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For my bubbe






破裂 (haretsu): rupture






Missing: adjective; absent—see: lost

IN JAPANESE, WE HAD NO actual translation for “i miss you.” the direct translation had become extinct, no longer a part of our conversations, existing only in romance novels. The sentence that we substituted was “I’ll be lonely without you.” But when we said it, we reflexively abandoned “I” and “without you,” leaving “Will be lonely.” Which of us became lonely because of the other’s absence wasn’t explicit. We left it to the air to take care of the rest, as if releasing the words was enough to understand one another. These three words floated like bubbles between two people, sharing the moment until the bubbles burst and blended into the world.

“I’ll be lonely without you” was a mistranslation because missing someone didn’t necessarily mean you would be lonely. Missing someone came from the outside. A momentary fact. It was innocent and healthy. Once you moved from the moment, you stopped missing, while loneliness stayed within you like a virus. It mutated, and only distractions allowed us to survive.

When I explained this to my mother-in-law, Bubbe, she shook her head and said, “Japanese people––so specific yet so vague.”

“At least we make reliable cars,” I said.

“Cars have nothing to do with human emotion.”

I laughed and told her our conversation should go into the story that I was writing for my class.

“Do you ever miss me?” she asked.

“Yes of course.”

“Oh please. You left Boston for San Francisco after five months. You’d rather be alone than have us around to help you. You couldn’t stand it here. You can tell me the truth.”

“Then no, I don’t miss you,” I said.

She brought her hand to her forehead, her predictably dramatic gesture.

I laughed louder, now clapping my hands. We were watching reruns of her favorite TV mystery on her bed, eating dark chocolate truffles. It was past two in the morning. We’d already gone through two boxes in four episodes.

My son was sleeping on the living room sofa bed, waiting for me to lie down beside him. He was at the age that’s old enough to fall asleep alone but young enough to long for my warmth. We visited my extended family every winter break. Yesterday and today we stayed with Bubbe in Lynn, north of Boston. Tomorrow we would leave to see my father-in-law and his wife even farther north, by New Hampshire.

“Will you miss me tomorrow?” she asked.

“Let me think about it.”

“You’ve had eight years to answer this question. How much more time do you need?”

“Until you are gone.”

“Are you saying until I’m dead?”

“Yes.”

“How dare you! I’m going to have to teach you how to be polite.”

“No, I’d rather stay honest,” I said, holding back my smile.

“Come. Give me a hug.” She beckoned me, so I put my arms around her and tapped her back. “No no no, that is not a hug. Don’t pat me. I am not your dog. Keep your arms in one place, rest your head on my shoulder, and stay still, for five seconds. Hug me like you love me.”

“I can’t,” I said.

“Why? Don’t you love me? Not even a little?”

“It’s not that. I can’t hug like you said.”

“How long have you been in this family?”

“All right,” I said, and I put my arms around her once more, and stayed still, my fingers spread on her back. She was wearing a nightgown made of thin cotton, and I could feel her sagging skin between my fingers. She was hugging me just the way I was hugging her. Her hair tickled my cheek and I heard 1920s jazz, a cornet solo, coming from the TV. I didn’t know if I should close my eyes or where I was supposed to look.

“There,” she said as she moved away. “See, I told you, it’s not that hard.”

“You know what,” I said. “We don’t have ‘hug’ in our language either.”

“No ‘I miss you’ and no hugs. How do you know love?”

“We read the air,” I said.



I see the father in the corner of my right eye every day at my son’s elementary school as parents and students gather for morning exercise assembly. He has twins, one who stays next to him until the bell goes off and the other who walks by me, and that’s how I know that the father has arrived. I knew his wife too; she died a year ago: cancer. I remember seeing her at the kids’ soccer games. On kickoff day, she wore a knit cap. It was September, Indian summer; the temperature had hit eighty degrees. I noticed her eyebrows were too perfectly drawn yet slightly out of place, and her eyes, to me, seemed bare and somehow incomplete. She was extremely pale, to the point that I could see green veins just below her skin.

“Her cancer came back,” a mother next to me whispered.

I didn’t know she’d had cancer before. Our kids weren’t in the same class.

As the soccer season moved on, her health deteriorated, and by the middle of the season, she sat in a camping chair that they brought, wearing a ski jacket, the knit cap, and two scarves while the other parents wore lightweight sweatshirts. I carried a blanket with me just in case she needed one, but someone always stood by her, giving her a hot drink from a thermos. So I laid the blanket on the grass and watched my son play, alone.

Shortly after the soccer season ended, I received an email from one of the mothers telling me that Patty Langton had passed away, surrounded by her family, with an attached sign-up sheet for weekend dinner shifts to help Patty’s husband. I didn’t sign up. The shift was already filled five months in advance; besides, I knew the hardest time would be a year and a half after her death. The first year we are too busy adjusting to our new reality, emotionally and practically. The grieving comes after three years, four years, much later, like when we are in the car on the way to work after dropping the kids off at school; the tiny gaps in our lives, that’s when we realize there is something wrong with us.

I don’t talk to him. I just watch him doing jumping jacks with his boy from the corner of my eye. When the bell goes off, I merge into the crowd and walk behind the father, looking at two deep horizontal creases on his tanned neck. Then I do the same the next day. The boy passes me by. I catch the father and his other boy doing jumping jacks, find more wrinkles on his neck, and leave.






The Death of the Fish

THE DAY AFTER ALEX’S FIFTH birthday, he asked me if he could have a fish for his sixth birthday. I said yes. A boy his age changes his wishes every hour so I assumed he would change his mind by his next birthday. He not only remembered but also began writing about the fish in his school journal. It started with one simple line, “I want a fish.” As his birthday neared, it turned into a story called “How to Teach Guitar to My Fish.” Alex won a school writing contest with the story.



The weekend Alex turned six, we were at a pet store.

In less than five minutes, he spotted a fish and said, “I want this fish.”

He pointed to a shiny blue body with a long, wide, and red tail. A sign read BETTA: SIAMESE FIGHTING FISH. The description said that if it stayed alone in a fishbowl, it would live for a long time without much care. Before my son could change his mind I placed the fish container in my basket. We walked around the store and chose a small fishbowl, marbles, water solution, fish food, and some decorations, and went to the cashier.

“I want to hold it,” Alex said to the cashier, who was about to put the container into a plastic bag.

“Of course,” she said and handed it to him.

Alex cradled the fish container the way he would hold a kitten.

“It is easy to take care of, right?” I asked.

“Oh yes. This is a fighting fish. They need to be alone in order to survive, but other than that all you need to do is be careful with the water. They like lukewarm water,” the cashier said as she put the rest of our things into the bag.

His fish, named Coodybug, was placed in the center of the dining table. Inside the bowl, the fish seemed to love the single leafy plant very much. He often hid in its rolled-up leaves. Alex said that Coodybug was playing hide-and-seek with us.

Before Alex left for school, he said goodbye to the fish, and when he came home, he gave him five tiny nuggets. We watched the fish suck up the floating nuggets one by one like a vacuum while we ate afternoon snacks together.

After three weeks, the water was dirty so I suggested we change it. Alex carefully scooped up the fish with an empty yogurt container and dumped the rest of the dirty water into a sink. I cleaned the fishbowl with a brand-new sponge, then filled it with warm water. Alex dropped in exactly seven drops of water solution. We waited five minutes, then we put the fish back into the bowl. He happily splashed around for thirty seconds, then we saw him sinking to the bottom. I shook the bowl, but the fish was no longer scared of the shaking. He swayed right and left, with the water. No way, I thought. I rolled up my sleeve and put my hand into the bowl. The lukewarm water was not luke but warm.

“Is he dead?” Alex asked.

Looking at the poached fish in my palm, I groped for how to explain this to my son.



The summer he turned four, it was a baby blue flower. I cannot recall the type of plant, but Alex named it Fluffy. He often squatted on the ground, trying to smell Fluffy. He listened to my warning about touching the flower, “If you touch the flower it will die.” The tip of his nose came so close to kissing the flower, but he had never tried to touch it. After a vacation to see my parents in Japan, we found Fluffy in the garden turned into a dried flower.

“Is it dead?” he asked.

I nodded, looking straight at him.

Alex and I buried Fluffy in the dirt there. We gave a short Buddhist prayer.



The first time we visited my parents’ house in Japan was the fall before Alex turned two. My husband, Levi, had to work, so he stayed home in San Francisco. Levi, who couldn’t stand for a day to go by without talking to us, did not call for three days. He had not answered the home phone, his business phone, or his cellphone, so I called my mother-in-law, and she called the police. This is how they found him, under the Impala. Back then a 1964 Chevy Impala, as big as a boat, occupied our garage. I’ll never know what Levi was trying to do under the car. The jack slipped and the five-thousand-pound Chevy crushed his chest.

“He lost consciousness instantly. Within three minutes he was dead. He did not suffer,” my mother-in-law told me at the airport, where his entire family waited for us to arrive back from Japan. After the autopsy, the medical examiner told us Levi was in no condition to be seen just then. Despite the suggestion, I pleaded, then went to see Levi. I left Alex with my mother, who had flown to the U.S. with us for support.

The gray-walled hallway continued as far as I could see; then a cold metal door appeared in front of me: Room 4. I opened the door, and in the corner of the room, I saw a body covered with a white sheet. Except for the bruise on his left eyelid, he looked in good condition. He might have been sleeping, I thought. With my ring finger, I touched his cheek. He was cold. It was not the coldness that sinks into your bones and not the coldness that children bring after coming back in from a snowball fight. It was a coldness I could never warm.

I haven’t found the words to describe this sensation, yet when I think about that moment, my now empty finger feels the chill.



“Even though he’s a child, it’s always better to tell the truth,” my therapist told me, so I explained to Alex what had happened to his father. I even brought him to my therapist a few times. Alex loved the tiny figures in the sandbox so much that he wanted to take them home and refused to leave the office. The therapist gave him a red lollipop at the door. I asked her if it was some kind of medicine to ease his sadness. She said no. I licked it once just to be sure before I gave it to him.



“Alex, the water was too hot. I killed Coodybug. I am so sorry.” I told the truth.

“Yeah…”

“You can be mad at me. You can scream at me or hit me. Anything.”

“Okay,” Alex said, looking at the fish in my palm.

“What do you want to do?”

“Return him to the water.”

“The ocean?”

“In the toilet. That’s what you do. I saw it in a movie.”

We walked to the bathroom together and returned Coodybug to the water in the toilet and said a short prayer.

“Goodbye, Coodybug.” We waved at him in the swirling waves.

“Are you sad? You know that you can be,” I said.

He nodded.

“Let me read you a book.” I held his cheeks in between my hands and kissed his forehead.

This brightened him up. “Yeah!” He jumped twice. Books always comforted him.

I brought a book my therapist had given him. We sat on my bed to read. The story was about a leaf on a tree losing his friend in winter, but gradually accepting the death of his friend and happily going back to the soil when it was his turn.

This was a beautiful story that I often read for myself after Alex went to bed. It told the virtue of life, the law of nature, the things we all go through; we were part of the big tree. I could believe it. I felt kinder to all humanity.

“Do you know my friend Sophia? She can touch her nose with her tongue,” said Alex, stretching out his tongue as far as he could. He then fell on his back. His arms and legs spread nice and long, and he began to move his arms up and down.

“Look, mama!” he said.

He was making a snow angel on the sheets.






My Father

MY FATHER IS A CITY worker who manages the entire sewage system in Tokyo. According to my mother, he is the happiest man that she has ever known.



Once in a great while, when he was drunk though not enough to pass out, he would scribble in the air for a scratch pad and a pen. We bounced up and down because that meant he was going to draw. My younger brother and I were around three and six years old then.

“What do you want?” he’d ask, and I would say, “A koala!” and my brother would say, “No, a robot!” Then he drew a koala robot on a building which looked like a tree. After that, he asked for more paper but stopped asking us what we wanted. He just drew one animal after another as my mother sat next to him, ripping junk mail into quarters with a ruler to make scratch pads. A giraffe on a trampoline. A jaguar juggling three black balls. The three wise monkeys drinking beer in a hot tub served by dogs who were supposed to be guarding the shrine. Snakes who dressed up as dragons, saying, It’s not easy to pretend to be strong. By the time he ran out of the scratch pads, we had a collage of animal cartoons. My brother and I made up stories that went with each drawing as my father smiled, showed his crooked teeth, lit a cigarette, and drank more sake.

“There is nothing he cannot draw,” my mother said as she brought him another bottle of hot sake. I remember the dusty orange light shade above our living room, the smoky air, and my mother gazing at my father with her melting eyes.

“That’s all for today,” he would say, gathering his cartoons together before taking them to the trash can. And that was that. We went to bed.



When I told my father that the steam from the coffee cup looked like a ballerina dancing, he told me to write a poem.



We had no art in our house. Our house was too small to fill with luxuries. The single painting in the hallway had always been there, but I didn’t notice it until I was in junior high school.

“Your father did it. He used to paint a lot,” my mother told me.

A village in front of a mountain, the different shades of green, the red houses, and a river––typical of northern Japanese scenery––like a painting that I might see in the bathroom of a run-down restaurant. I couldn’t say it was beautiful or memorable.

At the time, I was undecided about whether I should become a nuclear power plant worker, a guide dog trainer, or just quit living.

“Where are his other paintings?” I asked my mother.

“Gone. They took up too much space. We threw them away.”



Twice I discovered my parents’ old journals. Once, when I was twenty-five, I found my mother’s with a list written to us: where she hid the code for the safe box, the life insurance company’s phone number, and the address of the medical facility to donate her body to. The other time was right after high school. In the bathroom, a small blue notebook lay on the floor. If there was a hole in the wall, you’d look through it. If there was an unlabeled notebook, you’d open it. So I picked it up and opened it as my instinct pleased. In the journal, my father had written, Day 1: I have failed the college exam two years in a row. It’s cold outside. I am destined to wander and to paint, on this mountain. No job, no money, no love, just me and a pencil. My father was twenty years old, alone on a cold mountain in winter. I closed the notebook and sat on the toilet seat. Why is it here? I thought about opening it again to make sure of what I’d read, that he was not born to be a sewage worker, but I didn’t have the courage to hold that reality, so I pushed the journal to the side with my toes and counted to three hundred before I flushed the toilet.

In the living room, my father was holding a newspaper in one hand and with the other, pulling at his nose hairs.



I was suspended for a week from high school, ten days before my graduation. I didn’t do anything wrong other than go get my driver’s license without their permission. My teacher found out because I called her by mistake, thinking I was calling my piano teacher, and left a message saying that I had to miss a lesson to take the license exam. We had no more classes and only one practice day left for graduation ceremony; still, my teacher suspended me and assigned me to write a five-page essay expressing my regret. I was always a good student, a role model, and a teacher’s pet, but in the end I’d turned into a terrible student. That night, while I stared at my tear-smudged letters on the paper, thinking there would be no future ahead of me, my father sat across from me and drank sake as usual. He stole one of the pages from me and drew a Japanese monkey, the classic remorseful monkey, its face looking halfway down, its hands on its knees, and its shoulders slouched as if under the weight of a large sack of rice.

“The key to survival in this world is to pretend to be like this monkey,” my father said and gave me a confident nod. He drained a cup of sake in one gulp and wrote the essay for me.

“Don’t take this so seriously. Suspended before graduation! That’s my girl! Copy my essay and give it to your teacher, she will be impressed.”



I didn’t tell my father when I found out I was pregnant and decided to marry Levi, a guy he’d never met, in the country he had never been to. I told my mother to tell my father and report back to me his reaction. Two weeks later, a letter arrived from home.


I don’t care if he is Jewish or Muslim. I don’t care if he is the President of the United States or a construction worker. As long as he is working and supports you and your baby and you are happy, I am happy for you.

Your father



On the bottom of the letter, there was a picture of a sleeping baby in his mother’s arms. For the first time, he drew my face.



I am on the bullet train from my best friend’s town to my hometown. In my right hand, I hold a warm rice ball and in my left two ten-thousand-yen bills my friend has given to me. My son and I are visiting Japan for the first time since he was born. But I was away from my parents’ house when my mother-in-law phoned my mother from America to tell me about Levi’s accident.

According to my mother, my father is the happiest man she’s ever known. In the last thirty-six years, he had solved all the problems of the entire sewage system in Tokyo, often with a hangover. His job never caused him stomach ulcers, cancer, or kidney stones. The job was as easy as combing his bald head, he told her.

The train stops and I hear the announcer calling out the name of my town. My parents and my son will be waiting at the entrance gate. Stepping onto the escalator, I imagine my father’s face when he finds me in the crowd. I’ll find a crack in the ground to trip over, right in front of him, to make him laugh, to make him forget why he is there, and to make him reach for me without us having to look into each other’s eyes.






Would You Tell Me What I Want?

MY MOTHER, BUBBE, AND I were sitting on the red couch, the couch Levi’s friend was going to take in two days. In two days, I’d be leaving this house for Boston, to live with Bubbe and my brother-in-law’s family. We flew to Massachusetts with Levi’s body, returned to San Francisco after the funeral, and now the house was packed and ready for foreclosure.

“We did it! The house is empty and clean. We deserve something for ourselves,” Bubbe said. “Tell me, Kyoko, what do you want to do? What would make you happy?”

“I want to stay in San Francisco,” I said.

“No, not that, but anything else. Anything. What do you really want?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“Well, I’ll tell you what I want. I want to go to see a fortune-teller. I want to see how happy we all will be, because you know we will. We just don’t know how yet.”

I told her that I knew of one on Ocean Avenue. This made her happy.

“How about you? What do you want, Masako?” she asked my mother, who was sitting on the edge of the sofa on the other side of her. I interpreted for my mother. My mother, who giggled with her hand to her mouth whenever Bubbe asked her something, stayed silent.

“She is asking you, Mother. What do you want?”

Suddenly, at the speed of light, my mother stood in front of me, screaming in Japanese, “All I want is for you to put on makeup! You never put on any makeup when Levi was still alive! Not even your eyebrows!” Then she began to sob, her body shaking uncontrollably.

My mother-in-law, who had rarely seen my mother speak, froze. In my peripheral vision, I saw Bubbe’s eyes bouncing back and forth between my mother and me. I sent an unspoken begging sign to Bubbe with my eyes: Help! My mother is going insane.

Bubbe gave me the I got your back. Bubbe knows best! look, which I’d depended on so many times after Levi’s death. Yes, she would know what to do with my mother.

Bubbe rose slowly and reached for my mother’s hand and said, “Yes, I know, Masako, we all miss Levi, don’t we?” then embraced my mother for a very long time.



I dropped onto my bed, bounced on it once, then landed. My black dress slowly fell over my thighs, and I felt a chill from the silky material. The chill continued to creep up my tailbone, my spine, and the back of my neck. Goosebumps chased the chill over my arms, and at the same time, the air conditioner expelled cold air, so I wrapped myself in the brand-new bedcover that my brother-in-law had bought me. The bed and the bedding set were gifts from him to make me feel I was a part of this family. My brother-in-law had moved his deadweight vintage oak desk, white leather reading chaise, and his Civil War coin collection out of his library and replaced them with this bed and the crib set for my son. The chaise and desk were stacked haphazardly in the hallway and the coin collection in a plastic grocery bag tossed under the desk. He had not found the time to move his furniture into the basement. I wanted to cry and to be moved by his thoughtful gesture, but my body was too honest to produce any tears. I felt ashamed, so I thought about how I could punish myself. To stop eating his food could be one way to show my appreciation. I could also become his maid, scrubbing his toilets, taking his girls to violin lessons, or cooking for his family. But for now, I didn’t even have the strength to get up, so I bit my tongue, pinched my inner thigh hard, and inhaled the toxic smell of the brand-new bedcover. But when I felt too much pain in my thigh, I let my bite go. I’d failed to even make myself bleed.

I glanced at the clock. In twenty minutes, my mother-in-law would come get us, me and my mother, with Alex, and when she came, I would have to show up in front of hundreds of people.

My mother was standing in front of the bathroom mirror.

“You are lucky,” my mother said, “everyone loves you.”

From my bed, I saw her naked face in the mirror. She touched her skin to take a closer look at her age spots. She tried rubbing them off, then picking at them.

“No matter what you do, they won’t go away. They’re permanently stained,” I told her.

She said she knew and opened her facial cream.

“You know why else you are lucky? Because you are still young,” she said as she dabbed the cream on her cheeks, chin, the tip of her nose, and forehead. She scooped more cream, leaned closer to the mirror, and with a circular motion, rubbed it forcefully into her face. Then she pulled out a case of concealer and, with a small brush, painted it over her spots. After that, she applied her foundation, first on her cheeks, the sides of her nose, eyelids, then chin and forehead. Her ritual, her flawless face comforted me just as they had twenty years ago when I used to watch her transformation in the mirror at home. I wanted to keep following her, but my vision began to blur. My tears ran and ran, creating a stream from one of my eyes to my nose. When my nose couldn’t hold my tears any longer, they traveled to my lips. I licked the salty liquid. The tears from my other eye stopped nowhere. They just ran straight down and wet my bedcover.

“Did you already put your makeup on?” my mother asked me as she was coming out of the bathroom.

I shook my head.

“Hurry up, Bubbe will come to get us soon.”

I shook my head again.

“It’s your husband’s funeral. Everyone will come to say something to you, so you must look nice.”

“I don’t care.”

“All right then, just do your eyebrows. You look like a ghost with your thin eyebrows.”

“What does it have to do with Levi? Only you’ll notice that.”

I got up to leave the room. Then my mother, a petite Japanese woman, pushed me back onto the bed. I fell backward and saw the chandelier sparkling on the ceiling. Just as I decided to give up on my life, she pulled my arms, forcing me to sit up, and sat on my lap.

“It’s not for anyone. This is not for Levi or me. Okay?” she said and took out her facial cream and began smearing it on my face. The cream dissolved into my tears. My mother wiped them off with tissues and put the cream back on, and when it dissolved again, she wiped my face and applied it yet another time. I sat like a soulless doll. She wiped and applied and wiped and applied until she won over my tears.

“This is not for him. He is not my daughter.” My daughter, my daughter, she repeated and pressed powder onto my face. “Trust me, you’ll feel better once you have makeup on. I know it.”



“Tell me the truth. Do you like classic cars?” Levi asked. We were on the way to a car show.

I answered, “Not really.”

“Then let’s do something you like. What do you really want?”

“This is what I want to do, sit next to you in our Falcon. I don’t care where we go. That’s all I want,” I said.

He looked at me like I’d said something funny. His sunglasses hid his eyes, but I saw his eyebrows come together, his mouth forming a small O, and his head cocked to the side. I rubbed his knee and smiled. I wanted to scream to the world, Show me someone who is luckier!

He turned on the ignition and started singing along with a song on the radio. I got the feeling that something exciting was about to happen. I laughed, beating the dashboard like a drum. I loved the way he arched his back when he tried to hit a high note. The noise never bothered Alex. He was six months old, still a newborn, and I was twenty-six, a newlywed.






My Jewish Genie

WE HEADED TO CAPE COD because we heard there were surf spots and fortune-tellers. A snowy Christmas morning, the traffic was sparse and the few drivers that were on the highway passed us honking at my bubbe’s slow-driving car. We didn’t care though. We were first-year mourners. We could do whatever we wanted.

I wasn’t Jewish like my bubbe. I wasn’t even American. I was Japanese, but according to Bubbe, I was Jewish in my past life.

How else to explain our tight sisterhood? she said to me once.

We aren’t sisters. We are in-laws, forced to bond by loss, not by choice, I told her.

Since my real target was dead already, I wished, at least, that my meanness could break his mother.

She’d say, Then bless him, he brought us together.

“Here, have some.” While my bubbe drove, she grabbed some Utz’s chips and placed them on my lap. “They’re good for you, low in sodium. Only the best for my daughter-in-law.”

I said thank you, but instead of chips I picked skin at the side of my thumb and ate it. If I put something in my mouth besides my skin, it was either Alex’s leftovers or the burnt edge of a kugel that even my brother-in-law’s dog walked away from without sniffing. I loved Bubbe’s kugel. When I used to eat, I ate a plate full of it topped with whipped cream and everyone laughed at me because no one in the family had ever eaten kugel with whipped cream. “I’m starting a new tradition,” I said and laughed. This was back when I still could laugh until I made myself cry. I had stopped laughing, eating, and crying three months before, when Alex and I moved in with my brother-in-law’s family.

The phone rang and I grabbed a pen and a clipboard.

“Hello, this is Neighbors’ Hardware,” I answered.

A man, always a man, yelled at me over the phone, Where are my screws? I’m reporting you to the Better Business Bureau!

My body cringed.

“I am so sorry. As soon as it ships, I will let you know,” I said.

A girl answered the phone the other day. She couldn’t even make out a sentence. What are you? Two Chinese girls trying to scam me? You better cancel my order. Regardless, I’m reporting this to the Better Business Bureau!

“Yes, you are absolutely right. We can—we certainly can cancel your order,” I said. The man continued to yell at me and I kept bowing over the phone. “I apologies for the delay. The truth is that the owner of this company was killed in an accident, so we are just trying to figure things out.”

His voice changed its tone, now quieter. After one last bow, I ended the call and tossed the phone onto the dashboard.

“You were perfect, like you’ve owned the company for years,” Bubbe said.

“He called me a girl.”

“Because he’s a schmuck! What did he order?”

“A box of screws.”

“That’s all? See, I told you, he is a schmuck.”

The phone rang again.

“Kyoko, don’t answer. For Christ’s sake, it’s Christmas.”

I repeated the same lines to the caller, another man.

“Another screws,” I said as I hung up.

“Another schmuck. Kyoko, give me the phone.” Bubbe grabbed the phone from me, turned the power off, and shoved it in the glove compartment.

I sank deep into my seat. The chips rustled down to the floor.

“Have some chocolate. It’s seventy-two percent cacao. Good for your heart.” Bubbe took several pieces of candy from her pocket and placed them on my lap. Now I had chips by my feet and candy on my lap. I pulled a pair of tweezers out of Alex’s diaper bag, picked my hangnail, and ate it.

Bubbe rubbed my knee and said, “As long as we have each other, we’ll be okay.”

Leaning on the window, I stared at Bubbe for a second, then looked away. Bubbe didn’t see me. Her eyes were on the road; as always, she focused on moving forward.

I stretched my arm to Alex in the backseat and squeezed his feet. He was almost two, cute and quiet if the car kept moving.

I hadn’t surfed in San Francisco—though I’d wanted to—and Bubbe had already tried a psychic on Ocean Ave in San Francisco. Why were we doing this now, in Massachusetts? We were first-year mourners, we didn’t need a reason.

“I’ve decided,” Bubbe declared. “Today is our day. No Zaydeh, no Levi, no Ben, and no Neighbors’ Hardware. Men, they only give us trouble. Today is a day for Bubbe and Kyoko.”

“And Alex?” I asked.

“We schlep him along with us but no, it’s not his day. Every day is Alex’s day. Today is just for us. We can eat whatever we want: ice cream, Chinese spareribs, sushi. We can say whatever we want to say: schmuck, idiot, I love you.”

“Can you turn the radio on, Bubbe?”

“Certainly, I can. I can turn on the radio for you. I can even dance for you. People think I can’t dance. Ha! What do they know! I’m the only one who’s got rhythm in this family. Watch me, here comes the dancing queen.”

Bubbe began to jiggle, her head bobbing up and down, swaying left and right.

“Okay, what else, Kyoko? I’m your Genie but not a stingy one like from Aladdin. I’m a Jewish Genie. I can grant you more than three wishes.”

“I want to go.” I spoke to the window. “Alex is so small, he won’t know the difference. Nothing will change even if I’m gone.”

Bubbe held my hand. I didn’t push her hand away but didn’t hold it back either.

“In Yiddish,” Bubbe said, “we say bashert. It means ‘it’s meant to be.’ You are meant to live. I lost my son but gained a daughter. I love you.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“I love you too, Bubbe, is what you should say.”

A smile grew on my lips.

“Now it’s my turn to say what I want: Kyoko, you’re my Jewish Japanese Genie. I want to see a fortune-teller who can tell me about my love life. I want a man who can buy me jewelry and take us to a Chinese restaurant whenever I want.”

I smiled a little bit more.

“Here comes my third wish, my Jewish Genie,” I said. “I wish to stop at Levi’s.”

“Of course. Your wish is granted.”



According to my bubbe, my brother-in-law was the best baby you could hope to have. He sat, ate, slept, and only cried when he was hungry. If Bubbe left him in the crib, he would lay there without a peep as his eyes followed the mobile spinning along with the sounds of “Rock-a-Bye Baby” until it stopped. He would sit on a blanket and watch Bubbe hang sheets outside. He would stay in his high chair, sucking a pickle while Bubbe cooked. If having a baby was this easy, why not have another one? Bubbe and Zaydeh decided. Fifteen months after Ben was born, my husband, Levi, came into the family. What Bubbe and Zaydeh didn’t expect was to have a baby who could move faster than his parents. By seven months old, Levi could run across the room while Ben still toddled. Once Levi mastered running, he climbed out of his crib, then climbed into his brother’s crib to sleep or play. According to Bubbe, Levi was the one who taught his brother how to open and get into the clothes dryer.

When Levi turned six, Paula and Laura were born. The two brothers used to push each of the girls in a stroller. “Bet you can’t beat me,” one of the brothers would say and race down their slanted driveway like in a sled dog race. Ben won twice with Paula in her stroller. Levi won the rest of the time until Laura broke her nose. When Laura tells the story, touching her bent nose, her face blooms and it always ends with her saying, “I have wild brothers who love me dearly.”

By age six, Ben wore collared shirts and ties, and Levi wore a T-shirt and engine-oil-stained jeans. At age thirteen, Ben’s focus was on investing his Bar Mitzvah money, and that same year, Levi had thirteen school detentions. But, as Bubbe said, they were inseparable. In the morning, they would compete to see who could eat the most Froot Loops in thirty seconds, and in the afternoon, they rode their bikes to the junkyard. While Ben studied inside an abandoned car, Levi dug for car parts.

The two brothers lived together in Sharon for ten years. At age twenty, they bought a house, across from their synagogue, and lived there until Levi moved to San Francisco. I wonder, if Levi had stayed in Sharon, would the brothers still be eating Froot Loops for breakfast and dinner, Ben in his tailored suit and Levi in a T-shirt and jeans. Ben would throw a wet Froot Loop at Levi and laugh while they watched Star Trek.

Levi returned to the town, to Sharon Memorial Park, a few months ago, in September, cold and dead.

I wonder, if Levi had returned alive, perhaps Ben would not have decided to go to Iraq. Levi could have found a hundred reasons to stop him. If talking didn’t work, he would find a way to get on the airplane with him. If Levi had lived, Bubbe wouldn’t even need to prepare for another possible loss. Yes, this was her bashert. This was meant to be. As chatty as she was, she didn’t mention this, and I didn’t dare to ask her.

Bubbe took exit 23A, turned left, then took another left on Dedham Street to Sharon Memorial Park. In Jewish cemeteries, there are no gravestones, only plaques. If you didn’t know, you’d think it was a park, and that’s the way they liked it. Bubbe told me once, We’ve experienced enough attacks. At least let us rest in peace.

“Would you leave a rock for Levi from me? It’s too icy for me to get a grip on my cane,” Bubbe said.
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