, the less coherent I was when people asked, “Why Morelia?” Nobody’d heard of this inland city. I tried to sound rational, explaining that we thought coastal resorts were well and good for vacations, but that at heart we weren’t beach people and we didn’t want to live surrounded by tourists. The guidebooks intriguingly described the state of Michoacán as the “Switzerland of Mexico,” the “Hills of China of Mexico” and the “Land that Time Forgot.” We specifically chose the capital city of Morelia because we were suckers for colonial architecture and cobblestones, and, with its universities, music conservatory, and nearby crafts villages, it just seemed like the place for us.


Of course, we’d never been there, we didn’t know anybody there, and we didn’t speak Spanish.


We ended up spending the first of what would turn into four years in Mexico in Pátzcuaro, a Purépecha Indian town on a mountain lake about an hour’s drive south of Morelia. The capital itself had felt too sprawling and cosmopolitan, too similar to California. There was a gourmet grocery where we could buy imported coffee and Häagen-Dazs, and that felt like cheating. We wanted to live in the Land that Time Forgot, and in Pátzcuaro there wasn’t even coffee-to-go.


We lived on a nameless cobblestone road in a little adobe house that had no telephone, no washing machine, no microwave and no television. The kitchen counter was a glorious, crazy quilt of Talavera tiles decorated with bananas and jalapeño peppers, and the bathroom walls were painted azul añil, a deep ultramarine blue believed to ward off evil spirits. Two stone angels, carved in the nearby village of Tzintzuntzan, held up the mantel above the fireplace in the living room. We bought wood from an eighty-three-year-old campesino named Don Ambrosio who delivered it by burro. Stoking the fire, I felt like a pioneer bride.


Dave planted a stand of calla lilies and hung a hammock in the backyard. We learned how to finesse the water and gas tanks and (after our first miserable round of amoebas) to soak vegetables vigilantly in a disinfectant solution. Just walking to the post office was an adventure because we invariably stumbled on one fiesta or another—boys blasting fireworks at dawn in honor of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a mariachi band serenading a bride and groom on the church steps, children bashing a piñata strung up in the middle of the street, a drunken brass band careening through town in celebration of a win by their favorite soccer team.


Wandering through Pátzcuaro’s outdoor market was a visual feast. Block after block was filled with the reddest tomatoes I’d ever seen, alongside pyramids of huge, ripe avocados, juicy cactus paddles, mangoes carved into flower shapes, baskets overflowing with dried chilies and pumpkin seeds, platters of chicken heads, candied sweet potatoes swarming with bees and more cow parts than I’d ever imagined. Enormous bouquets of tuberoses could be had for a song. I’d dare myself to go back by the butcher stalls to look at the ghostly tripe, pig snouts on hooks and glistening entrails. My legs would nearly buckle, the sensual overload was so confounding. When Dave wasn’t around, I enjoyed a flirty dance with Juan, my favorite fruit seller. “A su servicio, mi reina (At your service, my queen),” he’d grin as he dug for the sweetest strawberries.


For people who had so recently shed our material trappings and piously sworn to “never accumulate that much stuff again,” we had a hell of a lot of fun accumulating new stuff. There was such palpable pleasure in being surrounded by things that were hecho a mano (made by hand). We drank fresh-squeezed tangerine juice out of hand-blown glass goblets, wore hand-knitted wool sweaters and slept under a hand-loomed magenta bedspread. We brushed our teeth with purified water decanted from an earthenware pitcher. Annalena played with miniature toy frogs made of straw and she chased not only lizards, but dragonflies, ladybugs, grasshoppers, butterflies, pigeons and all manner of mangy street dogs as well.


We made friends with Lupita, who sold roast chickens in the market. She always gave Annalena a little cajeta (goat’s milk caramel) cookie and advised Dave and me to make more babies. Mexicans rarely asked what we did for a living. They were more curious about the size of our family and, though ours was small, the fact that we were a family seemed to normalize us. Annalena, with her blueberry eyes and impeccable Spanish accent, became our goodwill ambassador. No matter how dusty-poor or remote the village, people made a fuss over her. ¡Qué linda! (How pretty!), they’d exclaim. She was preciosa (precious), una princesa (a princess), una muñeca viviente (a living doll). By the time she was three, Annalena would answer, “No soy una muñeca. Soy un mono. (I’m not a doll. I’m a monkey.)” She also took to telling anyone who asked that she had forty-nine brothers and sisters.


The view from my writing desk was one-third twisting cobblestone roads and red-tiled rooftops and two-thirds sky. When I sat down to work on my novel, it seemed ludicrous to try and invent a plot when the surrealism of everyday life in Mexico felt so compelling. I found myself trying to describe the sky outside my window—surging and cleaving clouds, thunder and lightning, cotton-candy sunsets and a profusion of shooting stars. The constant drama of that sky seemed a testament to celestial will, grace and fury, an explanation of why there are so many believers in this part of the world. Instead of poetry, I wrote letters home.


Sent via e-mail, these monthly dispatches to friends and family took on a life of their own. My loved ones forwarded the letters to their loved ones, who in turn often asked to be added to my mailing list. What began as a list of thirty grew to nearly three hundred recipients. A fledgling writer couldn’t ask for a greater gift. Knowing that there was an audience eager to read my words helped me develop confidence and discipline.


Through the letters, I began to discover my voice and core literary themes (death, lies, and room service). Eventually I found work as a guidebook correspondent and published two books about Mexico—one about Day of the Dead and the other about the architecture and interior decor of Mexican inns. Dave also thrived creatively. He practiced playing his horns several hours a day and found work with an art-rock band from Mexico City, as well as jazz gigs at various resorts.


We loved living in Mexico, but ultimately tired of being outsiders. The downside of a culture rooted in family clans is that friends aren’t as integral. Annalena’s classmates rarely invited her home to play because there they played with their cousins. We had genuinely warm, but stubbornly superficial relationships with our neighbors. While it was possible for us to feel gloriously swept away by the splendor of saint’s day celebrations, these holidays would never belong to us. And because most of the expatriates we met were either cantina-hopping college students or cocktail party-hopping retirees, we didn’t fit in with the foreigners either.


After four years away, it was time to engage again with our own tribe; to let Annalena get to know her own cousins; to taste Black Diamond cheddar, sushi, and real maple syrup; and to hear the thunk of the Sunday New York Times on our doorstep. We returned to a Victorian house in Oakland and made dates to meet old friends for lattes at our favorite cafés. Annalena learned about the wonders of drinking fountains and central heating. Dave got another arts-administration job and my old boss at the software company hired me part-time to write brochure copy. Our community welcomed us back with open arms.


But we’ve been home five months now, and I’m not sure we belong in California anymore either. We’re struggling to reconcile the Mexican sky that now fills our hearts with the daily grind of a more or less upwardly mobile life. I find myself willfully spacing out, trying to slow down the pace, trying to hold onto the sense that time is simply time, not money. Perhaps we’ve become permanent expatriates—neither fish nor fowl, forever lost no matter our location. But this fluidity also means that we’re now like mermaids and centaurs—magic creatures who always know there’s another way.




A Taste of Home


Tonya Ward Singer


The year I taught English in China, I tried every kind of food except dog soup. I ate chicken feet, fish heads, and the gummy tendons cut from pigs’ legs. I even developed a love of cold jellyfish and cucumber salad.


“China has the best food,” my students often told me. So did people I met on the bus. In fact, every stranger who got past saying hello and asking if I used chopsticks raved about the culinary superiority of China.


I didn’t argue. The truth is I ate well. Aside from sea slugs and a few other meals I’d rather forget, I enjoyed banquets of sautéed snow peas, garlic shoots, sweet-and-sour pork, and steamed fish. I ate better in China than I ever had at home, and yet, six months into my life in Qingdao, I began craving roasted chicken.


Really, the craving surprised me. I hadn’t eaten roasted chicken once in the previous year, when I worked in the U.S., or even during the four preceding years of college. The chicken I craved was my mother’s. She baked it on special occasions, perhaps once or twice a year, when we had enough time to prepare dinner long before we were hungry. I rested my head against the kitchen counter as she worked, watching her pull out the bag of gizzards and dust the chicken with salt. She let me crush the rosemary in my hand then sprinkle it over the bumpy poultry skin. Then we waited together, playing Scrabble at the dining-room table, as our house filled with oven warmth.


When we pulled the chicken from the oven, it oozed juices through crispy skin. It was succulent, nothing like the steamed chickens with white rubbery skin hanging in Chinese restaurant windows, nothing like the chunks of meat and bone fried in a wok. No, it was my mom’s chicken. A taste of home.


Unfortunately, buying chicken in China was nothing like shopping for poultry in the United States. The neighborhood market in Qingdao had no clean-plucked bodies in cellophane on yellow foam trays. These chickens had feet, feathers, heads, and, yes, life.


I had seen them crammed together in rusty wire cages stacked three high on the ground in my first weeks in Qingdao, before I made it a habit to avoid that side of the market. They were in the same aisle as the wriggling eels, fish, and crawling crabs. I preferred to shop on the other side of the warehouse along the rows of low tables piled high with green peppers, eggplants, rice, and other stationary food.


The piles of vegetables and grains were the only anchors of stillness in the bustling market. The blue and gray clothing of busy shoppers and vendors flowed down the aisles. Voices in negotiation provided a constant background hum, accompanied by the sharp rustle of plastic bags filling with produce. The smells wafted in clouds, some delicious, like the aroma of coal-roasted sweet potatoes, and others as foul as drying shrimp and chicken manure.


It was several days before I finally mustered the courage to walk to the chicken vendor and ask, “How much?”


“10 kuài” the man behind the cages said. I eyed his gray rumpled clothes for signs of blood, but there were none. Who would kill this chicken?


“Tài gui le.” I protested the price out of habit, having no real clue what a chicken should cost. Chinese came easily to me in the market, where bargaining was both a necessity and my only genuine chance to practice speaking the language. In other parts of town, I rarely got through one sentence in Chinese before a young stranger in the crowd approached to practice English. With my students and friends from the university, I was an English teacher above all else. They smiled and clapped when I spoke a word of Chinese, then turned the conversation back to the language they wished to master.


In the market, however, it was all business. Vendors wanted my money. I wanted their goods. The more Chinese I spoke, the better I could live on my university salary of $160 per month.


“Néng bù néng pián yi diăr.” I asked the chicken seller if he would lower his price.


Two women left the squid table to stand beside me and stare at my strange foreign face speaking Chinese.


The man lowered his price to nine yuan per half-kilo, then pointed to a small cage crowded with four hens. The gray speckled hen pushed to the front to stare through the wire at my feet. She was cute in a pathetic way, with feathers stuck in all directions like a head of short hair first thing in the morning. I was on the verge of asking for her when she looked up and met my eyes with her own. Two empty blue disks. Forget it.


By now six more shoppers had gathered around to watch me, the outsider, trying to buy a chicken. A ten-year-old boy called “hello!” then hid behind his mother’s legs. Two gray-haired women pointed at me and giggled like schoolgirls. I’d been shopping in the same market for half a year and still could not stand in one place longer than three minutes without gathering a crowd.


In the initial weeks I didn’t mind the attention. It was fun to try speaking Chinese and have so many people listen and respond. After months, it got old. Really old. Some days I simply stared back in anger as if my eyes could say what I dared not shout, “I’m just another human. Stop staring. Leave me alone!”


Today I didn’t have the energy to get upset, I just wanted to buy my chicken and go home. I pointed to the least scrawny of the red hens. The man leaned down to reach for her then stopped, turned and looked at me. He dragged a finger across his throat then raised his eyebrows in question. I nodded, relieved.


He grabbed my selected victim by the neck. She flapped her wings and puffed out her feathers, squawking while I struggled not to look away. My whole life I had pretended meat came from a refrigerated section in Safeway. It was time to face the truth.


With a sharp turn of his wrists, the man twisted her neck. She flapped for a minute, then went limp. Dinner.


He hooked her now-flexible neck to the end of a simple scale made of a stick and a weight on a string. Reading the scale is one of three basic elements of shopping in China: bargain, read the scale, and count your change. These I learned after being ripped-off several times in the first month. It depressed me really, the way I set out on guard as if every market vendor were out to cheat me. But I wasn’t paranoid. My blond hair and round eyes were clear signs of wealth. It didn’t matter that I spoke Chinese, earned a Chinese salary, and shopped in the same market every week. It didn’t matter that I woke up at dawn each morning to practice tai chi. It didn’t matter that I cooked in a wok, rode the bus, and lived much like my neighbors. No, in the market I was always a foreigner. Someone to stare at and overcharge.


Luckily, the poultry vendor had a contraption for removing feathers. He dropped the hen in a steaming vat that looked like an industrial washing machine, hit spin, waited a minute, then pulled out a bumpy pink body. It was half the size of the original hen. I tried not to look surprised, thinking maybe feather loss contributed to the drastic size reduction, but I had the sneaking suspicion I’d been duped.


Actually, it’s a good thing the hen was small. Otherwise it would have never fit in my four-slice toaster oven. There is no such thing as a home oven in China, at least not in any apartment kitchen I ever saw. My four-foot-by-four-foot kitchen consisted of a two-burner stovetop, a gas canister, a grimy red trash bucket, and a sink balanced on cinder blocks. The toaster oven, a luxury afforded only to foreign teachers, sat on my desk in the dining room beside the phone.


When I first moved to China I was surprised to find only one choice in kitchen cutlery, a rectangular cleaver large enough to be a murder weapon in a horror film. It was overkill for mincing garlic and slicing green beans, but today it proved to be precisely the tool I needed to chop off the hen’s feet and head.


The giblets, unfortunately, weren’t neatly packaged in an easy-to-remove mesh bag. Knowing the hen had to be gutted, I reached into the body cavity and yanked out liver, stomach, and other tepid slimy organs I could grab with my bare fingers. Wet chicken innards rivaled the peeled grapes and cold spaghetti my friends made me touch while blindfolded at Halloween parties. I sacrificed a pair of desk scissors to cut at the remaining organs, then gave up. What didn’t come out would bake as stuffing.


The skin looked much like the bumpy raw flesh of any supermarket chicken. I sprinkled it with salt and pepper, then stepped back and cocked my head like an artist pondering her next move. Rosemary, I needed rosemary. Luckily, I had some in the care package of American herbs my mother had sent me at Christmas. I poured a small pile of rosemary in my right palm and crushed it with the base of my left hand. The aroma filled my mind with images of mom’s golden brown roasted chicken, the meal I was ready to bake.


I knew the numbers on the oven’s thermostat dial represented degrees Celsius, not Fahrenheit. Proud of my own resourcefulness, I copied the algebraic conversion equation from the back of my Lonely Planet guidebook and penciled calculations on a torn piece of paper bag. The numbers looked exact, so precise in fact that I set the dial and stuck the chicken in the oven without even considering that something might be wrong.


After an hour the naked hen was still pink. I then discovered the major flaw in my original plan: I had overestimated the accuracy of my Chinese toaster oven. Appliances purchased in China are nothing like the ones manufactured for export to the U.S. They may look the same on the outside, but those numbers around the temperature dial are purely for decoration, as useful as the word “Reebook” on the side of a pair of imitation tennis shoes, or the name “Everyready” on a new battery that doesn’t work.


I cranked the dial up as far as it could go, set my watch timer for thirty more minutes and returned to the couch to read my book. When the timer started beeping, I ran to the toaster to reap the rewards of my hard work. This was the moment I had waited for, when mom would reach into the oven with her padded mitts and remove the baked chicken, a golden brown feast oozing rosemary juices from crispy skin.


I grabbed two dishtowels for potholders and opened the toaster-oven door. The hen was still pink. There was no delicious aroma. My apartment still smelled of dust and the steamed dumplings I had eaten for lunch. More time, I reassured myself, she needed more time.


A half-hour later, I determined it must be time for dinner. Golden brown or not, the hen had to be cooked after two hours of baking. I removed her from the oven and set her aluminum baking tray on a folded dishtowel in the center of the dining-room table. I stood over the pallid poultry, stuck a fork in the top and attempted to carve a slice of meat.


It was nothing like the turkeys I had carved during college Thanksgivings. It was nothing like any chicken mom ever baked. White with a pink hue, the meat felt like stringy rubber and resisted cutting. I pried out a string of breast meat with my fork and touched it to my tongue. My tongue knew better, and retracted to safety, leaving the bland semicooked strands of meat on the fork.


I felt sad for the hen at that point; a pathetic thing killed for a meal I couldn’t cook. Was it too late to cube her into a stir-fry? Recooked in a pan, her meat would be as chewy and dry as the freeze-dried chicken cubes found in packaged Lipton Cup-a-Soup. Yech!


I wrapped her in the front page of last Sunday’s Washington Post and carried her down six flights of stairs to the trash pile outside. I set her on a mound of cabbage leaves not yet swarming with flies. Perhaps the wispy-haired homeless woman who searched the trash pile daily would make her a meal. Even if she didn’t, at least the rubbery hen had fulfilled her purpose: I had lost my craving for roasted chicken.


Trying to accept my defeat gracefully, I crossed the street to my favorite restaurant to order something I could count on: cold jellyfish and cucumber salad.




The Liverpool School of Dream and Pun


Rhiannon Paine


Darkness with light inside it. Illumination in an unexpected place. The bright child in the bleak house was an image to which Charles Dickens returned, time and time again. Little Nell, Florence Dombey, David Copperfield. Something appealing there, something that called to him. Perhaps it was the paradox? As a man, he liked things tidy, clean, and simple. As an artist, he knew they weren’t.


I do remember bright days in Liverpool. In good weather, I used to drive down to Otterspool Promenade and walk along the Mersey, or take a ferry back and forth from Pier Head, standing out on deck to catch the sun. Another memory: a summer lawn, a pot of tea, and a plate of strawberry tarts. One January morning it snowed and then the sun came out. Devonshire Road sparkled like a white river, and the garbage cans in the courtyard wore peaked caps of snow. I had to heat the key to my Mini with a match because the lock had frozen. I was pleased to have figured out that match trick. As a native Californian, I hadn’t had much experience with snow.


So it’s not Liverpool’s fault that most of my memories take place in gloomy interiors, or in a gloomy exterior composed of night, overcast or rain. Maybe it’s a case of first impressions. I arrived in August 1978, but Lime Street Station seemed to be trapped in Dickensian winter. The station smelled like damp clothes, cigarettes, and grime-caked concrete. Dead-faced people slouched along like the ghosts of Christmas past. Discarded newspapers flapped down the platforms. The big round clock over the ticket booths ran twenty minutes slow.


“Rhiannon Paine? I’m Miriam Allott. You look just like your description.”


The head of the English department at the University of Liverpool was striking in appearance, with a dramatic nose and flyaway black hair. I shook hands with her, trying to remember how I’d described myself over the telephone. “Thirty years old, slender, brown hair in an unfortunate perm that looks like a Brillo pad”? But she’d have spotted me as an American anyway. People always did, even when I was encased in an English raincoat and waterproof boots.


“My car’s outside,” said Professor Allott. “It’s too bad about all this rain.” We set off to the dorm where she’d arranged for my temporary accommodations. “You’ll want to know more about the MA course,” she offered. “You’ll have three seminars on alternating weeks: the Victorian Novel, Thomas Hardy, and Victorian Ideas and Beliefs. Do you know anyone in Liverpool? Never mind. I’ll introduce you round. And there are two girls on the course with you, recent graduates. You’re the only mature student.”


We sloshed along between rows of redbrick buildings. People walked bent-shouldered under streaming umbrellas, or huddled together in bus shelters. As we rounded a corner I saw a Victorian statesman in bronze, erect on his pedestal, one arm flung out, gesturing toward new lands for Her Majesty to colonize. The pedestal was tall, but some Liverpudlian wit had taken the trouble to scale it (at night, with a stepladder? or had he gotten a leg up from a friend?) so he could hang, over the wrist of that noble out-thrust arm, the handles of a plastic shopping bag from Tesco supermarket.


Would I find anything more ironically cogent to say about Victorian ideas and beliefs in my MA seminars? It didn’t seem likely.


A chain of introductions ensued. Professor Allott introduced me to John, a lecturer in communication studies. John introduced me to Clare, who was getting her M.Phil. in English. Clare promised to introduce me to other friends. Was I such a find that people couldn’t wait to share me? Or was everyone desperate to hand off the odd-duck Californian to someone else? I’d lived in England on and off for three years, but I still couldn’t be sure what English people were thinking.


Clare had done the Victorian MA and offered to lend me her books, so I paid her a call. First I stood and examined her building from the shelter of a new umbrella. (It was raining again.) Dark trees and diseased-looking shrubbery edged the courtyard. Scars disfigured the gray plaster around the front door. I wasn’t sure how one cared for brick buildings, but whatever the process was, it had not been applied in many years to 10 Park Road.


The front door opened with a haunted-house creak. I walked down the hallway to Clare’s flat.


I had been warned that she didn’t clean. “She thinks housework is ideologically unsound,” I’d been told. “Bourgeois. Right-wing. Boring. So it’s a bit untidy, her flat. Moldy cups and plates. And dead mice on the floor.”


“Dead mice?”


“The cat brings them in. And Clare doesn’t hang her clothes up. She picks them off the bedroom floor, sprays them with Shalimar, and puts them on. Oh, and take some tissues. No toilet rolls. She uses newspapers. The Daily Mail and the Telegraph. It’s a political statement.”


No one had mentioned the dead palm plants or the bruised-olive carpet littered with cigarette butts. The walls and ceiling were dark navy blue. The light that leaked through the dirt-crusted windows shone on Clare’s beautiful red hair, which edged her heart-shaped face in a fiery tangle.


“Hi man, sit down, move some books. No, that chair’s broken. Shall we have a nice cup of tea? I know you’d rather have coffee but I’m sorry, Rhiannon, I haven’t got any. I can make the tea very strong, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


I looked at the mugs Clare had gathered from the two-crate coffee table. “None for me, thanks.”


“It’s all right, I’ve got clean mugs in the kitchen, honestly.”


An unattractive cat appeared, sized me up—friend or foe?—guessed wrong, and started rubbing my ankles.


Clare came back carrying a warped tin tray. “Oh, you’ve met the Omelette, isn’t he wonderful? So much character, and he’s very intelligent. Roll over and play dead, Omelette.” The cat rolled over, cranked its paws in the air and slitted its eyes. Clare poured the tea and curled up on the sagging sofa. “Not your scene. Right, man?”


“It’s nice to see you again,” I said carefully.


“No, you’re an order-out-of-chaos person, I can tell. A place for everything and everything in its place.”


“I can’t concentrate if my apartment’s messy. It’s how I was raised.”


“It’s how all women are raised. And it’s an effective way of preventing us from concentrating, isn’t it? Because ‘things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.’ Men can concentrate in messy rooms if the alternative is to clean them. But women! The mess ‘is too much with us; late and soon,’ cleaning and cooking, ‘we lay waste our powers: Little we see in Nature that is ours.’”


I saw a lot in Nature that was Clare’s. Dust and mold, for starters. On the other hand, she’d just quoted Yeats and Wordsworth in the same paragraph. I could do that too, but there hadn’t been much point until now.


“We didn’t have a chance to talk properly the other night,” Clare said. “Tell me, why did you choose to come to Liverpool?”


I explained that I’d been living in England off and on since 1973, going home to San Francisco occasionally to earn money. Now I wanted to get an MA. “But I’m on a tight budget, and the North is cheaper than the South, right? So I wrote to York, Newcastle, and Liverpool. From York and Newcastle, I got form letters and things. Brochures. But Professor Allott wrote to me personally.”


“So you’re here because Miriam Allott wrote to you? Not because you want to specialize in the period?”


I drained my mug and felt a wodge of tea leaves filter through my teeth. “I don’t care about the period. I just want to go back to school.”


“Fascinating.” Clare looked at me as if she was a microscope and I was a bug. One of the Omelette’s fleas, maybe. You knew he had them; he was that kind of cat.


“Professor Allott called me a ‘mature student,’” I said.


“I know. I’m one too. I don’t feel old enough to be mature. Do you?”


“No way.”


The Omelette yawned. He was missing most of his teeth, I noticed. He stretched luxuriously, showing me his balls.


Clare introduced me to a couple of PhD candidates in English. Jenny was vibrant, with cropped dark hair, dark eyes, and skin like pink-gold roses. Judy was tall, blue-eyed, soft-spoken and had long, expressive hands. Within minutes, I knew I wanted them as friends. They were clearly less impressed with me, but I pursued them, like the Hound of Heaven in the Francis Thompson poem, with unperturbed pace, deliberate speed, and majestic instancy, rooting them out of their tiny study rooms in the Sydney Jones Library, or tracking them down in Cousins’s, a working-class “caff” they frequented, where the coffee tasted like tea and the tea tasted like water from the Mersey.


I preferred their other haunt, the windowless, dimly lit bar at the Everyman Theatre. Its deep-purple carpet and wallpaper reminded me of the hippie pads of my youth. The black chairs and tables were crowded at all hours with cast members from the current production, students, artists, and other Liverpool riffraff. Hair on both sexes was cropped and spiky. Heels were stacked and chunky. You could tell the girls from the boys because the boys’ trousers were tighter.


One day in early October, I pushed through to the bar, got a slice of pizza and a glass of wine, and joined Clare, Jenny, and Judy. With them was a diminutive dark-haired man.


“You are an artist,” said the stranger, gazing at me soulfully. Maybe it was the way I was cramming pizza into my mouth and dribbling crumbs on the table, where they formed a pattern not unlike a Modigliani painting.


He pressed a round blue badge into my mozzarella-scented hand. “Come Saturday night,” he said. “It’s a home for artists.”


The badge had a gold beetle on it. “The Liverpool School of Language, Music, Dream, and Pun,” it read. “Mathew Street.” When I looked up, the stranger was gone.


“‘Dream and pun?’” I said. “What does that mean, ‘dream and pun’?”


“Americans are so literal-minded,” Jenny said.


“Boring,” Clare said.


“But it’s silly,” I said.


“You should go,” Clare said. “It’s a home for artists.”


“I’ve got a home, if you can call one room in Devonshire Road a home. What I need is a place to take a shower.”


“In the conversation of Americans,” Judy said dreamily, “plumbing recurs.” She was wearing footless tights under her flowered dress. They looked odd to me, black tights to the ankle and then the bare tops of startlingly white feet, but it was the newest thing.
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