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For Olivia


Part One

Crawl


Mama’s Piano

Mama used to have a piano

with an on/off switch

and a dial to make drums beat.

It stood on metal legs

next to the window

that looks across at

rows of other apartments,

with tiled paths

edged in concrete planters below.

Mama would sit on a stool,

crack the window

to let in the outside air

as she played

from memory,

eyes closed,

shoulders straight,

body swaying

forward and back,
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as if she were a tree

bending in a slow breeze,

as if her fingers were leaves

tapping sounds into the air.

We sold that piano

because food

became more important

than music.

Now, two years later,

Mama’s fingers can only

run over the edge of the tabletop,

remembering what it was like to be free.


To Market

Mama sends me

for leafy, green

qingcai today

because she prefers it

over cabbage.

She’ll fry it

with a little oil,

salt,

and garlic

from the garlic braid

hanging from the

oil-sticky

kitchen window.

Then we’ll eat

at the fold-out table

with the peeling top

and Mama will chew

slowly

because her teeth hurt.

I take

one thin blue note

from the food envelope

in Mama’s drawer

while she goes over our rules:

Don’t talk too much,

but be pleasant,

not afraid.

Don’t chat with strangers

or tell them

where you live.

She doesn’t need to tell me.

The rules are natural.

They seal me in

like a second skin.

I could not behave differently

if I wanted to.


Natural

I’m used to her never leaving our apartment.

If she does, she covers herself

in a head scarf,

long gloves,

sunglasses,

collar turned up

in nighttime and in summer.

But she hardly ever leaves.

She says the China air

makes her shrivel

like a peach

left in the sun,

which may be

because she’s turning

seventy soon.

She says she can see enough of China

from our sixth-floor

window,

which may be

because the stairs

make her knees creak.

But I’m not sure

if any of those

are the real reasons she stays.


Red Butterfly

I ride with my hair

whipping back,

a long,

flapping

black flag.

Wind

presses my face,

freezes my lips,

laces the cracks in my knuckles with blood.

The city

is a blur.

No one stares,

no one asks questions

when I am alone,

pedaling my ruby-red bicycle.

No one knows I am different,

that I have an American mother,

that even though I look Chinese,

I’m American on the inside.
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When I ride

I am like the ten million others

moving in slow motion

down frozen streets

in January.

Except I am faster,

flitting between them,

a red butterfly.


Far-Away Eyes

Mama’s eyes

yearn

for Montana,

where she was born,

raised,

married.

My older sister Jody,

who is almost

forty,

was born there,

still lives there.

My daddy

lives there too,

though he didn’t always.

When I was little

he lived in China

with Mama and me,

though I don’t remember much

about that,

just hugging him

the day he said good-bye.

I have pictures to prove

he was here, though—

a thin man with a scruffy-faced

half smile,

holding a small me

to his hip.

In the picture

I am looking up at him

like he’s the world.

Mama is thinking about Montana now

when she says,

The mountains, Kara!

Oh, if you could only see the mountains!

Tianjin, our city,

is pancake flat,

no mountains for miles.

Though I’ve heard

if you leave in a car

you can drive to where the Great Wall snakes

up-and-down peaks

steep as upside-down paper cones.

I’ve seen pictures.

Maybe I should take Mama there,

let her perch

on the back of my bicycle,

ride all the way

to the Chinese mountains

so her eyes will

return to me.


Patience

Mama says

we will go to Daddy someday,

move to America where we

will all be happy.

When you’re eighteen,

Mama says,

we’ll work everything out.

Just seven more years,

we’ll get on a plane

cross the wide ocean,

and make our home

in the mountains.

I say,

We should go now.

Mama pats my hand

with her ropy, thin one.

Patience,

Kara dear,

everything in its time.

This is Mama’s

answer

to all my questions:

she feeds me

dreams and promises

with patience required.

That’s why I’ve mostly

stopped

asking.


The Schedule

The schedule

has been taped to our refrigerator

forever.

7 a.m. Wake up

7:30 a.m. Clean Chirpy’s cage

8 a.m. Breakfast

9 a.m. Study

11 a.m. Television

12 p.m. Lunch

1 p.m. Reading

3 p.m. Errands

5 p.m. Dinner

6:30 p.m. Television

8 p.m. Sleep

We only deviate

on Sunday,

when we

sleep late,

watch extra TV,

and Mama waits till ten

to scramble eggs.
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When the tape

peels

around the schedule’s edges,

Mama slaps on more

so the paper

is held by so many layers

of sticky plastic

it can never

be removed.


Cage

Chirpy was my own

green bird

that lived in a

delicate cage

above Mama’s piano.

He’d preen and chatter,

scatter seeds on the floor,

hop from one perch

to another,

black eyes like jewels.

I wrote Daddy a letter

and told him about Chirpy.

He wrote back,

said

Chirpy was no kind of name for a bird.

Jim was better.

Come here, Jim

Sing us a song, Jim

Polly want a cracker, Jim?

Mama promised Daddy was joking.

Then one day Jim was

gone,

just a green

tense

feather bundle

with stick legs

tipped over

on the cage bottom.

I buried him

in the garden soil

far below our

sixth-floor window,

pausing for a moment

to touch the softness

of his feathers.

Mama stashed his cage

on top of her wardrobe

in case we bought another bird

(but we never did

because birds

and seeds

cost money).

Now she stands on a chair

to tug the cage down,

finds an old blanket,

and tells me

to spread it

on the street corner.

I will sit there

until someone comes

who wants a birdcage.
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Don’t take any less

than twenty kuai,

Mama says.

We need at least that

to buy a phone card

to call Daddy.

I know why we need to call Daddy.

We’ve eaten

qingcai and cabbage

for two weeks now

and the rice in the bag only reaches

to my wrist.

Jim’s cage is going

the same way

as Mama’s piano—

because Daddy forgot

to send us money

to live.


Beggar

I despise

sitting

in Mama’s old coat

(the sleeves

of mine

are too short)

on a holey blanket

like a beggar.

I feel as filthy

as the

sidewalk’s

spots of

black

gum,

globs of

yellow

spit,

layers of

sticky

dirt.
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The looks people

give me

are even dirtier.

Nobody wants

a used

birdcage.

Not even for twenty kuai.


Desperation

When I return

after dark

towing the unsold

birdcage,

Mama says,

Plan B,

and sends

me to borrow money from

our neighbor

Zhang Laoshi,

who’s older than Mama

and bent like a witch

from the story of

Hansel and Gretel

in our Brothers Grimm.

I’m not usually

allowed

in Zhang Laoshi’s

apartment

(which is cold all winter

and smells like

a Chinese medicine shop)

because Mama

says Zhang Laoshi

will fill my ears with

nonsense.

Today when I knock

tentatively

on her second-floor door,

the spark of the forbidden

shivers up my arms

though I remind myself,

Mama sent me,

Mama sent me,

Mama sent me.

It still feels like

all the other times

I’ve snuck down here

when Mama didn’t know.


Zhang Laoshi’s Opinion

Zhang Laoshi

gives me her opinion

on everything,

from how much I spent on vegetables

(always too much)

to

how long Daddy has been gone

(much too long).

Zhang Laoshi once told me

it’s not natural

for a mama

to be as old

as my mama.

It’s not natural

to have a sister

as old as a mother should be

or a niece and nephew

as old as me.

And I told her back:

Well, it’s not natural

for a mother to leave a baby

next to the garbage drop

wrapped in a blanket

not thick enough to be a dish towel.

That stopped

Zhang Laoshi’s mouth.

She is the one

who found me

when I was a newborn

wailing

in the cold.

It was Zhang Laoshi

who told Mama

I was there,

because she hoped

Mama would take me

for the night.

What she didn’t plan on

was my American mama

keeping me forever.


A Visit

Zhang Laoshi

sits me in a polished-wood chair,

serves me sunflower seeds

and hot chrysanthemum tea.

Mama said to go in,

ask for the money,

and come straight back out.

Don’t make conversation!

But that would feel rude.

Zhang Laoshi

leans over,

breath smelling of

garlic

and

sour candy.

Things must be getting bad,

she says.

Your father didn’t send money?

We need the money

so we can call him.

An ache begins

in the back of my throat.

It’s not his fault.

He works hard

and sends us

almost

all his money.

This month something

just went wrong . . .

I’ve said too much.

Mama would be upset

if she knew

I was down here

blabbing,

but I hate Zhang Laoshi

thinking bad thoughts

about Daddy.

She rifles through

a blue ginger jar

on a dark shelf in the corner.

As she presses fifty kuai

into my palm

she says,

If you’re ever hungry, child,

come to me.
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I feel her gaze rest

on my too-big coat

on my too-short jeans

on the wisp of hair that keeps trailing

into my eyes

no matter how often I breathe it away.

I tuck the money

in my sleeve

and take another

slow

sip of tea.
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Mystery Words

Whenever I’m with Zhang Laoshi

she brings up the same subject:

the night Mama brought me home.

She talks about it

like it’s a secret,

lowering her voice to a whisper.

Your mama has a good heart,

Zhang Laoshi says,

but even with her good heart

she made a mess.

She should have turned you over

to the police,

but she wanted to keep you.

Her heart was too big

to let you go.

It was a bad choice,

too much love,

not enough brains.

You have no /something/.

She never /something/.

Do you understand?

Those /something/ words

are missing puzzle pieces

I don’t understand,

but I nod

so Zhang Laoshi’s bright eyes

staring out from the folds of her

blotchy skin

won’t spot my confusion.


Debt

Mama takes Zhang Laoshi’s money

with a sigh.

We only asked for twenty!

Now I owe her more!

But then she softens.

You told her thank you?

How much

we appreciate

her kindness?

I nod.

Of course I did.

I only said

xie xie

a thousand times.


Reasons

According to Zhang Laoshi

the government allows

parents to have only

one child.

Second children

cost too much.

China is overrun

with people.

Boys are worth more

than girls.

Children with disease

or deformity

are worth even less.

Which

puts me

I guess

at the

very

bottom

of the barrel.


My Secret

Hidden under my long shirtsleeve

is my one blunt hand

with two short nubs

instead of fingers.
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This is why my birth mother

didn’t keep me,

why she decided to try again

for someone better.


Mess

I cannot use Zhang Laoshi’s words

to ask Mama the questions

burning in my chest.

How will I bring them up

out of cold, blue nothing

when I have never

talked about them before?

But I want to know

why bringing me home

why not calling the police

made a mess,

why I feel the pressure

of blame

when no one has ever

blamed me aloud

for Daddy leaving,

for my bad Chinese,

for our long days inside,

Mama hiding from the sun,

never sending me to school

as if we were blotting out

our own existences

and only surviving

day

by

day

by

day.

What is the disaster I cannot see?

Or am I the disaster

with my stubby hand?

Am I the mess no one can fix?


Bury

My fear

of upsetting

quiet

gentle

Mama

makes me

wrap up my

questions

like spoiled meat

in butcher paper

and bury them so deep,

so long,

I can almost forget they’re there.
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Others

I wake early

the next morning,

peek through the window

to watch the kids

from our building

leave for school.

One wears a

red scarf knotted at her throat,

climbs on the back

of her baba’s motorbike.

Another

with purple hair-streaks

inspects her nails as she

waits for a taxi,

the same taxi

every day.

The only boy

in our building

has a nice mouth,

a mouth with two dimples

in either cheek.

His name is Zhao Bin.

He rides his bike alone,

his mother

shouting

warnings and

good-byes

from their third-

floor window.

Seeing him

wave over his shoulder

makes my heart stutter.
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I imagine him

waving at me.

We both ride our bikes too fast.


Phone Card

Mama sends me to

buy a phone card

to call Daddy.

The woman wants one hundred,

but I haggle her down

to twenty.

She acts angry,

rummages through

her pink

fanny pack

for change,

hands me the card,

and shoos me away.


Misplaced

On my way home,

like always,

I inspect

each

passing

face,

realizing

one of them

could be

her.

I’m not sure what I’d do

if I found someone

who looked

like

me,

walked

like

me,

laughed

like

me.

Excuse me, ma’am,

but eleven years ago

did you

misplace a child?
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Secrets

Mama and I call Daddy,

our ears pressed

to the receiver,

our foreheads touching.

Daddy can’t believe

we’re so low on money.

Why didn’t we call sooner?

Are we okay?

Mama assures him we’re fine,

just tired of eating cabbage.

But I sent it . . .,

he says.

Well, I’m afraid it never came,

she says.

We need more.

Daddy is quiet.

Mama squeezes my hand.

Give us a minute,

Kara dear.

I back

into the kitchen

for a glass of water.

From the counter where I pour

I can

watch Mama

without her seeing.

She hunches over the phone,

lowers her voice to a whisper.

I was so worried,

she says, gravel-voiced.

Did you pay Mr. Wang?

I don’t know who Mr. Wang is

or why

he needs to be

paid.

But their

secrets

make my gut crumple

hard and tight

like a fistful of paper.


Mama Hangs Up

She tries

to smile

but the smile

loses its way.

He’s sending more money.

A kiss on my forehead

is supposed to mean

everything is okay.

But what if

this keeps happening?

I ask.

Why don’t we just

go live in America

with Daddy

now?


Everything

Don’t ask me,

Kara,

don’t ask me.

Don’t make this hard,

Kara,

don’t make this harder to bear.

Be thankful,

Kara,

you have a mother,

a father,

a sister.

Be thankful,

Kara,

you have a home,

food,

safety.

Translation:

Don’t ask for more,

Kara,

than what I give you,

because I’m giving you

everything.


Normal

Sometimes

I don’t want everything

if this is

EVERYTHING.

Sometimes

I want normal.

Whatever that is.


Phone Call

All these weeks

the phone has been silent.

Daddy never calls,

he only writes long letters

on lined notebook paper.

Cheaper that way.

Now the phone ring

		 ring

		rings

Mama leaps to answer,

suddenly as active

as a young gazelle

on a nature program.

Spring!

Spring!

Spring!

My sister Jody’s voice blares

through the earpiece,

her very loud voice

that makes me cringe

because who needs to speak

so loudly

when we are right here

with our ears pressed

to the phone?

Sheesh.

I’m coming to visit,

she says.

Roll out the red carpet.
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Visitors

We don’t get visitors.

Jody is the only one,

and she has only come

from America twice

my whole life.

Once, before Daddy moved back to Montana,

another time two years ago

“to check on us.”

That first visit is part of my

photo album of memories:

things I don’t remember except for pictures

to prove they happened.

Daddy’s part of that album too.

I’m on a bridge in Hangzhou

between Daddy and Jody.

Hangzhou is

the city of artists and poets,

gardens and tea.

Three years old,

that’s all I was,

but Mama says we took the train there,

the train back

overnight

and it was so beautiful

I couldn’t believe it.

It must have been the adventure

of our lives.

It must have been,

because Mama is standing in pictures

with her arms and face bare to the sun,

and a smile as big as a tipped half-moon.

It was sometime after that,

after Jody returned home,

that Daddy left too.

Mama tells me the reason—

Teaching English wasn’t his thing,

as if that explanation should span

the nothingness

of his memory.

When it comes to Mama’s husband,

my father,

all I have are crumpled letters,

old photographs,

and the times I’ve heard his voice

over the phone.

He never visits,

just sends Jody.

Last time she said,

Daddy sends his love

as if that makes up for everything,

especially Mama’s far-away eyes

wishing for Montana.


Explaining Jody

She is loud because she lives in Montana

and must holler from

one mountain to another.

That’s Mama’s excuse for her.

Also, she’s a reporter,

so she must make her voice heard

or no one will listen.

I know other facts about Jody:

Matthew and Madison

are the names of

her blue-eyed children

nearly my age.

She has a dog named Sparky,

taller than Madison’s shoulder.

(I wonder how you fit a dog

THAT BIG

in your apartment?)

A husband named Willard

I’ve never met,

haven’t even seen pictures of

because he’s camera shy.

In their apartment

is a thing called a fireplace

where you burn trees

and hang socks for Santa

at Christmastime.

This is where

Jody,

Matthew,

Madison,

and Sparky

take family pictures.

Minus Willard.


The Last Time

The last time

Jody came

everything was

discombobulated

and expensive.

Jody wanted

fancy food,

fancy drinks,

and wanted

Mama to pay for it all.

After she left

we ate cabbage

and rice

for a month

even though Daddy

sent extra money.

Mama doesn’t understand

why I’m not more excited about

Jody coming.

She’s your sister,

she says.

I’m already sick of cabbage,

I say.

She knits

her invisible eyebrows

together

and won’t try to figure out

what I mean.
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Jody is her daughter

born out of her body.

I guess I shouldn’t expect Mama

to understand.

She’s probably excited
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