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This book is dedicated to the memory of Kam Sau Cheng






A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

This work contains indirect references to child sexual abuse and scenes that depict suicidal ideation.

My transliteration from Cantonese and Japanese was done in an ad hoc fashion from various online sources and translators. All errors are mine.





Hey there,

Found this address in one of your old comic books in the library, and I figured I’d say hello. Still mad about everything? It occurred to me that the reason you haven’t stayed in touch is because you’ve remained upset about what happened with your dad. Or maybe there’s some other sore point. Heh-heh. It’s been over thirty years and so I am taking a chance that things have cooled down. You might not know much about what I’ve been up to. Still teaching karate. The factory closed down so I am in semiretirement. To be honest, I’m just scraping by.

You might be pleased to know that I’ve followed your career. I even saw the first Iggy Samurai movie. I guess it’s for kids. But I did get a chuckle out of your Coyote Sensei character. I made an impression on you! I swear, some of the things that character said came right out of my mouth. Maybe you’d like to kick some of your residuals my way before I talk to that intellectual property lawyer. I sure could use the cash. Heh-heh.

A librarian helped me with the internet. She clicked on a link to a recent interview in which you say you’ve moved. My sister lives two towns over from where your wife teaches. I owe her a visit. We can meet up.

Maybe you’re not mad at me. Maybe you’ve forgotten about me. If that’s the case, and that seems highly unlikely, here’s a reminder of my existence. Write me back when you get a chance.

C.






PART ONE Chinatown, 1980s







CHAPTER ONE

A few days after I receive that noxious letter from C., the boy appears for the first time. The picture fills my eyes, and the most expedient way to clear them is by writing it down. I see the boy, on the street, cowering behind his grandmother. That’s his default pose. He’s holding a fold-up cart. His ailing poh-poh nudges him forward. Up until a month ago the old woman pulled the two-wheeled cart herself. Then, one morning, after she’d been coughing through the night, she made the boy do it. On that initial outing, as they embarked on their errand running, she made a point of moving at her typically brisk pace. “It’s just my hand,” she said in Cantonese, with a village accent she used only around family, like a pair of ugly slippers. “It hurts, that’s all. It’ll be fine tomorrow.” But then she asked him to pull the cart again the next day.

Every week, on Sundays, this depleted family unit makes their rounds to the markets for dried scallops, for pea shoots and watercress, for oxtail and tripe. Everyone knows Poh-Poh. She used to teach Chinese school to half of them in the church basement. Everyone stands up straighter, eyes jittering, the second she appears.

Whenever he’s out with Poh-Poh, the boy worries about seeing kids from his class. Their side-eyes and smirks could strip paint. Those jerks will wait until they’re in the schoolyard to tell the boy they recognize his clothes from gift-shop clearance racks and church donation bins. They’ll ask him where his parents are, as though he hasn’t told them already.

Now that he pulls the cart, the shopkeepers direct their attention to him first, as the person who handles the business. They all know better than to see him as in charge, but this way they don’t have to meet the gaze of the woman who would pick their Chinese names from a roll to recite classical poetry.

Today, it’s Mr. Mah, who runs the convenience store across the street.

“Dai lo!” he says from the back of the store. He’s finished stacking cans of soup. “How may we serve you?” he says in Cantonese.

Poh-Poh tuts, her voice like the rasp she uses on her feet before bedtime, and allows the boy—I guess we’re gonna call him Benny—to choose a shrink-wrapped package of snack cakes for acing his math test. One indulgence he’s earned from pulling the cart is getting to stop here first. He no longer has to wait until their errands are done for his weekly treat. “You’re acting as though he’s the one paying for everything,” she reminds Mr. Mah.

“One day he will. Big head, big brain, woh!” says Mr. Mah, rubbing his hands on his flannel shirtsleeves as he follows them to the front of the store. The sides of his face are crinkled from all the smiling he does.

His daughter sits behind the cash register. Benny’s cheeks warm at the sight of the girl. I cringe to picture him this way, fluorescent with hormonal yearning around Mr. Mah’s daughter, Shirley. I’ve changed her name, although the real one is pretty similar. Only a few years ago, Benny and Shirley did everything together—watching TV, playing Transformers, drawing, even eating, on most days, from the same bowl of macaroni, peas, and ham in broth—back when his mother had grown too weak to work and babysat her for extra cash. Now he can’t speak to her.

“Why can’t I have at least one smart child, laa?” the shopkeeper says to her. Shirley’s older brother, Wai, works at the store, when forced, but otherwise runs with the wrong kids, the ones who wear clothes their parents can’t afford. “Look at him,” Mr. Mah tells his daughter. “Always on the honor roll. Nose in books, teem.”

“He takes after his grandmother,” Shirley says in English, staring at her lap as she struggles to wipe her mouth clean of a smirk. She has an oblong face with wide cheekbones and tendrils of hair that escape from her ponytail. Her bright eyes and a readily pursed expression complement a thorny demeanor that the boy will always be drawn to. “Look who I have to take after.”

Mr. Mah wags an open palm at her, his eyes glinting with amusement. “Begging to be hated.”

Poh-Poh slides the cupcakes across the counter and produces a folded five-dollar bill from the lanyard money pouch where she keeps her senior’s bus pass. Shirley opens the register and calculates the change in her head.

“Your girl is even better with numbers than my grandson, gwaa,” Poh-Poh says. “Every child has a different strength.”

The shopkeeper seems stumped by this praise from a woman who offers so little of it. Praise from her always feels unprecedented. As they’re leaving, Mr. Mah gathers his wits and holds out a candy bar.

Benny stares at the treat. Flake. He’s never heard the name before. It’s probably chocolate. It’s probably good. It’s free. But why can’t it just be a normal candy bar? A Snickers or a Mars bar, and not something that came over on a boat?

“A gift for dai lo,” Mr. Mah says to Poh-Poh. “Free of charge.”

“Nonsense,” Poh-Poh says, and hands Benny two quarters to pay for it.

Shirley reaches out. He wishes his fingertips weren’t so grimy as they glance along her palm. She turns away when she takes the money.

Benny eats the snack cakes once they step outside, eats them so fast it’s as though he’s trying to hide them from himself. Poh-Poh would chide him for eating so quickly except that she’s in a hurry. He’ll save the candy bar for later.

“That shopkeeper doesn’t pay taxes, woh. That’s why his girl is so good at numbers. Don’t tell her you know all of that, laa,” Poh-Poh says to him once they reach the next block. “Why were you standing around, acting so dopey around Mr. Mah?”

“I wasn’t,” Benny insists, moving a step ahead of her down the hill to their first stop. At night, he will picture Shirley, the way she flutters her eyelashes and tucks in the left corner of her mouth when she’s embarrassed. He sits behind her in their history and English blocks so he can watch her ponytail sway for up to two hours a day.

They pick up vegetables at a greengrocer, chicken feet at the butcher shop. The people at those stores don’t fawn over him as much. At the butcher’s, Poh-Poh slips on the wet linoleum but reaches for the counter to prevent a fall.

Throughout their walk, the big hill back to their cream-colored concrete housing development looms for Benny. The first few days pulling the cart were muscle-scorching slogs, ones that underscored his softness, and he wondered how Poh-Poh managed that task all these years. But the sum of that effort has made him more resolute, if not stronger. Today, he feels as though he can sail up that hill.

When he turns around to see Poh-Poh midway down the block, her body seems to be twisting, hands aloft like a surfer’s along a concrete wave. She clamps a handkerchief to a face that’s purple with distress. As Benny starts to hurry back, the cart turns over. Stooping over to pick up the scattered groceries on the sidewalk, he sees Poh-Poh reaching for a lamppost but missing it. Then crashing.

He abandons the cart and races down the hill. When he gets to her, she swats him away. No, she can’t grab hold of his hand. Finally upright, she reveals an abacus of scrapes along her cheekbone.

“Mom!”

Benny sees Steph, still in her waitressing uniform, hurry down from the top of the hill. “It’s nothing,” Poh-Poh says to her. “It looks worse than it feels, gwaa.”

Benny marvels at his aunt’s brisk competency. First she recovers the cart and walks them back to their apartment before jetting off to the pharmacy for disinfectant and bandages. Then, while Poh-Poh rests, she cooks dinner, humming along to Perry Como on the oldies station while Benny watches her. Steph reminds Benny of Mommy. She has Mommy’s long nose, the kind he wishes he had instead of a flat nose with the hump of a chocolate hedgehog. She has her double-folded eyelids, a pair more than Benny, who always looks sleepy. She has her ability to tease Poh-Poh, darting her eyes at him with complicity when Poh-Poh grows huffy. In his aunt’s presence, Benny, who’d never dare tease his grandmother, always feels the courage to crack up.

Whenever Steph visits, Chinatown shrinks and the world beyond it emerges. Poh-Poh always complains that Steph isn’t Chinese enough. Because Steph was born here nearly a decade after Mommy—Poh-Poh blames their age gap on the hardships of immigration—she is more westernized. Unlike Mommy, who worked a job preparing taxes, his aunt insisted on attending art school. Gong-Gong was dying when she enrolled, Poh-Poh says, so she didn’t have the energy to force her to abandon her dreams. Now Steph lives on the other end of town, where she serves breakfasts with funny names. The “Jacked Stack.” “Benny from Heaven” (one of her nicknames for him). “Huevos Rancheros.” And she’s in a punk rock band. The last time Steph visited, she gave him her old Walkman and a cassette of her band’s album. The cover shows the band members leaning against a brick wall in their jeans and leather jackets. They stand with their arms to their sides, blindfolded, with cigarettes at the corners of their mouths. “Do you really smoke?” he asked his aunt, to which she only answered, “In spite of yourself, you are so cute.”

After they finish eating, his grandmother tells him he can either watch TV or play video games. He gets an hour of TV, but only half an hour of gaming—to Benny, a cruelly unfair ratio. She doesn’t wait for him to choose, turning on their thirteen-inch set and, for the first time in his life, cranking up the volume. In his peripheral vision, he sees Poh-Poh lead her daughter into the bathroom. Noticing this, Benny is too distracted for Growing Pains. It’s a rerun anyhow. He stands by the door. Their voices are so low he can barely hear.

“Ah-neui,” he can hear Poh-Poh say.

“I know, Mom,” Steph says in English. “I’ve got it.”

“Do you promise?”

“I promise.”

Benny doesn’t have time to ask Steph what she assented to. When she emerges from the bathroom, a quarter hour after Poh-Poh, she stretches out in a yawn. “Bedtime,” she announces. “Nice and early, as usual.” She winks at him. She’s changed out of her work uniform and into clothes from her bag. In makeup, hair done, in a leather skirt. Better places await her. Steph only comes by every couple of weeks, and he feels cheated that she cuts out so early.

I too had an aunt who helped take care of me, but not someone like Steph, who’s modeled after the older sister of a friend—another hopeless crush.

Benny doesn’t know it, but he’ll see his aunt tomorrow when she shows up after the worst day ever at school. That Monday afternoon, the final bell rings and he can’t wait to get home. He pushes through the outer doors but stops when he sees Steph. His chest soars. She’s here for him, and he’s too grateful to wonder why. He hopes she takes him out for hot chocolate and cracks a few jokes. Just the thought of her kindness, given everything that happened that day, steams him open like a mussel.

“What’s the matter, little man?” she asks him. Her hands, which she had on the straps of her backpack, reach for his shoulders.

He wants to chew her out for calling him “little man,” a nickname he’s told her not to use, but he bawls harder instead. “Mrs. Renzullo asked me a question about Christopher Columbus,” he begins. The rest of the story is too painful for him to tell.

As it happened, Mrs. Renzullo, his English and history teacher, always called on him. Nobody else could respond to her questions. Half the class could barely speak English. When he gave the answer, “King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella,” something collapsed in his mouth, a wounded bird’s death honk, on the third syllable of Isabella. “Faht yuhk,” Poh-Poh had said with an indulgent smile when his voice cracked the other night.

His classmates, even Shirley, who sat in front of him with her loose but perfect ponytail, would find his voice breaking no less funny than if he had answered Mrs. Renzullo’s question with a tuba-timbred, split-toned fart.

At lunch hour, it started. “Isabella” was croaked behind his back. He was shoved by someone as he stooped over the water fountain. He turned to see his tormentors, Bronson Su and Roderick Chow, cackling. Both of them were broad-shouldered (in a preteen way), with gel-swept hair and tapered trousers. If only he knew, I think now, how easy it would be to punch them, to fight back. He might take his own blows, but they would leave him alone.

Now, secure in his aunt’s arms, he thinks all of this, and yet he can’t utter one off-key word of explanation. Steph hugs him tighter anyway. If Poh-Poh were here, she would say, “No crying,” and turn her back on him until his eyes had dried. He can see some of his classmates hurry past him, but he doesn’t care if they know he’s crying. He’s dirt to them anyway. Soon his face is back in Steph’s argyle sweater. Because he can’t remember how Mommy smelled anymore, he likes to think she smelled like Steph. Like secondhand-store clothes, patchouli, and cigarettes.

“Tough day? Hormones?” she asks. “Whatever it is, I’m sorry.”

As he expected, they get hot chocolates at the Chinese bakery Poh-Poh avoids on account of all the white people stepping out from tour buses to crowd the place and justify its stiff prices. Steph also buys cocktail buns, egg tarts, and pork turnovers that the woman behind the counter places in a box and ties with a pink plastic ribbon.

“That is for you to take home,” Steph says once they settle into a booth with their drinks.

Benny figures that the promise she made to Poh-Poh has something to do with why Steph is visiting only him today. His aunt is on edge this afternoon, her fingers tapping the glass that covers the menus on the tabletop.

“Why are you here?” he asks finally.

“Um, I’ve brought something for you,” she announces. “A little listening.”

Steph unzips her backpack. From the bag comes a bundle of cassette tapes with handwritten track listings. “I’m sure you wore out my album by now. You liked my album, right?”

He nods, and reads the names scrawled on the spines of the tapes. The Clash, the Velvet Underground, Kate Bush. He gets preoccupied for a moment.

“We’re going on tour tomorrow,” she finally tells him. “Los Angeles to Chapel Hill to New York to Montreal. And a bunch of other cities.”

He stares down at the chocolate sediment still gathered at the bottom of his mug. “How long will you be gone?”

“Two months,” she says. “That’s why I wanted to see you, and not you and Mom. Your poh-poh doesn’t want me to go. You know how dramatic she can get, right? She thinks our van will crash. She worries so much.”

He remembers what Poh-Poh says about her two daughters. “Your mother was so responsible—the only mistake she ever made was marrying your father, gwaa,” she would tell him. “Your aunt just wants to have fun.” Normally, Benny loves the lightness Steph brings. He remembers tinkling on the electronic keyboard Steph would lug over when Mommy and Poh-Poh went to the hospital for tests. Later, she would play Go Fish with him in the hospital cafeteria when Mommy was too sick to see more than one visitor at a time. Now her shine feels like gloss as she sets aside family responsibility for personal fulfillment.

They know Poh-Poh is weakening with age. She can care for herself, even for her dead daughter’s boy, but she can’t manage without help. Even Steph knows this, as her eyes won’t meet his. She smiles at her hands. “We’ve been setting up the tour for months. We’ve all been working double shifts and overtime to pay for the van. Your poh-poh is a worrywart, isn’t she?”

Benny thinks about Poh-Poh. As long as he’s lived with her, she’s been getting up in the morning to make him jook for breakfast. It’s impossible to stay asleep when she has risen in their one-room apartment and the soup pot is clattering on the stove. And yet he will lie on the pullout, eyes closed, until she tells him to eat.

But for the past two mornings, Poh-Poh has stayed in bed. Through the night, she coughs and coughs. Sometimes, she will get up to rinse her mouth with salt water. For dinner, she bakes yams and serves them with rice cooked in the pot with lap cheong and doused in soy sauce. It’s the kind of dinner she prepared when Mommy was dying, less a meal than a gesture that acknowledges the biological necessity of eating.

As I hash out this scene, I’m glad I’m not drawing it. The only withheld emotions in Iggy Samurai come at swordpoint, the noble feelings of martial arts heroes keeping mum about their sacrifices. In this case, knowing her mind is set, Benny makes sure not to broadcast his concern to his aunt. He tries being happy about her decision. He hopes Steph can see through it. But her face is glowing in relief. The warmth of the hot chocolate receding, he waits with Steph until her bus comes. She tells him to call her if he needs anything. One thing, though. She has disconnected her line. She writes down a phone number on a slip of paper. “When I moved out of my place, I left all my stuff at our drummer’s house,” she says. The drummer’s roommate has a list of the clubs she’s playing while the band is on the road that he can share if necessary. “You can call me in an emergency.”

The bus comes. They hug. She asks him how many postcards he wants. He blurts out, “Four or five.” She says, “How about two?” “Three?” He waits for her to board. Once she’s inside, she holds up three fingers and nods. He watches her turn away and slip on her own set of headphones. Her face relaxes. The smiles and jokiness vanish from her face. Her eyes grow distant. She looks freed.






CHAPTER TWO

As for the Samurai, I was at my drafting desk, on my laptop, when I first saw him. In welcoming the boy a few days earlier, I had ducked away, hyperventilating, from the memory of C. Blue-eyed and golden-hued, built like a bus. From this void emerged a funhouse version of C., outwardly similar to him but with all his venom drained.

The Samurai, he’s winding around a grimy aluminum-sided shed until he finds an open door. Once inside he meets the guy who owns the company, sharpening a set of shears on a belt sander. The landscaper squints as the Samurai bows—the Samurai needs to stop doing this—and puts down his shears to look at his résumé. The landscaper barely glances at it and asks him whether he’s ever mowed a lawn. The Samurai nods.

“Then why do you look so nervous?” the landscaper asks.

“It’s been a while since I applied for work.”

His answer prompts the landscaper to finally look at the résumé and notice that the last job the Samurai held was as a dishwasher at a restaurant that shuttered five years back. Where has he been since? Once the Samurai tells him, the landscaper stitches together a tight smile. He talks about second chances and roads taking unexpected turns. Handing back the résumé, he promises to call him when something opens up—after speaking to other applicants.

The Samurai’s baby sister, Iulia, is waiting outside in her Hyundai Pony. The real-life Samurai, C., has a sister with an eastern European name, like Nadia or Alina. But I’ve never met her. I know nothing about C.’s family. In the car, Iulia tries to be encouraging. “No one gets the first job they applied for,” she tells the Samurai. The steering wheel digs into her pregnant belly. She asks him to repeat the questions the landscaper asked. He does, and she suggests that he say, in future interviews, that he spent the time since his last job caring for a sick family member. “It’s a lie, I know, but not really a lie.” She adds, “You’re your own family.”

Although it’s dishonorable to spread falsehood, the Samurai accepts this suggestion without protest. When he behaves properly and takes his medication, the Samurai knows he must answer Iulia’s questions with enthusiasm. He must introduce himself to his brother-in-law’s buddies as Iulia’s brother. And answer to the name of Constantine. What choice does he have? He’s been a masterless ronin ever since he lost contact with his daimyo.

Perhaps if he weren’t so “normal” they would have let him stay. It was never quiet at the hospital, but he missed the feeling that every object had its place. A small white bed, orange desk, pink chair. His homemade bokuto. He could hear the assuring voice of his daimyo, who wanted him prepared for his ultimate mission. He missed the orderlies who would kindly bow when they saw him. He was allowed to practice his sword work.

But then, Iulia explained, there was a budget deficit, a big one that made folks angry. And other people complained that taxes were too high. The guy with the white teeth and cornsilk hair went up for election. The guy with the arctic-wolf-blue eyes, who looked bitter not to have a great head of hair, took his place. “He wanted to say that he had streamlined the government,” she told the Samurai. “He wanted to announce budget surpluses.” One day the Samurai was informed by a caseworker he’d never met before that his sister had arrived to take him “home.”

Not only is my Samurai a gentle soul, he’s also afflicted by some unspecified mental illness. His actions don’t originate from malice, but rather from faulty brain chemistry and a savage upbringing. He’s like an actor being fed the wrong lines.

It’s nearing the end of February, when the Samurai promised Herb he’d leave. Back in the house Iulia has shared with Herb since they married, he goes through the paper and sees an ad for work at an ice factory. The next morning, he calls and is asked to come in.

He lets Iulia sleep late—she’s not hairdressing today—and takes the bus to the address he was given. He spends his first day loading bags of ice onto pallets in the warehouse. When he gets home, he watches the relief pass over his sister’s face when he tells her about working a full shift. On the second day, he’s asked to make deliveries with a driver, an Oriental guy who looks a little younger than the Samurai, in his midtwenties. He’s small and skinny, with a rattail that peeks out of his shirt collar. He speaks with a faint accent. His name is Mickey. “Like Mick Jagger or Mickey Mouse,” he says when they shake hands, “but not like Mickey Rooney.”

“Are you Japanese?” the Samurai asks. They load the truck in the morning light. “I know the language. A bit of it. I would like to practice.”

“Am I speaking Jap to you, man?” Mickey says. He shakes his head. “No, I’m Chinese, but I won’t speak any Chinese to you either.” He spins the radio dial and starts singing along to Bon Jovi until he grows bored. “That’s Bon Jovi, ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’ and hitting all the high notes as we take our show to the top of the hour,” he says in a radio announcer’s voice. “This is DJ Mick Cheung and his sidekick, Silent C., hoping you’re getting through hump day. How do I sound?”

“Really good,” the Samurai tells him. “Like a pro.”

“Yeah, man, that’s because I am,” he says, heaving his thumb toward his chest. Mickey spent a year studying radio broadcasting before he was shot and robbed by his childhood best friend. He shows the Samurai the scar from the bullet. It looks like a penny had been pressed to his arm. “I used to get in trouble. Now, only a little—to keep things saucy. What’s your story? There’s something about your eyes.” He snaps his fingers. “Like you’re looking at everything for the first time.”

The Samurai shrugs. He has been living in the hospital since he was twenty-four. After losing a kitchen job, between homes, a voice he later recognized to be his daimyo’s instructed him to stab someone in the shelter he was living in. “I’m a private person,” he says, repeating what Mama once told him to say. “But a friendly person.”

“You were in prison?” Mickey says. He grins. “Shit. You look too soft to be an inmate.”

“Not exactly,” the Samurai says. He’s relieved that Mickey has come close to the truth without recoiling. “But I guess you’re not completely wrong.”

“Oh, okay, be that way, Mr. Mystery.”

In fact, the ice factory job was real, real to C. But I’m inventing Mickey, the kind of blustery dude I grew up with in Chinatown, as a sidekick. I don’t know if the real-life Samurai, my sensei, had any friends. How could I? I was just a kid when everything happened.

Mickey follows his route without a hitch. Convenience stores, greengrocers, and fish markets in the morning. Restaurants and bars in the afternoon until the shift ends. At each stop, the Samurai climbs into the back of the truck. He throws a piece of cardboard on the ground and then drops the bagged blocks of ice onto it so they break and loosen. Then he and Mickey load the handcarts and deliver bags of ice. Mickey leads them through back doors, around kitchens and storage areas. He deals with the transactions. He talks sports with the white guys. He flirts with women.

“You look familiar,” he says to the manager of a fifties-themed diner. “You’re not on TV, are you? A weather girl? Just in case you’re famous, may I have your autograph?” The manager rolls her once-unamused eyes and accepts the invoice on Mickey’s clipboard. Moments later, she gives him a milkshake to go.

With the Chinese convenience store owners, he talks to them in Chinese until they notice the Samurai and their eyes fall. Mickey runs back into the truck and reappears with a carton of cigarettes under each arm. Afterward, they vanish into a back room for several minutes. The Samurai waits in the truck until Mickey returns.

“Remember how I said I like things saucy? I get the cigarettes from some friends,” he says as he flips through a wad of twenty-dollar bills. It’s easy to let Mickey talk. How fortunate the Samurai feels to be spared from commenting on the weather or sports. “Driving this truck is what I do during the day. I like to keep busy. The driving pays my bills, but if you want to have fun, man, you need a side hustle. Anytime someone needs something, they come to me,” Mickey boasts in the truck. He juts out his chin. “What do you need?”

The Samurai hesitates before he blurts it out. “A place to live.”

Mickey hunches over his steering wheel at a red light. When he’s certain the intersection is clear, he guns the car through. “Easy,” he says afterward. “I know the place. When do you need it?”

“As soon as possible.”

“I’ll make a call, okay?”

He pulls over at a pay phone, gets out, and the Samurai overhears him negotiating in Chinese. When Mickey returns to the car, he names a price for rent, in cash, which the Samurai agrees to. “Can you get me that money tonight?” The Samurai nods. And even though he hardly has anything, he accepts Mickey’s offer to help him move.

On his way home, he goes to the bank. The clerk who’s normally there when he visits with Iulia isn’t around, but the Samurai overcomes his panic and makes a withdrawal with a new teller for a sum totaling the deposit and first month’s rent. He leaves with so much cash that his wallet won’t close.

When he gets home, his brother-in-law, Herb, waits for dinner with his nose in a paperback and one hand holding a pipe. He grunts when he sees the Samurai. Iulia is at the stove making an old family favorite. Cabbage rolls and sausages, served with a green salad and an opened jar of store-bought pickles. In her final month of pregnancy, she totters over to the table carrying a casserole dish. Finally seated, knees fanned out, she releases a yawn. She seems to remind herself to perk up and launches into a detached monologue to blanket over the gaping silence. “Well, how was my day, you might ask?” she says. “Pretty good. I was tipped very nicely by a woman who said a lot of mean things about Jewish people. I found a stroller I like. And the cabbage rolls aren’t too salty, so that’s good too.”

He doesn’t know how to interrupt this odd banter to tell her he’s leaving.

Even while the dishes are familiar, she tries to replicate the dinner conversation they never had. Growing up, they didn’t know exactly what they lacked, only that the details of their domestic lives were off-kilter and not to be shared. On those nights as children, they would eat in silence. The Samurai would count the number of times forks would clink against the plate—sometimes sixty-five or eighty, sometimes two or four—before Tata would scream at Mama for letting vegetables overcook, or until Mama would complain of a headache and retreat to her bedroom. He preferred it when Mama would forget dinner altogether and he would instead get to eat one of her buns, freshly made in the morning, alone at the table while Tata stewed in his workshop. Before Tata got drunk and looked for someone to hit.

“I’m moving out tonight. I found a place in Chinatown,” the Samurai announces when Iulia takes a sip of water. “Sorry to interrupt.”

Iulia looks to Herb, whose silverware stops its scraping. “Oh,” she says. “Why didn’t you tell us earlier? We could have celebrated. Great news.”

The Samurai looks down at his lap. “It just popped into my head.”

Herb pushes his chair back and finally cracks the can of Diet Coke he drinks every night. He’s a little guy, slightly shorter than Iulia, and probably half her size even when she’s not pregnant. He wears flowery polyester button-ups and makes fun of Iulia for not appreciating wine. Tata would hate him for many things but mostly for being a member of the Socialist Party. At the news of the Samurai’s departure, Herb can barely contain his exuberance. “Do you need help?”

The Samurai shakes his head. “My Oriental—my Chinese friend is helping me.”

Iulia erupts with questions. Then Herb makes a joke about the Samurai’s good fortune to leave before the screaming baby comes, confirming the Samurai’s suspicion that he’s done them a favor by finding his own place.

He takes his dish to the sink and then heads to his basement room. He rolls up the futon he’s been keeping on the floor next to Herb’s desk. This is Herb’s house, which he inherited from his parents. Even though Iulia’s lived here for two years, most of her furniture and photos are still in boxes in the garage.

It doesn’t take him long to pack. Just a duffel bag with his donated clothes and a box of his practice weapons. He’s finished reading an issue of Inside Karate magazine that he borrowed from the library. He skims an article entitled “Modern Samurai: Countering World Terrorism.” Maybe Iulia can return his copy to the library with her romance novels. He sits on his heels and tries to meditate, but there’s a knock at the door.

“Hey, man,” Herb says, scratching the back of his neck. “Just wanted to say we liked having you here. I may not have acted that way all the time. Sorry. You’re still welcome here for dinner whenever Iulia’s cooking. Don’t be a stranger.”

They shake hands. The Samurai appreciates this fool’s efforts, although they exhaust him. He’s been in his space long enough, sponging off his generosity. He’s eaten Herb’s meals and slept in his study. He bows deeply to him.

In return for the hospitality, the Samurai had tried to help out. When Herb took Iulia to birth class, they asked him to babysit Herb’s kids from his previous marriage. The Samurai initially said no. “I’m not good with kids,” he said. Herb stomped off, and Iulia insisted that he try. The Samurai should have known better. Despite his true intentions, his good deeds inevitably misfire. Wherever he goes, he leaves hurt people, and, knowing this, he realizes that a lonely life is the best one.

The first time minding Herb’s kids passed uneventfully. The boys just sat in front of the TV for two hours while the Samurai read Inside Karate at the kitchen table. The second time, the other week, was when it went sideways. The two boys wanted to hang out in his room. They wanted to use his nunchucks and shurikens, the ones he had bought the day after his release. He knew that was a bad idea. But they insisted. And so they compromised. He showed them the homemade bokuto that he had made from a hockey stick, how to bow. And then he demonstrated the first few katas that he had learned in karate class. C., the real-life Samurai, my sensei, had mentioned his own unremittingly cruel instructor. “Thank me later,” he would always say as I felt the bruises rise on my body.

Herb’s boys got warm in their bulky sweatshirts and insisted on taking them off. Then they wanted to remove their shirts. They loved Bruce Lee movies and he was always shirtless. The boys, who got into periodic scrapes with each other, wanted to spar until they were sweaty and wild-eyed.

“I’ll do it if you put on your shirts,” the Samurai told them. They agreed.

He went upstairs to get a broom handle to use as a second sword. He found it, unscrewed it from the broom head. The boys were too much, and he needed to calm himself before he returned downstairs. He was on the steps when the younger boy, who was maybe eleven, started screaming in pain. The Samurai could hear the gravel crunching as the Hyundai pulled into the backyard driveway. Running downstairs, he saw the Samurai’s weapons removed from his closet and on his bed. The younger boy had a ninja star embedded in his bloodied hand. His older brother, thirteen and girthy, was trying to laugh away his tears. To make matters worse, the boys were still shirtless. He couldn’t stand to look at them.

Herb didn’t speak to the Samurai for a week after that. Tonight, however, the Samurai shakes Herb’s hand again, jogging it with conviction. They share a couple of glasses of white zinfandel and then the Samurai accepts Herb’s offer to carry his bag to Mickey’s little red sports car. Everything is better now that he’s leaving.

“You ready?” Mickey asks.






CHAPTER THREE

All words. No pictures. Child abuse, I warned my publisher, in an email about this project. Gory ending. It’s gonna be a bummer. I expected that they’d be turned off by the change in direction. And I didn’t even know they published books without pictures. But they saw this as a comeback opportunity and threw a deadline in my face. I wasn’t so optimistic. Even as I drew from my own life, I found myself repelled by the material. Take, for instance, Poh-Poh. In these Asian immigrant tales, Grandma is always a selfless, sentimental placeholder for a child’s failure to honor their family and uphold cultural traditions. The grandmother, recruited to raise a child she did not bring into the world, executes her task with diligence until her body can no longer comply. In my story, I hew unerringly close to the stereotype.

For the boy, it means caring for his caretaker, and realizing that even an obedient, clever child cannot stem an old woman’s precipitous decline. For three days, Poh-Poh does not rise from her bed. Between coughing jags, she asks the boy, Benny, for cups of hot water from her water boiler. But she hasn’t eaten. Not that there’s anything to eat. All that’s left in the house are instant noodles, some blotchy gai lan, a loaf of Wonder Bread, and a jar of peanut butter. Even the rice bin is only a fingertip deep.

On the third day, he calls out her name when he comes home from school and sets his backpack by the door. He hears her groan and then the squeak of the mattress as Poh-Poh sits up for the first time.

“Get a pencil, laa,” she spits out. “And some paper.”

He pulls out a pencil and a piece of loose-leaf from his school bag. Poh-Poh recites a list of ingredients for a soup. To Poh-Poh, soup is magic, a potion to reset the imbalanced body. Benny himself disputes its curative effects and place of honor at every dinner in their apartment, and resents the way the musky scent of shiitake mushrooms and ginseng seeps into his clothes, but for once, he hopes his grandmother is right. See what I said about oppressive superstition? Soup will fix everything. She hands over money from her lanyard money pouch. “Get a small bag of rice. And buy things for yourself too,” she says.

He grabs the folding cart. There’s a bite in the air outside, so he slips on Poh-Poh’s gloves and an ugly scarf she knitted for him in a brown argyle pattern—as though it were modeled after a piece of stewed tripe. He makes the stops in the same order as he would have with his grandmother. The Chinese medicine shop is the exception, and he doesn’t know where to find the dried roots that Poh-Poh wrote down for him. He points to the ingredient on the list, and the pharmacist, a man with a whiskery mole, totters, holding out one hand as if leaning on an invisible cane, to the bin Benny needs to scoop the roots from.

Benny buys a whole silkie chicken from the butcher. He has four dollars left, but he still needs a package of peanuts.

Outside the corner store, he sees Shirley’s brother, Wai, watching men unload bags of ice from a truck. Wai nods at him. He’s about seventeen, not much taller than Benny, but his chest is three times as wide as Benny’s in a leather bomber jacket. He wears gold chains over a black turtleneck, Reebok sneakers Benny would die for, and dark jeans. Cologne insufficiently masks the smell of the cigarettes the older boy smokes. To Benny, he’s off-the-charts cool. The available male role models for him are, well… slim pickings. “Are you here to see Shirley or to look at the magazines?” Wai asks him, smirking.

Benny hides his reddening face as he steps inside. Last year, Benny and his best friend, August Pham, were caught by Mrs. Mah flipping through an issue of Juggs. If Wai knows all about it, then Shirley does too.

Benny finds peanuts on a shelf next to the bags of potato chips. With the money left over, he picks up a shrink-wrapped package of three lychee juice boxes. And a package of frozen potstickers.

“How did you do on the English quiz?” Shirley asks him. She starts ringing up the items. “Did you ace it?”

Laying out his four dollars in change on the counter, his heart starts thumping. “Maybe,” he says tentatively. “How did you do?”

Her eyes sink to the floor. “My parents can’t help me. They just tell me to try harder.”

He hesitates. “I can help.”

“Really?” She notices the money on the counter. “It’s $4.40.”

“Oh.” He’s forgotten about tax.

She catches him from the corners of her eyes. “Do you think I got the amount wrong?”

He takes the juice boxes from the counter. “I don’t need these.”

She pushes four quarters back to him. When he gets home, Poh-Poh is upright and dressed for the day. Her bed has been made. She still looks weak, but Benny’s optimism flares seeing her lift a soup pot filled with water onto the stove.

The soup takes a few hours to cook. They eat dinner late. Poh-Poh makes a pot of rice and fries up the remaining gai lan in ginger. Normally, Benny would drink only the minimum portion of Poh-Poh’s medicinal soups. But this is the first real dinner that he’s had all week. His hunger has been a car alarm bleating in the background. He fills his rice bowl three times. When he’s finally done eating, his body applauds.

The soup has restored Poh-Poh, and instead of going straight to bed she plays Chinese chess with Benny. She beats him handily, but when he begins to reset the pieces on the board, she tells him she needs sleep.

He basks in his allotted hour of TV. By the end of it, Poh-Poh’s eyes are shut and her breathing audible. Benny drags her legs to the end of the couch and gets her bedding, wedging a pillow under her head and draping a duvet over her. Poh-Poh’s coughing resumes in the middle of the night. And she is still on the couch when he wakes up from her bed. Benny prepares another peanut butter sandwich to take to school and leaves with her sleeping.

It feels as if the day will throttle his capacity for joy out of him. In his history and English blocks, his classmates have forgotten about his voice cracking, but he doesn’t speak up, not once. He staples his hands to the desk until the end of time. He eats his subpar sandwich alone and studies in the library during lunch hour. Back in class, he finds a piece of folded paper on top of his desk.


Do you still want to study with me after school? Meet me outside today.



He stares at Shirley’s ponytail for the rest of class, but there’s no difference in her behavior. She never turns back to acknowledge him, much less her invitation.
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