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AUTHOR’S NOTE


While Fish Heads and Duck Skin is a work of fiction, I’ve drawn on the experiences I had while living in Shanghai with my family (from 2005 to 2009) for much of the material. At the time, life in Shanghai was both glorious and challenging. This book depicts many of the more challenging moments I lived through and witnessed. However, even on my most difficult days, I knew it was a privilege to live in China, study a language so much older and more complex than ours, and show our children another way to live, so (one hopes) they don’t grow up believing there is only one “right” way to be, look, or feel. When we moved back to the US, I enrolled my three children in a Mandarin immersion school, and this remains one of the best choices I have ever made. I feel deeply indebted to the people I met on this journey and the experiences we shared celebrating the Chinese history, language, and culture, both in China and the US. I am honored to have lived there and to be here now sharing this story about how opening our hearts and minds can transform our perception, our understanding, and our world.




“Stop leaving and you will arrive.


Stop searching and you will see.


Stop running away and you will be found.”


—LAO TZU




[image: Image]


1.


July, 2005


“It’s a bad idea, Piper. No, a terrible idea.”


I looked around the swampy, football field–sized hut where we stood—inside the world-famous Shanghai Fabric Market. Fabric bolts, stacked in giant, colorful, Jenga-like towers, surrounded us, blocking any clear view of a restroom. I heard a man hock a loogie behind me, and I stiffened, willing away the exclamation that appeared like a cartoon thought bubble from my head: Tuberculosis! My eyes burned from the thick curtain of tobacco smoke; I felt like I was swimming open-eyed through ashtray water.


“The bathroom won’t be very nice here; I bet you’ll have to squat over a hole. I only need ten more minutes,” I pleaded. “Come on, you’re four years old, Piper—a big girl! I’ll buy you an ice cream in ten minutes if you can just hold on.”


“But I need to go now now now now now, Mommy!” Her lip quivered. As she clutched her crotch with one hand and her butt with the other, her ten-month-old baby sister, Lila, woke up in her stroller, observed Piper’s distress, and dissolved into tears. Lila hated feeling left out.


I paused to problem-solve. Four months earlier, my American family, complete with husband, two kids, and myself, had relocated to Shanghai, a city famous for, among other things, its fabric markets. We had moved to “the Paris of the Orient,” which had sounded potentially glamorous but so far had proven to be anything but. However, there was a possible upside: I’d overheard two expat women talking about an amazing market, even giving clear directions on how to find it. According to them, a person could purchase a new wardrobe at said market for the cost of a closet full of clothes from the Goodwill. Except made to order! After being measured by a professional tailor from top to toe! Finished in twenty-four to forty-eight hours! I had never given much thought to my wardrobe, but this sounded like something I couldn’t afford to miss. Plus, I needed a win.


I had chosen one shirt for myself, and I had already found the tailor to make it for me. She had measured every part of my thorax and was madly scribbling diagrams and notes in characters I couldn’t read on her tiny pad of see-through paper. I already had picked the fabric, too—a simple black linen. The shirt was going to cost me six bucks. If I walked away now, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to navigate my way back through the harlequin, sauna-like maze—packed with people hollering at each other in close proximity—to this unmarked stall. It didn’t help that I was directionally challenged.


Piper could just pee her pants. Wouldn’t be the first time, or the last. I thought these things, I admit it. I was not in contention for Mother of the Year.


I looked at my girls. Four large blue leaking eyes blinked back at me.


“Number one or number two?” I asked.


“Two!” she cried.


I sighed. “Okay then, let’s go find the bathroom.” I turned and smiled at the tailor. “Deng yi xia.” Wait a minute. It was one of the few Mandarin phrases I knew. I pointed at Piper, crossed my legs and then pointed at my crotch. She nodded. My Mandarin was poor, but I was fluent at charades.


I pushed the stroller down the aisle and held Piper’s hand as both girls whimpered. I turned right at the end of the row the tailor had vaguely gestured toward. In the far corner was a door-sized hole in the wall that looked like it had been knocked out with a sledgehammer. I knew I had found the bathroom—I could smell it from ten fabric stalls away.


It was worse than a roadside Porta-John in Arizona in July, the kind that hadn’t been cleaned or emptied since the Village People were in the Top 40. A rectangular lean-to, about thirty yards long and with filthy plywood walls, each section green and slimy around the edges, had been scabbed onto the building. The “roof” was a patchwork of rusted tin siding. The space between the roof and the walls provided the only light. No bathroom stalls, no sinks, of course no toilet paper. There was only a long, deep cement trench jutting up about a foot out of the ground. The trench sat three feet in from the back wall and stretched the entire length of the room.


A short, dirty hose protruded from the shorter wall to the left of the trench at about knee height. Two women were squatting over the trench near the right wall, about ten feet apart. Without their unknowing demonstration and the ungodly smell, I would not have known the trench was a toilet.


The women stared at us as they squatted and chatted. I understood nothing but the smell.


I turned away and blinked, forcing myself to breathe through my mouth, eyes watering.


“Now do you think you can wait, Piper?” I quacked.


She shook her head and whimpered.


“Alright then.” I sucked in air over my teeth. “Do you see what those two women are doing? Squatting over the trench like that? That’s what you need to do. I’ll stand up there with you and hold your hands. We’ll do it together, okay?”


She nodded.


Lila turned up her scream as I stepped onto the lip of the trench. I didn’t look at her; I knew that would just make it worse. I turned to pull Piper up. We faced each other, straddling the gully of stool.


“Wait, wait, wait a sec,” I said, stepping down. “Let’s take those pants off first and get them out of the way.”


Piper stepped down next to me. “Should I take my shoes off too, Mommy?”


“Oh my God, NO!” I blurted and saw the panic light up her eyes. I paused. I needed to make this no big deal. “I mean, I think we should just leave your shoes on, because, you know, it’s a little dirty in here, which is fine. Let’s just get those pants and undies off. Then we’ll step back up on that trench.”


I crammed Piper’s bottoms into the storage basket under the stroller and squeezed Lila’s chubby hand. “I’ll be right back, baby girl,” I said in my soothing voice. She shrieked louder.


“Okay, Piper, let’s do this!” I said, switching to my peppy voice. We remounted the trench and resumed our straddle. “Now squat down and get your bottom close to the trench. I’ll hold your hands.”


“Okay, Mommy.”


“And when you’re done, we’ll stand up together and step down. I’ll grab the wet wipes and hand sanitizer and clean you up. That should work.”


We squatted.


“See? You can do this.”


She stared at my face as she did her business. I smiled at her, projecting calm. Then I made a fateful error—I glanced down.


Why? Why did I look? For the same reason people rubberneck at car accidents, I guess, but I will always wonder. I knew what I would see. Best-case scenario (BCS), it would be foul and atrocious. But, of course, it was not BCS, it was WCS. There were layers of generations of excrement. A surrounding swamp. An overpowering smell. I felt my gag reflex kick in. I turned my head away from Piper so we wouldn’t be face to face as I imitated a cat ejecting a furball.


And then it happened. We were both sweating. Her hand slipped.


“NO!” I screamed. I grabbed her other hand with both of mine and pulled it straight up as hard as I could. Too late. Her foot sank into the mire as she lost her balance and swung her arm out. In her panic, she kicked and splashed a wave of sludge onto her other leg and my jeans.


“Oh my GOD!” I yelled. I picked her up and tossed her from the swamp to the ground in front of the trench. She rolled twice and then screamed, “Mommy!”


I spotted the cracked hose by the far wall. “Come here, Piper, hurry!”


I ran and she waddled toward the hose. I cranked open the spigot and doused her as she moved toward me, hard, like I was putting out a fire. “Turn to the side, honey!” I yelled over the hose. I sprayed her everywhere—her shirt, her head. “Close your mouth!” I yelled, but she couldn’t—she was crying too hard.


Once I was sure I had removed every speck of poo from Piper, I turned the hose on myself.


I sprayed my pants with as much pressure as I could make with my sweaty, shaking thumb.


It was only when I felt I was as poop-free as I could get that I noticed the crowd of local women that had formed in the center of the bathroom. They were staring at me and my girls, smiling. Some were hollering and pointing. Everyone seemed to have an opinion about the ridiculous foreigners and their very bad day. I didn’t want their opinions. I wanted their help, and I really wanted to cry, but my kids …


I dropped the hose and looked up at the rusted roof, swallowing the massive knot in my throat. It immediately bobbed back up again. I heard a woman laugh.


My eyes narrowed. In washed the fury. I looked back at the crowd and inhaled to full height. At five foot seven, I felt giant. I thought about my life in the US and how ready I’d been to walk away from it. How I had dropped everything—my booming career, beautiful home, great friends, cuddly cat—and left it all in the dust to move here and start from scratch. I had crossed the globe to build a life where I could be better at everything, a life where I could spend time with my kids without mentally writing emails, resuscitate my marriage (if that was even possible), and finally find myself, becoming the person I was put on Earth to be. I’d walked away from that life and every creature comfort I had worked so hard to provide for my family and myself, for this.


“What the heck are you looking at, you—” I hesitated, glanced at Piper, and then looked back at them. “YOU STUPID PEOPLE!”


No one responded, most likely because they didn’t speak English.


“Mom!” Piper protested, sniffling, hose water still trickling down her face. “They don’t understand you. And also, you shouldn’t say stupid, it’s mean.”


I looked at Piper, so sweet, so unjaded, so wet. I looked at Lila, eyes like saucers, too shocked to continue crying. I took a ragged inhale, looked back at the women, and squeezed Piper’s hand. I wanted to stop myself, but for the life of me, I couldn’t.


“You know what, sweetie? You’re exactly right. Stupid is a mean word, but more importantly, in this situation, it’s the wrong word.” I took a step forward. “Hey ladies! Never mind what I said before. You people aren’t stupid, you’re ASSHOLES! Well how do you like this, you assholes?” I reached down, grabbed the hose, and pointed it at the women closest to me. I spun that spigot hard to the left until it would twist no more and then I stood there with my two hands holding a hose that for some reason had lost pressure and could barely spray far enough to lightly mist the front row.


The women saw my intent. As I frantically tried to create pressure, grabbing the water line and bending it in my hand, they ran from the room, all in a fuss.


When the room was empty of bystanders, I dropped the hose. I looked at the dirt floor and then the tin ceiling, and I laughed. I laughed and laughed, loud and crazy-like.


And then I cried.
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2.


Six months earlier


I switched on my phone as wheels struck runway. I needed to push back a conference call with a client, but my phone rang before I could dial.


“Hi, uh, I’m looking for Mrs. Martin?”


“This is Tina; who’s speaking?”


“Oh, hi Mrs. Martin, this is Miss Amy? Piper’s pre-K teacher?” She cleared her throat nervously.


“Hi Miss Amy! Sorry, I thought you were a customer. Is everything okay? Is Piper sick?”


“No, Mrs. Martin—”


“You can call me Tina.”


“Oh, thanks. Uh, the reason I’m calling is everything is not exactly okay. As I’m sure you know, we’ve had a few issues with Piper on the playground lately. We have a parent/teacher conference scheduled with you for next Tuesday.”


“Oh, right. I think my husband set that up.”


“Well, Mrs. Emory asked me to call and confirm that both you and your husband will attend so we can talk about the corrective actions we’d like to implement. We’ll need both of you to sign the contract.”


“Contract? Is this a new policy for all the parents?”


“No, Mrs. Martin, this is for Piper, and it’s specifically regarding the biting issues we’ve been seeing in greater frequency.”


“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that was still happening.”


“Yes, it is. It happened again today, in fact; we’ll go over it on Tuesday. I just wanted to confirm you’ll both be here, and that 4 p.m. is—CLICK—venient time for you since you’ve never been able to make a confer—CLICK—portant that we see you in person.”


My shoulders dropped. “Yes, 4 p.m. works. I’ll be there, Daniel and I both will. Thanks for the call, Miss Amy. See you Tuesday.”


I hung up and connected to the new call.


“This is Tina.”


“Tina, it’s Greg.”


“Greg! I was just about to call you.”


“I’m still waiting for that proposal, Tina.”


“And I’ll have it to you tonight, you have my word.”


“Tonight? I thought you said by 2 p.m.?”


“I did, and I’m sorry, but I’m just stepping off a plane and I need final approval on a few details. I’ll have it to you as soon as my boss signs off. I’m scheduled to call him in fifteen minutes. He’ll sign off, don’t worry.”


“I needed that proposal yesterday, Tina. Also, my new director, Jeff, is about to leave for the rest of the week, but he’ll be here next Tuesday mid-afternoon to go over the implementation of the first steps of our roll-out. You need to be here in case he has questions.”


“Of course I’ll be there. What time on Tuesday?”


“2 p.m.”


“Perfect. I’ll bring coffee.”


“Great. Jeff prefers a latte.”


“I know what Jeff likes, I’ve got a file on him—CLICK—I’m sorry, Greg, I’ve got another call coming in. I’ll get you the proposal ASAP and—”


The guy in the window seat tapped my shoulder and pointed to the aisle.


“Oh sorry! I’m getting up.”


“What was that?” Greg asked.


“Nothing, Greg.” I grabbed my briefcase and stood up, stepping into the aisle. “Can I reach you at this number later?”


“After four you can call me at—”


“Hold on.” I sidestepped into the area where all the strollers and wheelchairs awaited their occupants. I grabbed a receipt and pen out of the side of my briefcase.


“Go ahead, Greg,” I said. My other line cut in. “Never mind. I’ll call you back at this number before four, okay? I’ll have the hospital page you if you don’t answer.”


I answered the other call as I reached the concourse and hung a left.


“Hello?”


“Mrs. Martin?”


“Yes?”


“This is a courtesy call to remind you of your Pap smear appointment with Dr. Sanders at 4:30 p.m. tomor—”


“No way, not a chance.” I stepped onto the moving walkway heading toward baggage claim.


“I’m sorry?”


“I mean, I’m sorry, but I need to reschedule.”


“I see. Well, looking at the next few weeks, Dr. Sanders has a cancellation next Tuesday.”


“Ha ha, no.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Tuesday won’t work. Let me find a time and I’ll—CLICK—Seriously? This is bananas. I’m sorry, I’m going to have to call you back. Hello?”


“Tina! It’s Melanie.”


“Melanie! I love you, but this isn’t a good time.”


“But this is when you told me to call you.”


I stepped onto the escalator overlooking baggage claim and scanned the marquee for my flight number. “I did? Did I say why?”


“You said you wanted to see if I had openings for both haircut and highlight on Tuesday afternoon, which I do.”


“Did I say Tuesday? That’s crazy! Tuesday has become a cosmic joke, Melanie. Can we do it Sunday instead, like early early Sunday?”


“I don’t work Sundays.”


“Of course you don’t! But what if I said I could make it worth your while?”


“Meaning what?”


“Meaning I’ll pay you double.”


“Double? Seriously?”


“Yes.” I glanced at my reflection in the mirrored wall facing the escalator. “Oh geez.”


“What? Is Sunday bad now? Because I’m suddenly wide open.”


“No, no, Sunday works, but if you can also get someone there to organize my eyebrows so I look less like a blonde Frieda Kahlo, I’ll also pay that person double. And, if you know someone who can legally perform a Pap smear, the numbers will really start to get obscene.”


“But our salon chairs don’t come with stirrups.”


“Of course they don’t. Forget that part.”


“How’s 8:00 a.m.?”


“Six would be better.”


“Six in the morning?”


“I promised I’d be better about family time. Please? Pretty beautiful please?”


“Yes, okay, 6:00 a.m. this Sunday. I’ll see you then.”


I hung up and looked at my watch—twelve minutes until I called my boss. I would have to call him from my car, which he hated, but oh well. I stepped off the escalator and eyed the carousel with my flight number. Why isn’t this turnstile moving yet? I thought. Someone, anyone, please unleash the baggage!


I squished myself into the line of fellow rumpled travelers and waited for the luggage to rotate in my direction. I waited and waited and waited. It felt like the arrival of the bags on the pleated steel oval in front of me was taking as long as the flight from Dallas to San Diego had.


I let my head fall onto the back of my neck and exhaled loudly. “Seriously?” I said to no one. I stormed over to a man wearing blue coveralls who was whistling and swinging his legs while sitting on the wall next to the conveyor belt where the bags were not appearing. This guy apparently had all the time in the world.


“Excuse me, sir, do you know what’s taking so long?”


“I do not,” he said, still kicking his legs like a little kid even though his temples were gray.


“Is there someone you can call to make sure our bags are on their way?”


“The bags are coming. They have nowhere else to be.”


“Maybe the plane took off back to Dallas without having the bags unloaded.”


“That wouldn’t happen.”


“Uh, I believe the bags from two flights that arrived after ours are already spinning on turnstile number two.”


He craned his neck to see behind me. “I believe you’re right.”


“Thing is, I’m in a rush. I have to call my boss in,” I looked at my watch, “two minutes, and I should’ve been—”


“Well, you can go make that call and come back later if you want, but I wouldn’t suggest it, because the guy who checks tags at the exit didn’t show up for work today.”


I tapped my toes in annoyance. “Is there a customer support desk?”


“Yes.” He pointed to a cluttered desk in an unlit glass cube manned by a guy with a Justin Bieber haircut and adolescent acne. The line to speak to him curled around the corner, ending near a cluster of new restaurants, all serving a variation of fried bar food.


His eyes followed mine. “You could go get a snack,” he offered.


“I appreciate the suggestion, but I’m in a hurry.”


“Why’d you check your bag then?”


I threw up my hands. “Because I was awarded a massive trophy at an awards banquet last night—an outlandish piece of metallic abstract art. And while it’s very nice, and I’m sure it was quite expensive, it apparently resembles a weapon of mass destruction. But I didn’t know that until I got to the security line, and by then it was too late to ship the trophy and still make my flight.”


“Congratulations on your award.” He smiled at me.


“What? Oh. Thank you.” I looked at him like he’d been sent from outer space. He was far too friendly to be from this area. Maybe he was on drugs. Or a serial killer.


“You know, sometimes in life we must wait,” he said.


I raised my eyebrows and shook my head, chuckling. “That’s not what they said when they upgraded my mileage rewards status.”


“He that can have patience can have what he will.” He smiled and stretched his arms over his head.


“That is very enlightened of you, but I should tell you that I’m in sales, and in sales we have this thing called a quota. The more we sell, the higher our quota is. If I hit my quota, they give me a bigger one. And if I blow my quota out of the water, like I did last year? I get a sizable bonus, a metallic weapon, a President’s Circle trip to the Dominican Republic, and triple the quota the following year. There’s never a moment to rest and celebrate, not even in Casa de Frigging Campo! Every day I must inch closer to closing business if I’m to reach the almighty quota.”


“I see.” He nodded, looking faintly amused.


“Which is why quotas and patience cannot coexist.”


“Patience is not the ability to wait but the ability to keep a good attitude while waiting,” he said.


“Why, thank you, Aristotle.” I looked away and put down my briefcase.


“With time and patience, the mulberry leaf becomes a silk gown. That one’s a Chinese proverb.”


I smiled, then inhaled sharply. “Oh crap, I’m late for my call!”


I hustled to the far end of the shoeshine stand and wedged my phone between my ear and shoulder.


“Tina, you’re late.”


“I’m really sorry, Chuck, I—”


“No excuses right now, Brian just quit! Took his bonus and went to sell heart valves. We’re in a world of hurt. He had the second-largest quota on the team after you, and now we’ve got no one to cover Ohio. We can’t have his deals fall out of the pipeline! Ohio alone could affect our stock price. He has a huge meeting in Cleveland next week, so you’ll need to be there.”


“But I have my own territory.”


“And it just grew. Congratulations.”


“I’m taking over Ohio?”


“Of course not, that would be crazy. You’ll only manage Ohio temporarily, until we find the right candidate to take it over permanently.”


“But wouldn’t it make more sense geographically for Brenda to manage Ohio?”


“Brenda isn’t you. Plus, she’s a single mom.”


“But I’m a mom too, just not single. Not yet, anyway.”


“I can’t believe you’re not jumping on this—it’s an amazing career opportunity! If you close half of what he started, you’ll hit a massive bonus. You know that exotic Asian holiday you’ve been talking about for the last few years? This will get you there. President’s Club next year is in Bali! Please, Tina, pretty please. I need you.”


“Sounds familiar.”


“What?”


“Nothing.” I sighed and turned back to the turnstile. It was finally moving. The philosopher in blue was humming loudly and maneuvering bags into some sort of unclear order. “Look, I need some time. Why don’t you send me the new numbers in writing, and I’ll talk to Daniel.”


“I wish I could give you time, Tina, but there’s no time to give. Think it over tonight, but I need your answer by tomorrow morning, first thing.”


“Seriously?”


“Yes! My forecast is due to our CFO tomorrow night. There’s a lot riding on this territory.”


“I got that. Look, my suitcase just appeared. Send me the numbers and a list of what Brian was working on. When’s the meeting in Cleveland?”


“Tuesday.”


“Tuesday? Of course it is. Excuse me,” I said to the woman in front of me as I wiggled past her to fetch my bag. “Tuesday is not good for me, Bill.”


“Make it good. I promise, it’ll be worth your while. You’ll see.”
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3.


“Why is there a gargantuan pink structure on my side of the garage?” I whined in every shade of grumpy. I was excited to be home with the people I loved, but I could feel a wave of exhaustion rolling towards me like a tsunami. My eyes stung and my arms felt physically heavy, as though the sleeves of my maroon suit jacket were weighted. My head was sweating, but the rest of me felt cold. I slouched in the entrance to the living room, still clutching my briefcase and the handle of my silver rolling suitcase.


Daniel sat on the couch, watching SportsCenter. “Oh, you mean the fairy house?” he asked, shooting me a quick smile in the reflection of the TV.


I slid my suitcase against the wall and set my briefcase next to it. “I don’t know if that’s what I mean.”


“Mommy!” Piper ran in, squealing, and wrapped herself around one of my legs. She was wearing her favorite cheetah costume; her thick hair straggled down her back. Her bangs, self-cut five months earlier, still had a solid six weeks before the longest parts would touch her eyebrows. “While you were in Dallas, Daddy built me a fairy house! I love it so much!”


“I think it’s great that your dad built you a fairy house, but I didn’t expect it to be in my parking space, and I almost crashed into it.” I frowned at Daniel. “Why can’t the fairies live in the backyard next to the swing set?”


“Because fairies don’t like rain,” Piper said, matching my frown and jamming her hands on her hips.


“Neither do I, so it’s great we live in San Diego!”


“No, the fairies don’t like even a drop of rain,” she insisted. “They turn into beetles if they are hit by one drop of rain.”


“But I turn into a beetle if my car gets dirty. See?” I hitched up my maroon skirt, dropped onto my hands and knees and looked up at her, curling my lip.


“Beetles don’t make faces like that,” she said.


“The fairy house isn’t staying in the garage,” Daniel said. “I’m going to move it to the backyard later.”


“‘Later’ as in today,” I interrupted from my beetle position on the carpet, “or ‘later’ as in a year from now?”


Daniel looked at me with a quizzical expression. “Sheesh, what’s with you today? I’m going to move it to the backyard as soon as the paint’s dry. Is that okay? Or should I go blow on it right now so I can move it in a time more in line with your self-imposed schedule?”


I sighed. “I’m sorry.” I stood up slowly and ran my shaking hands through my sweaty hair. Piper squealed and ran down the hall, looking to be chased. I looked after her and sighed. “Can we start again?” I looked back at Daniel. “Rewind the last ten minutes and take a do-over?”


“Yeah, sure,” he said, looking down.


“Okay, thanks.” I walked to the couch, leaned down, and kissed him loudly on the cheek. “Hi honey, I’m home!”


He clicked off the TV and stood up. “Hello, lovely wife.” He hugged me and then ruffled my hair. “How was your sales meeting?”


I shrugged and pulled away. “It was a typical sales meeting. Up early, out late. I’m not sure if I actually ever slept; it’s already a blur.”


“Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you get Salesperson of the Year?”


“Yeah.”


“And isn’t that a three-peat?”


“Yeah.”


“Well if kicking ass makes you sleepy, it’s no wonder.”


I shrugged. “I guess that’s one way to look at it.” I plunked myself on the couch in the same spot Daniel had just occupied. It was still warm, but I shivered from a chill that ran through my shoulders. I squeezed the bridge of my nose, lessening the pressure building in my temples, then put my hand on my forehead as though I could feel if my own head were hot.


“You okay?” he asked.


I looked up at him. “I’m not sure; I feel a little woozy. There was a guy sitting behind me on the plane who must have sneezed fifty times.”


“I hope they arrested him,” he said. “Turned his ass in to the germ police.”


“My thoughts exactly.” I dropped my head back and closed my eyes.


Daniel walked toward the kitchen and called over his shoulder, “Maybe you’re just hungry. Did you eat on the plane?”


“Nope.”


“Good, I made tacos. They’ll definitely cure all your maladies.”


I started to moan and then stopped myself. “Tacos? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I truly, madly, deeply love tacos, but I’ve just had five straight nights of Tex-Mex.”


“Well you’re in luck then, because I made SoCal tacos—no relation to Tex-Mex.”


I looked at him and blinked.


He started chopping something. “Did you sleep on the flight? In between sneezes, that is?”


“I can’t sleep on planes. Remember?”


“Oh, yeah. That sucks.”


I yawned. “Where’s Lila?”


“Sleeping. Why don’t you take a nap before dinner?”


“I can’t, I’m behind on four proposals and I need to look at some numbers. In fact, I need to do that right now.” I scrambled to my feet and walked over to grab my briefcase. “If you need me, I’ll be in the office.”


He looked at me and sighed. “Okay.”


I dragged myself up the stairs, arms heavy and head light. At the top of the stairs, I stopped to calculate the total number of hours I’d slept in the last week, then tried to think of the last time I hadn’t felt exhausted. I was too tired to recall.


I plopped myself into my black leather desk chair. I spun my mouse and the screen came to life, lighting up what looked like the top fifty of tens of thousands of emails. As my inbox screamed, I NEED YOU NOW, I forgot about sleep.


I clicked on the top email and lost myself in the deluge. In between responses, forwards, and deletes, my mind swirled with questions: How will this proposal impact my quota? Is my time better spent closing business in Ohio? How can I train teams in two places simultaneously? I’ll need to ask for more support. Who do I trust to support me? Who will do the job the way I would do it? How will I tell Daniel about Ohio?


As I considered the last question, Daniel knocked on the office door jamb. “Hey, Lila’s up and the girls are both ready to eat. Can you come down for dinner now?”


It’s not a good time to talk about Ohio. It will never be a good time to talk about Ohio.


“Oh, uh, yeah, let me finish this one thing and I’ll be right down.”


“Hey.” He sat in his desk chair and pulled it next to mine so our armrests touched, but we didn’t. “Is everything alright? I mean, besides being tired and hungry, are you okay? You seem really tense.”


“I am tense,” I said, squeezing the bridge of my nose again. “I feel like there’s a steam roller on my chest and a geyser about to burst forth from right here.” I tapped between my eyebrows.


“Why?”


“Because it’s the beginning of the year and I have a new, ginormous quota and a million things to line up so I start strong.”


He snorted and looked away.


“What?”


“At the end of the year you say you need to ‘end strong,’ and in the middle of the year, you need to ‘keep up the momentum,’ and at the start and end of every quarter …”


“Well, what do you want me to do? Not care? Not try?” I pushed my chair back. “I could be un-tense and sit around building fairy houses, but someone has to support us.” I rubbed my face with both hands, wishing I could retract that statement and erase the look of pain that had just flashed in his eyes. Still, the resentment gained strength and maintained control. “Someone has to be tense,” I mumbled.


Daniel took a deep breath. “That’s great, Tina. I can see you’re still mad at me for getting laid off.”


“I’m not still mad, I’m just wondering why it’s taking so long.”


“Because an engineering job that fits my specs is really hard to come by right now! You know I’m doing everything I can. This is going to take time and patience on your part.”


I spun my chair toward him. “Why does everyone think I need to be patient when I’m never afforded the same luxury? No one is concerned with what I want—not you, not the kids, not the job.”


He stood up. “What exactly do you want, Tina? If I got a job tomorrow, would you be less angry? Would you dislike me less? And would you spend more time with your kids? I don’t think so. Your sole point of focus is your career, and, let’s face it, you’ll never quit that job—you love it too much, and you won’t admit it, but you love to hate it, too.” He walked to the door and turned around. “Maybe it’s a pattern: you love to hate things, and I am one of those things.”


“But that’s not true!” I cried. “I don’t have a hate pattern. I don’t hate you or anything! Well, maybe a few things, but that’s not it. I’m just stuck. I don’t know who I am anymore, but I can’t make a change because our whole existence depends on me and my work, and I don’t know how to do it half-way. I pay the bills, and I’m proud of my success, but my career does not define me, and this job is not what I was put on this earth to do. I am not Tina, the Seller of Things. I am Tina, the Something Else! But if I tried to pursue the Something Else we’d be screwed!”


“So you want me to get a job faster—a job that may not even use my engineering degree or my MBA—so you can quit your career and decide what color your parachute is?”


“I don’t know if that’s what I’m telling you,” I said as I buried my face in my hands. “I don’t know what I want anymore.”


He was quiet for a moment, and then he said softly, “Maybe you should skip dinner; I think it’s identical to Tex-Mex.”


When I heard his steps retreating in the hall, I moaned and dropped my head onto my desk. Why can’t I do this right? I thought. Why can’t I do anything right?


I woke up three hours later with a piercing neck-ache. I stood and walked into the hall. All the lights in the house were off; all creatures fast asleep. I slapped my hand on the banister. I felt hot tears of self-hatred fill my eyes at the thought that I’d missed yet another dinner.


I walked into the girls’ rooms and leaned over and kissed each of them before tiptoeing into my room. Daniel had cocooned himself in a duvet cover and was asleep on the couch in the adjacent sitting area—this had been happening with greater frequency lately. I squeezed my eyes tightly and exhaled, then padded out and down the stairs. I filled the largest clean glass with tap water and drank it in one gulp. Then I opened the drawer beneath the mini-desk in the kitchen. A glue gun and a Ziplock sandwich bag of replacement sticks were wedged in the back left corner.


In the garage, I found two clear plastic bins filled with plastic yellow daisies, pink roses, and purple forget-me-nots—remnants from a long-ago craft project gone wrong—next to the Christmas ornaments. I plugged the glue gun into an extension cord.


An hour later, I wiped the sweat from my forehead. The perimeter of the fairy house roof was now exploding in yellow, pink, and purple blooms. It only needed one more thing. I pulled a small cylinder of silver glitter from a container on a higher shelf and sprinkled a path from the door of the fairy house to the garage window. I wrote a note and taped it to the glass. It said, “Thank you for our new home, Piper and Lila. We love it and we love you. Love, the Fairies.”


If only fairy dust fixed everything.
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Daniel and I met during the second semester of our freshman year at the University of Arizona. It was a case of love at first essay test when, in US History 101, he leaned over to mooch a pencil and I said, “Sure, if you give me the other blue book in your two-pack.” The rest, as they say, is history. His oldest brother used that line in his speech at our wedding. Looking back, it seems possible, however, that a modest surplus of supplies and a lukewarm appreciation for well-intended cheesy lines were where our commonalities ended.


My parents were predictably unpredictable, largely due to their shared resistance to the surprisingly difficult chore of raising accidental progeny. It was no surprise to anyone when they divorced before I turned two. I hadn’t spoken to my dad since my sophomore year in high school when he no-showed at Thanksgiving. He had a new wife by then, but I assumed his second marriage would go the way of the dodo as well since the ditz he was married to was sitting next to me at Thanksgiving when he called during the pie course to say he wasn’t quite going to make it. Second wife’s uncensored diatribe against dear old Dad complemented the undercooked blob of canned pumpkin pie—my contribution to the feast. That holiday was a disappointment in every way—most of my childhood holidays were.


My mom’s favorite pastimes were reliving her youth and making regrettable decisions. She had dated not one, but two of my grade school basketball coaches, not one, but two of whom had been married at the time. Mama liked her hooch a little too much. Her dad—my grandpa—had tried many times to intervene on my behalf without success. He was the only dependable adult in my childhood, so when I was eighteen and my grandpa died, I steered clear of my mom and my dad as much as possible.


Daniel’s family hailed from Ohio, and was, in contrast, stalwart, Christian, and stern. With five boys, all exactly 2.5 years apart, they participated in activities like church, on Wednesdays, and vacationing at the same lake for the same week, every summer. His mom had had the same sensible hairstyle, for decades. They had organized, chronological photo albums to prove all of this. Photo albums! I couldn’t relate.


In reaction to his buttoned-up, stay-the-course, grace before dinner and same-bedtime-every-night home situation, Daniel pursued a path with less structure. He didn’t concern himself with routines or expectations. He did what he wanted to do and aimed to please no one but himself. He was even-keeled and well-adjusted. Kind and friendly. His resting expression was a smile, and not a dopey one. I’ve always envied his ability to fall asleep in a nano-second and his stress-free countenance. I can’t even fake that calm demeanor.


Why? Because my personality pendulum had swung the opposite way. In the interest of being nothing like my parents, I was rigid, strict and calculated. No one could ever accuse me of not trying my best, of not working hard, of not showing up. My routine was rigorous and rarely broken; my expectations for myself were high and multitudinous. I set the curve in every class. I was at the gym every day at 6 a.m. My diet was limited and almost completely fat-free. I worked twenty hours a week at the bookstore to maintain my academic scholarship, and I wrote a weekly column for our campus newspaper, the Daily Wildcat. I was relentless and high-strung. I pushed myself at everything I did, until I met Daniel.


I never had to try with Daniel because our relationship felt easy and natural. Initially I must have been drawn to him as my polar opposite: his non-volatility, his happy-to-be-here attitude with zero angst. He was not gifted with freakish tendencies at birth and then left to his own devices to manifest them to toxic levels. After eighteen years of being me, Daniel was foreign and refreshing, like how a PB&J on Wonder bread might taste like a delicacy after a lifetime of rancid egg salad on a stale Triscuit. I never considered looking for someone more like me, someone who shared my tenacious drive. He provided a much-needed break from the voice in my head that incessantly whipped me into a frenzy.


I majored in journalism and received many awards for my craft. Before Daniel, writing had been the only thing to occasionally silence the internal critic. I loved to write, and since my earliest memories of latch-keydom, I had been maniacal about it. Stories and plays, poems and letters, and, when hormones kicked in, notebooks upon notebooks of pre-teen rants. Writing calmed my jiggy ways and quelled my inner vex.


Daniel studied engineering. Since early childhood he had been obsessed with robots, saying they were the “next big thing” and “someday we’ll all have one,” which everyone knew was as absurd as a pocket-sized portable phone. I thought he read too much sci-fi, but I also found him to be adorable and funny. Even his cockamamie dreams were charming. What he saw in me was more of a puzzle. I was cute but not pretty, slightly taller than him, with the body of an adolescent boy. Sometimes I was quiet but other times, often in the middle of the night, a deluge of plans and ideas streamed from my head. I became impatient and moody when something or someone altered my routine.


Daniel was good-looking enough to entertain other options in the female department. Once I asked him why he liked me. He shrugged and said, “You sparkle.” I still don’t know what that means. The laws of attraction are strange and mysterious.


Early in our final semester, Daniel was accepted into a master’s program in engineering at San Diego State University. The day after graduation, we headed west as a unit. We moved in together to save money while he went to school and I looked for a job.


We were both broke during undergrad, but in San Diego, money was tighter than ever. Rent, even in a dumpy apartment located in a busy, smelly alley, was significantly higher than in Tucson. I needed a j-o-b, right away, and no one was hiring journalists. I decided to walk my resume into every journalistic establishment in San Diego County until I found a position.


When I was almost out of both journalistic establishments and resumes, the fate eagle landed. After dropping my resume at the front desk of the San Diego Business Journal, I rode from floor 12 to the underground parking lot in the world’s slowest elevator with Jeff, an extra tan, extra friendly guy with extra white teeth. Jeff acted as the sales manager for a new magazine with the same parent company as the Business Journal. He told me all about the advertising sales position he needed to fill as we crawled from floor to floor down the elevator shaft. He liked my pointed, persistent questions. He noted that I was perfect for sales, but because I had no experience and the magazine was a fledgling, he could only pay a small monthly draw and commission. However, if I worked hard, I could easily make triple the income of the already-hired staff writers in my first year. Triple the income? I envisioned myself buying food that was not ramen or Taco Bell. Purchasing running shoes that hadn’t been previously worn. A new used car! I would never need anything from my parents ever again.


This was on a Thursday. Jeff said I could start in four days, on Monday. Did I want to give it a crack? Yes! Wait. No, I was a journalist, a writer, and writers write. So no. Hold on, yes! I was plagued by indecision.


Daniel didn’t want to influence my decision. “Do what makes you happy,” he said. I was too full of doubt and fear and determination and occasional hunger pangs to care about being happy—it’s possible that I didn’t even know what happiness meant. I only knew I didn’t want to be poor anymore. I wanted to be the opposite of poor so I would never need help from anyone ever again. I thought about our bare fridge and the strange odor emitted by Daniel’s car, which smelled expensive.


I took the job and didn’t look back. Not until much later anyway.
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“A speculum is a medieval torture device,” I whined. “And I’m pretty sure it’s about to come out my nose.”


Jennifer, a.k.a. Dr. Sanders, a.k.a. my OB/Gyn and BFF since grade school, glanced up at my face and then back at my crotch. “Actually, a speculum is a diagnostic tool used to—”


“No, no. Just stop.” I shook my head, rustling the paper mat below me. “I know they make you say that, but we women know that—”


“I’m also a woman,” she said as she rolled her stool over to the counter to grab the sample container and rolled back between my legs.


“Right, well, if it were truly a diagnostic tool, they’d have improved upon it in the last century. Changed the lines at least, like they do to cars every few years to enhance aerodynamics. Something. No, I’m certain it’s an archaic tool used to keep women down. Immobile. Helpless.”


“Once again, I’m a woman, and I couldn’t do my job without it.” She pushed her glasses higher onto her nose with her forearm.


I ignored her. “It’s basically a car jack with a satellite dish on the end of it, used to identify signs of alien life in hoo-has everywhere, and it was most definitely designed by a man. A real asshole of a man, probably in ancient Mesopotamia.” I peered at the ceiling tiles, noticing the hole missing in the corner of the tile straight above my head. It looked like someone had taken a messy bite out of it.


“Relax and stop talking.” She adjusted the beam of light.


“Relax? Please. I think you’re getting me back for that time in sixth grade when I called you out at recess for not wearing deodorant.”


“I’m not getting you back.”


“But everyone laughed at you, and you ran away crying.”


“Well, the truth hurt, but I forgave you the next day. And besides, if it weren’t for you, I might still have BO today.”


“Just admit it, I’m a shitty friend, and that’s why you’re torturing me,” I said.


“We’re both shitty friends because we work all the time and have families and life’s very busy. But we love each other and always will.” She pressed into my abdomen, one hand inside, one hand outside.


“Why are you trying to get your fingers to touch through my skin?”


“Be serious for once.”


“I use humor to deflect agony,” I said, shredding the side of the drape.


“You know what would really be remarkable? If I didn’t already know that. We’re done,” she said, pulling off her gloves with a suck and a smack, then liberating her ears from the straps holding on her mask. “Now, tell me how you’re doing while I wash my hands. Quick, before the nurse knocks.”


“I’m okay. No, that’s a lie. I’m a disaster,” I said, and without warning, I started bawling. My tears blind-sided us both.
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