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N, ne afternoon in the sixth grade (that year I was arrogant-with talk, -~ -
Jj not knowing there were going to be high-school dances and col~

f._girl and her big sister stayed late after school for some reason. The cement

~was cooling, and the tetherball poles made shadows across the gravel. The :

hooks at the rope ends were clinking against the poles. We shonldn't have

been so late; there was laundry work to do and Chinese school] to get to by
5:00. The list time we had stayed late, my mother had phoned the police ‘
and told them we had been kidnapped by bandits. The radio stations i
broadcast our descriptions. | ha

sometimes if you loitered long enough in the schoolyard, the other children
vould have gone home and you could play with the equipment before-the-

office took-iraway—Wew re.chasing one znother through ,thc'playﬁgr';q'qn_dﬂ___; o

and in and oﬁ_lty,@fth?él{@éﬁéﬁf}where'—tl-leéplay'rdb’miahdﬂiﬁifﬁi’? ‘were.

Durin'g' m rai_d' dnlls (‘it"was,“(‘:_lu_;iﬁg thc,Korﬁan'_War;‘Whjchfyou_knew about. e

@iéhse_cverydayiﬂiéfriiﬁ?pw“é?*ﬁf the iewspaper printed a map of Korea
with the top part red and golrg up and down like a window shade), we
‘urled up in this basement. Now everyone was gone. The playroom was
My green and had nothing in it but a long trough with drinking spigots
Nrows. Pipes across the ceiling led to the drinking fountains and to the toi-
°ts in the next room. When someone flushed you could hear the water and
'ther matter, which the children named, running inside the big pipe above
he drinking spigots. There was one playroom for girls next to the girls’
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lege seminars to set me back), 1 and my little sister and the quiet ' “”“

d to get home before she did that again. But ' i -
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lavatory and one playroom for boys next to the boys’ lavatory. The stalls

‘were open and the toilets had no lids, by which we knew that ghosts have -
no sense of shame or privacy. . e
_ Inside the playroom the ]ightbulbs in cages had already been turned off. -

Daylight came in x~patterns, through the caging at the windows-T looked—
out and, seeing no one in the schoolyard, ran outside to climb the fire es- -
cape upside down, hanging on to the metal stairs with fingers and toes.

" 1did 2 flip off the fire escape and ran across the schoolyard. The day was

a great eye, and it was not paying much attention to me now. I could disap-

pear with the sun; I could

turn quickly sideways and slip into a different

world. Tt seemed I could run faster at this time, and by evening I would be
able to fly. As the afternoon wore on we could run into the forbidden

places—the boys’ big yard,

the boys’ playroom. We could go into the boys'’

lavatory and look at the urinals. The only time during school hours I had

crossed the boys’ yard was

when a flatbed truck with a giant thing covered

with canvas and ted down with ropes had parked across the street. The

_children had told one another that it wasa gotilla in captivity; we couldn't—
- decide whether the sign said *“Trail of the Gorilla” or *“Trial of the Gorilla’™ -

The thing was as big as a house. The teachers couldn’t stop usfrom hysteri-
* cally rushing to the fence and clinging to the wire mesh. Now I ran across
'~ the boys' yard clear to the Cyclone fence and thought about the hair that I
*had seen sticking out of the canvas. It was going to be summer.soon, so

-7 youcould feel that freedom-coming-on t00. - - .
" " Iranback into the girls’ yard, and there was the quiet sister all by herself.
I ran past her, and she followed me into the girls’ lavatory. My footsteps

rang hard against the cement and the tle because of the taps 1.had nailed

into my shoes. Her footsteps were soft, padding after me. There was no one

in the lavatory but the two of us. I ran all around the rows of twenty-five
open stalls to make sure of that. No sisters. I think we must have been play-
ing hide-and-go-seek. She was not good at hiding by herself and usually

followed her sister; they'd
separated. In this growing.

I stopped abruptly in front of the sinks, and she came running toward me

o “"""'"‘b‘éf‘d‘ref—s_h'e?:ouldstapjaerﬁelﬁfsaihatshc..almQ_st,collided.Mthm_e;I'w_élkégﬂ_
closer. She backed away, puzzlement, then alarm in her eyes. -
~“You're going to talk;* Tsatd, m :

hide in the same place. They must have gotten .
twilight, a child could hide and never be found.

“gald, my voice steady and normial;“as: 15 whél:f

- '____:...____;.'talkjng_to _the familiar, the

talk, you sissy-girl.” She stopped b%ﬁ:kmg away and stood fixed.

I looked into her face so
and her cheeks were pink

could put my thumb on her nose and push it bonelessly in, indent her face. .

I could poke dimples into

dough. She stood still, and I did not want to look at her face anymore; 1 .

weak, and the small. I am going to-make:you

I counld hate it close up. She wore black bangs,
and white. She was baby-soft. I thought that I -

her cheeks. 1 could work her face around like
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hated fragility. I walked around her, looked her up and down the way the

- Mexican and Negro girls did when they fought, so tough. I hated her weak
neck, the way it did not support her head but let it droop; her head would

" fall backward. T stared at the curve of her nape. I wished I was able to see
what my own neck looked like from the back side. I hoped it did not look ~ ~
like hers; I wanted a stout neck. I grew my hair long to hide it in case it was

- a flower-stem neck. I walked around to the front of her to hate her face
some more. e |

~ I'reached up and took the fatty part of her cheek, not dough, but meat, -
between my thumb and finger. This close, and I saw no pores. “Talk)’ I
said. “Are you going to talk?” Her skin was fleshy, like squid out of which
the glassy blades of bones had been pulled. 1 wanted tough skin, hard
brown skin. I had callused my hands; I had scratched dirt to blacken the

- nails, which I cut straight across to make stubby fingers. I gave her face a
squeeze. “Talk.” When et go, the pink rushed back into my white thumb-

~print on her skin. 1 walked around to her side. “Talk!” I shouted into the
side of her head. Her straight hair hung, the same all these years, no ringlets
“or"braid or permanents. T squeezed her other cheek. “Are you? Huh? Are
~you going to talk?"’ She tried to shake her head, but T had hold of her face.
- She had no muscles to jerk away. Her skin seemed to stretch. I let go in
horror. What if it came away in my hand? “No, huh?” I said, rubbing the
~touch of her off my fingers. “Say ‘No; then* T said: 1 gave her-another
pinch and a twist. “Say *No.” She shook her head, her straight hair turning
“with her head, not swinging side to side like the pretty girls’. She was so
-neat. Her neatness bothered me. I hated the way she folded the wax paper
from her lunch; she did not wad her brown paper bag and her school pa-
pers. 1 hated her clothes-—the blue pastel cardigan, the white blouse with
the collar that lay flat over the cardigan, the homemade flat, cotton skirt she
wore when everybody else was wearing flared skirts. I hated pastels; 1
would wear black always. I squeezed again, harder, even though her cheek
had a weak rubbery feeling I did not like. I squeezed one cheek, then the
other, back and forth until the tears ran out of her eyes as if [ had pulled
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them out. “*Stop crying” I -said;-but-although-she-habitually-followed me—————= —
around, she did not obey. Her eyes dripped; her nose dripped. She wiped B
het eyes with her papery fingers. The skin on her hands and arms seemed |
Powdery dry, like tracing Papér, onion paper. I hated her fingers. I could
Snap them like breadsticks.{I pushed her hands down. “Say ‘Hi," T said.

"“Hi’ Like that. Say your name. Go ahead. Say it. Or are you stupid?
You're so stupid, you don’t know your own name, is that it? When I say,
"What's your name?” you just blurt it out, OK? What's your name?”’ Last
Year the whole class had laughed at a boy who couldr’t fill out a form be-
€ause he didn’t know his father’s name. The teacher sighed, exasperated,
and was very sarcastic, “Don’t you notice things? What does your mother




R ey

110 CALIFORNIA CHILDHOOD

call him?” she said. The class laughed at how dumb he was not to notice
things. “She calls him father to me,” he said. Even we laughed although we
knew that his.mother did not call his father by name, and a son does not
know his father’s name. We laughed and were relieved that our parents had
had the foresight to tell us some names we could give the teachers. “If
you're not stupid,” I said to the quiet girl, “what’s your name?” She shook
her head, and some hair caught in the tears; wet black hair stuck to the side
of the pink and white face. I reached up (she was taller than I) and took a
strand of hair. I pulled it. ““Well, then, let's honk your hair,” I said. “Honk. -
Honk " Then I pulled the other side—**ho-0-n-nk”—a long pull “ho-o-n-
n-nk” a longer pull. I could see her little white ears, like white cutworms
curled underneath the hair. “Talk!” I yelled into each cutworm.
I looked right at her. “1 know you talk’” 1 said. *“I've heard you” Her
eyebrows flew up. Something in those black eyes was startled, and I pur-
sued it. “I'was walking past your house when you didn’t know I was there.

I heard you yell in English and in Chinese. You weren't just talking. You
were_shouting, I hear your shout. You were saying, “Where are you?’ Say

that again. Go ahead, just the way you did at home.” I yanked harder on the
" hair but steadily, not jerking. I did not want to pull it out. “Go ahead. Say,
“Where are you?’ Say it loud enough for your sister to come. Call her. Make
her come help you. Call her name. I'll stop if she comes. So call. Go
SR Y I S AR o L
" - She shook her head, her mouth curved down, crying. I could see her tiny
_ white teeth, baby teeth. I wanted to grow big, strong yellow teeth. “You do
have a tongue,” I said. “*So use it” I pulled the hair at her temples, pulled
the tears out of her eyes. ““Say, ‘Ow, " I said. “Just ‘Ow. Say, ‘Let go. Go
ahead. Say it. I'll honk you again if you don’t say, ‘Let me alone.” Say, ‘Leave
me alone and I'll let you go. I will. I'll let go if you say it. You can stop this
anytime you want to, you know. All you have to do is tell me to stop. Just
~ say, ‘Stop” You're just asking for it, aren’t you? You're just asking for an-
other honk. Well then, I'll have to give you another honk. Say, ‘Stop.” But
she didn’t. T had to pull again and again. _

— - Sounds did come out of her mouth, sobs, chokes, noises that were-al-—

e TRIOSE words. Snot ran out of her nose. She tried to wipe it on her hands, but

there was too much of it. She usedf her sleeve. “You're disgusting,” I told

her—“Look-at-you;-snot-streaming’down your nose, and you won'’t say a_-
word to stop it. You're such a nothing.” I moved behind her and pulled the
hair growing out of her weak neck. 1 let go. I stood silent for a long time.
Then I screamed, “Talk!” I would scare the words out of her. If she had had
little bound feet, the toes twisted under the balls, I would have jumped up
and landed on them—crunch!—stomped on them with my iron shoes. She
cried, sobbing aloud. “Cry, ‘Mamma. Say, ‘Stop it”” .

I put my finger on her pointed chin. “I don’t like you. I don't like the
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weak little toots you make on your flute. Wheeze. Wheeze. I don’t like the
- way you don't swing at the ball. I don’t like the way you’re the last one- — ——
~ chosen. I don't like the way you can’t make a fist for tetherball. Why don’t_
~youmake a fist? Coirie on. Get tough. Come on. Throw fists”’ I pushedat |
her long hands; they swung limply at her sides. Her fingers were so long, 1
thought maybe they had an extra joint. They couldn’t possibly make fists
like other people’s. “Make a fist’ I said. “Come on. Just fold those fingers
~up; fingers on the inside, thumbs on the outside. Say something. Honkme =
back. You're so tall, and you let me pick on you. o e
“Would you like a hanky? I can’t get you one with embroidery on it or
crocheting along the edges, but I'll get you some toilet paper if you tell me
to. Go head. Ask me. I'll get it for you if you ask”” She did not stop crying.
“Why don’t you scream, ‘Help’?” [ suggested. “Say, ‘Help, Go ahead. Like
this” I screamed not too loudly, My voice hit the tile and rang it as if [ had
thrown a rock at it. The stalls opened wider and the toilets wider and
——darker.-Shadows leaned af angles I had not seen before. It was very late.
* Maybe a janitor had locked me in with this girl for the night. Her black
- eyes-blinked and stared, bliriked and stared. 1 felt dizzy from hunger. We -
had been in this lavatory together forever. My mother would call the police
again if I didn’t bring my sister home soon. “T'll let you go if you say just
one word,” I said. ““You can even say ‘a’ or ‘the; and I'll let you go. Come
- on. Please” She didn’t shake her head anymore; “only “cried stéadily, ‘so
much water coming out of her. I could see the two duct holes where-the
tears welled out. Quarts of tears but no words. I grabbed her by the shoul-
- der. I could feel bones. The light was coming in queerly through the frosted
glass with the chicken wire embedded in it. Her crying was like an -
animal’s—a seal’s—and it echoed around the basement. “Do you want to
stay here tonight?” I asked. *“Your mother is wondering what happened to
her baby. You wouldn’t want to have her mad at you. You’d better say
something”” I shook her shoulder. I pulled her hair again. 1 squeezed her
face. “Come on! Talk! Talk! Talk!” She didn’t seem to feel it anymore when
! pulled her hair. “There’s nobody here but you and me. This isn't a class-
room or a playground or a..crowd.fI’m-j'u.st-.-one:p:rsén.fui'bg—_féanﬁté‘lkdnf“* e
front of a person. Don't make me pull harder and harder until you talk” =
But her hair seemed to stretch; she did not say a word. “I'm '

- mesng oyl
harder. Don't make me pull shymore, or your hair-will-come -oiit-and-————

you're going to be bald. Do }'!"ou want to be bald? You don’t want to be
bald, do you?” '

Far away, coming from the edge of town, I heard whistles blow. The
cannery was changing shifts, letting out the afternoon people, and still we
were here at school. It was a sad sound—work done. The air was lonelier
after the sound died.

“Why won't you talk?” I started to cry. What if [ couldn’t stop, and
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everyone would want to know what happened? “Now look what you’ve
done? T scolded. “You're going to pay for this. I want to know why. And
you're going to tell me why. You don’t see I'm trying to help you out, do
you? Do you want to be like this, dumb (do you know dumb means?), your
whole Life? Dorr't you ever want to be a cheerleader? Or a pom-pom girl?
What are you going to do for a living? Yeah, you're going to have to work
“because you car’t be a housewife. Somebody has to marry you before you
can become a housewife. And you, you are a plant. Do you know that?
That’s all you are if you don't talk. If you don't talk, you can’'t have a per-
sonality. You’ll have no personality and no hair. You've got to let people
know you have a personality and a brain. You think somebody is going to
take care of you alt your stupid life? You think you’ll always have your big
sister? You think somebody’s going to marry you, is that it? Well, you're

notthe-type-that-gets-dates;let-alone gets married. Nobody’s going to no- |
tice you. And you have to talk for interviews, speak right up in front of the

e - yss—Pon’t-you-know-that? You're 5o dumb. Why do.l wastemy timeon

“you?" Sniffling and snorting, I couldn’t stop crying and talking at the same
time. I kept wiping my nose on my arm, my sweater lost somewhere
(probably not worn because my mother said to wear a sweater). It seemed

_as if ] had spent my life in that basement, doing the worst thing I had yet
done to another person. “I'm doing this for your own good,” I said. “Don't
you dare tell anyone P've been bad to you. Talk. Please talk.”

"I -was getting dizzy from the air I was gulping. Her sobs and my sobs
were bouncing wildly off the tile, sometimes together, sometimes alternat-
ing. “I don’t understand why you won't say a word,” I cried, clenching my
teeth. My knees were shaking, and I hung on to her hair to stand up. An-
other time I'd stayed too late, I had had to walk around two Negro kids
who were bonking each other’s head on concrete. I went back later to seeif

- the concrete had cracks in it. “Look. T'll give you something fyoutalk. 'l
give you my pencil box. 'll buy you some candy. OK? What do you want? :
Tell me. Just say it, and T'll give it to you. Just say, “Yes, or, ‘OK] or, ‘Baby -

- Ruth’” But she didn’t want anything. : i

==—==Y-hzd-stopped-pinching her cheek because I did not like the feel of her

—skin—T-would-go-crazy-if it came away in my hands. “I skinned her;” 1.
Wo‘.]ld haVE to COI'LfCSS. {g:’ T e — e e o s e e e e+ e s
Suddenly I heard footsteps hurrying through the basement, and her sis-

ter ran into the lavatory calling her name. “Oh, there you are,” I said.

“We've been waiting for you. I was only trying to teach her to talk. She

wouldn’t cooperate, though.” Her sister went into one of the stalls and got

handfuls of toilet paper and wiped her off. Then we found my sister, and

walked home together. “Your family really ought to force her to speak,” I .

advised all the way home. “You mustn’t pamper her”




