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				Memory is a precious thing

			

		

		
			
				There are few faculties of the mind as precious, perhaps because there are few so ambiguous. The great American playwright, Tennessee Williams, believed that memory was intrinsically symbolic. In the stage directions for one of the most well-re-membered 20th century memory plays, “The Glass Menagerie”, Williams writes, “Memory takes a lot of poetic license… for memory is seated predominantly in the heart.” 

				It is its own particular kind of truth, memory — a truth that cannot be distilled into pure fact or pure fiction. And when we capture it — say, in a photograph — it becomes a record, an archive, a story to be told for a different day. We hold onto our history in anticipation of our future: Nothing is promised but the past.

				There are 14 histories before you, told in pictures and nar-ratives — 14 truths that have begged to be told with an urgency that not one of us could ignore. We spoke to the keyholders of the unremembered and the treasurers of the forgotten. We have sought answers in places shrouded in mystery. We have become archaeologists of a land concealed in time, discovered heritage and lore and myth and memento. 

				We have each crafted a singular narrative, and all dis-covered an overarching truth. Something of power lies in the documentation of history, in the fact of identity, and the pursuit of belonging. We have been puzzled. We have been proud. We have mourned, and we have celebrated. 

				And through it all, piece by piece, we have picked up what is left behind. And whether the closure feels complete, or the search neverending, only one thing matters: We remember. 
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				My grandfather does not recall the route he walked that day, only that it seemed to be taking him twice as long to get home.

				He does not recall his precise age, the day of the week or the year, or what the weather was like. What he does remember is a feeling of panic — his steps were more hurried than usual, far removed from the carefree stroll he reserved for the hours after school.

				The path in front of him stretched on, and his feet fought to keep up with his thoughts. Bag slung over a shoulder, face baked hot with effort, he wished he had a watch. 

				Had they already started dinner?

				He picked up speed, barely registering his surroundings. Had he paused to look, the horizon — too bronze, would have confirmed his fears. Ever punctual, the sky blotted out its sat-uration in rapid swaths — gone was the blazing chrome of afternoon. 

				Nagpur, India — nestled in the geographic heart of the country — was desert land. Evening arrived when the searing heat masked itself in a breeze. The air may not have been as hot or heavy, but to my grandfather, the cold was a weight. It slowed him down, creating dust clouds that made it harder to see.

				Sixth in a queue of 11 children, he had never been the kind to break rules. But that day was different — he stayed in school far longer than usual, and now was certain to have missed the family’s customary pre-mealtime prayers. This would not have been all that consequential but for his father, a regimented man who valued routine and obedience above all else. Surely his brothers — all six of them — had made it back in time. However boisterous and daring they may have been amidst each other, none savored being on the receiving end of their father’s wrath. 

				My grandfather was arguably the least equipped to do so. His frail frame — a contrast to his brothers’ — comprised bones and little else. It seemed to be held together most days by his own will. He felt its shortcomings then, as his legs tried and failed to go any faster. 
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				Would they be halfway through with dinner? 

				The road in front of him, still endless, was dotted with cows. They roamed free on the streets, wholly unhurried and pleased with the wind, their tails swatting in tandem. On another more leisurely day, he may have stopped to stroke the soft landing between their eyes, a firm yet tender spot of fur. Or the curved indent at the roof of their head, where bone met delicate, papery skin. He loved them — all cows, and especially the ones at home.

				When the milkman played truant, it was my grandfather who stepped in — tending to and milking the cows twice daily. These were responsibilities not hotly contested — none of his siblings had an affinity for it. Yet the milking had to be done unfailingly, or else his mother would have trouble in the kitchen.

				His mother, who spent the bulk of her day cooking, made certain that the 12 heads under her care never went hungry. This was a thankless, unceasing undertaking made simpler when milk and wood were brought to her. Then, she made butter — a laborious process that involved heating the milk, then cooling it to separate a layer of clotted cream that rose to the top. It was followed by curd, then the cream was churned to make butter and a portion of it was refined, culminating in cooking oil.

				There was seldom much room for anything else — an endless stream of household chores preoccupied her. A quiet, unassum-ing woman, she was kept too busy to indulge any of her own interests. There was never a moment of silence either — how could there be, with 11 children that seized every chance to fight and bicker? 

				At the thought of food — and the competition posed by his brothers — my grandfather’s pace had quickened. There was a slim chance that any would be left by the time he got home, but it was enough of an incentive to continue down the road. It was his mother’s food, after all, that had saved him once — when as a young boy he had fallen seriously ill, developing rickets. A deficiency characterized by weak bones, it had further ce-mented his status as the delicate child — an anomaly in a house 
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				of strong, boisterous children who wrestled for fun.

				My grandfather partook in the clamor of siblinghood with equal vigor — he was not lacking in spirit, but was dwarfed by his physicality. As the nation — still in post-independence nascency — underwent an upheaval, so too did my grandfa-ther. The rebuilding was slow, but the reward of assertion was gratifying. With individuality in short supply, he had managed to find a way by milking the cows to help his mother, a way that was his alone. It afforded him privileges with his father, too, an otherwise unmoving man who could be softened by his wife’s words of praise.

				He hoped this would save him now, as a familiar three-sto-ry building materialized. There was the gated entrance, the adjoining terrace and the backyard. There was the pond and the beloved Chrysler Plymouth. Against one wall — the “pi-geon wall” — birds gathered to rest and feed against ingrained grooves. Just beyond it was the farmhouse — home to horses, Alsatian dogs, and his cows. They would be asleep now, folded in on themselves — limbs long and loose, tucked sideways, faces shuttered in contentment. 

				His father’s carousel of businesses — a hardware shop, balloon factory, passenger buses, a paper mill — had yielded profits, allowing them to grow the land they owned. On that day, the house looked particularly imposing. Its interiors were a maze, with endless corridors he traversed with his brothers. A mudroom kept the inside cool, replete with water ACs made of vetiver roots that produced a fragrant, cool breeze in tune to the sound of trickling water.

				Gathering courage, he made his way to the room where they ate. From the entryway, there must have been the raucous laughter of his brothers, the sound of pots and ladles clinking, the shuffling of bodies as they sat cross-legged on the floor, eating together. He was near certain they had finished dinner, the last of the food wiped clean. Though no one ever went hungry, mealtimes were a competitive sport, each brother vying to pile his plate the highest. 
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				Would any food be remaining?

				When he entered, it was no different than what he expect-ed — for the most part. His family was gathered in a circle, largely empty dishes sprawled between them. His brothers, after sparing him an inquisitive glance or two, must have resumed scooping the last of the rice from their dishes. Perhaps there were vegetables that day — with near certainty, there was milk and butter. His own face was likely flushed, depleted. There may have been accusatory, disapproving eyes from his father — or even a scolding — if true, it has faded from memory. 

				But my grandfather remembers his mother. There was a plate — no, there were two plates by her side.

				The first was nearly empty. The second looked as yet un-touched. It was full — full of food — full like his stomach now felt. 

				Face puffed from exertion, his heart seemed to swell too. 
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				The young woman walked beside her boyfriend, anxiety fluttering in her chest as mud sucked at their shoes. They approached her childhood home together. The weathered gate creaked open, releasing the sharp smell of goose droppings that permeated the yard. Years of footsteps had worn the ground smooth and bare.

				The thatched roof sagged in the middle, its straw darkened by countless seasons, while walls of packed earth and uneven clay bricks stood in stark contrast to the city buildings they’d left behind.

				Nothing like his family’s home.

				Her heart pounded with each step, years of shame about her poverty rising inside her. She glanced sideways at his face, his expression unreadable, his eyes taking in everything.

				She’d warned him, of course, but warnings could never fully prepare someone for the reality of her family’s circumstances.

				It was August 1994. She wondered, was she about to lose him.

				For most of her childhood, Liu Zhongying questioned why her parents had brought her into this world if they were so poor.

				She grew up in Xindu County, a rural area of Chengdu in Sichuan Province. Her father had once been a civil servant in the city, but was later dismissed and forced to return to Xindu to farm. With his frail health, he wasn’t well-suited for agricultural work. Her mother, ten years younger and physically strong, had married into the family from a mountainous region through a matchmaker’s arrangement.

				Their marriage was complicated — not simply happy or unhappy, but a complex mixture of both. They had moments of joy, but financial struggles frequently led to arguments and sometimes physical fights.

				Even now, Liu remembered one fierce argument between her parents. The cause was long forgotten, but her mother, overwhelmed with emotion, clutched her chest in pain and lay down on the bed. Her father lit an oil lamp and drank alcohol 
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				under its dim glow. He ordered all four children to kneel before their mother, begging her to get up and cook dinner. This only made her mother cry harder. Young Liu watched, resentment growing in her heart, wanting to escape this home and run as far away as possible.

				During Liu’s childhood, China implemented the Household Responsibility System, dividing farmland among individual families. While families had to submit a portion of their harvest to the state, they could keep the rest. With her father’s poor health and the children still young, Liu’s mother became the family’s primary laborer. From the age of five or six, Liu worked in the fields alongside her family — harvesting wheat, collecting rapeseed, and planting rice. She carried pig feed on her back, though her load was lighter than her older siblings’. Despite the whole family’s efforts, their lack of strong laborers kept them in poverty. They rarely saw meat or oil in their daily meals, enjoying them only during festivals and holidays. The lack of nutrition hindered Liu’s growth during puberty. Standing just under 5 feet tall, she was the shortest in her family.

				Liu was the youngest of four children, with one older broth-er and two older sisters. Her parents tended to favor her brother, especially when it came to food. During times of scarcity, they would give him more to eat and occasionally slip him small amounts of pocket money in secret.

				Despite their hardships, Liu’s parents valued education, especially her father. Her brother attended a vocational college, one sister completed high school, and another only finished elementary school — this sister had had to sign a document promising that abandoning her studies was her own choice and she wouldn’t blame her parents in the future. Her father constantly reminded his children that education was the only path to a better life.

				And Liu followed this guidance. She wasn’t a naturally clever child; she could only excel by investing more time. She relied on rote memorization, repeatedly reading textbooks. 
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				Even while cooking breakfast over a coal stove, she would recite her lessons.

				Reading became both an escape and an obsession. She seized every opportunity to absorb any written material she could find: textbooks, magazines, martial arts novels. She remembered being captivated by an illustrated version of “Dream of the Red Chamber” when she was just eight or nine years old. She borrowed the book from a classmate whose family was relatively well-off, completing the classmate’s homework in exchange.

				In high school, she moved to the county town, where most of her classmates were kids from the county or city, knowledgeable and worldly. The differences were immediately apparent and painful. A glance was enough to distinguish who was from the city and who was from the countryside. 

				As a rural child, she wore hand-me-downs from her sisters, ill-fitting and worn. She used a tool bag from her brother-in-law, who was an electrician, for her school bag. In summer, lacking proper blouses, she wore thin jackets instead. Her shoes were cloth shoes made by her mother, while other students wore leather shoes.

				Worse still, her memorization-based learning method began to falter in this new environment. Among peers who had been exposed to a broader world, and facing the increased difficulty of high school curricula, her knowledge gaps became evident. She dropped from the top of her class to somewhere between twentieth and thirtieth place.

				The pressure was immense. Her parents had borrowed money and saved everything they could to fund her education. Every mediocre test result felt like a betrayal of their sacrifice. Sometimes, the pressure manifested physically — for two years straight, her menstrual cycle coincided exactly with every midterm and final exam period.

				Once, she even altered her geography score from the 60s to the 80s, fearing her father’s silent disappointment. Though he never explicitly scolded her for poor grades, the weight of 
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				his expectations was overwhelming.

				Chinese high school lasts three years, culminating in a major examination called the “Gaokao.” The test covers six subjects: Chinese, mathematics, and English are mandatory, while the remaining three can be chosen from politics, history, geography/physics, biology, and chemistry. The results directly determine university choices and, for most people, this is the only influencing factor. Many refer to it as “the exam that determines your life.”

				In her final year of high school, Liu felt enormous pressure. She knew her parents had made tremendous sacrifices to sup-port her education, and she feared disappointing them. During this period, her test scores remained consistently poor. The dread of failure followed her everywhere — in the classroom where other students seemed to grasp concepts more easily, in the dining hall where she could only afford plain rice while others ate full meals, in the letters home where she tried to sound more confident than she felt.

				During the break before the exam, her father told her, “You’re short and not suited for farm work. Your only path forward is education. If you don’t pass this year, you can try again next year. Don’t worry too much.”

				His reassurance lifted an enormous burden from her shoul-ders. When the Gaokao finally arrived in July, Liu felt unusually calm. The night before, while her roommates lay awake with anxiety, she slept soundly. During the exam, when her pen stopped working, she calmly squeezed ink onto the desk and dipped the nib to continue writing. She thought to herself, “If I don’t pass this year, there’s always next year.”

				She would pass. She had to pass.

				In the end, she scored well enough to become one of only four or five students in her class to be admitted to the best kind of universities. She enrolled in Chongqing Normal University.

				Chongqing Normal University was dedicated to training teach-
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				ers. Due to the influence of the Cultural Revolution, teachers held low social status in China, and Liu had no real desire to become one.

				The day she left home for Chongqing, her third sister and brother-in-law helped her pack a suitcase, but the handle broke before she even reached the university. She would use it for three years nonetheless. Her second sister and brother-in-law escorted her to the train station. They departed from home, walking and taking buses, traveling for a day and a night before reaching the station. Two classmates joined her on the old, green-painted train. This was Liu’s first journey far from home, and she cried.

				Seven or eight hours later, they arrived in Chongqing. The city was vast. They ate porridge and beans at a stall near the station. The vendor deliberately hid meat among the beans to charge them more. When they protested, they were scolded as “country bumpkins.”

				Accommodations, meals... Liu was satisfied with every-thing at the university. College life required more independent study, with no one scheduling her time. She allowed herself more freedom, going to movies and hiking with friends. She discovered she needed only a third of the time and effort she had expended in high school to complete her coursework and maintain above-average grades. She devoted more time to read-ing, beginning with novels and progressing to philosophy in her sophomore year — Kant, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche. These works helped her think. She felt lost; although her post-gradua-tion path was set — she would certainly become a teacher — she didn’t know where life would lead her.

				Some of her roommates quickly found suitors, but her in-securities kept her from socializing. She actually longed for a relationship but held little hope for college romances, believing that after graduation, couples would inevitably go their separate ways. In her junior and senior years, after reading extensively and taking courses that developed her public speaking and presentation skills, she began to dress differently and participate 
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				in social activities. Because Liu was still poor, she sewed her own skirts — well-made cotton skirts were too expensive. But she could now earn money through tutoring. With her first earnings of 20 yuan, she bought an 18-yuan copy of “Dream of the Red Chamber.”

				In December 1992, during the first semester of her senior year, Liu had completed most of her coursework. One weekend, she and a friend went to a dance hall — actually just the cafe-teria with colored lights. She sat in her seat, not dancing with any male students. A thin, gentle-looking man wearing glasses invited her to dance, but she declined. When she returned to her seat after dancing with her classmate, she found it occupied by the same young man. He stood up and again invited her to dance.

				This time she accepted.

				After dancing, they walked around campus. Their conver-sation was pleasant, but neither asked for the other’s name nor thought about continuing the relationship. Until another weekend, when they met again at the dance hall and sparks of attraction flickered between them. They exchanged names and studied together in the study room, gradually becoming familiar with each other.

				Before final exams, Liu planned to visit home. He accom-panied her to the train station and helped carry her luggage into the carriage. But the train was too crowded, and when the doors closed, he couldn’t get off in time. They gazed at each other through the crowd, reminding her of a scene from the film “Red Dust.”

				When the holiday ended and she returned to school, she decided to be with that boy.

				The boy’s name was Li Wei. He grew up in a small town called Nanjiang in the mountainous area of Sichuan Province — tech-nically a city, but still small by Chinese standards. When he was very young, his biological father passed away. His only memory 
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				of the event was seeing his father lying there, covered with a white cloth. His mother was a capable but quick-tempered woman. In his words, she “preferred military gear over fancy dresses.”

				Several years after his father’s death, someone introduced another man to his mother. This man shared the same surname, Li, which avoided the issue of the children having to change their surnames. They married shortly afterward. Household affairs were managed by his mother, with little romance between them — it was a practical arrangement of living together. Li’s stepfather had attended university and came from a once-prom-inent family. During Li’s childhood, his stepfather would share stories of his past and teach him to read and write — rare in China at that time. Thanks to this early education, Li excelled in his first year of elementary school, earning the nickname “Child Prodigy.”

				His outstanding academic performance made him the smartest kid in his parents’ eyes, creating mixed feelings from his older siblings. They were proud of him but resented being constantly compared to him. He was the youngest child until his mother and stepfather had a child of their own. His sister was playful and often skipped school to watch movies and dance. One brother struggled academically, while another was so unruly that he was expelled from elementary school, later transferred to another one only because of their stepfather’s connections.

				In middle and high school, Li’s grades gradually declined. He loved learning but also enjoyed having fun, unlike students from rural areas who devoted all their time to studying. He failed the Gaokao on his first attempt and had to retake it. His mother believed his friends had been a bad influence, as none of the seven or eight boys in their group initially made it to college.

				Though his second attempt wasn’t outstanding, Li managed to get into university. Moving to Chongqing marked Li’s first time in a big city, and everything fascinated him. He hoped to meet people more talented than himself. Yet he felt disappointed that 
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				many of his university classmates came from rural backgrounds, which he believed limited his exposure to the wider world.

				In college, Li wasn’t particularly diligent. He studied history, which only required cramming before exams to pass. Through-out his four years, he had a mutual but unspoken affection with a beautiful girl from a well-off Chongqing family. Their friends assumed they were a couple, but neither ever confessed their feelings or officially got together.

				During his junior year, when a friend from his hometown visited, Li took him to the campus dance hall. That night, he first met Liu.

				He didn’t have a particularly strong impression of this girl. His second invitation to dance that night came only from a sense of defiance after being rejected, with no thought of what might happen later. When they met a second time at another dance, he requested “Pearl of the Orient” for her, feeling it wasn’t a cliché song. Their attraction grew gradually, bit by bit.

				What followed was natural progression. They officially became a couple. She would watch him play soccer; he would wait for her outside her dormitory. They hiked together and discussed literature. Neither was particularly well-off. They would buy peaches that were almost past their prime and sit eating them by the sports field, and they were happy together.

				Liu was one year ahead of him. By his senior year, she had already started working. He would skip classes to visit her at the school where she taught. Their relationship grew increasingly close.

				During the 1994 Spring Festival, they had agreed that he would visit her family. But Li received a letter from the girl from the wealthy Chongqing family, whom he hadn’t contacted in a long time, asking if he wanted to visit her home during the holiday.

				He hesitated for a long time but ultimately went to Chongq-ing instead of visiting Liu’s family.
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				Liu knew he hadn’t come. Not only that, she also received a letter from Li, telling her he wanted to break up. Liu was heart-broken, in pain, and even thought about ending her life. For her, Li wasn’t just her first love, but a lifeline for escaping her insecurity, self-doubt, and unhappy family background. Li was the first man who made her heart flutter, the first male who made her feel valued and cared for. When they walked together, Li would wrap a scarf around her when it was cold, bring her small snacks, and remind her to be careful when walking. These were all experiences she had never had before. Their time together had always been happy, without arguments — though that was because Liu, opening the door to a closed world for the first time, was too busy appreciating everything to notice flaws, even mistaking flaws for virtues.

				Liu didn’t understand. Why?

				She decided to find answers. When school resumed in Feb-ruary, she returned from her workplace to the university to find him, but received the response that his mother disapproved and that “he had always seen her as an older sister.” She knew he was popular, knew many girls were attracted to his handsome appearance, and even knew he had visited that other girl’s home — she had met her once at a gathering. When Liu was first brought into Li’s circle of friends, the other girl had said, “We’ve wanted to meet you for a long time, but Li Wei never brought you to meet us.” These words had hurt her, making her feel that Li didn’t want her to meet his friends.

				Now, what should she do? Emotionally, she couldn’t let go of this man, and rationally, in that era, when everyone around knew they had been together but didn’t end up married, it would be a stain on a woman’s reputation. She didn’t want to give up, didn’t want to release her lifeline. She wanted things back on track.

				She refused to accept the breakup and maintained her correspondence with Li. By May, Li was about to graduate, but he couldn’t find work locally in Chongqing. There was a teaching job opportunity far away in Guangdong, but there 
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				was a shortage of female teachers there, making it potentially difficult to find a partner. 

				What Liu did not know was that even though Li had visited her beautiful rival’s family, he had decided to end the relation-ship. Although that girl was prettier and came from a better family, he now saw that Liu’s feelings for him were more sincere. With Liu, he felt he could be himself. He wrote to Liu to tell her about the job offer. Liu replied that she would go with him to a city thousands of miles from home.

				But before the two would head to Guangdong, Li decided to visit Liu’s family. Liu felt it was necessary to w	arn him. “My home is in the countryside,” she told him, “and the environment isn’t very good.” It was a delicate balance — she wanted him prepared but didn’t want to scare him away. Together they set off from the school where Liu worked, taking two diesel cargo tricycles — which he jokingly called “bouncing cars” due to the bumpy journey over roads mixed with coal ash and dirt — and they finally arrived. The journey took more than two hours, a trip that today would take only half an hour on paved roads.

				Since Liu wasn’t sure which day they would arrive, her parents couldn’t prepare in advance. She worried about the home conditions, so she specifically gave money to her mother to buy some good dishes and prepare an abundant meal. Li was still a university student then, without income, so Liu also spent money to buy gifts for her parents from Li — several bottles of Wenjun liquor. With preparations on both sides, Li finally arrived at her home. She was both happy and afraid that Li would look down on her family.

				Li skillfully greeted her parents, though he was also ner-vous. He wanted to make a good impression on Liu’s family.

				At the dinner table, Liu leaned against Li’s shoulder. Her father drank his bulk-purchased baijiu. Bottles of Shancheng beer were clustered on the ground. Her third brother-in-law was in charge of cooking, preparing several meat dishes, peanuts, 
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				and vegetables. Her mother had also brought along some meat dishes.

				Li quickly integrated into the family. He helped Liu herd geese, guiding them to the roadside to graze. He played cards with Liu’s mother, who found him cheerful and easy to talk to. With Liu’s father, the conversation was more formal — she could sense her father scrutinizing Li, as any father would when meeting his daughter’s boyfriend. Later that day, while walking in the fields, Liu introduced Li to the vegetables they were growing. Having grown up in the city, Li knew little about crops but showed genuine interest. Back at the house, Li even cooked for the family — stir-fried pork liver, and with the leftover oil, he prepared another dish. Liu’s mother praised his frugality.

				Although she felt Li respected her family, her nerves remained taut. She worried he would despise such a family environment, that poverty would become an obstacle to their marriage. At that time, she knew little about Li’s family, only that they lived in a county town and seemed better off than hers. In truth, they weren’t actually well-off; Li’s family had many children, and most of their money went toward food.

				Li stayed for a few days, mostly eating, chatting, and helping Liu with household chores. On the day he left, he first returned to Chongqing, then took a train to Guangdong. Liu would soon follow.

				Liu and Li were married several years later and soon after they had a daughter. It would take years until Liu’s anxiety began to lessen. In time she would come to see that her husband was not heroic, that he was a human being with flaws and faults, and that he too came from a modest family and did not care about material comforts as much as she had feared. 

				But on the day when he left for Guangdong, she knew that he wanted her to follow him there. 

				She knew one thing above all else: she had succeeded. She had held onto that man.
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				The day Jiping Chen passed away Typhoon Meranti raged. Meiying Yu remembers it clearly. It was September 19, 2016. Rainwater flooded the underground garage and submerged her car. As she waded barefoot through knee-deep water, her phone buzzed. Her grandmother was gone. 

				Everyone in the family had known Jiping Chen’s days were numbered. Meiying had visited her several times, and each time, her grandmother seemed more withered, “like a gaunt tree.” That night, Meiying heard that her grandmother’s condition had rapidly deteriorated. She was taken to the hospital in Fuzhou, but the doctors said there was nothing more they could do and sent her back home. Meiying wanted to drive to the old house to see her, but it was too late. 

				The rain kept pounding against the windows, and Jiping Chen took her last breath with only her youngest son and daughter by her side.

				Meiying called the funeral home. The hearse crawled through the wind and the muddy roads. Two hours later, they finally reached the old house.

				By Fuzhou folk customs, which is an intricate blend of Buddhism, Taoism, and local beliefs, Jiping Chen’s body was placed in an ice coffin in the center of the mourning hall, where it would remain for 10 days. The house was thick with incense. On the offering table lay ritual meats and fruits, a white mourning banner swayed at the entrance, and stacks of paper money rustled in the damp wind.

				The ten-day wake was not just a wait for an auspicious burial date, but also a chance for her seven children to return home one last time. 

				Chen’s children all lived in the United States. They departed from Boston, New York, Houston, and Phoenix. When they reunited at their mother’s old house, Meiying barely heard them say any words to each other as they all silently prepared for the funeral rituals.

				During the mourning period, direct descendants had to take turns keeping vigil at night. The incense before the coffin 
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				could not be allowed to extinguish for the full 10 days. Meiying remembers those nights. Rain drummed against the eaves, mixing with the monks’ low chants. The men knelt in prayer, while the women folded golden ingots from sheets of foil, each crease carefully pressed into sharp angles. Meiying folded, then glanced at the ice coffin. Through the clear glass lid, she could see Jiping Chen lying inside, eyes closed, face pale, serene. There was no fear in Meiying’s mind of seeing a corpse. “Because,” she later said, “she was my grandmother.” 

				At first, the house was filled with quiet sobs. Most of the crying came from Chen’s children, while Meiying’s generation silently comforted them. The great-grandchildren were too young to understand death and were occasionally scolded for speaking out of turn. As the days passed, the crying faded. Everyone grew numb.

				Emotions stirred again on the day of her cremation. On the morning of the tenth day, it was time for the funeral procession. Monks in saffron robes struck wooden fish, chanting the Sutra of the Terra Treasure. The ritual of deliverance, a common Buddhist practice, sought to absolve Jiping Chen of karma, free her from the cycle of rebirth, and grant her peace.

				Dressed in mourning garments of sackcloth, the descen-dants knelt in order of seniority, offering incense and bows. They followed her to the crematorium, watching as she was reduced to a handful of ashes, sealed inside a tiny urn.

				Jiping Chen’s final wish had been for family harmony. For her descendants who had forged their paths in foreign lands, she had hoped they would remain safe, stay in touch, and remember to visit each other during the holidays.

				“But after she left,” Meiying said, “this family fell apart.”

				Jiping Chen was born in 1931. Her name carried the hopes of her parents — “auspicious” and “peaceful.” A quiet prayer for a life untouched by misfortune. At the age of three, poverty forced her parents to sell her to a wealthy family in the city where she worked as a maid. Her gentle temperament eventually moved the household to adopt her as a goddaughter. Not long 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				36

			

		

		
			
				The Day Jiping Chen Passed Away

			

		

		
			
				after, she was promised in marriage to a boy from the Wang family. Their first meeting took place on their wedding day. Together, they would raise seven children — four daughters and three sons.

				In their world, raising children was an unending cycle. In a time of famine and war, survival was the only measure of success. Children who lived were counted as wealth. Children who died were buried in shallow graves without ceremony. Life marched on. Another birth followed. And even while nearing labor, Chen worked in the fields, harvesting rice beneath the weight of her pregnancy.

				The first of her children to leave was her youngest son. He was a sailor who, in 1978, jumped off a ship from the Fujian Ocean Shipping Company and swam into the waters of New York Harbor. His escape marked the beginning of the “Amer-ican Dream” in Jiping Chen’s house — a phrase that was first whispered at the dinner table, then gradually spoken with hope and longing. The dream became vivid, and those who left and never returned became increasingly iconic.

				One by one all of Jiping Chen’s children left. They built lives and businesses across the United States. Their children became Americans. They bought houses and cars. Their children spoke English, ate McDonald’s, studied American history in school, and grew up to become engineers, doctors, and entrepreneurs. The distance between them and their great-grandmother’s old house in Fuzhou grew wider and wider. The language changed, the lifestyle changed, and even the holidays changed. And over time, the house changed as well.

				The house was a distinctly traditional Chinese structure. It was an old, four-story building. Its backyard boasted a neatly maintained garden and a pond that never seemed to have any fish. The front hall housed Buddhist statues, and above them hung a row of black-and-white portraits of ancestors, including Jiping Chen’s husband who died in 2003.
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				 Every winter, Jiping Chen’s children would return to Fu-zhou for the Chinese New Year. They would bring their children as well as gifts, such as a television, the first in the village. The adults would crowd into the side hall, drinking and playing mahjong with loud, raucous laughter. Jiping Chen listened as her grandchildren and later great-children ran through the courtyard, and when they returned to America, she was left hoping again that someone would walk through the door and bring news from far away. 

				Over time, her hearing faded. She began speaking more slowly, often needing people to repeat themselves. But every year, just before the Chinese New Year, she would go out to buy the best pork, sticky rice, and rice cakes. She reminded the younger generations to prepare everyone’s favorite dishes. She always made too much, just like before, as if her children and grandchildren would come rushing back like they used to, devouring everything at the table.

				But the bowls and chopsticks got dustier each year, and the house became quieter. The promises to “come home next year” were replaced by more urgent plans — school decisions, job changes, expensive flights, and long distances. Eventually, even the phone calls grew shorter, reduced to a few polite words. Her grandchildren and great-grandchildren no longer spoke Chinese fluently. Even talking became difficult.

				By the time Jiping Chen died at the age of 85, many of her descendants remembered only the old house and the quiet figure who would wait so long for news about them to reach her from the other side of the world. 

				I barely remember my great-grandmother. I wasn’t close to her. To me, she was a quiet, elderly figure, always surrounded by relatives whose names I couldn’t tell or recall. It was only much later that I came to realize how vast my family truly was, scattered across the globe, mostly settling in Texas. Some of my cousins can’t even understand Chinese.

				As a child, I was terrified of Jiping Chen’s house. The dark 
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				stairwells and the faintly swaying red Chinese lanterns were enough to make me glance once before turning away in silence, heading straight back to find my mom. My mother, absorbed in her mahjong game, never paid me much attention. Sulking and bored, I would inevitably return to the backyard, staring at the pond.

				It was then that my great-grandmother, her silver hair glinting in the sunlight, would shuffle over to me and hand me a stuffed red envelope. That’s the only memory I have of Jiping Chen.

				A family elder is like a thread, holding everyone together. Jiping Chen was that thread. When she died, it was as if the bond that connected the family disappeared too. Though she had many children, each of them had begun to build their own lives, and the ties between them gradually unraveled. After she died, no one visited the old house again. We stopped celebrating holidays together. Now that I’m grown, maybe I wouldn’t feel afraid of that house anymore. But I’ll never know. I’ve never gone back.

				Many of the relatives I once saw there have faded from my life too. Like her, they haven’t been mentioned again in the nine years since her death. What remains are fragments of stories gathered across long stretches of time from many relatives, which, taken together, make up the outline of her life. 

				In gathering these pieces, I experience a feeling of helpless-ness. The effort has always been to understand how memory preserves what one hopes not to forget — how it records what will inevitably fade, how it captures fleeting warmth, and the aftertaste of things already gone. But in trying to reconstruct a life through others’ memories, the essence of who Jiping Chen truly was proves elusive.

				Her long life is reduced to a handful of photographs in which she appears sometimes alone, sometimes surrounded by her growing family. The small, ineffable details, subtle and fragile, are constantly reshaped by memories. What further complicates my search is the way my older Chinese relatives 
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				speak. Their words are often cloaked in a harshness that borders on cruelty. There is a rawness to the way they recount their stories — unembellished, bare. Stripped of sentiment, their accounts retreat into the distance. Of her as a person — her habits, her temperament — they recall little. They remember her children — their siblings — as if she existed solely through them.
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				I stop as I am sifting through a box of old photographs. Sitting cross-legged in my parents’ library, I peer at the photo, stuck on my father’s face.

				He’s laughing, hard enough that he’s not entirely in focus. I recognize him, but I can’t place him. The other two young men — they look to be Dad’s age — are laughing, too. The three look posed, but then something happened, maybe something was said, and they all broke up, just as the shutter closed.

				 The discovery of the photograph was accidental. It was July of 2023. I was 24 going on 25, living at home, and still reeling from my two years of struggling to become a teacher. I was unemployed, and in a moment of either curiosity or boredom, I decided to go through the boxes and boxes of family photos.

				By the time I found this picture, I had been through over a hundred photographs. This is the one that stopped me. I had never seen it before. I put it to the side. There was a story here and now I needed to find it. I found other photographs that offered clues: more of my father, the other young men, my grandmother in front of the Supreme Court. It clicks: this series must have been from when Grandma and Grandpa came to visit Dad during his clerkship for Chief Justice Warren Burger. A story I have never heard. A story my father never told. 

				My dad is filled with stories. He remembers the face and name of seemingly every person he has ever met, or even seen. I assume that when I show my dad the photograph he will summon the story of the day and the moment. I tell myself that I need to hear this story. Why else would I have chosen it among all the others? 

				I showed it to my Dad. We sat in the kitchen. I laughed when I asked, what’s going on here? It’s such a goofy picture and I am sure he will remember. He says, I don’t remember. Now I was curious, about the event itself, and about his inability to recall it.

				I set off to find out: what made them laugh that day at the Supreme Court? Turns out, I was asking the wrong question.

			

		

		
			
				42

			

		

		
			
				I Do Not Recall

			

		

	
		
			
				43

			

		

		
			
				Claire Lazerwitz

			

		

		
			
				Most of the photographs in those boxes were taken by my grand-father, my father’s father, Miles. He was always taking pictures. He was not a professional photographer, though. A dentist by trade, he nonetheless loved being behind the lens. And he was diligent about sending prints.

				In this photograph, my father, Michael, is a young man. He is clerking at the country’s most powerful court, having finished up a clerkship in New York. He gets to write opinions with the Chief Justice. And he is only 26.

				For the 1984-1985 term, my father does recall that there were 34 clerks across the nine chambers. He had moved to Washington, D.C. in late June, just before the start of term. July rivals August for the hottest month in the capital. D.C. summer heat is the kind that clings to your clothes, forcing those ex-pected to wear suits to the office to choose the lightest materials possible. That is how my Dad was, at the very least, able to date the photograph. It had to be May or sometime around the end of term, he said, looking at the suits. 

				He lived a few blocks away from the Court at Sixth and A. It was an upgrade from his Manhattan studio at 57th and Third; this was a one bedroom, with a separate living room and kitchen. He did recall that he didn’t have much furniture. Not that it mattered. He worked nearly every day.

				A few weeks after I showed him the photograph, we sat in the living room. This time I came ready to record. We talked for over an hour-and-a-half about his clerkship. We started with the small details. I learned that he didn’t run before work, as he has all my life. He walked to and from work even though he had his mother’s old car, a green Oldsmobile Cutlass. He had to wear a suit Monday through Friday, and occasionally on Saturdays, if the Chief was in. On Monday nights, he and the other clerks played basketball on the court on the top floor — nicknamed “the highest court in the land.” They could wear jeans on Sundays because the Chief wasn’t there. That would be the day he called home, just as he has done since college and still to this day.
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				He can tell me about the time the Chief took him out to dinner, to a private club on M Street in Georgetown. He recalls the conversation with the Chief’s secretary. It is only when we get to the photograph, to the day when his parents visited, that my dad is unsure. He has no memory of their visit. He can’t even remember when it happened. So I ask about the other two clerks in the picture: the one with the book and the other with the lamp.

				Wallace Lightsey speaks in a South Carolina accent, the one that so lends itself to stories. He was one of my dad’s co-clerks and, to this day, a close friend. Wallace’s office was right next door to my Dad’s at the Court. Wallace, like Dad, lived on Capitol Hill and walked to work. Wallace remembers the basketball, too, and said my father was pretty good. When we spoke over the phone, he chuckled at the photograph I had emailed him. Like my father, he doesn’t remember the day, but he does agree it was posed. Maybe, he says, I was trying to show your dad something in the book, an important case perhaps. And Ray, he laughed, was using the lamp to shine a light on it.

				Wallace remembers what Dad remembers: the mountains of work. “Cartloads of paper,” per my Dad’s description. It was as if he was echoing Dad, nearly word for word. He spoke about the cert petitions, about written memos, about the paperwork that never seemed to end. He came in at eight in the morning and stayed late, sometimes till midnight. He took Saturday af-ternoons and Sunday mornings off, unlike my dad who worked every day. Those 24 hours away from the Court were necessary, he says. Otherwise, as my Dad put it, you could spend every waking hour on the cert petitions, alone.

				But that was where his memories ended. I was at a loss. I see joy in this photograph. I see young men laughing and a sense of friendship between them. How could such a moment be lost to the people who lived it? 
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				There was a fourth clerk, but he is not in the photograph. Brian Martin speaks in a soft voice, with gentle inflections that capture the many places he has lived. He and my Dad remained close, too, even worked together again at the Solicitor General’s office. He remembers his own parents coming to visit, his brother, as well, and even his nephew, who he recalls asked for the Chief’s autograph.

				Brian tells me he remembers the day of the photograph and I cannot hide my excitement. “I can still picture your grandmother sitting on the couch,” he says.

				In his memory my father — he called him Mike — brought his parents down to Brian’s office on the main floor, next to the Chief’s. He does not remember what they talked about, but he does remember, 40 years on, that the conversation was easy. Brian admits he is “shy,” so meeting someone else’s parents could have been awkward. But not, he says, with your grandparents.

				Ray Campbell, the one with the lamp, lives in China now. He teaches law at Peking University and we set up a time to talk over Zoom. Even with the distance, he and Dad are still close. He has the demeanor of a professor and, like his fellow clerks, speaks fondly of that year. He was married, as was Brian, and his wife, Elaine, worked at the Department of Treasury. She would come to visit, from time to time, one time even bringing along two French tourists, Jacques and Aldo. He started our conversation just as Brian had. He said, I remember.

				Albeit not everything. Ray also was struck by how lasting an impression my grandparents made. He was not sure if his own parents visited. But he remembered Grandma and Grandpa, partly, as he says, because of their connection to my father and partly because of who they were. They were warm with him and with each other. He spoke in a light manner as he said this, but still in a serious tone. It was not unusual to see this between parents and a child, he says, but also not universal. He could imagine Dad and Grandpa going to a bar and having a scotch 
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				together. It was that type of relationship. 

				I love that you are almost able to hear the command from be-hind the lens before the shutter clicks. Wallace is holding out one of the U.S. Reports from my father’s bookshelf. My father is doubled over laughing. And Ray is, for some reason, holding the lamp. It is so silly in such a serious space, in such a serious profession. I know that there would be few people who could disarm his subjects like that, make them comfortable in front of the camera. My grandfather Miles could.

				Photography was Grandpa’s hobby, yes, but it was so closely tied to family and record-keeping, I do not know if he thought about it as art. I think he was motivated by memory. Specifically, capturing memories of those close to him. Some photos are candid and some, like this one, are posed. He is asking them to perform, to create a moment he can record forever. He took the film to Ridgewood Camera Exchange in New Jersey which would produce color prints. He mailed some of the prints to the people he photographed, sometimes affixing notes explaining who was in the photo and the event recorded. Thanksgiving 1989 — thought you might like to have these to hold and cherish throughout the years, Pop.

				I had begun to think that somehow my Dad’s inability to remember this day has something to do with my grandfather and dad’s relationship with him. He took so many pictures, after all. I asked my father whether he ever got tired of all the photography. I wouldn’t have said no, he replied, it was pretty par for the course with Grandpa. 

				Wrong assumption.

				Having spoken with Wallace, Brian and Ray I went back to my Dad. I was excited at having filled in so many details of the day. They had remembered, so maybe with their help he would, too. He does not. 

				So now I ask a different question: if not this moment, what 
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				do you remember? It is a broad question, I know, and lawyer to the core, he asks for clarification. I ask what memory stands out about him and Grandpa, about him and his parents. I found a photograph and wanted to know its story. My Dad did have stories, different memories that he had chosen to keep. 

				He remembers a lot, which was something I didn’t see at first. Playing catch with Grandpa in the front yard when he was seven, eight, or nine. Going to see “Dirty Harry” at the movies because Grandma didn’t want to see it. Shopping at Paul Stuart. Getting drinks at the Oak Room at the Plaza Hotel.

				He remembers his parents coming to visiting days at camp. That first summer, he had just turned eight and was spending two months in Kent, Connecticut, which must have felt worlds from New Jersey. Grandpa, never without a camera or two, had brought a handheld video film camera to capture the day. He wanted to capture my Dad waterskiing. He had just learned how, so Grandpa took a video. When he got home he added it to the collection of home movies which Grandpa would show on the home projector. I’ve never seen these, I told my Dad, and he replied that they were either lost in a move or simply stopped working. 

				Unlike the photograph, we can’t see the videos anymore. My Dad has not seen this video in almost 60 years, and yet he remembers it. 

				His memory. His choice. Not mine.
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				Only one train ran to Calcutta that day, and far too many families were pegging their hopes on it. They forced their way onto the shaky platform, elbows thrusting into each other’s ribs, the monsoon thrumming against their backs. 

				Samir, small and scrawny, was hoisted up and shoved in through an open window, landing on a living, breathing blanket of huddled bodies. His older brother, his nawda, helped their mother on, but there was scarcely any room left for him. Reach-ing for a length of rope, nawda tied himself to the exterior of the carriage, limbs splayed across the moving train, a Hindu Jesus fleeing a newly Muslim land.

				As the train pulled away from home, Samir squeezed his eyes shut. He tried to hold onto the memory: the orchard blooming with fruit, the mangoes and lychees ripening, whispering his name into the thick, unmoving air, like a tender goodbye.

				* * * * *

				Kolkata, 2025:

				Dadu, my grandfather, had kept his word. I woke up to an intricate map he’d drawn, of his paradise long-lost.

				A neat rectangular compound rendered in blue ink. Each smaller section carefully labelled in his clear, even lettering with a mix of English and Bangla. 

				The baithak khana, or parlour, where friends of the family came together to opine, unwind, and drink in the setting sun with piping cups of cha, sat across from the guest house. Three generously-sized living quarters held rooms reserved for rest, with an open courtyard, or uthon, carved right in the center, inviting in the sky. The large orchard ran thick with trees, only parting to make way for a thatched cow shed and slip of pond. 

				Perched on the banks of the river Ganga, this home stretched across three-and-a-half bigha — roughly 50,400 square feet. For the first eight years of his life, it held my grandfather’s entire 
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				world within its walls.

				Trained as an engineer, Samir still has a precise, unerring hand. The ink glistens against the yellow-toned paper, beckoning me in. Even all these decades later, he can recall how, in the dheki ghaar, or mill, the paddy would be carefully gathered, soaked and steamed and polished meticulously to produce fine grains of rice. 

				“When it’s done by machine it loses the extra coating, the vitamin… wait, you must have no idea what it looks like, right? Give it a Google – will help you visualise,” he quips, intuiting my ignorance.

				He can picture, still, the trees swelling with cotton, soft and luminous, waiting to be hewn into clothes and sheets by hand. It was the age of khadi, of self-reliance, with a strict order to boycott all foreign goods.

				This was not a problem for the Roy family, for they grew more fruits and vegetables than they knew what to do with. On his walk over to the patshala, the village school, Samir would pick up fresh cauliflowers from the garden, delivering them to friends and neighbors on his way. The schoolmaster received his graciously, knowing what meal awaited him in the evening.

				All the Roys needed to buy was salt; everything else came from the compound: homegrown vegetables, a wide array of flowers (including his father’s favourite shade of roses), milk from the family cow, and fish freshly reeled in from the river nearby. Even the tobacco his father relished, was grown and rolled at home. 

				But the family’s time here was drawing to an end.

				East Pakistan, 1947:

				The blood that spilled in the communal riots brewing across Bengal ran too deep to deny. 

				Under pressure from Muslim revolutionaries, the British had caved, slicing through the land with their ruling hand. 
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				The village, along with other eastern patches of Bengal, was severed from India and labeled “East Pakistan” — a distant territory claimed by Pakistanis seated across the subcontinent’s left armpit, all in the name of strengthening Muslim ties.

				Samir caught on that they would have to leave. 

				One of his older brothers, his meshda — 30 years his se-nior — worked in a British paper mill in Naihati, about 40 kilometers outside of Calcutta, and it was decided that they’d move in with him. 

				They set off as early as the sun allowed — his nawda, a college student, returned to the village to accompany his mother, and eight-year-old Samir, clinging to her elbow. They took a horse carriage to the nearest train station in Kushtia, and joined the growing crowd gathered by the tracks, waiting for the mail train that would take them to Calcutta’s Sealdah station. From there, it would be a short truck ride to meshda’s place.

				The train ride, though it traced a route similar to one Samir had taken on every previous family trip, proved to be unlike any before it. Heaving with refugees, sticky with sorrow, it lurched forward uncertainly, struggling under the weight of their broken spirits. 

				“We were lucky, we had family there, we came from an educated background,” Dadu tells me somberly. “My heart breaks for others who had no such backing.” 

				Calcutta (later renamed to Kolkata), 1947:

				Samir’s first days in the city felt like a dream that, with time, would blur into one gleaming memory. Calcutta, with its lavish buildings, its roads handsome and broad-shouldered, stretching out every which way till they hit the banks of the Ganga. The streetlamps — gleaming orbs hoisted on pillars — stretched the day out, beyond sunset. Before Calcutta his days had been distinctly shorter: “Pakhir daakey otha, pakhir daakey showa” — beginning and ending with birdsong. 
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				“The British are the ones who introduced kerosene to us, you know,” Dadu tells me. “They educated us for selfish reasons, yes, so we could work for them. But ultimately, our education we owe to them.” 

				With enough space to breathe from Caclutta’s chaos, Naihati was a quiet place, tucked away from the city, by the Ganga. It was emptier, peaceful — consisting mainly of mills, primarily jute and paper, and the workers who ran them. 

				Samir and his mother had left their village early on, but the unrest brewing in the Muslim pockets of this newly fractured Bengal, with East Pakistan and West Bengal pried apart, could barely be contained. More family members — aunts, uncles, cousins, nephews — poured into the Naihati dwelling.

				The home was an official quarter granted to meshda by the paper mill he worked at, two stories stacked on top of each other within a sprawling corporate compound. The house was spacious, but not as much as the land back home, and not nearly enough to play home to 25 new arrivals, who joined Samir, his siblings, their wives and children, his mother, and his elderly father who was, by now, reaching for his deathbed. 

				The relatives, each with their own woes, vied for a corner of the floor to set up their bedding each night. Samir would often just curl up on the top stair by the landing and doze off. Amidst the domestic chaos, he was mostly forgotten. He didn’t really mind, though. 

				A village boy, roaming barefoot in this new dusty fortress, he made discoveries everyday: schools with walls, a pool table in the chief’s quarters, pale children, shoes. He was most drawn to the games room within the compound. It was massive, well-ven-tilated, with newfangled game equipment set up across the hall. 

				Every so often, Samir was sent out to the markets to fetch groceries but there was seldom any left to bring back. The na-tional shortage of rice and grains was palpable, clawing at his belly. The food he once took for granted — the plump tomatoes and the bewildering scent of jackfruit that had graced their old home — were a distant dream.
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				Samir didn’t speak English yet but was too young for lan-guage to make a difference. He would get by communicating with the British officers’ children through simple gestures and facial expressions. The British, who still ruled the nation, treated them well enough. But this was not to be mistaken for friendship. “They would care for us like an older brother dotes on the younger,” he said. “They didn’t see us as competition, you see, because we could take nothing from them.”

				* * * * *

				Calcutta, 1960s:

				When Samir graduated from college in the summer of 1960, with a diploma in engineering, the job market was already running dry, parched from the deindustrialization seeping into Bengal. His meshda, who had raised him alongside his own son just a couple years younger, urged Samir to prepare for the entrance exam to a prestigious engineering institute in the city, hoping a bachelor’s degree would bolster his prospects. 

				But, prideful and driven, Samir was no longer willing to be a burden on dwindling family funds. He decided he needed to start earning. He spent months scrutinizing newspaper ads, circling employment calls, chasing down flimsy leads that led to nothing. Many companies required five-year binding contracts, with a base pay so insultingly low it made his ears burn. 

				After months of dim prospects that would’ve disheartened any sensible young man into applying for a higher degree, Samir remained adamant that he would make it his way. So one day, he packed up a few belongings and headed over to Calcutta, where his older sister had set up home with her husband and their children. 

				Here, he continued his search on foot. 

				From morning to dusk, he’d prowl the streets of the business 
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				district. He walked into any building that sported the word “engineering,” and was often swiftly sent away. But then, on a balmy morning identical to the many before it, Samir came across a small office at the end of a road, shielded from view by the much taller blocks surrounding it. “BC Mallick and Sons” the sign read, with a few construction notices pasted sloppily across the front. 

				He was told the manager wasn’t in yet. Samir chose to wait, standing in a corner of the impossibly narrow hallway. The clock above the reception desk ticked audibly, like a tongue clucking with disapproval. 

				The hour hand loudly crawled on and on from nine, with lunchtime first arriving, then unceremoniously leaving. Samir stood and waited, the thirst and hunger twisting into one thick knot at the bottom of his stomach. But there was no manager in sight.

				The clock ticked along towards sunset. Samir swallowed down the pain tingling up his weary calves. At long last, the manager, Mr. Mallick, wandered in, lost in conversation with a man Samir recognized as an old professor from college. He noted the professor’s presence as a sign of the company’s legitimacy.

				Mr. Mallick regarded him with disdain but did not send him away. Instead, he presented Samir with a drawing, an extensive blueprint riddled with a million little measurements scribbled in. 

				“Take it home,” Mr. Mallick told him, “and bring it in to-morrow.” Samir was instructed to calculate how much cement, steel, sand, and other materials were required. The blueprint was rendered in centimeters, but unfortunately for Samir, he had been trained to work in inches. He would have to convert each measurement by hand. It promised to be a long, punishing night.

				He knew that going home would mean jostling for space with his sister’s children and grandchildren, against the caco-phonic background of their cramped living room. So instead, he showed up unannounced to a friend’s hostel near Sealdah station, where he was greeted with an equal mix of warmth 
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				and surprise. 

				Using up what little money Samir had left to buy supplies from the local stationery store, the two friends poured over a large sheet of sketch paper, recreating the map from scratch. 

				The following morning, eyes heavy with exhaustion, Samir displayed his work to Mr. Mallick who offered him a job on the spot. But the assignment would require a move to the Central Mechanical Research Institute in Durgapur, an industrial town hours away from Kolkata. Effective tomorrow.

				“You’d have to stay with a Muslim, though,” Mr. Mallick, a staunch Hindu, told him. If he’d been expecting a reaction, he got none from Samir.

				“How much will it pay?” Samir asked instead. Mr. Mallick brushed him off. 

				“This is just a training position,” he replied. “But we’ll give you food and lodging.” The lodging was a tent, propped up by the construction site. 

				Samir did not protest. He stayed there for four months, working ceaselessly under the hot, heavy breath of the sun. Then, monsoon season arrived, bringing rain, sharp like nee-dles, that pounded down on the site, soaking through the ceiling of a building Samir’s team had been working on. The client, a red-faced British man, spotted Samir working alone in the rain, and exploded at him, spitting and cursing and accusing him of cutting corners, although the building had been long built by the time Samir had arrived. 

				No pay and a tent for a home he could do with, but disrespect is where Samir drew the line. He quit. 

				At his next job interview, a manager questioned his work experience. “Security?” Samir replied, “My efficiency is my security, you’ll see.” His bristling confidence secured him the job, which would require perfecting his English to suit the firm’s foreign clientele. At first, Samir made many errors in official meetings, which made for some comical misunderstandings. But his stern British manager was surprisingly patient, correcting him quickly and firmly at once.
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				In time, his tongue adjusted to the contours of English.

				* * * * *

				Kolkata, 2025:

				“Drawing is the natural language of engineers,” Dadu tells me now, from his bedroom in Kolkata. “So really, I worked in translation as much as computing.” 

				Now, his English is not just correct but often quite remark-able, sonorously delivered, all the awkwardness from the early days long since ironed out. He speaks with the matured vo-cabulary of an avid reader, though he never was one himself, preferring the intimacy of the radio to print. I guess his natural flair for wielding metaphors trickled in from Bangla, over time.

				Over the course of his career, Samir would work at nine different companies but fell in love with only one. He tells me of the company where he stayed the longest: Simon Carves India Limited. A British company that ran turnkey jobs. 

				The office consisted of a huge compound — “they even had their own petrol pump for company vehicles!” — encircled by a grand, gilded metal fence that wrapped all the way around, parting only to make way for a castle-like entrance. Within the compound lay a collection of tall white buildings, each dedicated to a specific division — design, project, process. 

				Samir, with his steady drawing hand, and a knack for grounding vague client requests into clear blueprints, was part of the design team. He relished capturing the idea of a space, and granting it a life in the third dimension. The design office sat near the very front of the compound. Grand, north-facing windows. Ample, honeyed sunlight. Out front lay a wide ex-panse of green garden. In the spring it bloomed with striking brushstrokes of red, orange, and pink. 

				“Oh he loved that place,” says my dad. 
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				Paradise, rediscovered.

				* * * * *

				Bengal, 1971:

				Every year, the company organized a Family Day event, always held on a Sunday, in iconic locations across the city. Colleagues from all the different divisions, from each level of seniority, brought their families, coming together in a bright eruption of feasting, competing, and general good cheer.

				In this sepia-toned still from Family Day ’71, Samir’s three-year-old daughter Sanchita grasps his hand tightly, frightened, riding a horse for the first time. He beams at his firstborn, this soft human reminder of the life he fought to build. At the “complete paradise” of Simon Carves, Samir, the self-professed bolter, stayed three times as long as he could at his ancestral village: 24 long, happy years even as the world shifted and churned around him.

				As it happened, 1971 was also the year that East Pakistan — never built to last — crumbled. It was reborn as Bangladesh, land of the Bengalis. But this change in official nomenclature hadn’t mattered to Samir; it was immaterial to how he saw himself in the world. He had only ever known “Bengal” to be his home, both before and after journeying across the border. Even now, the Indian state of West Bengal, home to Kolkata, nurses a gaping hole in its side, in the shape of Bangladesh, its estranged womb-brother.

				So Samir never quite took to the binary distinction of “India” and “Bangladesh,” even as the world grew to notice. He just savored the warm embrace of Bengal.

				Only Bengal. Always Bengal.

				* * * * *
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				Kolkata, 2025:

				Dadu sends me a photo from the old Simon Carves company magazine, which, under his gentle care, has remained crisp and uncreased as if it were printed yesterday. 

				He’s kept every photograph, every letter, every document that has come his way in the last 60 years. Maybe because he never wanted his children to experience the distinct absence of tangible heritage, in the way he had. He’s also kept a daily diary as long as I’ve known him, diligently propelling each sliver of the present into the future. Into permanence.

				In the magazine, there’s a small portrait photo of Samir, a young man in his 30s, a new father, donning a shirt and tie. His thick black hair has been neatly parted to the side. Congratu-lations, Mr. Roy! reads the accompanying text, in small print.

				“Wow, what was this printed for, Dadu?” I message him.

				“I won first prize for solving a teaser,” he replies instantly. 

				I take a closer look. Below the printed portrait is a word-search, with its blanks filled out in neat block letters, featuring a plethora of engineering jargon and English idioms. Samir had, indeed, been a quick learner.

				He’s held them close, these mementos of a new life, stored them safely in his rusting grey almirah. Each artifact making a quiet declaration: I made it. I lived on.

				But on the day my grandfather left his village, he could take nothing with him. No photograph, no diary, no blanket. All that endures is a map no one else can see — the crooked spot in the pond he would wade into after lunch, the corner of the orchard reserved for sweet peas, the scalding courtyard baked onto his feet. It lives in him now, in his bones, in his laughter. In the stories he tells his grandchildren in the afternoon heat.

				And maybe that’s how the road home is meant to survive: not in what was taken, but in what never could be.
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				The quiet click of the camera was the only sound in the room. The shutter opened and closed, capturing an image of Charlotte’s ink-splattered face. She held herself as still as possible. 

				The trickle of ink running from her ear tickled slightly. She resisted the urge to wipe it away. Instead, she straightened her posture, set the timer and waited for the shutter to open and close. Click!

				She stood in the one private bathroom in the apartment she shared with three roommates with whom she was not close. The only thing she wore was her favorite necklace. She poured more and more ink onto her chest and face. It ran in rivulets down her nose and into her open mouth, coloring her teeth. She tried to keep it from touching her tongue, but still, it tasted bad.

				When she was done and had reviewed the photographs she had taken of herself, she began to clean up. She took extra care with the necklace, a delicate heart pendant that rested in the hollow of her throat. As she soaped and rinsed her face, washing inky gray water down the drain, she mused over how persistently the viscous liquid clung to things.

				Then she gathered the camera equipment, checking the lens for any evidence of ink. Satisfied that she had successfully avoided damaging the camera, she looked around one final time. And stopped cold.

				Oh, fuck, she thought. I forgot about the rug.

				She had scrubbed almost everything else clean: her hands, the bathroom counter, the sink, and the mirror. But there, on the edge of the pristine white bath mat were several flecks of rich, black India ink. In her mind, she kicked herself. Stained, she thought, irrevocably.

				She would keep the rug, she decided, as a reminder. 

				In the years to come, the rug would evoke many memo-ries: the self-portraits she made that day; the shared college apartment in Tallahassee. Later, she would think about her then-boyfriend as well as her blossoming love of photography. But mostly, she would think about herself. Stained, she would 
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				think. Just like the rug.

				Charlotte named the project “rorschach”. It was a strange thing, the Rorschach test: Show a subject a series of inkblots and ask them what they see. Their answers will reveal the unconscious parts of their personality, the concealed portions of their soul. 

				It fascinated Charlotte. Here was a language of images, not words. Words were more complicated for her. The test was often used to assess the effects of trauma, but she wouldn’t consciously think of it that way until much later. That night, the self-portrait project in the bathroom was just a good idea. One of her best yet.

				After she finished cleaning, Charlotte fell into bed, exhaust-ed. Around 3 a.m., she would be awoken by the sound of drunk college kids jumping into the pool outside her bedroom window. But for now, she felt the pull of sleep. Her thoughts wandered, as they often did those days, to her boyfriend. 

				She closed her eyes and dozed, dreamless. 

				After they broke up, she tried to recall her friends’ warnings about him. He was complicated, she knew that. They had met in the fourth grade, after all. There were few things about him that she didn’t know.

				Afterwards, her memories with him appeared in a much harsher light. She had not been happy, not really. That much was obvious. But at the time, it had seemed different. 

				When they had first begun seeing each other in college, it had felt inevitable. He was her first love, her best friend. Their paths had been intertwined since childhood. They had grown further apart at times and then closer together again. He was familiar like a favorite necklace, or a coffee order, or her own reflection.

				She knew things about him. At least, she thought she did. He was irreverent and a bit irresponsible, but he loved a good time. He was fiercely protective and unfailingly loyal. But when 
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				they fought — as they seemed to do often near the end — he would pretend afterward like nothing had happened. The guilt of their unresolved arguments ate away at her. Charlotte tucked them into the corners of her mind and tried, as he did, to forget.

				She was less successful than she had hoped.

				As time passed, her resentment grew. It took a toll not only on her mind but on her body. She struggled with depression, anxiety, and panic attacks. It became hard for her to eat. She rapidly lost weight, her mental health worsening as her physical condition declined. She was jealous of his interactions with other women, jealous of his attention and his time. 

				“You’re crazy,” he said, more than once. And the problem was, Charlotte believed him. 

				So one night, with a bottle of India ink, she decided to show him just how crazy she really was.

				Tainted, marked, stained. 

				She photographed herself as evidence of what he had made her into. Perhaps she had hoped for something to change. Per-haps she just wanted some relief. Their relationship had turned her into someone unrecognizable to herself and, as would later become clear, to her friends.

				By month’s end, it was over.

				Charlotte wondered, later on, when exactly he had begun apol-ogizing. He had never been the type of person to say “I’m sorry” while they dated. Even when he broke things off — in a text message, of all things — he blamed her for being “too much for him to handle.”

				She turned his wording over and over in her mind until it was worn as smooth as a beach pebble. It didn’t make sense. 

				She stared at the message on her cellphone, her ears ring-ing. This was the moment the bomb went off in the movie that was turned up just a little too loud. This was the moment she was no longer the girl he had loved but the woman he had left. She considered typing back a reply. Instead, she just put her 
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				phone away. 

				It would take months for her to learn that he had sent that message from another woman’s bed, and months for him to come back to her, begging forgiveness. She would wonder if infidelity was worth it for him — wonder, but never ask. 

				She would move later that year to a different college, get a new apartment in a different town. Eventually, she would start seeing a therapist. She would heal, albeit slowly. 

				But she’d keep the rug. From apartment to apartment, it would migrate with her, an odd sort of memento. When she looked at it, she would remember removing the ink from her skin that day — the long, arduous process of scrubbing it carefully from beneath her nails. 

				It didn’t hurt, not really. But it took a long time to do it right.
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				They enjoyed a relaxing last day of their honeymoon on the lakefront in Lugano, a town cradled by a mountain range. They wandered for hours on foot, navigating cobblestone streets and narrow passageways carved into the hillside. She walked ahead of him, turning back to grin as he lifted the camera, catching her just before she disappeared around the curve of the stone wall.

				After returning to town for a drink and dinner, they stood at a dock overlooking the lake, taking one last glance at the Swiss scenery before catching the bus back to Lake Como. The water shimmered as a slight breeze trickled in, and she was glad she wore long sleeves. Another tourist couple nearby overheard them speaking English and walked over hesitantly. The worry in their eyes preceded their question: “Have you heard the news from New York?”

				The day Teresa arrived in Hartford from Goose Bay was ab-normally warm for mid-February. It was 1999 — her 26th birth-day — and a friend from “back home,” who was also living in Hartford, suggested they go out to a nearby bar to celebrate her latest “adjustment.”

				It wasn’t Teresa’s first time adjusting to a new life in the United States. A few years earlier, she’d found work as a nurse at a small hospital in West Texas with some friends from New-foundland, and they lived there together for slightly over a year. After that, she moved back to Canada with her sister and brother-in-law who lived in Labrador, and worked at the Goose Bay hospital before receiving a job offer as a travel nurse about a year later. Her first contract would be 13 weeks at Hartford Hospital. After landing in Connecticut, she wondered where her next contract location would be, whether it would be more interesting than the gray and dead landscape that welcomed her when she left the airport. 

				Since it was a Friday night, Charles joined some coworkers for drinks after work. He was 34 and worked in nearby Mid-
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				dletown. He had lived in Connecticut his whole life and only wished his commute were shorter. He arrived at the Bourbon Street Cafe in Hartford at 6 o’clock, ordered a few beers, and leaned against a bar chair as he listened to the live band playing in the corner. 

				There had been a downpour, and by the time Teresa reached Bourbon Street just before the clock hit eleven, her windbreaker was soaked from the walk. Charles stood unassumingly by the bar until Teresa’s friend nudged her, whispering about the man in Dockers and a crisp button-down before she approached him to introduce herself. The three talked for a while until her friend’s attention shifted to another man nearby, leaving Teresa and Charles alone at the bar. 

				They talked for an hour before she realized her friend had left, and that she had no idea how to get home. When Charles offered to drive her, he pulled out his license to prove he wasn’t a threat. She was nervous about saying yes, but something about him felt trustworthy.

				When he dropped her off, Charles asked her for her phone number. She had no way of giving him one since she did not have a landline in her apartment yet. He had her write down his phone number, telling her to call him once she was able. He drove an hour back home to Danbury. He waited, hoping she wouldn’t forget about him.

				The bus ride back to Lake Como was mostly silent. Outside, the mountains darkened into looming shadows, the sky sinking with them. He turned to her several times to reassure her that, “News is always worse than what actually happened.” He hoped he sounded convincing, forcing his mouth to curve upwards. “So maybe it’s not that bad.”

				The couple at the dock had suggested they speak to their hotel’s concierge for information, so once they got back, he immediately approached the concierge, who asked the same question they had asked. He said they had heard but didn’t be-
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				lieve it was true, so the concierge waved them towards the hotel rooms, directing him to turn on the television. The concierge also said the hotel would accommodate an extra night in their suite at the rate they booked, which was $500. 

				They spent the rest of the night in their hotel room. His eyes glazed, staring at the television. He couldn’t look away. The footage looped — blurry, surreal — as the first plane hit, then the second. The image would never leave him. He gripped the edge of the bed, starting to feel overheated. 

				He picked up the room phone and dialed his mother’s num-ber to ensure everyone back home was okay. To see if what he was watching was true. His mind swam, wondering whether they would make it back home safely tomorrow, who would do such a thing, and if it would be the first attack of many. He thought of his days at the Maritime College, gazing out at the Manhattan skyline, knowing that when they returned, it would not be as familiar as when they left for their honeymoon.

				It was when he turned to see her kneeling by the opposite side of the bed, hands folded with rosary beads between them and eyes closed, that his stress and anger bubbled over. How could someone pray calmly as if nothing happened, he asked her. 

				 “Anger doesn’t solve anything,” she replied. “We have to pray for everyone involved.” 

				By everyone, she also meant the people responsible for the attack. Religion, especially the power of prayer, felt to her the only reasonable response. 

				But he perceived her as indifferent, and this left him even more frustrated. He thought she should have been as upset and worried as he was. 

				She said nothing more to him. 

				For three weeks, Charles checked the answering machine every night, hoping the Canadian girl from Bourbon Street would call. When Teresa finally got a landline, she grabbed the scrap paper with his number on it and dialed. He jumped from his 
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				seat when he finally heard her voice on the other end.

				They began to see each other frequently, and Teresa was the first person he ever introduced to his family in Danbury, which was significant to the family since his two younger sisters were already married. At one family gathering, his youngest sister pulled Teresa aside to have a private conversation. She asked Teresa to be kind to her brother and to not hurt him because he had never expressed such interest in anyone before. When Teresa’s contract with Hartford Hospital was near its end, she decided to renew it to stay in Connecticut slightly longer. Once those 13 weeks were done, she extended her contract a second time before taking a staff position in the intensive care unit at Danbury Hospital. She moved into a new apartment in Danbury, which was now closer to her job, and Charles lived on the other side of the city in his childhood home. 

				In time, Charles took a trip to Canada with Teresa to visit her family. Her sister and brother-in-law still lived in Labrador, while her mother lived in Newfoundland, and they quickly accepted him as part of the family. 

				During the week of Easter in 2000, Charles insisted he and Teresa had to go on a hike. Rain or shine, he said. Teresa thought he was acting strangely but agreed. Saturday came, and there was indeed a downpour, much like the night when they first met. Charles drove them out to a hiking trail north of Danbury. He was more nervous than usual as he gripped the steering wheel. 

				They hiked for half an hour, climbing over slippery rocks and avoiding stumbling on the wet leaves before reaching a scenic point that even in the fog offered a view of a lake. There, he proposed to her, and to his dismay, she said nothing the entire walk back to the car. Once they escaped the freezing rain, she finally said yes, smiling widely, and they drove back to his parents, where the family was waiting to welcome them. 

				She called every airline she could think of, and the answer 
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				was always the same: “No flights going out today. Enjoy your stay in Italia.” They had spent three extra days in Lake Como, but anxious about getting home, they rented a car and drove to Milan. They spent a day in the airport in hopes of finding a flight back to New York. One extra day on their honeymoon would have been fine, but three days pushed things too far. She was tired of being away. She wanted to go home, to return to work, to return to the lives they had lived before. The frustration consumed her.

				Meanwhile, Charles had been fixating on a group in the hotel lobby the day they left Lake Como. They spoke loudly in German. He thought they were disruptive and offensive. Why couldn’t they act more solemnly about what was happening? Was he alone in his fear? Even the voices of the airline reserva-tion agents on the phone annoyed him. How could he possibly enjoy the rest of his stay in “Italia” when so many back home were dead? 

				All they could do was wait for any news about returning home. The airport didn’t want stranded visitors taking refuge inside, so they, along with other tourists from around the world, were transported to a nearby town. She looked around at their fellow travelers — faces drawn with confusion, exhaustion, and fear. Some made small talk, but most kept to themselves, both out of distrust for one another and concern for their own situations. She thought about her coworkers — surely hospitals near New York, maybe even Danbury’s, were sending staff into Lower Manhattan to help. What was that scene like? What if she hadn’t been on her honeymoon — would she have been called in too? The idea weighed on her. In a moment like this, she felt uneasy by the uncertainty and her own inability to make any difference. They returned to the airport the next day to talk to airline representatives and make phone calls in hopes of finding a flight. After 36 hours, they found one to LaGuardia. 

				They remained uneasy on the flight back. He was shocked by the behavior of the other Americans on the plane, watching them celebrate being upgraded to first class. One man bragged 
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				about getting a free meal. The pettiness disgusted him. He had expected others to be more somber. His unease only deepened as the plane descended to New York. The stark contrast between the heavy silence in his mind and the light chatter around him seemed almost surreal. 

				The first view of New York City from above was haunting. Even a week later, there were clear signs that the city was far from recovering. A cloud of smoke ascended into the sky, and the devastation was evident by the large piles of debris still waiting to be cleared.

				The taxi ride from the airport to Connecticut was no better. They couldn’t shake the image of New York’s skyline, which was once so familiar. His thoughts kept returning to the images he had watched on the television — the falling towers, the smoke, the frantic people. Once back home, they rolled their suitcases up the driveway and headed inside to the same home where he had grown up. They closed the door and did not see anyone but each other in the days to come. They didn’t speak of their differences and what had changed, but in the quiet of that familiar home, they began to find each other again.
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				I love my grandfather. How could I not? He was the well-man-nered New England renaissance man who could freely recite Shakespeare, who always dressed to the nines, who played seemingly every instrument and sport with effortless elegance, and who could light up rooms with his witty humor. He gave everyone in his life a nickname. It was not uncommon for a tear or two to fall when his grown children told stories about him. I wish I had met him. He died a month before I was born. I cannot recall a time when I did not hear about him or wasn’t reminded of how proud he would have been of me. 

				In every photograph I’d seen of him, he looked as if he had just sprung from the pages of a Brooks Brothers catalog — neatly pressed chinos, worn-in boat shoes, and a Shaggy Dog sweater pulled over a crisp white button-down. And yet, here he sits, shirtless and hunched, army green fatigues his only attire. A man of privilege peeling potatoes over a wooden crate while smoking a cigarette. 

				The photograph includes nothing of the man I understood him to be. But all I knew were the stories. Told in many ways by many family members, each with their own impression of who he was and what he did. The photograph stopped me. I needed to connect the soldier peeling spuds with the man I had always loved without hesitation or doubt. The photograph set me on a journey to try to find him. I could not have known that I was not searching for a man, but rather chasing a myth.

				Prominently hung in the living room of my childhood home was a large red canvas featuring two rows of brilliant white teeth arranged into a wry grin. This smile, which greeted me everyday as I came home from school, was my only consistent interaction with my grandfather. It once lined the hall of his Boston advertising agency, Hill Holliday, alongside more than 60 other portraits of my grandfather and his three founding partners. In those halls, he wrote copy and directed ad cam-paigns that won awards at Cannes, garnered millions in sales 
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				for him and his clients, and made him a man of prominence in New England.

				George Jackson Hill III, known to everyone as Jay, was the product of New England royalty. His paternal great-grandfather, Sydney Winslow, founded the United Shoe Machinery Corpora-tion at the turn of the 20th century in Beverly, Massachusetts. The company amassed millions in familial wealth and was ultimately brought down only by a governmental antitrust suit. 

				Jay’s father, who had the same given name but was known as Jack, never worked — living entirely off of his monthly inheritance. He was at times an aspiring film director and at others the editor of a modest fishing-themed magazine, but was more often a self-employed dreamer. Jay’s mother Elizabeth was of Boston Brahmin. She was a devout Christian Scientist whose family, the Heaths, had been early settlers of New England, and maintained social prominence through the early 20th century. She was beautiful and doting. He was handsome and charming, even when drinking — which he so often did. Together, they had the air of an A-list couple. 

				Jay was raised in homes occupied by as many domestic servants as family members. They moved frequently, from the familial residence in Brookline to Florence, Italy in the first year of Jay’s life. By the time he entered high school, he had lived in no less than five homes in two states and two countries with frequent, extended stays in the Bahamas and Cape Cod. His father always rented, never owned, and spent lavishly. At the time of his death, the United Shoe inheritance was all but gone. “Jack was a really typical rich playboy,” said my grandmother, Virginia. “He was devastatingly handsome, incredibly charming, and played the piano. Of course Jay did too, but not like Jack.”

				Jay was a slender and athletic young man. He was also reserved, which I have come to believe was a reflection of growing up with parents so charismatic that even when imbibed they were still devastatingly charming. Jack, says Virginia, was “Gatsybesque,” which was “very intimidating for Jay.”
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				In his later years, Jay rarely talked about his childhood. In fact, he rarely spoke of himself at all. “He never talked about his family, and he never gossiped,” said John, my father and the middle of Jay’s three sons. “It wasn’t his style. He was a very quiet guy, which added to his mystique.”

				It was his impression that Jay had a sad childhood, maybe even a lonely one. David, the eldest, had an even more difficult time pinning down Jay’s childhood. “It sounds like Dad had a miserable upbringing, but I don’t know if that was actually the case,” said David, steeped with uncertainty. He was sure of one thing, that they would never quite know how it actually was for Jay — because Jay never told. 

				In 1946, Jay entered Milton Academy where he enrolled first as a day student and then boarded when his family moved from Massachusetts to California. Jack and Elizabeth were by then in the process of divorcing. “Oil and water,” noted John. “Their marriage was destined to fall apart.” Elizabeth remained in California, settling down with a kindly British man who more closely aligned with her Christian Science beliefs. Jack moved to Palm Beach where he fished and drank. He remarried and had another daughter.

				Four years later Jay enrolled at Harvard, just as was ex-pected of a Milton man from a prominent New England family. Virginia said he had wanted to attend Williams College, but went to Harvard at his parents’ request. There he studied English, played soccer, and joined the Hasty Pudding and Fox Clubs in his first year. “There’s a lot of sitting around, watching televi-sion, and getting drunk,” recalled lifelong friend and college roommate Ben Jackson of the Fox Club. 

				The story I grew up hearing was that it was a men’s social club (which really meant drinking club), and he was said to have quickly succumbed to alcohol-induced misadventures. Jay’s grades slipped, and his actions were considered unbecoming of a Harvard man. Not one to have a failed student on their permanent record, the story went, the school asked him — rather told him — to excuse himself for a year to return to the straight 
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				and narrow path. 

				As it happened, Harvard has had a long-standing rela-tionship with the U.S. military. The university was among the first to establish an ROTC program and boasts the third most Medal of Honor recipients, behind only West Point and the Naval Academy. 

				According to my family’s lore, Jay then joined the military, where he learned and translated Russian from the sunny shores of Monterey during the Korean War. Sometime after, he spent a brief period in Germany, where he toured the country on a WWII Moto Guzzi motorcycle and drew cartoons of his comrades. It was said to be a cushy gig. 

				The real story, I found, was more complicated. It was likely during an alumni event at the Fox Club, or from a college administrator or parent of a peer, that Jay was tapped on the shoulder and invited to enlist. Perhaps he had excelled in a Russian Literature course or had spoken Latin in their company. One thing was certain, he was asked to join the military because of aptitude, not the lack of it. “They wanted smart people to do that work; they weren’t looking for slouches,” said former Harvard history professor Zach Nowak, whose own family member had received the same tap while at college. In truth, Jay would become a highly-qualified intelligence officer for the Army Security Agency. “He was going to be doing important national security work,” reiterated Nowak. “[Harvard] wasn’t just going to randomly send him out there.” 

				In December of 1952, after completing his fifth semester at Harvard, Jay enlisted in the nearby Fort Dix in New Jersey. He then went to the Defense Language Institute in Monterey where he spent two years studying Russian. Subsequently, he was shipped to Giessen, Germany, where he performed counter-intelligence for 11 months, intercepting and translating Russian military radio broadcasts. His enlistment was three years all told — not the semester or even year it was understood to be. 
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				Instead of graduating in 1954, Jay finished his undergraduate degree in 1957 at the age of 25. 

				For 45 years, from the time of his service until the time of his death, Jay never corrected the record. All three of his sons and his wife confirmed the original story. As had become natural for Jay, he had told stories of his military excursions, but only if they ended in a punchline. His family knew much of the motorcycle rides through the German countryside and of his time learning from Russian counts in Monterey, but they did so with the foundation that it spawned from alcoholic de-linquency. “This is mindblowing! We always thought he was a bum,” John exclaimed upon hearing the new story. All three sons were stunned by the change of timeline, though none were surprised that there existed information about their father that they didn’t know.

				“There are so many gaps in what we know and don’t know,” said Peter, the youngest. He recalled Jay saying he hadn’t wished to be “cannon fodder,” so he had enlisted rather than been drafted. Ben, who had himself served and boarded with Jay soon after his return stateside, recalled nothing of Jay’s military service. “We never talked about the military,” he said. Nowak suggested I let the original myth persist. “It’s a cool narrative device that this guy who went on to be a titan of industry had this flop,” Nowak said. “But I doubt it.” 

				While abroad, Jay served as the Commanding Officer for the 307th ASA Communications Reconnaissance Battalion. Under his command were two smaller companies — the 331st and the 353rd — one tasked with intercepting cryptic Russian military broadcasts, the other with translating them. Jay hadn’t just served, he had led. Out of Giessen, Jay spent a year listening to and translating military radio for an agency that would later become the National Security Agency. He was awarded three medals — for National Defense Service, for German Occupation, and for Good Conduct. He arrived home in December 1955 after three years, 11 months, and 16 days of service. He was discharged three months early for good conduct and returned to Harvard 
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				in the spring of 1956. 

				He graduated a year later and after finishing an unsatisfying graduate degree in Landscape Architecture in 1959, Jay set out to find his career. For a time he sold Fuller Brushes door-to-door in Boston. He then wrote vapid marketing copy for a direct mail company. “He was in search of his true calling,” remembered Ben who noted that Jay felt an urgency spurned by his desire to begin a family of his own. At Virginia’s urging, he visited a career psychologist with whom he spent three weeks discussing his passions, skills, shortcomings, and ambitions. He was given three options for who he could be: a cartoonist, a minister, or a copywriter. He chose the latter and embarked on becoming the man I had understood him to be.

				On Jay’s 30th birthday, his father died of liver cirrhosis. It had only been nine months since his mother had died from cancer. Virginia remembers him being devastated. His mother’s death was the first of two times she remembered him crying. He was untethered, but not alone. Two years earlier, he had married my grandmother, who herself had lost both parents in her teenage years. Together they bought a home in Dedham, Massachusetts — the first family home either of them had since high school. “Jay and I both hadn’t had a home,” said Virginia. “This is where we want to stay forever. And we have.” They would remain in that house for more than 60 years, and counting.

				By the time he retired, Jay was a supremely accomplished advertising executive, who at one time employed more than 400 people and whose namesake company had offices in no less than four countries. He enjoyed a life with three sons, a soulmate, and a robust social scene. By all accounts, he lived a great life. Even so, it is hard to reconcile this life I’ve discovered with the magnitude of his posthumous image. His myth exceeds the summation of his actions. Every conversation about him invariably leads to tears, both from my mother and father, and 
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				exalted claims of his human brilliance. And I don’t doubt them, I feel it too. Even in death, he has a power over the people in his life — a magnetism that enraptured all who had the pleasure to know him, and some who didn’t. “He was the kind of person you just couldn’t get enough of,” said John. “He had that it factor. And what was beautiful about him is that he couldn’t explain it either.”

				I don’t have any memories of my grandfather; he died of prostate cancer 30 days before his 67th birthday — 32 days before my birth. So all I have are the stories. My grandfather is the impressions, the tall tales, the hazy portraits filled in by those who knew and loved him most. And I love him too, or perhaps it is equal parts man and myth I love.

				Last Christmas Eve, my mother summoned me, my father, and my two siblings to the living room. Our old television was resting precariously on the coffee table with cables jutting out from its rear. Plugged-in, a silver camcorder rested beneath it. As we sat, she reached down and pressed play on the camera’s small screen. And there he was, my grandfather, moving and talking. It was the first time I had seen him do either. I was frozen. 

				The video was a recording of a Christmas my parents spent in Dedham some 35 years ago — at a time when they were about my age. Jay was playing the clarinet as my father kept time with drum brushes. In between notes, he jested — shifting effortlessly between intense musical focus and jovial indiffer-ence. His voice was a predictable, yet endearing combination of that of his three sons. I wept. 

				I looked up to see my siblings’ reactions through teary eyes. They were equally struck. His presence was overwhelming. Suddenly, it all made sense. Without description or acknowl-edgement, we simply enjoyed his company. We sat and watched the father-son duo play for 20 minutes. And when the tape ended, we played it again. 
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				Richard was named after his grandpa who was originally from Hong Kong. He had adopted Richard’s mother there. His grandpa remarried but it didn’t last because his wife was cruel to Richard’s mother. He found an apartment for himself and his daughter behind Young’s Market in South Central Los Angeles. 

				Richard’s mother was raised by her father, and when she was 30, married a Mexican man. Together, they started their own family in a home only a few streets away on Hoover and 53rd Street. Richard was the oldest of four.

				The neighborhood was predominantly Black and Hispanic, and having a Chinese mom and a Mexican dad was unusual. Richard took after his mom, and that got him picked on as a kid. His mom pulled him out of Fifty-Second Street Elementary School when he reached the fourth grade because he was being bullied. As he grew taller and learned how to fight, this wasn’t a problem anymore. His mom always wanted the best education and environment for Richard — she’d tell him that his friends in the neighborhood were bad influences and refused to let him go to local schools. She enrolled him in Nobel Middle School, a charter school in distant Northridge, which gave inner-city kids a chance at higher education. 

				Richard understood where his mom was coming from; she just wanted to keep him safe, keep him focused. Still, knowing that didn’t make it any easier. Watching his neighborhood friends hang out without him, doing things he wasn’t allowed to do, made him feel like an outsider in his own world. That feeling of being left out started turning into something else: a stronger pull to be part of it, to belong.

				He got into trouble more than he should have. Eventually, it caught up to him, and he had to transfer out of Nobel. His new school, John Adams Magnet, was a different scene. He was placed in the gifted program, and the school encouraged creativity, gave him room to think, and to express himself. It was a fresh start — one he didn’t know he needed. He enjoyed taking classes to learn Cantonese, the language of his mom 
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				and grandpa, but it was much too hard for him. He’d excel on his homework, of course, with extra help from grandpa, but he’d bomb the tests. 

				Richard didn’t have a preference for where he’d go to high school, but after learning about Francisco Bravo Medical Magnet High School, it was clear where he had to enroll. There were not many other things that Richard was passionate about outside of basketball. In true L.A. fashion, he lived and breathed Kobe Bryant and the Lakers. Richard knew by now that he wanted to pursue a career in the medical field. He was intelligent and he loved people and wanted to help them. His nurturing side took root with animals. He formed a deep affinity for them through all of the pets he had over the years — his favorite species was reptiles. He enjoyed caring for them and was interested in anatomy.

				Angela lived about 25 minutes away from Richard with no traffic — near Compton and Watts, in a city called South Gate. Her father was Mexican, her mother Polish. She was a skinny girl, and she stood at about 5 feet 5 inches. Her caramel blonde hair draped down right below her shoulders, and was styled only with the stroke of a hair brush. Her skin was fair and she had almond shaped green eyes that fluttered with long eyelashes. 

				Despite her soft and feminine features, she had never cared much for a girly appearance. She would sacrifice her entire yearly clothing allowance to instead buy a new pair of Nikes or a basketball. Even though she was immature in many ways, Angela had to act like an adult. These were habits that had been building over time. Since kindergarten, she’d been get-ting herself up and ready for school. She’d walk everywhere by herself — to school, to softball at the park, to rent a movie from the DVD store. She did it all by herself and returned home alone, a “latch-key kid” — one of the conditions that came with being raised by a single parent. 

				When she was bored as a little girl, she’d rummage through 
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				her mother’s books. Her favorite was a thick, red book full of medical terminology. It explained different diseases and detailed how to treat them. So, when she attended a presentation by Francisco Bravo Medical Magnet High School when she was in eigth grade, she began fixating on working in medicine. She urged her mother to enroll her. This career goal was something outside of anything that she’d known. Her mother had never offered advice about careers, and it was left to Angela to carve out a future for herself. Her first reaction when she was accepted was to be excited, but soon after she was overwhelmed in a way she couldn’t understand. 

				Angela’s mother was focused mostly on survival and An-gela grew up feeling lonely and unprotected. Praise and hope were foreign feelings for her and so, when this good thing happened — her getting accepted — she didn’t know how to feel. She braced herself for change.

				Angela woke herself up early at about five in the morning and raced to the bus stop to start her first day. She rested her head on the window as the bus clunked, making its way through the city to pick up other kids. The first day was unlike anything she could have imagined. Walking down the hallway was enchanting. Kids were dancing ballet in the hallways with classical music playing.

				She met other students of different nationalities after hav-ing been around mostly Hispanic kids at school. There, if you weren’t Hispanic, you didn’t “belong” but if you were Hispanic and didn’t speak Spanish you were also an outcast. Angela’s mother didn’t speak Spanish, and so neither did she, and this made her feel left out. At BRAVO, everyone talked to each other regardless of where they were from or what language they spoke at home. But Angela preferred to be a quiet observer. She kept her head down and made only one friend the entire time she was at BRAVO. 

				Richard on the other hand, was outgoing, friendly, and 
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				extremely loud. Even though he was in ninth grade, he was 6 feet tall and towered over other students. He had a deep, baritone voice. He looked like the older students and so had no problem making friends with them, which made him popular. He’d walk around the campus with his Discman in hand, playing the latest tunes, or he’d play basketball. He did everything with style. His parents spoiled him. He wore all the trendiest clothes. JNCO jeans were his favorite. 

				In class, he’d finish his work early, and spend the rest of his free time making jokes and throwing paper planes. He was smart, but his disruptive habits usually earned him unsatisfac-tory comments on his report cards. 

				Richard noticed Angela getting off the bus in the morning. She always had the rosiest pink cheeks and always wore the coolest Nikes. He thought she was a sporty tomboy. In class, she’d laugh at his jokes. Angela also noticed Richard. She thought he was handsome and that he was tall for his age, even if he was a bit chunky. 

				Richard didn’t allow Angela to remain a ghost in class, despite every effort by Angela to remain a mystery. He started teasing her. One day, Angela was wearing a white "Pinky and the Brain" t-shirt, and it caught his eye. He started greeting her by shouting “wassup Pinky!” Angela’s face would go from pink to red in embarrassment. She wished she could sink slowly into the ground to avoid the attention. But as time passed, she started liking the fact that Richard would not allow her to be invisible the way she intended. 

				But she couldn’t shake the feeling of being an outcast. She felt lonely and lost. She confided only in her mother about what her cousin had done to her, but no justice ever came. Even though she knew she could make friends, she alienated herself because she felt alienated at home. Nobody told her she could not stop going to school or that dropping out was a bad idea. So even before the end of her first year at BRAVO, she just stopped going. She still thought about Richard a lot. 

				Richard stayed for the ninth grade. But he, too, was grap-
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				pling with shame and pain of a family secret he spoke about with no one, especially his parents whom he could not bring himself to tell. He began acting out and getting into a lot of trouble at BRAVO. His mother began asking whether something had happened. He confessed what had been done to him. His mother got him help. He was put on medication and didn’t return for the 10th grade. 

				One day, the song “4 Page Letter” by Aaliyah was playing. She sang about writing a letter to her love to tell him how she felt because she was too shy to talk to him. The song resonated with Angela and touched her heart. She wondered about Richard until she couldn’t just wonder anymore. She asked a mutual friend for Richard’s address, gathered some change to go buy a stamp, and mailed him a letter. She checked the mail everyday for his reply. When it finally it came she opened the envelope carefully because she didn’t want to tear it.

				He wrote down his number in the letter. She called him, and they talked almost everyday. After three months, Richard asked Angela to go to the movies. After that they were in-separable. They would meet up every week and take the bus everywhere together to watch movies or find an arcade. They liked finding new malls to visit. It felt like Disneyland to them. Tupac had just released his album Makaveli and they’d listen to it on Richard’s Discman. At first, they’d take turns listening until Richard snapped the headphone in half so they could both have one to listen to. 

				Angela didn’t tell her mom that she was hanging out with Richard, or that she had started spending time at his house. It took her a while to adjust to his neighborhood. She was fright-ened when she heard police helicopters overhead. Richard called them “Ghetto birds.” There were often arrests and shootings in the alley behind his house. 

				Still, life finally felt good again for Richard and Angela. Angela really loved Richard’s grandpa’s Chinese food. But one 
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				day she began to feel sick. She remembered what she had read in her mom’s medical book and decided she needed to take a pregnancy test. Richard was so angry that he kicked the fan in his room when she told him. “How would they raise a child?” he thought.

				But they both wanted love and to be loved. Their lives had left them confused and lost. Maybe a baby could restore the emptiness. Things could only get better by starting their own family. They were both 16.

				They broke the news to their parents. Richard’s parents asked him what he was going to do, and he told them he would get a job to provide for his new little family. Angela was nervous about telling her mom. On Easter, Angela told her mother that she needed to speak with her. “Not right now Angie,” her mom said, who had already recognized the signs of pregnancy. She gave Angela three options that would all be difficult: adoption, abortion, or become a teenage parent. Angela told her mom she wanted to keep the baby. Her mom was happy. She signed up for store credit at Mervyn’s to shop for her first grandchild. 

				Angela was sick for a lot of her pregnancy. She and Richard would take the bus to her prenatal appointments at Hubert H. Huphrey clinic off of Slauson. When they found out they were going to have a baby girl, they bought a book of names and brainstormed together. They were at the mall looking through the book of names when Angela came across one she liked: Alexis, which was popular at the time. But Richard liked a different name: Ayana, and that is what they chose.

				Richard started taking adult education classes, and Angela would sometimes tag along. They looked together for jobs for Richard. He found one as a cook at the Carl’s Jr., not too far from his house where Angela had already moved in and where they planned to live. Richard’s mom would make Angela eat even if she wasn’t hungry. She’d tell her, “It’s for the baby.” 

				On Richard’s days off, he’d take Angela to Santa Monica Pier, or to continue their tradition of finding different malls. On the bus, there were pamphlets that showed the routes to every 
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				mall. Richard would ask the bus driver to help route him to a different one each time. They planned to take a portrait together.

				The baby was born in November. She weighed six pounds and five ounces. Angela’s labor lasted 18 hours, and was so painful that she asked Richard, who was at her side, to kill her. The three of them returned to Richard’s parents’ house where they shared a room.

				And that was okay. But a few months later, Richard began using drugs. He would blame his boss at Carl’s Jr. for introduc-ing him to drugs. The drugs, he later admitted, made it easy to forget what had been done to him. 

				They stayed together for a year. But as Richard’s behavior began to change and grew more violent, she left. She moved in with her mother and stayed for a few years until she got a job and a place of her own. She struggled a lot. Their daughter was 18 when her mother had another child. By now Angela had gotten her GED and gone to college and nursing school. 

				Their child, meanwhile, did not hear from her father for many years. Then, when she was in her early 20s, Richard called. She was surprised. He apologized for being gone for so long. They began to see each other. 

				Richard now texts her every other morning.
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				Pencils? Yes, Pencils.

				Once upon a time, there was a girl who grew up fascinated by the ability to craft a small world through objects. Perhaps this was inspired by the character Kathleen Kelly in the movie "You’ve Got Mail," where Kathleen built a bookstore world that she reigned over. The girl learned from the movie that shops are not just businesses but living stories. They are small worlds where community and curiosity collide, and the owners are the gods of those small worlds. Little did she know at the time when she was watching the movie that she herself would create a world one day. It existed like a miracle. 

				Until it didn’t.

				“I love this fantasy of being able to craft a life through ob-jects and that there are places that are wonderful shops where you could go to fulfill that fantasy,” she said when recalling the childhood memories that inspired her. 

				Growing up in a small town in rural Ohio, this girl would always pedal her bike down the town’s main street with her friends. There were lots of shops on the street, and it was one of the few places she was allowed to go with her friends in the summers when they didn’t have school. Sometimes, she was able to buy things that she wanted with the allowance her parents gave her. But most of the time, she was just browsing through the products and dreaming that one day she would be able to spend her own money and buy anything she wanted. 

				This girl left Ohio and came to New York, where she got her first retail job at the age of 18. This job, however, only lasted for eight months until she got sick and had to quit. But she still thought about opening her own store. 

				She wondered, “How cool would it be if you could go into a shop and test out pencils from every country?” She knew about pencils — the history, the texture, and the artistry of craftsmanship. She used them every day. 

				In 2014 the girl, who was then 22, started an online store 
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				that only sold pencils. Her apartment was soon filled with pen-cils and boxes. She didn’t tell anyone that she opened this store because she was afraid that her friends would think that she was crazy. A year later, the online pencil business was doing well enough for her to open a physical store. She came across a 200-square-foot storefront in the Lower East Side of Manhattan. “It was like the size of a walk-in closet,” she said. The rent was only $1,900 per month. She took her savings and her profits from the online store and opened CW Pencil Enterprises. CW were her initials. Caroline Weaver.

				“I don’t remember what day of the week it was, but I do remember that it was really sunny, and my shop had a big window at the front,” she later recalled. “I’d told a few friends, so they came by to see me. I’d stopped at the bodega on my way to buy yellow flowers to put on my desk and my testing station. A neighbor came in and gave me a small money tree from the nearby plant shop for good luck. Otherwise, it was just a quiet day. A few neighbors wandered in, including the 8-year-old who lived upstairs. I didn’t really do anything special for it, because it just felt like I was testing it out — like a simulation of having a shop. Later in the month I’d have a big party but mostly I just wanted to get used to the feeling -- and it felt really good! I sat at my desk, presiding over the beautiful space I’d made, and just enjoyed being there. I’d made my perfect little world for myself.” 

				Together with her employees, Caroline stocked cabinets with pencils from countries around the world. They labeled them with prices and their origins, and arranged paper where customers could test out the pencils. 

				Camille Jorgensen joined the team after the shop’s opening. She came across the store one day when she was walking in the neighborhood looking for a job. The pencil shop caught her attention. Camille walked into the store and asked if they were hiring. The person she spoke to was the manager, who Caroline trusted a lot. One of the other employees was leaving, and Camille got the chance to meet Caroline.
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				“Do you like pencils?” she asked Camille. 

				“No,” answered Camille. She didn’t know much about pencils nor did she have any idea that people collected them. She didn’t even use them that much. 

				Caroline did not ask any other questions. But luckily for Camille, Caroline trusted the manager and Camille was hired and welcomed into the world of pencils. Camille says that many customers were like her when they first saw the store. 

				“People who would come in and kind of be like, ‘What is this place like?’” she said. “‘You just sell pencils. How do you make money? This is kind of dumb.’” 

				Caroline would teach Camille and her other employees to invite customers to sit down and try out the pencils. “They would completely change their tone,” Camille said. “They get really excited and kind of start to understand why pencils are special.” 

				Something was also happening to Camille. The more she learned about pencils, the more she wrote with them, and the more she began to like them. Like magic.

				This small world of pencils soon grew bigger and bigger. Car-oline moved the store from the small closet into a larger space on nearby Orchard Street. But then the COVID-19 pandemic struck and emptied Manhattan. The streets were hollow without the tourists, who were most of the store’s customers. The locals had been treating the pencil shop like a museum; they would look around and not buy anything. By the end of 2021, with the pandemic still keeping customers away, Caroline had reached a breaking point. It was no longer possible to run the business with the “integrity” she required. She had employees and bills to pay and “made all the compromises she could comfortably make.” So she decided to close this store.

				“It’s a miracle that it could exist to begin with. It was so crazy, and it didn’t make any sense,” she said. She knew that she had been lucky that her store had survived for seven years.
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				Caroline decided to celebrate the end of the dream she had built for herself. It was a “celebration that this crazy thing got to exist for seven years.” In its final four days, Caroline and her team sold all the pencils in the store. She invited merchant friends to set up small vendor stands on the sidewalk outside her store. She cried for most of those last four days. Lots of customers came by to say kind words to her. 

				She knew from the beginning that her store would not last forever. Even now, four years later, she weeps when she talks about the pencil store. She has since opened a new store. It’s called the Locavore Variety Store. It sells products produced within a hundred miles of New York. She sells soaps, small stuffed animal keychains, wooden cooking spoons, and cutting boards. Products come and go. She sells pencils, too.
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				Why this time?

				I was 200 yards from the departure lobby and I knew my mom was crying. I also used to shed enough tears every time I said goodbye at the International Departures gate at Beijing International Airport. But not this time.

				 When I first flew to America for college two years ago I was smothered by two pieces of luggage: one backpack and one crossbody bag. When I arrived at Wake Forest University, I did not know how to find the shortcut to my dorm and had to lug all my bags up a steep slope.

				But this time, my return to the United States was gentle. I was first flying to California to spend the final month of my summer break with my then-boyfriend.

				 Now, as I wove through the security lines, I turned and looked back at my mom and dad. I paused, took out my phone, and snapped a photo of them even though by now they were far away. Later, I would look at this photo and ask myself why I had not taken one after so many previous departures.

				 Something had changed. And only now, as I began to study the photo, did I start to wonder what that was. It was something related to the relationship between my mom and me. We used to fight a lot when I was in high school. But now I was in college and lived thousands of miles from her.

				Perhaps, I would later learn, it was time to understand who she was.

				In Harbin

				Harbin was still under Japanese occupation when my grand-father was born in 1944. The city was liberated with Japan’s surrender a year later. Many Russians lived in Harbin, and the city had a lot of buildings that reflected a Russian architectural style.
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				 The founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 came after the five-year Chinese Civil War. China was devastated and poor. My grandfather remained in school only through elementary school. He was 13 when he went to sign up for work.

				He hoped to work at the Harbin Measuring and Cutting Tool Factory but was too young. Still, he was tall for his age — almost 6 feet tall — and the factory made an exception and hired him because it needed workers.

				My grandfather was good at his job and could soon operate the factory production system. He graduated from the appren-ticeship and became a grinder of mechanical products: drills, milling cutters, and tool bits. He was so well regarded for his technical skills that he was named a model laborer. His photo operating a grinding machine even appeared in the Harbin Daily.

				My mom was born in 1974. By now my grandfather had been working for 17 years. She was the second of my grand-parents’ two children. The family lived on the second floor of a cramped, shared “house.” One bedroom. A common kitchen. A shared bathroom with another family. That was where my mom spent her childhood.

				My mom was in elementary school when she discovered that her father, though poorly educated, subscribed to newspa-pers and magazines. He would fill himself with knowledge of national affairs, international politics, and global trends. He would digest newspapers while sipping tea after meals and take a magazine with him before bed. He also started a subscription to the "We Love Science" journals for my mom, even though the family had little money.

				When my grandfather worked a night shift he would go straight to sleep at 8 a.m. He and my grandmother worked at the same factory and worked different shifts. Sometimes there would be no breakfast for my mom. She would end up rum-maging through the kitchen for anything to fill her stomach.

				Still, he would sleep four hours until noon, and when he woke up, he would serve my mom and himself a stew of potatoes, Chinese cabbage, and hardy vegetables that filled them on days 
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				when the temperature dropped to zero.

				He would then walk with my mom to a nearby military fa-cility where she could run and he could play ping pong with the soldiers whose uniforms my grandmother sometimes patched. In return, the soldiers would bring them vegetables for their New Year’s Eve dinner.

				 My mom started drinking beer with my grandfather at the age of four or five. She was a tomboy who could not stand chattering girls.

				Him

				My uncle, my mom’s brother, was not as strong a student as she was. He did not perform well on the Gaokao test — the competitive, national college entrance exam in China. He would have limited choices for a university.

				My grandparents did not want my mom to go to college. They did not believe she needed a degree. They assumed she would graduate from high school and get a factory job. They fought about this because my mom wanted to go to university. Besides, if she did get in, my grandparents would struggle to pay her tuition.

				But in time my grandfather could see how hard my mom worked at school and started putting in shifts to save money for her to go to college. He put no pressure on her to excel. “I would be pleased as long as you keep your good health, and a junior college degree would be pleasant enough,” he told her. “There is no need to stay up late, pushing yourself for a bachelor’s degree or a university that excels.”

				For Her

				In 1993, the time had come for my mom to take the Gaokao. By now, my grandfather was fully supportive of her dream. The 
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				test extended for three days. On the first two days, there were exams in the morning and afternoon. Only on the third and final day was there an exam in the morning and two in the afternoon, with only a short break in between.

				It was raining on the third day of my mom’s test, and when she came outside during the break, she saw her father. He was standing in his raincoat, holding a cup of hot water and a couple of pieces of chocolate in his hand.

				My mom later learned that each morning he followed her on his bicycle as she rode to the nearby test center. “I followed you not to see you score high,” he told her. “I just want you to spend the three days safely without incident. That you don’t get a flat tire and you don’t get hit by others on the road.”

				My mom scored well, and was admitted to Harbin Institute of Technology. When she graduated, she went to graduate school in Beijing. My grandfather never had to push or coax her. He saw clearly how she had pushed herself.

				Me

				I did not fulfill my mother’s expectations in high school. Before then, I was a straight-A student who was selected for one of the two advanced classes at middle school. I performed well enough in those classes but began to see that, while I did well in Chinese and English, I was not a strong student in math and science. I knew that I was not destined to score well if I took the Gaokao, and would not get into a top Chinese university.

				In my third and final year of middle school, I decided that I would go abroad for college. This may have better suited my learning style, but did not necessarily make things easy with my mother.

				In high school, I lived at a boarding school, returning home only on weekends. We began to fight. Many of our arguments ended with doors slammed in each other’s faces. My mom had made it her mission to study everything she could learn about 

			

		

	
		
			
				106

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				106

			

		

		
			
				Without Being Pushed

			

		

		
			
				studying abroad. She stopped buying clothing for herself, to help pay my tuition.

				She knew that to get into a good American college meant top scores on the TOEFL language exam. My scores were not high enough which meant taking the test over and over, each time with a fee as well as the cost of paying someone to secure a spot. My mother was not pleased at the mounting cost of these tests and made that clear to me. When I told her I needed more time to raise my scores, she insisted I was not working hard enough.

				I felt I needed to satisfy her, even if I could never be like her.

				Farewell

				I went to Wake Forest University, and there I could study what I wanted. I did well, without mom pushing me. When I was nearing graduation, I took the GREs. My mom began to push me to score well again. I told her I didn’t need to be pushed, that I could excel on my own.

				This time, she stepped back. It was as if she, at last, recalled the lessons her father had taught her and which had served her so well. He had allowed her to stake out her own path, and offered what support he could — a little money, hot water, a few pieces of chocolate on a rainy day in Harbin.

				At the airport I turn and take their picture — my easy-going father, my ambitious mother. They are far from me. But I see them.
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				Angelica Villegas, my paternal grandmother, was born in the outskirts of Guaynabo, Puerto Rico, in Sector Casimiro Villegas, a place named after her grandfather. She grew up as a devoted Christian, and as she grew older, she took part in many missionary trips, including one to the Dominican Republic. Together with her siblings, she led a life centered around the work of the church.

				But then, in 1957, she found herself unexpectedly and coer-cively pregnant. Desperate and feeling she had no other choice, she left her daughter with her parents and moved to New York — where she hoped to start a new life for herself and, one day, together with her daughter. 

				 For a young Puerto Rican girl, this journey was arduous. She spoke limited English, had little money, and her family was far away. She adapted to life in New York by connecting with a church near her home in the Bronx. She became deeply involved with Iglesia Pentecostal Cristo en Las Antillas, participating in missionary projects, fundraisers, and evangelical initiatives. She also met a young man. He, too, was a Puerto Rican man. His name was Efrain Rodriguez, and they would eventually marry. 

				They had two children, a boy and a girl. But her life felt incomplete; she longed for the child she had left behind, Laly. By now, years had passed. She sent for Laly whom she wanted to bring into her new family. The exact year of Laly’s return to her mother remains unclear. 

				Now, with her family fully intact, Angelica sensed she might have found El Dorado. This feeling, however, was short-lived. It is unclear when things began to go wrong. Angelica was a permissive parent, and Efrain was the strict one. Angelica began to spend more time at church. She hoped her children would join her, but they were not interested. 

				Laly was 22 years old when, defying her mother and step-father’s warnings and objections, she married her high school sweetheart. She thought he was the love of her life. 

				Angelica suppressed whatever sadness she felt. The more disappointed she became, the more she turned to her faith. 
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				“Mami kept burying herself deeper and deeper into church life,” said Elizabeth, her younger daughter. 

				She facilitated Bible study sessions, coordinated community outreach, organized fundraisers, and carried out evangelical efforts. Angelica gradually rose to become a leading pastor, which ultimately inspired her to start her own church. 

				Meanwhile, her children were struggling with their own families. Laly’s marriage fell apart. She was left to raise her son alone. She returned to Puerto Rico with her son. 

				Rather than blaming her children for their mistakes, she mourned quietly. She held onto hope that her children’s lives would improve. 

				Angelica’s own church was next to the house she bought in the Bronx. She began to feel that her prayers were starting to be answered. Laly came back.

				She remarried and, with her new husband, had a daughter. Angelica, along with the rest of the family, had hoped that Laly would have married a better man, perhaps someone who was a devout Christian. 

				It is unclear when Laly became infected with HIV. It was understood in the family that she had been infected by her first husband, and by the time she remarried, she knew she was HIV positive and took steps to make sure she did not infect him. Her child was not infected. 

				This was at a time before cures existed and when, especially among some religious people, HIV/AIDS carried a negative stigma tied to perceptions of sinful behavior. But Angelica did not turn her back on Laly. Instead, as her oldest daughter’s condition deteriorated, she moved into Laly’s home to care for her. Laly welcomed her presence, and in the last months of Laly’s life, the two of them grew closer. Whatever resentment, disappointment, and sadness that Laly may have felt toward her mother — and that Angelica may have felt toward Laly — dissipated. Once separated in distance and time, they were together, once again.
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				Winter, 2025. New York

				I wake up to find another email from my father. The email comes with more than 20 pictures, all black and white. One of them in particular catches my eye: a dozen people, most of them Caucasian, looking at a man sitting in the front. 

				He is the younger brother of Hirohito, Japan’s wartime emperor. Standing near him is my great-grandfather who had brought these men together. It is January 1947.

				My great-grandfather was a lawyer. His most notable work was serving as the chief counsel for Kuniaki Koiso, a wartime prime minister accused of, among other crimes, ordering and permitting atrocities. I look at this photograph and recall that I had seen it before. It had been hanging in our living room in Tokyo. I just hadn’t paid any attention to it, until now. My father has sent it along with a trove of documents, other pho-tographs, his own written recollections, as well as a speech my great-grandfather gave toward the end of his life.

				The emails from my father are overwhelming in their volume and content. I don’t know how to feel. I had been aware for years that my great-grandfather had left a dark cloud of mystery hanging over my family, as well as many difficult questions. 

				Now, my father has taken it upon himself to help me make sense of who this man was, what he did, and why he held onto beliefs that leave me at once extremely confused. 

				But as soon as my family attempts to step foot in this ocean of questions, we enter murky waters: my great-grandfather did not leave us with stories about his career in law. Instead, all the stories he would recount were superficial — how people dressed, what they ate, what they did in the places he visited. But they never extended to the work he did in service of the Japanese Empire. 

				 That would be a story for me and my father, and my uncles, to find. 
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				Japan, in the Meiji Era

				My great-grandfather, Shohei Sanmonji, was born in 1890, in Miyagi, a rural part of Japan. He was a younger son, therefore not in line for an inheritance. He never talked about coming of age in what were presumably humble circumstances. His story truly starts when he made his way to Tokyo, to study at the University of Tokyo. Todai, as it is called, was and remains the pinnacle of academic success in Japan. To be admitted to Todai was to gain entry into the world of the elite. For my great-grandfather, being admitted to Todai would not simply enhance his resume. It would shape his career, and ultimately his life.

				 He decided to study German law — this at a time when Japan, which had sealed itself off from the world for 250 years — was feverishly trying to learn all that it could from the great powers of Europe.

				 He pursued a career in law, as well as learning other lan-guages. He apparently was fluent in German and English. His daughter — my grandmother — remembers an episode where she was riding on a train with him and a German person ap-proached them and asked for directions in German. “You should speak Japanese if you are in Japan,” he snapped, in German.

				 “He was,” she added, “a bit of a meanie.” 

				 He married well. His wife, Asako Onda, was said to be descended from a family of the old order that had served in Tokugawa Shogunate, which collapsed in 1868 when Japan ended its isolation and began a new era — the Meiji Era, named for the emperor. How they met is a mystery. They did have one child, a daughter, born in 1925. Asako was well educated and spoke English, and possibly French.

				She did not travel with her husband when he was dispatched by the government to visit its new colonies, among them Ko-rea, which it annexed in 1910. He believed that his daughter’s education should include the “real-life experience.” He decided 
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				against her going to university. Instead, he would insist she talk to “important figures.” “Important figures” would come to include industrialists, writers, sumo wrestlers, and men from Japan’s increasingly powerful military. 

				 He got to know politicians and generals and represented the government on trips to Manchukuo — the Chinese province that had been known as Manchuria before it was conquered by Japan and made into a puppet state. My dad and his brothers would hear stories about his time in Manchukuo, how Japanese soldiers would shoot Chinese bandits and criminals on the street and then throw food at them. 

				Japan had been at war for years before Pearl Harbor, but it was not until 1941 that he officially became a part of the military as a naval commissioner. He spent the war in Japan. No one knows what, precisely, he did in those years, except that his loyalty to the Emperor was not questioned. 

				He returned to the law after Japan’s surrender, though now as the attorney assigned to defend one of Japan’s highest ranking defendants in the Tokyo Trials. Kuniaki Koiso may not have been as well known or as disparaged as his predecessor as prime minister, Hideki Tojo. We have photos of my great-grand-father having some parties or short trips with Americans who participated in the trials. He was invited to parties with them and sometimes played host, as he did on the night of January 24, 1947. My father speculates that there was a mutual friend, an alumnus from a junior high school of his, and that of the Imperial Japanese Naval Academy, who introduced him to Prince Takamatsu. My great-grandfather brought together Prince Takamatsu and the American attorneys, because Takamatsu was fluent in English, and as we assume, for the American attorneys to better understand their cultural background. He later wrote that Takamatsu maintained his relationship with a few of the attorneys that my great-grandfather connected him with, and it is also written in a note of Prince Takamatsu’s diary.
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				The Tokyo Trials began in 1946 and lasted for two-and-a-half years. In the end, his client, Koiso, was convicted and sentenced to life imprisonment. Tojo and six others were sentenced to death. 

				 After the execution in 1948, the bodies of the seven men were cremated. But before they could be disposed of, my great-grand-father recovered them. He left Tokyo and took a small amount of the remains to a remote village. There he buried them, and built a small memorial.

				We understand that people have different ways of viewing this memorial. It is difficult to make assumptions on how to view the political and personal thoughts that went into building this memorial. My father calls this “homework” for our family.

				My great-grandfather returned to Tokyo and resumed his life as a well-connected attorney. He was now a widower — his wife had died during the trials. He became the vice president of the rehabilitation committee of the Japanese war criminals. He would sometimes recount his pre-war experiences to his grandsons. 

				I do not know how much my father has dug up, or how he has managed to dig up this much. He would tell me he was interested in learning, but that was as far as the explanations went.

				As Japanese families, we do not discuss politics, or difficult family history that would lead to accidentally opening up scars that I didn’t know existed, thus creating fresh wounds. Scars are excruciatingly difficult to treat when we have no means of reaching the people responsible for the lesion in the first place. 

				 Families are the closest and the most distant people we could ever meet in our lifetime. There are certain secrets we only share within families. There are secrets we share with everyone except our families.

				 It was Kierkegaard who believed pain and suffering were crucial elements of existence. But on the other hand, modern science has shown that the human mind tends to actively block 
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				out difficult memories and thoughts. How can Kierkegaard’s theory and modern science coexist in harmony?

				Maybe digging up difficult and confusing memories is essential in that we are only able to confirm our existence by staring at what molded us. From my experience, and hearing from many others, difficulty — many times inadvertently — shapes our minds and our existence. If we do not face and dare to challenge our individual and collective memories, then we not only will never find out where we came from, but also the essence of what makes us painfully unique.

				But I wish to find out where I came from. So asking my father what he knew, and his thoughts about what he has learned about my great-grandfather, is the critical next step.

				I open my text message to text my father. I instead find a message from my dad. He had emailed me something new.

				I open my emails. I start scrolling, again.

				Early April 2025. New York & Tokyo

				My father lived with his grandfather (my great-grandfather) during his childhood. It was a large house in Yokohama, a city about an hour away from Tokyo. My father does not re-call hearing about the Tokyo Trials, not even once, from my great-grandfather. But he remembers that his mother — my grandmother — attended the trial.

				Japan inflicted excruciating trauma to so many parts of Asia, in the so-called Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Japan has done very little to come to terms with its harmful history. We have two options: rip open the wounds of our sins or mask them as if that did not exist. Japan has always taken the latter path, thereby losing the adequate vocabularies to express our tainted history.

				My great-grandfather injured himself when he was 90 and remained bedridden for the rest of his life. Until then, he was a vibrant man, taking an hour commute to his Tokyo law 
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				firm. But after his injury, his speech and motor skills rapidly deteriorated, leaving him unable to speak coherently in his last years.

				But my dad clearly recalls the last interaction he had with my great-grandfather in 1988. My dad was living in New York and had a flight to Chicago the next morning. He had initially planned to head straight to the airport, without stopping by his apartment.

				At one point, he dropped his eraser. He reached to grab it under the table. Then, his shirt pocket got caught on the arm-rest of his chair, ripping his shirt. How that happened, he still does not know. He couldn’t show up to an important business meeting with a ripped pocket. He decided to head back to his apartment, to pick up a new shirt.

				When he got back to his apartment, he noticed a voicemail, left by my grandmother — that my great-grandfather had died. My dad believes it was his grandfather’s last message to him: Come back home, to see me one last time. Had he not dropped the eraser, thus his shirt being torn, he would not have found the voice message for at least three days.

				He made it in time for the funeral.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				Susie Sunshine: Midwest Princess

			

		

		
			
				Madeleine Cronn

			

		

	
		
			
				122

			

		

		
			
				Susie Sunshine: Midwest Princess

			

		

		
			
				How could you do this without consulting me!” 

				My great-grandfather Harry screams, slamming his fist down on the table, rattling the glasses. He storms out the front door onto the driveway. “Get your coat Belle, we are leaving.” 

				Harry’s anger is directed at my grandfather — his son-in-law, Berry, who had dared to buy a new car for his family without Harry’s blessing. Harry’s son, Jerry, runs after him to try to get him back in the house. Berry follows meekly, bewildered. 

				It was the Fourth of July, Harry and Belle were over for a celebratory dinner at the home of their daughter, Susan. She and Berry had been married for 10 years now with two children. Susan was just finishing her PhD thesis in Victorian Literature and starting her professorship at Lake Erie College. She was 31. 

				They were midway through dinner when the three men ran onto the street. Now, Susan and her mother sat at the table, alone. 

				The two women lock eyes, but neither say a word.

				28 years before Harry stormed out of his daughter’s house, he sat with her in the garden behind their apartment building in Rogers Park, Chicago. It was springtime, and they were both smiling. She was three years old. 

				My grandmother sported tight, bottle curls in her hair and wore a linen sundress. Harry kneeled to meet her at eye level and held out a present. It was a tea set, porcelain nestled in tissue paper, white, with thinly painted roses spindling along the rim. 

				This is my grandmother’s first memory of her father. “I cannot remember a time when he was angry at me,” she said. 

				13 years after receiving that tea set, my grandmother stood before a dressing room full length mirror wearing a bright pink gown. She spun around in the fluorescent light, layers swirling around her ankles puffed out by taffeta. 

				“How does it look, Susan?” Her mother Belle stood just 
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				outside the door.

				Belle looked like Jackie Kennedy. She never allowed her coiffed hair to be out of place, whether around the neighborhood or in the house. Belle’s crafted image was integral to her. She grew up poor. One of the six children of Austro-Hungarian Jew-ish immigrants, money was tight throughout her childhood. If there was enough to spare, her father would spring to put Belle in the latest fashions. Being stylish was a symbol of financial security — to show that the family was not only surviving in America but thriving. 

				As a mother, Belle would methodically updo my grand-mother’s hair and stitch trendy poodles onto her school skirts. Her daughter’s image was an extension of her own — something to manicure, maintain, and protect. 

				Belle had brought my grandmother to the Hollywood Smart dress shop in the Bryn Mawr neighborhood of Chicago. Their mission was to find my grandmother just the right dress for her sophomore year social club cotillion. No expense would be spared. 

				Belle and my grandmother were greeted by a fleet of sales ladies. My grandmother was immediately sent to the dressing room, as Belle surveyed the potential dresses. Gowns and coats were hung on the walls and wrapped around mannequins, almost overwhelming for my grandmother but not for Belle. Susan could not look too old, or too frilly, too complicated, or showy. Her dress would be simple, Belle had decided, but classic. 

				All my grandmother had to do was try it on. 

				My grandmother stepped out of the changing room, her dress swishing. She was cinched into a bright pink, floor-length gown. Belle stood waiting, flanked by a row of sales ladies. The women took a moment to consider how she looked — corset, crinoline, designer dress, and shoes to match. The dress felt good, and Belle was happy, which meant it must be right. 

				Her brother, Jerry, had left home that year for his first year at 
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				MIT. He had one responsibility: Call home every Sunday. 

				It wasn’t too long until the Sunday came when the phone didn’t ring. Jerry had forgotten to call home. Harry stormed the living room, staring at the phone and muttering to himself. When Monday came, so did a call from Jerry, who started in on an anecdote about his failure to learn Russian. 

				Harry stood silent, holding the receiver, cord wound tight around his wrist. He listened and then finally barked, “Are you okay?” 

				Jerry said he was.

				“Fine,” said Harry who slammed the phone back down onto the receiver. 

				My grandmother winced, perched, small on the staircase and just out of sight. Belle went to lie down with a migraine. 

				In Rogers Park, the upcoming cotillion was a big deal. It was hosted by the Kydells, a Jewish girls social club. Membership was by invitation only. The group had known each other since primary school, my grandmother among them, and their bonds ran deep. They had planned a classy night: a dinner, followed by a dance, or more aptly known in the era as a “dinner-dance” held at Chicago’s Blackstone Hotel. A gathering style very much of its time and soon to fall out of fashion. 

				My grandmother was at the pinnacle of her high school popularity. She had been asked to join every club. She got stellar grades. And she was dating an older boy, a medical student named Harvey, who taught her to drive. She thought about walking into the dance with Harvey as her date: “These girls aren’t going to know what hit them.”

				The girls had a nickname for her: Susie Sunshine.

				My grandparents met in high school. Berry was a friend of her brother Jerry. Berry first noticed her the day she came up to their locker row to ask her brother a question. Berry had to ask about her. Jerry played a begrudging middleman. 
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				They had a date here and there over Berry’s breaks from his freshman year at the University of Michigan. Each time Berry arrived at Susan's door that summer he was sweating around the collar. The Goldman home wasn’t quite as welcoming as his date. Hellos were quick. Berry knew her father did not like him very much — he had barely bothered to introduce himself beyond, “Be careful and drive safely.” 

				“You have to remember,” my grandfather later said, “Susan was very special to her father.” 

				My grandmother enrolled at Michigan a year later, and he was ecstatic. Berry couldn’t believe his luck. 

				Still, it wasn’t until his senior year that the two got serious. He was in a fraternity, and she was in a sorority. If you wanted to commit to each other you would become “pinned” — the guy would give his girlfriend his fraternity pin. Berry bought a cashmere sweater for Susan and attached his pin to the chest. Sort of engaged, but not technically. 

				Becoming “pinned” came with a ceremony. Berry’s fraternity brothers planned a “serenade,” where they would sing for her. Parents were invited to commemorate the moment. Harry and Belle drove up from Chicago. “After that,” Berry later said, “they knew they were going to see a lot more of me.” 

				Susan and Berry were engaged a year later. He replaced the pin with a diamond ring. Berry sat down to speak with her father a short time after proposing to Susan.

				“Well, I love her,” he said. 

				“Well,” Harry replied, “we’ll see.”

				Harry would wind Belle’s wristwatch back with care every night before bed. An accountant, he worked by day, and at night went to graduate school at Northwestern — a university that had a “Jewish quota” until the 1960s. He graduated with a job at the accounting firm of Arthur Andersen, where he worked for years but was, in my grandmother’s telling, denied a promotion because he was Jewish. 
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				Harry didn’t talk about antisemitism. While Chicago had a large Jewish population, Harry had grown up in Indiana where his father worked as a rag salesman. There, Jews were not common, but antisemitism was. Harry got beat up by his classmates. His family escaped to Chicago. There, in his early 20s, he would meet Belle, who like Harry was the child of immigrants. 

				My grandmother did not learn about what had happened to her father in Indiana until she was already in college. She was home for Passover and at the family Seder, surrounded by aunts, uncles, and cousins, her father began to tell his story. He described being beaten by other boys who made the beatings worse by sticking coins between their fingers. My grandmother listened and felt sick. 

				The year of my grandmother's cotillion, Harry was making more money than he ever had. Enough to put Susan in the perfect dress. He relished seeing Belle get the chance to prepare her for the dance.

				On the night of the cotillion, Belle stitched my grandmother into her new corseted pink gown, crinoline puffing out the edges of her dress. The only thing left to do was apply a bit of lipstick and her daughter would finally be ready. 

				My grandmother walked on clear high-heels downstairs and saw her father. “You look beautiful,” he said. 

				My grandparents were married shortly after she graduated college. Her wedding was nothing like the cotillion for which her mother had worked so hard to dress her. By the time of her wedding, my grandmother had been living on her own for four years. “By that time, I had moved further away from tradition,” she later said. She did not shop for a wedding dress with her mother. Instead, she borrowed one. “I am not embarrassed about it, I am just wondering how I became such a rebel in terms of not caring about what obviously I was brought up to care about in terms of dress.” 
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				On the night her father stormed out of her home, my grand-mother watched as her brother ran after him. Her mother did not move. “She’s not moving fast,” she recalled. “She doesn’t jump up to go. She sits there. I don’t know what she’s thinking but I know she’s not on his side.” 

				My grandmother did not know what to do. She had never confronted her father about his anger. “I was afraid of that behavior,” she said. She was afraid that talking to him would only make him angrier. “I was feeling kind of helpless. Not only was it beyond the pale, I didn’t know how to reconcile it, what to do about it.”

				Confronting her father was never part of the deal. She was Susie Sunshine. 
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