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Spirit of Life, come unto me.

1

I held Grandma’s ashes in a dark wooden urn on my lap. Mom and I were flying her to St. Petersburg, Florida, so she could have a Cambodian funeral and not wander around hungry. I didn’t know why an American funeral couldn’t do the same thing, but I trusted that my mother knew what she was doing. Next to me and Grandma, Mom sat with her back to me and her face pressed against the window, lost in the endless light blue sky.

The airplane rocked, and I held Grandma tightly to my stomach. Earlier I had tried to place her down near my feet.

“Grace, don’t be disrespectful,” Mom had scolded. So I put Grandma back on my lap and held her like I might have held a baby.

My grandmother had been only fifty-one years old when she died, so she wasn’t an old lady. I had read in a magazine that being in your fifties or even sixties was like being in your forties a long time ago. Whoever wrote that article did not know my grandmother. She had been small and frail, and shorter than I was at fourteen years old. I could have easily put my arms around her waist and picked her up, giving her a shake or two until she started laughing. “Down, Grandchild, down,” she would have said as she kicked. But oddly enough, in the urn, she was heavy.

On the plane many passengers looked down at Grandma and me as they walked past our row, but only eight people didn’t turn away when I looked back. A couple of them turned their eyes toward my grandmother, like they wanted me to tell them about her death. “You didn’t know her,” I would have said if they asked. One lady in particular frowned, and her eyes watered. She wanted to say she was sorry for my loss, I could tell. But I didn’t want to accept her sympathy.

Mom finally turned away from the window. She had been crying again, her eyes red and swollen, her lips puffy. Considering what her relationship with Grandma had been like, I was shocked by how many tears she had shed in the past two weeks. This was the same woman who was always blaming her mother for everything that happened in her life: What now? Are you going to tell me how to spend my money, too? When will you ever understand me? Isn’t it enough for you that my life is this way?

My mother was one of those women who spoke perfectly, walked perfectly, and dressed perfectly. Her blouses were always ironed, and the colors she wore went together ideally—never clashing or too matchy-matchy. She was what the cosmetic companies would call a natural beauty. She also had a behind the older boys at school revered. So I’d never understood how “this way” could be all that bad.

Mom wiped her eyes dry and put on her large sunglasses. She sighed. “Up here, it’s like we’re in a different world. If not for this…this plane that holds us back…we could, you know, be free and fly.”

Like birds? I chose not to say anything, though, and soon the gap between her brows wrinkled in disappointment. It was this kind of moment that reminded me I was not as smart as she was. Or as pretty. Or as perfect.

“You have it so easy. You’ll never know what it’s like to be caught between two worlds,” she said.

“Was it like this, you know, when you came to America?”

Mom returned to the refuge of her window. “No, not at all.” I couldn’t hear her well, and I took the opportunity to move closer to her, smelling her Calvin Klein Obsession. “I was so scared. I had puked so much on the plane that when it finally landed, I could hardly walk. Your grandma had to carry me off.”

I didn’t doubt what my mother said. She had never lied to me. If she didn’t want me to know the truth, she would just hide it from me. But I couldn’t picture Grandma carrying my mother. All of my life, it had been Mom who was strong.

As we approached Tampa International, the captain got on the intercom and welcomed us to the Sunshine State. He flipped the seat belt light off. The mother in front of me sang to her baby: “We’re here, we’re finally here,” and the kid behind me hollered that he was going to build the biggest sand castle ever. As I held Grandma closer and reached down for my backpack, I was doing everything I could to not jump out of my seat and sing, too: I am here, I am finally here.

I didn’t know anyone in St. Pete, and Mom would go on record to say that she wished she didn’t. But this was where she had grown up. Except for the hurricanes, and the crocodile-infested Everglades, and the fact that it was where she and Grandma had lived when they first came to the United States and where she and my dad had met, I didn’t know much else about the Peninsula.

My mother looked away from the small window one last time.

“Don’t cry, Mom. You’re doing the right thing. Grandma would have wanted this funeral. Remember?” I said.

         

Two days after Grandma’s American funeral, Mom and I drove to Gross’s Crematory. The man handed Grandma to my mother in a wooden urn. After staring at Grandma for what seemed like five minutes, my mother said that she would have to drive. So the man reluctantly gave Grandma to me. Her name, Naree Hok, was carved on a silver plate tacked to the lid of the urn. I ran my finger over the nameplate, and found it cool to the touch.

Without speaking, Mom and I took Grandma back to our car. She told me to put on my seat belt as she did hers, and she adjusted the rearview mirror. But instead of driving off, she sat with the engine running, fists tightened around the steering wheel. Then she started fidgeting with the temperature knob, turning it to the right, then turning it to the left, back and forth. “You’d think they could make this easier,” she said, before shutting off the AC completely.

We sat in silence as the heat crawled up our legs and finally wrapped itself around our necks.

Mom hit the dashboard with her fist. “Why can’t anything be easy!”

I reached over to roll down our windows. “It’s okay.”

Tears began to spill, glossing my mother’s cheeks, and she rested her forehead on the steering wheel. “I’m afraid.”

Even though Mom was only five foot six, she was the teacher at our school who stopped fights between the football players. She was the person at our house who woke Grandma from her nightmares and convinced her that they were in America now, safe and unhurt. So what she had said did not frighten me. I knew she just missed her mother.

I touched the black silk of Mom’s dress. “Don’t be.”

“You don’t understand, Grace. I didn’t give your grandmother the funeral she asked for,” she sobbed.

A funeral is a funeral, I wanted to tell her.

“Now she’s going to be stuck here. I don’t want her to be stuck here.” She pulled out a McDonald’s napkin from the glove compartment and blew into it before resting her head on the wheel again.

“No, she won’t. She’s going to heaven.”

“Your grandmother was Cambodian. I didn’t give her a Cambodian funeral.”

I didn’t know what my grandmother’s nationality had to do with the afterlife. “Do Cambodians not believe in heaven?”

“You don’t know.”

She had said it as though there was no hope for me. To a certain degree, she was right. I could look at any girl and tell if she had a cool skin tone or a warm skin tone, but when it came to the important things, I didn’t know.

“Well,” I said cautiously, bracing myself for the rejection again. “Then you should give her a Cambodian funeral. Then—”

My mother raised her head. “What did you say?”

“You know. We can go to Florida and give her a funeral there. Like she—”

“No, no, no! We’re not going there.”

“But then maybe she won’t be stuck here.”

Mom’s crying abruptly stopped, but her eyelashes were still wet with tears. “Oh.”

With new energy I rubbed Grandma like she was a crystal ball. “Yeah. We can do that easily, Mom.”

“Well…I guess…we can go to Florida and give her a Cambodian funeral,” she finally said. “We can give her a very nice bouhn. Then your grandma will be free from this world, and have a new beginning. She would like that. That is the right thing to do, isn’t it?”

It didn’t take me long to answer. I wasn’t sure exactly what my mother was talking about, but it didn’t matter. She could have told me that Grandma was an atheist, or even a Supreme Goddess, and I wouldn’t have cared. All that mattered was that the moment I’d been waiting for was about to come. “Yes, yes. It’s the right thing to do!”

         

On the plane, I watched Mom suck on her bottom lip as she held her purse on her thighs. “We’re here, Grace. We’re here in St. Petersburg. Just like you’ve always wanted.”

“We are.” I peered through the small window at the men on the tarmac.

Mom dabbed her nose some more with the wrinkled tissue. I thought that if she could, she would have stayed in her seat and waited for the plane to make a U-turn or something, before flying back to Pittsburgh. And maybe if I were a better daughter, I would have encouraged her to do just that, so she wouldn’t cry anymore. But all I could do was think about my scrapbook and the man on the back page of it.

“Well.” She laughed softly to herself, and then looked at me in a way she never had before, like she liked me. “I guess you would have to come here sooner or later, huh? I just hope it’s all you’ve hoped for.”

The gentleness in her voice took me off guard, so I had to think twice about what she said. I thought back to all the fights we had had about Florida, especially the one on my tenth birthday when I woke up feeling as though I’d grown a foot overnight. In my bedroom I practiced walking back and forth like my mother: upright, with shoulders wide apart, a long neck, head up and focused. I was ten years old. One and zero. Double digits. I felt that I could handle anything.

Until that morning, I had known two things about my father. He and my mother met when they were just eighteen, and they were never married. Except to say that he was “gone,” Mom never explained why he wasn’t around. But I chose to think it was because they had stopped loving each other. Maybe she was afraid of losing me to him, if he and I spent time together?

I had walked down to our kitchen, and I tapped the middle of Mom’s back. She and Grandma were discussing plans for the upcoming summer break. “What’s in Florida? Why can’t we just go there?” I asked.

Mom turned away from the stove. “Grace, I’ve already told you. Your dad is not there.”

I’d heard the same answer many times, and usually I would walk away, knowing that I would never win an argument with her. But that day I was ten, and I had woken up with a new strength. “I know. But then where is he?”

Mom put her hands on her hips and stared down at me. Her skin flushed with anger, and I was sure that the fire within her would cook her. Yet she asked steadily, “How many times must I tell you that I don’t want to talk about it?”

Later, alone, I would come up with several answers. Like, You have to talk about it. You don’t have a choice. Or, What are you trying to hide from me that you don’t want to talk about? But at that moment, I answered with the only word that came to me. “Why?”

My mother straightened her already straight posture. “Grace, you’re a kid. Some things you don’t need to know. Someday you will, and afterward you’ll wish you didn’t.” She usually spoke like this. She didn’t yell very often, but you always felt like she was screaming.

I glared at her. No matter where I was, whenever she was mad I became her student. Never her daughter. Look at me! I wanted to holler. I am more than some kid you grade. I come home with you. I share a bathroom with you. I can hear you when you’re sleeping!

But I couldn’t manage to say anything logical. Instead I stomped my feet and cried, “It’s not fair! It’s not fair! He’s my dad!” Grandma tried to grab me from behind, but it was easy to break away from her weak grasp. “It’s not fair. I want to see him. You can’t keep me from him. He’s my dad. He’s—”

“Fine,” Mom said.

I stared at her in disbelief. Had I really won this fight? I brushed hair out of my face and stood up straight again.

“You want to know?” Mom asked, her face washed of any anger. “Grace, your dad is gone. He’s gone. And he is not coming back.”

“You’ve already told me that. Gone where?” California? Paris? Mars?

“Just gone. Okay?”

Okay? Her expression was as unmoving and flat as a wall. Like she would be okay if someone refused to give her what was rightly hers. My grandmother, after a meal of eggplant parmigiana or pizza or hot dogs, would always return home and head for the rice cooker. “If I don’t eat rice, I can’t be full,” she’d say. I’d never understood that. She’d eaten as much as I had, and I was stuffed up to my throat. But on that day I did understand. Without knowing my father, I wouldn’t ever be full.

“No!” I screamed, until I felt a scorch in the back of my throat. “My dad loves me. Why won’t you let him see me?” My mother just stood there and watched me, like I was the star of a freak show. “No! No, it’s not okay!” I screamed again before running to my room upstairs.

I could hear her and Grandma talking. My mother’s voice grew louder as my grandmother’s remained low, which normally happened when the two of them couldn’t understand each other, even when they spoke in Cambodian.

I sat on my bed with my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth and eavesdropping. I’d accepted that my mom and my dad had fallen out of love, so in all of my dreams of him, I’d never seen them marrying. Still, she had no right to keep him and me apart. It was not fair that she was in control of everything.

“You let her do anything she wants. What happened when I was growing up, Mak? ‘Chandra, don’t do that,’ ‘Chandra, don’t ask too many questions, you’re a kid….’What happened to all of that, Mak?” Mom said. From my room I wanted to scream at her, I’m not spoiled, you’re just a witch, a lying witch!

“Kids now are different. They go to school more, so they know more, and they want to know more. You shouldn’t be so harsh with her,” Grandma said.

There was a pause, the kind that was heavy with anger.

“What have you told her?” Mom demanded.

“I didn’t say anything. Don’t worry,” Grandma said.

“That’s easy for you, because I have to take care of everything.”

I shuddered at my grandmother being reprimanded by her daughter. I wondered if she, too, felt like a shriveled grape during these moments. I was furious that my mother was allowed to do this—to suck the juice out of her daughter and mother. Come on, Grandma, give it back to her, I thought. Make her hurt and cry, too. But as much as I wanted my mother to be in pain, she was right. Even though Grandma was the oldest in the house, Mom was the one who signed checks for bills, bought groceries, set up dentist visits for her mother and me, and gave us money for movies.

There was another pause.

“I told you that we should go back to St. Pete,” Grandma said. “Now we’re alone. My life is sad. There’s no one I can speak to.”

“Your life is not sad. Stop saying that,” Mom said with annoyance.

“You don’t listen. Kids get that way. They get old, and they don’t listen to their parents. They do whatever they want. So don’t expect different from your daughter.” I’d heard this argument many times before, my grandmother sounding pleased each time. “If you’d listened, you would have a husband like everyone else.”

It was not unusual for Grandma to speak about how wonderful a Cambodian daughter my mother was, but sometimes, she would remind my mother she was husbandless. And this reminder, a flicker of light, gave me a glimpse of my past: my conception changed everything.

While in my bed that day, I could just imagine my mother standing at the stove, facing the temperature knobs, her lips shut so tight they became white. “I’ll take care of it,” Mom said.

“How?”

“Mak, I know what I’m doing.”

“You know everything.”

There was another pause.

“That’s right, when you need me, it’s ‘Chandra, you’re smart and know things, what do you think I should do?’ But when you don’t need me, it’s ‘Chandra, you think you know everything.’ You can’t have it your way every time, Mak.”

I fell on my bed and buried my face in my pillow until I couldn’t breathe.

A few minutes passed, and I heard Mom walk out of the kitchen and up the stairs, the floorboards creaking under her feet. Every time we had an argument, I would pray that she would come to me, to see if I was okay. But she never did.

I was certain that my dad would have.

Several minutes later Grandma entered the room we shared. Split in half, the room was like a pair of mismatched socks. My colorful side had four posters of Tom Selleck, a man my friends found old and cheesy. They didn’t see him the way I did: a strong man, a defender of the weak. I was sure he was a great father to his children. I also had a pink comforter and a large purple trunk. My grandmother’s side was a speckled white. Her bed was covered with a lacy cream comforter, and pillows sewn in frilly shams rested against the headboard. Next to her bed sat a stereo on which she often played Buddhist chants.

When Grandma closed the door behind her, I faced the wall. She was my defender, my supporter; she gave me the comfort that my mother didn’t provide. But on that day I couldn’t decide who I was madder at, her or my mother. When it came down to it, both of them were the same. Both of them had kept from me what was mine.

Grandma sat on my bed and rubbed my back. She smelled of lemon-scented Joy. “Mom love you,” she said.

I moved my head onto her lap and thought about how my mother hated her life, how maybe on some nights she hated me, too. Maybe I was part of why her life is this way. “No, she doesn’t,” I said. Because of her poor understanding of English, I had to speak Cambodian.

“Don’t say that,” Grandma said. She often defended Mom.

“I want to see my dad. What does he look like?”

She shrugged like a little kid who didn’t know anything, instead of a grandmother who was supposed to know everything.

“Did he ever see me when I was a baby?” I whimpered into her stomach. What I really wanted to know was if he had ever held me. I wondered if it would be different to have a man hold you. I’d seen Tom Selleck holding a baby once. From the way he cradled her against his chest, you’d think he would crush her. It was so comforting and confusing to see that tiny baby in his arms that I had felt I would die if I didn’t know what it would feel like to be that baby girl. “I hate her. I’m going to pack everything in your old green suitcase and run away.”

She breathed deeply. “Where would you go?”

“You know where,” I said. But after thinking about it, I decided against assuming that she was smart enough to know what I meant. “I want to find my dad.”

She took her hands off me and sat still, hunched.

I loved my grandmother. But until then I hadn’t considered taking her with me. I wouldn’t have been able to care for her the way Mom did. But I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “You can come, too. We can run away together, Grandma.”

“Grrr-eh!” she exclaimed and pushed me up from her lap. The force of her voice surprised me, and I hit my head on the wall. It was the first time I could remember her ever raising her voice at me. “You can’t say that. Do you hear me?”

I kept my head low. “You want to go to St. Pete, too. Why can’t we just go there?”

“Our family is small. We can’t separate. So don’t ever talk about leaving your mom. It’s sinful.”

“Chas.” I stared at the wall, and we stayed in silence until I mumbled, “You don’t understand.”

She didn’t respond, but in that silence I heard more from her than I had expected to.

Maybe she understood that I hadn’t drawn my family tree in the second grade, that I had taken an “I” for incomplete just so I wouldn’t have to show-and-tell about my family. Maybe she also understood that everybody at school had moms and dads, brothers and sisters, and aunts and uncles. Their lives connected to each other like a road map. Ours connected to no one. We were three dead ends.

Grandma pulled me to her fragile body. Then she stood up, looked at me carefully, and walked to her bed, tucking her hand under the mattress until she found something. She returned and handed me a white envelope.

“What is it?”

She put a finger on her lips and whispered, “Open it.”

It was a black-and-white three-by-five picture with fingerprints smudged all around the edges. I didn’t have to ask her who the dark-skinned man in the photograph was.

“Don’t tell your mother, Grandchild. Do you hear me?”

“Chas,” I said.

“It’s the only picture I have of your father. I’ll keep it safe for you until you’re older.”

I traced my dad’s solemn face, noticing that his chin was pointy like mine, and that his smile revealed a row of slightly crooked teeth. His eyes narrowed inward like lopsided pears. It could have been my imagination, but I was sure he was looking at me.

Grandma kissed the top of my head. Then she took the picture and put it back under her mattress.

After that day, my grandmother never shared the photo with me again. And when I asked about it, she said she didn’t know what I was talking about, that she didn’t even know who my father was. But I was certain she was wrong, certain that she was just confused. Many times I snuck a peek at the picture when she wasn’t around. But the morning after her death, after Mr. Grubbs and his assistant drove her away, I dug my hand under her mattress and grabbed the picture. And for the next couple of nights, I slept with it under my pillow, so grateful that for one day, my grandmother had been well enough to understand the importance of knowing who your father was.
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