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1: THE MAKEOVER



I am eleven, not quite a little girl, not quite a young woman. There are things I know that I should not know, things of which I am not to speak, such as: I am not supposed to know my father works as a checkout clerk, not the grocery store manager. I am not supposed to know the dolls I play with are stolen. I am not supposed to know my parents have gambled away the second mortgage on the house instead of investing it in a new toilet, a shower with working doors, dual-pane windows, and a new roof. I am supposed to be a China doll, silent and submissive, an example to my sisters: Cynthia, eight, and Elizabeth, six.


The day before my uncle’s birthday party, my father, Chee, packs our family into the brown-and-beige Club Wagon van and shuttles us to the Valley Fair Shopping Mall in Santa Clara, where my sisters and I will have our hair cut and permed. “To look American, like Lammie Pie,” he says, referring to our mother, with her golden-brown hair and crystal-blue eyes. Ever since he was an immigrant boy growing up in San Francisco’s Chinatown, my father has been in love with American movies and movie stars. He swears he married my mother because she looked like Doris Day. My mother, born at the end of World War II, nine years after my father, is no longer blonde and slender. After three children, she grew round and stopped highlighting her hair and taking dance lessons and going out after work for a drink with the girls. But I still think of her as beautiful. In her wedding photos, with her sleek white gown and diamond tiara, she looks like Miss America.


My father, whose American name is Dave Lam, is a wizened brown man, who smoothes glossy pomade through his Elvis hair. When people ask, “What nationality are you?” he says, “Hawaiian, like Don Ho, the singer.” And, in his awkward voice, he’ll sing “Tiny Bubbles.” As a child, he wanted to dance like Fred Astaire and tell jokes like Jack Benny. When that failed, he embarked on a quest to find an American wife. With an American wife, he reasoned, he could be a star. After moving to San Jose, he met my mother in the checkout line at the grocery store where he worked. (The Chinese checker, he called himself.) He had trouble pronouncing her name, Margaret, so after they married, he called her Lammie Pie. “Lammie,” he explained, “because she’s my little Lam. And Pie because it’s my favorite dessert.” Though my mother calls him Dave, my sisters and I think of him as Chee.


On the way to the beauty parlor, Chee rolls through a four-way stop, punches the gas, and nearly rams the center divide as he careens onto the freeway.


“Slow down,” Lammie Pie says.


“Aiyaah, we can’t be late.”


Our appointment is for two thirty. At two fifteen the van lurches over a curb and into an empty parking space at the far end of the Valley Fair Shopping Mall. “Don’t want anyone scratching the paint job,” Chee says. He hops out of the van and arches his back. The vertebrae snap into place. He sniffs the smell of hamburgers and french fries from McDonald’s, and rubs his stomach. “Smells good. Too bad we already had lunch.”


Cynthia and Elizabeth hold hands and follow Chee’s long strides through the rows of cars. I stay behind with Lammie Pie, waiting for her to roll up the windows and lock the doors.


Chee calls to me, “Angela, what are you waiting for? We’ll be late.”


Lammie Pie shoos me along. “Go after your father. You don’t want him to be angry, do you?”


I gaze at my mother’s frowning face. “I want to be with you,” I say, groping for her hand.


Lammie Pie glowers, cutting through any tenderness I may have been feeling. “I’ll be right behind you. Now go.”


I lope ahead of my sisters, who look like twins with their long black hair and matching dresses, which Lammie Pie sewed while watching The Price Is Right on TV. I am wearing a green store-bought dress, a gift from my mother’s sister Mildred for getting straight A’s three quarters in a row. “Green brings out the color of your eyes,” Aunt Mildred said, tucking the collar under my chin. “You have your grandfather’s eyes. Hazel. They change with the light. Elizabeth and Cynthia, they have their father’s dark eyes. They absorb the light. Nothing comes out.”


I like Aunt Mildred. She hates my father.


At the door, we wait for Lammie Pie to catch up. She huffs and puffs. The knit top she sewed from a Butterick’s pattern clings to her bosom, and the pastel-blue polyester pants Chee shoplifted from Montgomery Ward last week are an inch too short for her legs. In the wind her perm turns into matted brown fuzz and sticks up like gnarled weeds.


Cynthia and Elizabeth tilt their heads together and titter behind cupped hands. Chee slaps their shoulders. “What’s so funny? Have you no respect for your mother?”


We step into Macy’s, and a blast of perfume assaults us. I sneeze. Chee stops at the cosmetic counter and asks about a makeover. The blonde sales clerk examines Lammie Pie.


“No, not that one. This one.” He points to me.


“She doesn’t need anything,” the clerk says. “She’s just a child.”


“She’s almost a teenager. She’s going to a party. She needs makeup.”


He pulls me toward the counter. I jerk my arm away and gaze up at him with pleading eyes. “Dad, I don’t want to.”


“Go. Listen to the nice lady. She’s going to make you look beautiful. Like a movie star.” Ever since my father discovered that I cannot play the piano or dance, his only hope has been for me to become beautiful.


The clerk gazes sympathetically at me and leads me to a stool beside the glass counters. Gleaming black-and-gold tubes of lipstick and mascara with expensive price tags wink up at me. Chee tells Lammie Pie to take the girls to the beauty salon. We will meet them there when we are done. I watch Lammie Pie, the white Buddha, lead my black-haired sisters, each holding one of her hands, as if for luck. I want to follow them up the escalator to the top floor and sit on a vinyl chair, flipping through glossy magazines.


“Look up,” the clerk says, lifting my chin. “Close your eyes halfway.” Her hands are softly perfumed. She brushes my lids with a topaz glitter.


“No,” Chee says. “Something darker.”


“Darker? She doesn’t need darker.”


“Yes. Something dark.”


The clerk sighs, takes out a compact with quartz eye shadow, and brushes it over the topaz.


Chee smiles. “Much better.”


The clerk shakes a tube of mascara and tells me to close my eyes again. She brushes black over the lashes until my eye lids feel heavy.


“Good,” Chee says.


The clerk applies a peach blush across my cheekbones.


Again Chee says, “No, darker.”


The clerk frowns and sorts through an array of colors.


“Yes, red. That’s it,” Chee says, smiling.


“She won’t look good in it.”


“She’ll look beautiful.”


The clerk brushes my cheeks with Just Right Red. Then she selects a pink gloss for my lips.


“No, same color as the cheeks.”


“You want her to look like a woman?” the clerk asks. “She’s just a baby.”


“Darker. I buy everything she has on and more.”


The clerk crosses her arms, considering the offer, then ruffles through her samples for a lusty red. She puckers her lips to show me how to pucker mine. The soft red tube smears over them like a moist finger.


“How’s that?” the clerk asks.


“Beautiful. She looks like a movie star.”


The clerk hands me a mirror. I gaze into a stranger’s face: the dark eyes, the swollen cheeks, the flaming mouth. Tears well up, but I do not let them show. In a way, I am glad I look different. No one will recognize me. I can pretend I am anyone, do anything. I can be like my father, who lives without consequences.


Chee pays $150 for the makeup I am wearing. He flirts with the clerk, caressing her hand as he counts out the fifty-dollar bills into her palm: “Fifty for you, sweetheart, fifty for your dear mother, and fifty for making my daughter look like a Charlie’s Angel.” With his other hand, Chee slips samples from the counter into his pocket like spare change. When the clerk is not looking, he swipes a few more items from the counter, small bottles of perfume and foundation, cleansers and toners, and drops them into the shopping bag. He smiles phonily at the clerk, who hands him the receipt and pats my hand. “Good luck,” she says.


I want to hit her. Luck is something the Chinese live and die by. I do not want to be blessed with good luck in front of my father. He may seize it for himself and leave me with nothing.


“See, that wasn’t so bad.” Chee swings the bag with one hand and wraps his other arm around me as if I were his girlfriend. He whistles a Frank Sinatra tune off key. I gaze the other way, pretending I do not know him. I’m ashamed of how I look, of whom I’m with. As we ride the escalator up, passersby stare disapprovingly. Chee squeezes my shoulder and tugs me closer, as if I might break free.


At the beauty salon my sisters sit side by side under the hair dryers. Lammie Pie is reading a recipe for double-chocolate soufflé in McCall’s. She glances up from the magazine and takes in my transformation. “She looks just like you,” Chee teases, and he touches her cheek.


Her frown deepens into a curious blend of disgust and envy, an expression I have never seen before. Chee does not notice. He hands her a trial-size bottle of perfume. She ignores it. Her blue-hot stare threatens to melt the wax-doll face I wear.


“I didn’t want to do it,” I say.


Chee smiles. “Don’t you think she looks beautiful, Lammie Pie? Doesn’t she look like a Charlie’s Angel?”


Lammie Pie doesn’t answer. Her stare causes me more shame than any stranger’s could.


“I didn’t want to do it,” I repeat.


A beautician calls my name and leads me to the swivel chairs and mirrors.


Chee hustles over as the beautician wraps a tissue around my neck and drapes a burgundy cloth over my front.


“What do you want done today?” she asks.


“Cut and permed,” Chee says. “Make her look like Shirley Temple.”


This is what he always says. No matter what salon he takes us to, the perms always fall into stinky wet spirals around our pudgy faces and then dry into lightning bolts that stick up all over our heads if we don’t sleep with rollers in our wet hair every night.


The beautician glances at Chee. “I asked her, sir, not you.”


“I’m her father. I’m paying. She needs to look pretty for her uncle’s birthday party tomorrow. And she looks good with a cut and perm. Just like her sisters.” He points to Cynthia and Elizabeth, who are having the curlers taken from their hair.


The beautician fluffs her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck. “I think a little body might be good,” she says. “Her hair is rather thick.”


“Not body. Curls.”


The beautician nods. “Go have a seat, and I’ll come get you when she’s done, okay?”


When Chee leaves, I gaze at my face in the mirror. The makeup doesn’t change my almond-shaped eyes or my yellowish skin. I sigh. I will always be half white, half Chinese. I will never be an American-style beauty.


The beautician pinches my cheeks and says, “You don’t need so much makeup, honey. You’re pretty just the way you are.”


My chest tightens. I didn’t want the makeup. Tears stream down my cheeks.


The beautician does not ask why I am crying. She grabs a damp washcloth from the sink and dabs at the black rivers running from my eyes. She catches my eye in the mirror and whispers, “I know you didn’t want it. Just like you don’t want this cut and perm.”


I nod and sniff. Finally, someone who understands.


“But your dad’s right. You’re still a minor. When you grow up, though, you can wear your hair however you choose, do whatever you want. Can you remember that for me?”


I nod, not sure how long I will remember. But for the moment I feel better. And with the makeup muted by tears and warm water, my face doesn’t look so strange anymore.





2: UNCLE JOHN’S BIRTHDAY PARTY



I don’t want to go to Uncle John’s sixtieth-birthday party. I don’t want to sit around a Lazy Susan and eat mouthful after mouthful of strange food and smile at second cousins twice removed who speak broken English and fluent Cantonese. But it’s no good pretending to be ill. Last year Elizabeth had the flu, and she had to come anyway. “I don’t trust sitters,” Chee said. “They feed you dog food and give you bath in dirty water.” Why couldn’t we all stay home, we asked. “If we don’t go,” he said, “we don’t get money.”


Lammie Pie says Chee doesn’t know the Depression ended decades ago. “We aren’t poor,” she tells him. “We’re middle class.” But Chee doesn’t listen. He always needs more money, and he doesn’t care where the money comes from—sending our mother back to work as a bank teller, clipping coupons from the San Jose Mercury News, cashing in our Christmas savings bonds (which were meant for college), gambling at blackjack tables in Lake Tahoe, or begging handouts from his wealthy brothers. And as soon as the money is spent—on a brand-new car, or new shoes for our mother, or private tennis lessons for us girls—Chee needs more. Now.


My sisters and I curl our freshly permed hair and slip into the cotton dresses Lammie Pie has spent every night of the last three weeks sewing. In the tiny pink hallway bathroom, Cynthia, Elizabeth, and I jostle each other in front of the mirror. It reminds me of being backstage at a 4-H modeling show, only tonight the show is just for family, which makes it even more stressful, and more important to impress.


At a quarter to three, Chee screams, “Aiyaah! We don’t want to be late! Get into the van!”


My sisters and I go to the bathroom one last time before filing into the Club Wagon. Cynthia and I sit in the captain’s seats. Elizabeth sits on the big bench seat in the back, which converts into a bed so we can sleep on the ride home. Lammie Pie brings her cross-stitch and back issues of McCall’s, Family Circle, and Woman’s Day, although she will spend the entire trip navigating for Chee using the Bay Area map she picked up at AAA.


My mother, my sisters, and I love to listen to music, but Chee prefers AM talk radio. He flips from station to station until he finds a topic that interests him. At stoplights, he takes notes on a pad of paper glued to the dashboard beside a medallion of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and a box of tissue. He writes down quotes, titles of books, and noteworthy facts.


“Can’t we listen to music?” Lammie Pie asks, as we turn onto the freeway.


“Why? It teaches you nothing. This guy talking right now has a PhD in economics from Harvard. He knows what’s happening in the economy. Shh! Listen and learn.”


Lammie Pie sighs and takes out her cross-stitch. While Chee believes in learning about the stock market and current events, Lammie Pie believes in the romance and heartbreak of love. At home, when Chee is at work, she listens to the Eagles’ “Lyin’ Eyes” and Kenny Rogers’s “Ruby, Don’t Take Your Love to Town.” I listen and learn about the dark side of love, determined to find a happily-ever-after when I grow up.


At a quarter to five, Chee snaps off the radio and barks, “Check your hair. Check your makeup. Practice your smiles. Remember what I taught you to say.” He parks the van, and we shuffle into the Chinese restaurant wearing our puffy-sleeved pastel dresses with the ribbon sashes. Our curled hair looks fluffy and soft, but it’s stiff and dry and reeks of chemicals and hair spray. Cynthia and Elizabeth wear lip gloss, and I wear quartz eye shadow and Just Right Red blush and lipstick. Lammie Pie applied the makeup while Chee stood over her, watching each stroke, commanding her to put on more and more. I look like a Chinese opera singer with a cowgirl hairdo.


Lammie Pie is the only white person at the restaurant. She sashays in wearing a blue satin gown and a diamond teardrop necklace that Chee bought with money he won in Tahoe two years ago. Chee has on one of Uncle John’s hand-me-down brown wool suits. It’s two sizes too small, but my mother has taken down the hems and cuffs, and patched the threadbare elbows. My father strides into the banquet hall like a king with his entourage. We follow him through a maze of white-linen-covered tables topped with buckets of ice and 7UP and Seagram’s 7.


Uncle John, the guest of honor, is a tired-looking man with small brown eyes swimming in yellowed whites, big overlapping lips, and a sunken jaw. His concave body is mummified in a dark-gray suit. I know him mostly from infrequent visits to his house and grocery store, annual family get-togethers, and the stories Chee has told us. Chee’s favorite story about Uncle John is how he could have married a poor seamstress, but instead he chose to marry a wealthy scholar, who is now mysteriously ill. “See how unhappy he is,” Chee said. “Wife can’t work, can’t sew, can’t do nothing. Just stay at home sick. Money’s not everything. You marry for love.” And he kissed Lammie Pie and patted her on the butt to demonstrate that he married for the right reason.


At the head table, Uncle John and my father talk in Cantonese: short, choppy sentences punctuated with hand gestures. My sisters and I do not speak Cantonese. Cynthia and Elizabeth stare at me with “What should we do?” expressions. When Chee motions to us, I grab their hands and lead them toward Uncle John. I hug him first, then Cynthia does, and finally Elizabeth. Uncle John smiles when he squeezes Elizabeth, who is soft and chubby from eating too many of the bear claws Chee brings home from the store. Elizabeth breaks away from Uncle John and stomps over to Cynthia, who refuses to hold her hand. Cynthia is strangely aloof and, like Lammie Pie, doesn’t like to be cuddled or touched. Failing to get Cynthia’s sympathy, Elizabeth sidles up to me. I wrap my arms around her and give her a hug.


Chee herds us to a table near the front, where the waiters are preparing the red eggs for my uncle. “Red eggs are a symbol of rebirth,” Chee tells us. “When you turn sixty, you are born again. Like a baby. Only this time you are born into wisdom.” He pockets one of the red eggs when the waiters are not looking. Lammie Pie glowers at him, and he shrugs. “Don’t worry,” he says. “Hard-boiled.”


We sit at a round table near the center of the room, and the waiters bring platter after platter of food: wontons, sweet-and-sour pork, lemon chicken, cashew chicken, tomato-beef chow mein, roast duck, steamed rice, shrimp chips, shark soup, and rice pudding. Chee scoops up noodles with his chopsticks and slams them down on our plates. “Good for you,” he says. “Make you strong.”


The more I eat, the tighter the seams of my dress stretch over my stomach. My bladder sloshes from one too many glasses of 7UP, and I lean back to relieve the pressure.


The speeches start, first in Cantonese, then in English.


I tap my mother’s arm. “Can I go to the restroom?” I ask.


My mother shakes her head and returns her gaze to the podium. I crane my neck, but I can’t see over the bobbing, black-haired heads. Elizabeth tries to stand on her seat to look, but Chee yanks her down and curses at her in English.


I wave to a waiter, who balances empty platters on his long arms. He bends down and asks, “What do you need?”


“Where’s the restroom?” I whisper.


He points to the door beside the kitchen on the other side of the room. I calculate the distance. I will have to pass five tables of people who might recognize me from the school photos Chee has sent them over the years. I don’t want them to stare at me and think, Why she not sit down? Her American mother let her do as she please. What a shame! I imagine my father making excuses for me, to hide his embarrassment, and the bitter, stinging words on the ride home: “Couldn’t you have waited just five minutes? I told you to go to the bathroom before we left. Were you not listening?”


I wonder what I should do. I don’t want to offend my father, which is easy to do. He is a bundle of contradictions. “It’s not my fault,” he once told us. “I’ve lived two lives. In the morning, I went to Chinese school. The teachers called me ‘Lam Chee Ning.’ In the afternoon, I went to American school. The nuns called me ‘Dave Lam.’ I tried to follow the Ten Commandments, but I fought a lot. Too many people don’t like us Chinese.” Whenever a situation arises, I don’t know which side of my father will respond: Chee or Dave, the Chinese fighter or the American lover. I decide to stay seated until the speeches are over. I clutch my stomach and feel my swollen bladder. Maybe if I don’t move or breathe, I’ll be all right.


Peering between people’s shoulders, I glimpse a banner someone has presented to Uncle John. Chee turns around and explains, “It’s written in Chinese, in red and gold, for happiness and good luck.”


Chopsticks click against the sides of teacups. Everyone stands and lifts his or her glass for a toast. “Happy birthday, John! Here’s to another sixty years!”


I tug on the waistband of my dress, but it is my skin that is too tight, not the sash. I rock my feet back and forth, trying to take my mind off the uncomfortable fullness of my stomach and bladder.


The party ends. Guests shuffle toward the coat room for their belongings. I search for a path to the restroom, but my father pinches my elbow. “Go hug Uncle John,” he says. “Wish him good luck. If he asks what you need, tell him money for braces and dance lessons for your sister.”


“I have to go to the restroom,” I say.


“Later.” Chee shoves me toward the podium. “Go hug Uncle John first.”


My mother leans down and says, “Your father already tried talking to him, but he wouldn’t listen.”


From my mother’s sorrowful expression, I know the earlier conversation between Uncle John and my father involved money. I imagine what my father must have said: “I work so hard, I almost die of an ulcer.” It’s true, I know, but Uncle John must have glared at him, thinking Chee was playing on his sympathies and the memory of their father, who did die of an ulcer.


Now it is up to me and my sisters to convince Uncle John that we are worthy of any money he might give us. We make our way over to where Uncle John sits with an elbow on the table and one finger tapping his chin. His forehead is furrowed. He smiles when he sees us, but the creases do not go away. His gaze lingers over our pale skin, our half-slanted eyes, our American bodies clothed in pastels, not the dark silks his crippled wife wears. I wonder if he sees us as family or just the daughters of an American sister-in-law.


He stands up, and Elizabeth hugs him first. When it is my turn, I press myself against the scratchy wool of his coat and hold my breath against the stench of spoiled fish.


Uncle John tells Cynthia and Elizabeth to go to Lammie Pie and wait for me. “I want to talk to Angela,” he says. His claw-like hands tremble as he pulls back a chair. “Sit,” he says.


I obey, smoothing my dress over my full bladder. Being taller than he is, I can see the greasy black and gray hairs on his scalp. I want to hunch down to his size, but I feel my father’s stare and sit up straight and proud.


Uncle John touches my hand. His skin is cool and smooth as a mango. “Your father tells me you need braces. Is that so?”


I nod, recalling visits to the orthodontist, the X-rays and consultations, suggestions to push my front teeth up to the bone to eliminate the overbite that makes me look like Bugs Bunny. “Beaver Teeth,” my classmates call me.


“And your sister, Cynthia, does she dance?”


I nod again, remembering her last performance in Giselle, how she fluttered across the stage dressed in a gossamer gown my mother had sewn.


“Is she any good?”


“She has talent. She’s going to New York someday to be a prima ballerina.”


“And you. What do you like to do?”


I wasn’t expecting this question. I think for a minute. What’s the right answer? “Read and draw.”


“What do you draw?”


“Mostly people’s faces. I like to capture their expressions.”


“Could you capture me?”


I tilt my head, studying Uncle John in the harsh light. He seems small and frail, like a lab monkey who has suffered one too many experiments. “I could try,” I say, “but I mostly draw women.”


“Why women?”


“They’re more fascinating.”


“Really?” Uncle John leans back and clasps his hands between his knees. “Do you not find me fascinating?”


I shrug. Chee did not coach me in how to answer such a question.


Uncle John raises his eyebrows and shifts his body from side to side, as if modeling for an invisible camera. “How do you see me?” he asks.


“I don’t know.” The elastic waistband constricts my middle. I turn around, hoping to get some help from Chee, but he is standing at the other end of the room, pretending not to notice me.


Uncle John touches my arm. Again I am shocked that skin so dry and wrinkled can feel so smooth and cool. “What do you mean, you don’t know?” he says.


Perspiration pastes the brown curls to my forehead. I tug on my waistband. I don’t want to say anything without my father’s approval. Already I feel I have said too much.


Uncle John’s grip tightens on my forearm. “Answer me,” he says.


“I can’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because . . .”


“Shall I tell your father you do not answer your elders when they speak?”


“I don’t want to lie.”


“Then tell me the truth. How do you see me?”


I stare into his brown-and-yellow eyes and the hard lines of his skin, pulled tight over his unforgiving cheekbones. I remember the last time we visited his house, how he left us with his sick wife after dinner so he could watch a basketball game.


“You’re a mean old man.”


“Mean?”


“You don’t care about anyone except yourself.”


“What makes you say that?” he asks.


And, without thinking of what my father would say, I tell him everything: “You didn’t give my dad a job when he was laid off and couldn’t find work. You hired a stranger instead, someone who stole money from you. You laughed when my mother had to get a job. I heard you tell Uncle Jimmy, ‘American women like to bring home the bacon.’ And when Elizabeth wouldn’t hug you because you always smell like rotten fish, you told everyone, ‘She’s a spoiled brat, pure American, not an ounce of Chinese blood.’ And when my father showed you my straight-A report card, you said, ‘It’s a shame she’s not a boy.’ How can you expect me to say nice things about you when all you do is ridicule us?”


I stand up, but Uncle John won’t release my arm. He pulls me close, so close I smell his sour-milk breath. “You’re right,” he says. “I’m all those things. But your father, he is no better. And your mother, she did no right by marrying him. But you and your sisters, it is no fault of yours. You could not choose your parents.” He reaches into his front pocket and withdraws a red envelope bulging with crisp hundred-dollar bills. “Here. Take this.”


I feel my parents and my sisters watching, holding their breath. I push Uncle John’s hand aside and twist my arm free. My bladder sloshes like an angry storm. “Keep it. I don’t want it.”


I tip over the chair and shove past relatives toward the restroom door. Inside, I wait in line for a stall. The soles of my shoes stick to the floors. The walls sweat with the stench of urine, disinfectant, and rodent killer. I clutch my stomach and rock back and forth on my heels. “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I moan.


Lammie Pie crashes through the door, seizes my wrist, and asks, “What happened?”


“He offered me money, but I wouldn’t take it.”


Lammie Pie frowns and shakes my arm. “How could you? You know we need that money.”


Tears wet my eyes. I can see my mother’s pain and disappointment through her anger, but I don’t care anymore.


Lammie Pie leads me out of the restroom. She whispers to Chee, who says to me, “Go back and apologize immediately and ask for the money back. Tell him you didn’t know what you were saying.”


“But I did know what I was saying.”


“We could end up homeless if you don’t apologize to Uncle John. Now go talk to him. Say you’re sorry, or you’re walking home tonight.”


“But we live two hours away.”


I imagine him leaving me there without a nickel. I imagine huddling in an alley until the cops, or someone else, finds me. This isn’t the first time Chee has threatened to make me walk home. The previous time was when I was five and couldn’t count to one hundred. We were in the hospital parking lot waiting for my mother to finish with her doctor’s appointment. Every time I got to thirty-two, I hit a blank spot. Chee opened the car door and yanked on my arm. “If you can’t count to a hundred before your mom gets here, you’re walking home.”


I trembled. Cynthia stared at me with wide eyes. I tried to remember. Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two . . . thirty-three. I did not have to walk home that day.


I gaze out the restaurant window. It is dark outside. I do not want to walk tonight. I tug on my skirt. “I need to go pee. Can I do that first?”


“No, he’s leaving. Apologize and get the money, then you can go.”


I sigh. Uncle John is helping Aunt Lil into a silk Chinese jacket embroidered with birds and fish.


“Uncle John?”


He turns. When he sees me, his frown blossoms into a smile. “Yes?”
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