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For Jack




The Lie


by Lily Firestone


When I was four I swallowed a lie.


It sunk inside me, grew a shell, stayed hidden.


But the lie became restless.


It broke into bits and surfaced so I could not ignore it anymore.


The lie dissolved into truth and


showed up in the mirror.





Prologue



SISTERS OF MERCY CHILDREN’S HOME KANSAS CITY—1938


“Say it, Lily.”


I bow my head, close my eyes, press my hands together. “Choose me.”


Nancy bends down and whispers, “Again . . . like a magic prayer.”


“Choose me. Please.”


“That’s right.” Nancy smiles, tucks my hair behind my ears, smooths my dress.


My good shoes clatter on the steps. I hear Sister Evangeline talking to the lady who wants a girl.


Step. Step.


The lady walks out of the shadow. She has shiny black hair and a bright pink sweater.


“M—Mamá!” I stumble, grab the railing.


“No!” Nancy says. She reaches for me, but I’m free. I run to Mamá, grip her legs.


She wobbles, twirls around, and looks down. Her lips are red. Her eyes are blue and crinkled. She says, “AH!” She is not Mamá.


Her hair swings. She bends down and lifts me into her arms. I hug her neck. She does not smell like sweet wood. She is flowers.


. . . This time I won’t let go.





Chapter 1



JANUARY 1951


I hold my face as if it has been dipped in plastic, slide down in my seat, and stare at the doodle—a tornado-shaped ink spiral gouged in the desktop.


Five rows ahead Neil Bradford faces our class in his ROTC uniform. He holds out a cartoon taped to red construction paper that he has brought for current events. His eyes glitter. “See? It’s an army tank stuffed with Chinese commies about to crush all these little kids in the crosswalk. Each of the kids wears a name tag of a country in the United Nations.” His lip curls. His gaze skims our class. “Don’t be fooled, folks. They’re out to get us!”


The Chinese soldiers in the tank are fiends with crossed eyes and nasty bucktoothed grins. They aim their bloody bayonets and machine guns at the poor, helpless United Nations.


He slices me with a glance, pats his chest. “My brother is in Korea right now fighting the Red Chinese.” Neil’s voice gets pushy. “The Evil Empire is attacking our boys this very minute. Their next target? The U.S. of A.”


Neil pivots and salutes the flag. Kids whoop and applaud. He starts the cartoon around the room.


I tuck my hair behind my ears, remembering last Friday’s current events cartoon. It showed a Chinaman’s mask over the muzzle of a crazed, razor-toothed bear—the global symbol of Communism.


I glance at Neil’s cartoon when it is handed to me. But when I try to pass it to the guy beside me, he yanks his hand back, holds it suspended in midair. He bucks his teeth at me, crosses his eyes, and fake coughs, “Commie.” Neil covers his mouth, as if suppressing his own commie cough.


Another comrade of Neil’s sneezes, “Chink!” Somebody snickers. The air sizzles, all eyes on me. Commie. Chink. My hands fly to my cheeks. My insides buzz. The cartoon falls on the floor with the machine guns aimed right up at me. I glower at Miss Arth seated at her desk—God! DO something.


But she doesn’t.


No. Miss Arth is preoccupied with her ear. She grimaces, pulls off a tight earring, and massages her fleshy earlobe. The fat gold glob wobbles on her desktop.


Two rows up Patty Kittle turns to me with an expression full of pity. Sorry, Lily. I look from one to the other of my classmates. Even the nice kids stare right past me out the window.


“But . . . ,” I squeak. “But.”


The Communism-is-contagious guy beside me swivels in his seat, jiggles his hands palms up, silently mimicking—but . . . but . . . whad?


Neil stuffs his hands in his pockets, smug as can be. Miss Arth removes her other earring. She runs her finger down her grade book, announces the next student’s turn, and boom! The attack is over.


I sit back, slapped. Trapped.


My hands and face tingle.


The next thing I know, right in the middle of fifth hour, I am standing on Neil’s cartoon, grabbing my books. The janitor, on a stepladder at the back of the room, catches my eye. He salutes me with a lightbulb raised in his fist. Neil hops back as if giving the enemy a wide berth as I square my shoulders and step around him, out the door, and into the empty hall.


I yank my coat from my locker. The school secretary tracks me walking past the front office window. I bump the building door open, run down the front steps, through the crosswalk, and up the street.


Lily Firestone, unhooked from the world.


*  *  *


You did it—you did it—for once—you did the right thing. The rhythm of the words propels me for blocks, through Southmoreland Park and across the lawn of the art museum. I sit on a stone wall, clutching my books. It’s spitting snow and windy. Cold seeps through my coat, but I feel a little fire in me—a right and true flame. I unload my books, pull my knees up, remembering a different rhythm, a jump rope chant from grade school: Jap-mon-key-girl-Jap-mon-key-girl. Kids chanted it during recess after Pearl Harbor was bombed. I didn’t know if I was a Jap or not. I didn’t know what I was. I thought it was supposed to be funny. I hopped and scratched like an ape until something shifted inside and I realized I was the joke.


Easy as pie, without trying, I’ve changed from being a monkey to a commie.


Wars come in all sizes: whole world, playground, classroom, even inside your own skin. My mittens are fists. I wipe my eyes, furious that I didn’t protect myself way back then. I should have stood up, fought back. But I didn’t. I didn’t know how. And now I’m still just me, still trying to ignore it.


. . . until today.


I rock side to side, hot tears on my face, recalling still another rhythm—the cadence of my first mother’s steps and how her hair swayed when she carried me around the puddles and scary dogs and steamy gutters filled with the trash of Chinatown. If we ever get lost from each other, Lily, look for my bright pink sweater. You can always find me.


She was Mamá, my birth mother, who sailed here from China and delivered me in California before the Iron Curtain and the Bamboo Curtain divided the world. After three years she put us on a train to Kansas City, pried my arms from around her neck, lowered me to the floor of the Mercy Children’s Home, and walked out. Mamá disappeared and became Gone Mom.


But today she has walked back inside me. Right where I don’t want her. “I’m here, where you left me, Mamá, a truant Chinese speck in the middle of America.”


I blot my eyes on my coat sleeve. Squirrels chase around the oak trees, scramble through piles of dead leaves. I look up. Shiver.


I am not alone.


Across the wide sidewalk in front of me sits a huge naked man. He’s on a tall, blocky pedestal, with one fist clenched under his chin and a squirrel on his knee. I walk over and squint at the engraving on the smooth stone base below him:


THE THINKER


RODIN


His face looks worried. I circle him, study the curves of his backside, his biceps and massive bare back. He’s weathered gray-green metal with rain streaks down his sides and between his thighs and fingers. His whole body is clenched. He looks like he has muscles in his brain.


Behind him is the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, with its rows of columns and steps. I watch a shadow slide slowly across The Thinker’s jaw and down his chest. It’s getting late. I rub his frigid toes. “So, I’ve gotta go now. But where to? Home or someplace else?”


No reply.


Snow gathers on his eyebrows and the crests of his ears. I guess The Thinker is like me today—lots of problems and no answers.





Chapter 2



I slump against the bus seat feeling split between the quiet, shrinking Lily Firestone before two o’clock this afternoon and the truant me.


By the time I get home, kids will already be home entertaining their families with the big news: Lillian Firestone, you know, the adopted Chinese girl at school, ran away.


Or they’re saying—Lily Firestone is a Communist spy.


Or—Lillian Firestone is missing in action.


Or—Did you know that the Jap girl is really a chink?


The vice principal, Mr. Thorp, will have called my mother to report me truant, and our whole house will have collapsed.


But, amazingly, Mother is cooking, not crying, when I walk in. Nothing weird, no ripple in the air. I slip into the living room and check the phone—it’s working.


No ring from Mr. Thorp all through dinner.


“We had a speaker at our patrol meeting today,” Ralphie says at the table, sneaking a napkin full of too-chewy minute steak into the pocket of his Boy Scout pants. “Jerry Newcomer’s uncle talked about being in the air force. He’s heading out to Korea.” I picture Neil Bradford’s brother straddling a machine gun in a frozen Korean foxhole. “Different guys in our patrol are bringing people to inspire us for our Citizenship in the Nation badge, like someone from their family tree who has done something brave and important.”


My mother perks up. She turns to Dad, mouth open, but he waves her off.


“Vivian, I am not going to bore those Scouts with tales of twenty years in the real estate business. They need inspiration, not the glory of my bad-back deferment.” He takes a long sip of his bourbon and water.


My brother shifts in his seat. “Well, do we have anybody else, any relatives I could bring?” He waves his arm toward Mother and then toward me. “Uh, well, I guess Lily wouldn’t have . . . uh, anybody . . .”


The radiator gurgles as if it’s about to throw up. Shut up, Ralph.


Our mother brushes an invisible crumb off her lip and stands, her voice staccato. “Our family tree is charted in the front of the Firestone Bible.” Her apron looks as if she ironed it after she put it on. She marches to the kitchen with a bowl of Waldorf salad that does not need refilling.


She always refers to our family tree as if it is the source of all life on earth, the only reference we will ever need. Ralph and Dad share an eyelash of a glance. They look just alike, round heads, thick middles, except Ralph’s not bald.


My brother shifts on his seat, tilts his head at me—sorry—and pokes a fork at the marshmallow bits floating in his dish of peaches. Mother goes upstairs without another word on the messy topic of family roots. If a little Ajax powder can’t fix it, she’s gone.


Our father pats Ralph and me on the shoulders. “I guess you two better handle the dishes tonight.” He heads to the living room, evening paper in hand.


Dinner is done.


I lean across the table. “You need a bar of soap for dessert!”


Ralph makes a saliva bubble, smiles. “I know. Sorry. I’ll do ’em.”


I truly feel sorry for Ralphie, though. There’s nobody from our family I’d call brave or courageous, except maybe him for bringing this up in the first place.


Cars snake around the traffic circle in front of our house. Headlights wash the dining room ceiling. Dad’s radio news filters in from the living room. One-kiloton nuclear test bomb dropped on Nevada flats . . . the grisly aftermath of Seoul, Korea’s capture by the Communists . . . Mao on the move . . .


Ralph reaches around me and grabs the meat platter, spilling a few drops of cold minute-steak juice on the carpet. He grinds them in with his sneaker.


*  *  *


After the dishes Ralph clomps upstairs and bursts through my bedroom door with the Firestone Bible under his arm. His face is flushed, his sleeves wet to the elbows. “Disappear, Ralphie.” He pulls the chewed steak from his pocket, tosses it in my wastebasket.


“Ick.”


He shakes his head at the trash can. “Man, I need to teach Mom how to cook. I know how to make jelly horn. You just wrap raw dough around a stick, cook it over the campfire, and smear it with jelly. And I can steam wild greens in a fire hole and—”


“Wow, that mouth of yours did it again. You lit the ol’ Firestone family fuse with your tongue and ended up with the dishes.”


He shuts my door, narrows his eyes at me. “So? God! What’d you do?”


“What do you mean?”


“At school! What happened? The vice principal called. Mr. Thorp. Mom was out so I, uh, took the message.”


“You took the message?”


“I took the information,” he says in a confidential tone.


I shake my head. “Wrong. Mr. Thorp wouldn’t give you information.”


Ralph raises his voice an octave. “He would if he thought I was Mom. I can still do that voice thing when I need to.”


“You pretended you were Mom?”


“Yep.”


“Oh my God. You are amazing. What did he say? Did he apologize for how Miss Arth didn’t—?”


“He said you left school without permission and that you need to report to his office Monday morning. That’s all.” Ralph looks about to bust. “I mean . . . you. I can’t believe it. What happened?”


Snow twirls in gusts in the streetlight out my window. I sit cross-legged on my bed and tell him everything, including the janitor’s lightbulb salute and The Thinker. For the first time in history Ralph doesn’t interrupt. “Usually it’s just one or two kids, but this was the whole class and the teacher. I am so sick of it. I just stood up and walked out.”


“That took guts,” he says. “Did everybody clap?”


“No. They probably thought I was running away.”


His eyes are saucers. “I swear. I’m bringing you to Scouts. You’re a hero. It’ll be so neat when you walk into school Monday morning.”


“Sorry, but walking into Mr. Thorp’s office will not be so neat.”


Ralph thinks a minute, puts the Bible down. “Uh . . . what’re you gonna do if it happens again, you know, somebody else coughs something bad?”


“It’s not new. You wouldn’t remember it, but in grade school kids teased me all the time thinking I was Japanese. I didn’t even get what was going on.” I chew my thumbnail. “But it’s switched. Everybody’s prejudiced against Chinese people because they are Communists now and they’re trying to take over Korea. I’ve become the enemy because I’m Chinese even though I’ve never been there and I know exactly zero about it.”


Ralph’s quiet a moment, thinking. “So what did you do—run away, or stand up for yourself?”


I rub my face, my stomach in a knot. “I don’t know. Both, I guess.”


Ralph’s eyes are bright. “Well, you can’t stop now. You gotta keep going. You can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube.”


“Wow. Is that a quote from the Bible?”


“No, it’s from the Dental Hygiene merit badge.” He sighs, rubs his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Well, at least Mr. Thorp’s call is over.”


“Yeah. Thanks. But that’s not exactly Boy Scout code, is it? Faking who you are.”


“No, it’s part of the help-your-older-sister code of honor.”


We open to the genealogy page of the Bible, with four generations of Firestones perched on little branches. In Mother’s neat script “Lillian Catherine Firestone—b. December 20, 1934” is written under “Donald and Vivian.” Perched next to me is their miracle, natural-born son “Ralph Laurence Firestone—b. July 13, 1939.”


Ralph points to two crossed-out, smudgy names. “Who are those guys?”


“Relatives on death row.”


He nods. “Nice.” We sit quietly for a minute studying the chart of our heritage, or at least Ralph’s heritage, but we know almost none of them. It’s as if our mother has used the Bible, the literal bulk and solemnness of it, to stand in for the actual people, even on Dad’s side.


Ralph rattles the junk in his pocket, pulls out a rock. He flips it off his thumb, catches it back and forth, and then tosses it in my lap. It looks to be a piece of greenish shell.


“Ew. Did this come out of your nose?”


“Yep.”


“What is it?” I ask.


Ralph gives me an odd look. “I thought maybe you’d know.”


I lob the shell over him into the wastebasket by my vanity.


“Hey! Careful. It’s part of my Scout collection,” he says, scoping my room.


I hop off the bed, plaster my hands over his eyes. “You may not touch, move, or remove one single, solitary speck of dust from my room for your collection.”


“Okay. Okay.”


Dad’s cigarette smoke snakes up the stairs. Ralph hoists his lumpy self off the floor. He retrieves his rock, then takes a split-second detour by my closet on his way out.


“Halt! I saw that.”


He turns, hands behind his back, all innocent acting.


“Give it!”


He pulls my sneaker from behind his back. “Oops . . . wrong shoe. Meant to take the other one. I’m, uh, practicing my tracking and stalking skills for Scouts. No muskrats handy, so I picked you. Should be interesting, especially after today.” He studies the sole of my shoe. “I need your paw print.”


“Stalking? Really?”


“Careful observation is important.” Ralph squats in stalker position on the carpet with his pants wedged up around his butt. He creeps—stomach to rug—across my floor. “Use toes and elbows only,” he grunts. “Rest your weight on the insides of your legs.”


I squish him to the floor with my foot. “In stalking,” he grunts into the carpet, “always remember that your shadow is not overlooked by your quarry.” He cranes his neck to look up at me. “Constantly watch your quarry. Be prepared. Freeze if necessary. Never approach from downwind. Don’t breathe until your quarry resumes feeding or other natural activities.”


I pull Ralph to standing, load the Bible on his arm. “Here. You take it. It’s missing a few chapters.”


He walks out backward. “Don’t you mean verses?”


“No, chapters.” I shut my door in my brother’s goofy face.


. . . the true creation story of me.





Chapter 3



I could grow a beard waiting for Mr. Thorp to get off the phone in his office. All weekend I obsessed over what rumors had been spread about me. I have rehearsed and re-rehearsed my side of the story until I can say it without crying. But so far, walking into school has been a carbon copy of every Monday, except for the pretzel twist in my stomach.


Mr. Thorp, of the clipped-caterpillar mustache and poochy eye bags, finally puts his caller on hold and looks up blankly. He mentions not one word about social studies. He does not ask a single question. Over the weekend my humiliating incident seems to have fallen into the empty wastebasket between his ears. He says nothing about Neil or commie coughing or the deaf-and-blind Miss Arth. “Since this is your first offense, if you successfully complete your detention, your truancy will be expunged from your permanent record.”


Mr. Thorp reaches over, punches the blinking button on his phone, and that’s it.


I walk out with my punishment—eighth hours on Wednesday and Friday for the next four weeks. Art room cleanup.


Sorry, Ralphie, all I got is a pink slip—no floats, no ticker tape parade for me.


Outside the front office I stop. I stare at the buffed brown floor, thinking I hate this place. But who cares? Nobody. My heroic departure was nothing that the swipe of a pink slip couldn’t wipe away.


Outside, the ROTC honor guard is in formation around the flagpole. Neil Bradford holds a precision salute as the flag is raised. He’s starched and serious. Neil will not receive a detention. Miss Arth will not receive a detention either. People don’t get eighth hours for adjusting their earrings, even if right before their very eyes an innocent person is getting crushed by a tank.


In the lunch line Patty Kittle and my other former best friend Anita ask me how I’m feeling now. They both wear pearls, an essential part of the sorority girls’—better known as cupcakes—school uniform.


“What?”


Patty says, “You went to the nurse’s office during class, right?”


“No. I wasn’t sick. I walked out.” I hold up my detention slip.


“Oh!” She nods, wide eyed, with her hand cupped over her mouth.


Anita’s eyes shift all over the place. “Well, I’m so glad it was just because of . . . that, I mean, I’m so happy for you that you weren’t sick or having . . .” She holds her stomach, cringes, and mouths cramps.


Is feeling prejudice more pleasant than cramps?


These are the only conversations I have the whole day except the ones in my head.


Oh, Patty and Anita, maybe the nurse could medicate you two for your phony sincerity syndromes. You know, the ones you use to hide the fact that you dropped me, the smiles that scream sorority girls and rice girls don’t mix.


If I had done a handstand on my desk everyone would still have avoided looking at me in social studies. Miss Arth yawn-talks her way through a lecture on the future of the oil industry in America, followed by a Cold War film so dull it shreds itself in the projector.


Mr. Thorp reads the afternoon announcements—the Student Council Ideals and Ethics Committee meets today. . . . Glee Club will practice its repertoire of religious, popular, and novelty songs for the Brotherhood Week assembly. . . .


The final bell. The dreaded Monday here and gone.


*  *  *


On Wednesday afternoon the art room smells of turpentine and wet clay. It’s big and messy. A freezing draft from outside comes through a ground-level door that isn’t latched tight. Prisms hang in the long windows overlooking the icy track and football field. They cast patches of rainbow across the floor. I shiver, fold my arms. I remember sitting in here last year full of my parents’ assurance that Patty and Anita and I would be fine starting at Wilson High School together. We’d stay loyal and watch out for each other after transferring from Our Lady of Sorrows. We would not become ladies of sorrow ourselves.


No one would have predicted that the polite, straight-A former Girl Scout Lillian Firestone would become a juvenile delinquent.


I sign the detention form on the art teacher’s desk and read a list of “Cleanup Procedures” posted on the wall: 1. wipe tables, 2. soak rags and brushes in turpentine, 3. rinse eyedroppers, 4. sort pastels, 5. wash mirrors, 6. alphabetize glazes.


How would anybody ever know if I just signed in and left?


On the wall is a diagram showing how to shade a flat two-dimensional circle to create a sphere. Another poster, titled “Principles of Portraiture,” outlines the proportions of the human face. Student self-portraits are tacked to cork strips around the room. They’re terrible! Every one looks like an electrocuted zombie.


The side door thunks open, followed by a swoosh of freezing air. I wheel around. In sweeps a tall guy with messy brown hair, glasses, and a long coat. Elliot James!


“Self-portraits are a pain,” he says, tossing me a glance. He flops his portfolio on the table. “Don’t laugh until you’ve tried one.”


What? “I wasn’t laughing.”


“But you wanted to,” he says.


No I didn’t.


He sits on a stool at a drawing table with photos taped to it. His boots are paint splattered. His knit scarf falls on the floor. “Girls don’t get detentions. What’d you do?”


I ignore the question, grab a rag, and wipe an arrangement of bottles and shells sitting on a pedestal in front of the window.


“Don’t touch that! It’s a still-life model. You’ll change the shadows. And don’t clean the tables, either. Nobody’ll notice. It’s just stupid crap to make you sorry for what you did.”


“Do you have one too?” I ask.


“One what?”


“Detention,” I say.


“No!” Stupid. Stupid. Elliot James is the king of the art room. Of course he doesn’t have an eighth hour.


“Yearbook stuff.” He points to his drawing paper. “Caricatures.”


I must look blank because he says, “You know, caricatures, drawings where you exaggerate people’s features and personalities.” He waves his pen. “It’s sort of like Chinese calligraphy. Just a few perfect strokes and no more. But with a pen instead of a brush.”


Continued blankness.


“Chinese calligraphy, you know, handwriting. I’m learning how. Practicing the techniques.” He tilts his head, speaks slowly. “China. Right? That big ancient place across the ocean?” He makes a wavy pattern with his hand, then hunches over the table, rubbing his boots together as he draws. He has a rolled towel propped under his forearm to keep from smearing the ink, and an expression as intense as The Thinker’s.


I wring the life out of some sponges, thinking that at least he said China like it’s a place, not a slap in the face. I prop the sponges behind the spigot. I looked dumb about calligraphy because I am. I know exactly zero about China—we haven’t studied it yet—except that it’s now Red China and that pandas live there and so did Gone Mom and my birth father. But I didn’t. Babies living in Chinatown, San Francisco, don’t learn Chinese handwriting. And little Chinese orphan girls who move to Missouri and get adopted and go to Catholic school don’t learn it either.


I check the clock. Thirty minutes to go. Now what? Clean up or don’t clean up? I straighten the stools around the blocky wooden tables and empty a coffee can into the rust-stained sink. A greasy swirl slides down the drain. “That was turpentine. You don’t dump turpentine down a sink,” Master Elliot says.


Too late now.


“And you can’t rinse oil paints with water,” he says.


What else can I mess up?


He blows on his ink drawing of our head football coach blasting a whistle. It took him all of four minutes, maybe less. Elliot turns. “So . . . what did you do for the detention?”


“I walked out of social studies in the middle of class.”


“Because . . . ?”


“. . . of a cartoon, a political cartoon this guy brought for current events. . . . Kinda dumb, but anyway . . .”


“Cartoons aren’t dumb. What was it?”


“Uh, well, these creepy Chinese soldiers in an army tank are killing United Nations kids in a crosswalk, and this guy coughed ‘commie’ at me because I’m, you know, Chinese, so he wouldn’t touch the picture after I contaminated it, and it got worse and I finally walked out.”


Elliot looks up at me, curls his lip. “That was stupid.” His face shifts. He glances at the clock, says, “Damn,” stands, slides his drawings into a folder, and in another whoosh of freezing air bolts out the door.


It bangs hard against the frame. The self-portraits flutter. I pace between the tables, telling my audience of zombies, “So he thinks I was stupid for walking out. Well, that’s perfect. An eighth hour plus insults!”


I whip Elliot’s scarf off the floor, stuff it in the trash can, grab my books, and walk out on my own detention.


*  *  *


Sleet taps the bus windows. We wheel past the Country Club Plaza—the World’s First and Finest Shopping Center, my father’s baby. Every day my real estate developer father tramps between the restaurants, construction cranes, fountains, and cement mixers in his hard hat, yakking into his walkie-talkie. By the time I get home I have decided to tell my parents that I am volunteering in the art room after school. They won’t like it. It’s not Future Homemakers of America Club or Pep Squad. They are allergic to anything arty.


When I walk into the front hall they are talking in the kitchen—voices hushed. Dad comes out still wearing his overcoat and carrying a highball glass full of ice. He motions me into the living room.


Surging panic. I perch on the edge of the couch.


He removes his hat and smooths the hair on the sides of his head. The flesh of his neck bunches when he loosens his tie and undoes his top button. He steps to the bar and pours a generous jigger of bourbon over the ice and then water.


Mother enters with a tortured expression and a letter that she hands to him. I recognize the Wilson High School letterhead. My father holds it at reading distance. His gaze bounces across the page. He reads aloud the section reporting my truancy and detention.


“Is this a mistake?” Mother asks.


Dad lights a cigarette, takes a deep drag and a deeper gulp of bourbon. He clears his throat, looks longingly at the evening paper on his footstool.


“No,” I say. Next comes a prolonged pause where the question “Why?” should be. Their bewildered silence nudges me on. “Do you want to know why?”


My father nods.


“Because the guy sitting next to me in social studies called me a commie and other kids sneezed ‘chink.’ And Miss Arth just sat there and did nothing to stop them. She acted like I didn’t exist!”


“You walked out of school because of a sneeze?” Mother turns to my father, palms up. “A sneeze?”


“I did not sneeze, Mother.”


“I know that.” She shakes her head. “Yours was an extreme reaction, Lillian.”


My mother’s words are tacks in me. I turn to Dad, search his face. “What your mother is saying is that the class’s conduct did not warrant you getting yourself in trouble, Lily.”


How would you know that?


Dad rubs his eyes. I’m glad he’s not wearing earrings he can fiddle with. I poke my parents with a slow and overly elementary explanation. “They did this because I’m Chinese and we are currently fighting the Red Chinese Communists in Korea.”


Mother fixes me with a look, shakes her head. “You are not the same girl you used to be, Lillian.”


Thank you for noticing.


My father turns to my mother with a slight smile. “Well, the world isn’t the same place it used to be either, Vivian. Our Lily hasn’t changed.” I haven’t? “The world has—the Germans and the Japs, the Cold War, Korea, the Communist takeover in Red China . . .”


Mother holds up a hand. Her eyes shift between my father and me. “Why should all that concern Lily?”


I look right at her. My eyes fill up. “I am not talking about the war over there in Korea. This happens to me at my school every day. Who else’s concern would it be? Miss Arth and the vice principal were horrible. Everyone was.”


I wipe my face, expecting her to get back to asking about the consequences of my detention, but instead she says, “Who knows about this, Lillian?”


I count on my fingers. “Miss Arth, Mr. Thorp, the janitor who was changing a lightbulb in the room at the time, all the people in my class, the art teacher . . .” I do not mention Ralph deflecting Mr. Thorp’s phone call. “I’ve tried to tell you lots of times before that I got teased and insulted. Even at Our Lady of Sorrows. How was I supposed to understand it?” I turn to Dad. “You always said it was just goofy kids’ stuff. Don’t let it bother me.”


My mother’s mouth turns down. “We were trying to help you get along, protect you.”


“From what? Myself? All that did was make it my problem.” I stare at my lap. “My face is Chinese and it’s not going away!” I do not look at her. Can’t. We fall into our ocean of silence where hurts old and new crash against each other.


Why in the world did you adopt me?


I take a long breath and another, and explain about my punishment cleaning the art room. My mother looks as if she has swallowed turpentine. She glares at Dad and heads to the front hall. She stops a moment, turns back, and holds her hand palm facing out, as though bestowing a blessing. “Never forget. You are an American, Lillian. You are a Firestone.”


I watch her climb the stairs, imagining the sentence she doesn’t say—So act like one. I listen to her creak across the floorboards in the upstairs landing. My father leans in, filling the emptiness she left, and says in a confidential tone, “Your mother is scared for you, Lily. The world situation has everybody terrified. She wants you to adjust, fit in. She has tried to put her own hardships behind her and she wants you to do the same.”


I nod, but I don’t mean it.


Dad opens the newspaper. My parents’ bedroom door clicks shut. I sink back into the sofa, squeeze my fists thinking that this is exactly how she always operates. She hears something and she owns it. She determines if it counts, if it matters in the world. And I have let her determine if I count, if I matter exactly the way I am.


I cannot stand her.


This is why we should never try to talk. This is exactly why.





Chapter 4



“Hey,” Ralph says, tapping on my bedroom door after the house has calmed down. He tilts his head toward our parents’ shut door. “What gives?”


I shake my head. “They got a letter from school. God. I’m so sick of everything. I can’t talk about it anymore.”


“Okay.” He waves his hand. “Then just come look at this. It’s different.”


“No.”


“Please!” He pulls me into his bedroom and opens the door by his closet that accesses the attic steps. He turns on the light. Displayed on the step right under his candy collection, which is mostly empty Bit-O-Honey and Necco wrappers, is his Boy Scout collection. He painted the attic stairs bright blue, something our mother allowed during the period right before now when she believed he could do no wrong. Before Ralph turned eleven he could have painted his carpet blue or built a campfire in the bathtub without a peep from her. He is still a master at working around her. Much better than I am. He plays smart, then dumb, he tiptoes, has tantrums—whatever works. Dad knows it too. “Crazy like a fox,” our father calls his protégé.


Displayed on the stair is a scraggly strip of fur, an old stick of polished wood, the chunk of swirly rock he threw at me the other night, and the cap to a bourbon bottle.


We kneel on the floor. “It’s not finished, yet,” Ralph says. “I’m looking for more stuff.”


“Ralph, normal Boy Scouts collect coins or stamps, or how about matchbooks?”


“Well, this was easier than Hog and Pork Production or Bugling or writing a report on the dangers of laxatives or bandaging my own finger.”


I point at the fur. “Where’s the rest of the squirrel?”


Ralph slashes a flat hand across his neck.


I shiver. “Ick.” I sit back on my heels and rub the stick. It’s about a foot long, wider than a ruler, with one flat side and another that’s curved, like a wooden cylinder cut in half lengthwise. “What is this?”


Ralph shrugs. “Don’t know. I thought you might.”


“Why not collect things that go together, have a theme?”


“Oh, I am.” He raises three fingers. “Scout’s honor.” He puts the stick back, organizes his measly junk, and glances up into the dusky rafters. “I’ve found lots of strange stuff up there.”


*  *  *


Saturday night.


My parents are out. So is Ralph. If I joined the Boy Scouts I’d at least have an indoor campout tonight instead of sitting here with a stale popcorn ball stalking myself in last year’s yearbook. I guess it’s better than reading our Bible, although lots of people at school think the yearbook is the Bible. The freshman pictures look like God dealt a bad deck of miniature face cards: I giveth you pimples. To you I bestow a hooked nose. You shall look like a turtle. But ye, oh blessed one, can have a smooth, sculpted white face and blond hair. Actually, every single face is white, cover to cover, except mine. Mine’s grayish. My mouth is a dull dash mark, my eyes black pinpricks, and my hair flat. No wonder I never look at myself.


The yearbook makes school seem shiny and organized, all of us packed between the padded silver covers. Everybody is lined up, achieving great things—winner after winner. Yearbooks don’t include the taunts and discrimination and cliques. There is not a group picture of the Students Prejudiced Against Chinese People, because the members are secret, or they used to be, until Korea. Now prejudice is free to eat in the lunchroom, ride the bus, join fraternities, sneeze, cough, speak up. Prejudice is big at Wilson High School.


Also unpictured are the sorority girls, because sororities and fraternities aren’t school sponsored. They’re social clubs outside high school. Patty and Anita are dying to become cupcakes despite our old oath of allegiance.


And there’s no picture of the gang of greasy guys who grab their chests on the bus and whisper, “Hau ru, Tea Cups?” as if I wouldn’t comprehend what “cups” of mine they’re talking about.


A bus is a battleground if you look like the enemy.


What would Mother say if I asked her for advice? Go quietly to the bathtub, Lillian, and soak in bleach water.


Dad’s advice? Make a joke of it.


Ralph’s? Be a hero.


My advice to myself? Carry Kleenex.


When I walked out of social studies, it looked like running away, but it wasn’t—it was the first Chinese thing I have ever done. But what now? Fight back every time somebody says something? Walk out? Drop out? Gone Mom must have felt tested living here with illegitimate me. Or maybe she was really a spy or a tramp or she was sick or broke. Who knows why she left me in Missouri and sailed away?


I flip more pages.


Elliot’s caricatures are everywhere. He drew the Future Homemakers of America Club as hobos. The ROTC rifle team holds boomerangs. The Typing Club president is all thumbs—slightly funny, but not very. I see his drawing of himself in the Brush and Pencil Club—thick glasses on a lanky stick figure with paintbrushes for fingers.


I see my tiny face peeking out of the Red Cross Club group picture. Ugh. I shut the yearbook, look away, close my eyes. I won’t be in this year’s photo because I quit going. I’m too Red for the Red Cross now.


*  *  *


On Wednesday Elliot James says, “Thank you so much for throwing my clothes away.” He flips the fringe of his scarf. “I dug it out of the trash.”


Thanks for calling me stupid. I tilt my head, shrug, neither admit nor deny it.


Mrs. Van Zant, the art teacher and yearbook sponsor, walks through the door carrying a thick folder. She steps around me, makes a beeline for Elliot, because they are getting an early start on the yearbook. They consult about page layouts and his drawing of the front of the school building. “My vote is a double spread for the title page. The Sentinel 1951. You will make Wilson High look regal.” She moves her hands together in prayer point and bows to Elliot.


They talk about the theme this year, “Patriotism,” and the Student Council’s vote last fall to eliminate homecoming because of the Korean War. Boo hoo hoo. Not everybody liked it, but I guess patriotism was more popular than popularity.
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