Saving Sourdi

2001

Once, when my older sister, Sourdi, and I were working alone in our fam-

ily’s restaurant, just the two of us and the elderly cook, some men got
drunk and I stabbed one of them. I was eleven.

[ don’t remember where Ma had gone that night. But I remember we
were tired and it was late. We were one of the only restaurants that stayed
open past nine in those days. The men had been growing louder, until
they were our only customers, and, finally, one of them staggered up and
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put his arm across Sourdi's shoulders. He called her his “China doll.®

and his friends hoored at this. | _
Sourdi looked distressed and tried to remove his arm, but he held

her tighteri She said, “Please,” in her incense-swecet voice, and he smiled

and said, “Say it again nice and | might just have to give you a kiss.”
That summer we'd just moved to South Dakota. After all the

crummy jobs Ma had had to take in Texas, where we’d first come to the

U.S., where our sponsors lived. we were so proud to be working in our
own restaurant. When we moved to South Dakota, I thought we’d find

the real America, the one where we were supposgd to be, not the hot
sweaty America where we lived packed together in an apartment with

bars on the windows on a street where angry boys in cars played loud
music and shot guns at each other in the night. The summer we moved
to join my uncle’s family to run rhe Silver Palace, I was certain we would

at last ind the life we deserved.
Now I was panicked. I wanted Ma to be there. Ma would know what

to do. She always did. I stood there, chewing my naiIS:, wishing I could
make them go away. The men’s voices were so loud 1n my ears, [ was

next to a bowl of oranges. I grabbed the knife and ran back out to Sourdi.
“Get away from my sister!” ] shouted, waving the paring knife.
The men were silent for about three seconds, then they burst into

laughter. |
I charged and stabbed the man in the sleeve.

In a2 movie or a television show this kind of scene always unfolds in
slow motion, but everything happened so fast. I stabbed the man, Sourd;
jumped free, Ma came rushing in the front door waving her arms. “Omj-
god! What happen?”

“Tesus Christ!” The man shook his arm as though it were on fire, but
the paring knife was stuck in the fabric of his jeans jacker.

I thought Ma would take care of everything now. And I was right,
she did, but not the way I had imagined. She started apologizing to the
man, and she helped him take off his jacket. She made Sourdi get the
first-aid kit from the bathroom, “Quick! Quick!” Ma even tried to put
some ointment on his cut, but he just shrugged her off.

I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to take the knife back and stab myself.
That’s how I felt when I heard her say, “No charge, on the house,” for

their dinner, despite the $50-worth of pitchers they’d had.
Ma grabbed me by the shoulders. “Say you sorry. Say it.” I pressed
my lips firmly together and hung my head. Then she slapped me.
I didn’t start crying until after the men had left. “But, Ma,” I said, ©
“he was hurting Sourdi!” . _
| “"I'hen why Sourdi not do something?” Ma twisted my ear. “You ¢t
thinking. That your problem. You always not think!”
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: . 1d | :
man’s skin. The Was lucky. The knife had only grazed the
“I don’t C&r)elliolu}ii?:;e Sued us. They could have pressed charges.
that sucker!” then. “I shoulda killed him! I shoulda killed

tuck out my lower lip, like I’d seen the tough
| , 'm gonna kill him!”

1d shook me so hard I
e my head right off my body. She wouldn’t

‘I was trying to protect you,” I said through my tears. “I was trying
to save you. You're so stupid! I should just let thar man diss you!”

Sourdi’s head shot up and I could see that she had no patience left.
Her eyes were red and her nostrils flared. She stood up and I took a step
back quickly. I thought she was going to grab me and shake me again,
but this time she just put her hand on my arm. “T hey could take you
away. The police, they could put you in a foster home. All of us.”

A chill ran through my whole body, like a live current. We all knew
about foster homes. Rudy Gutierrez in third grade was taken away from
his parents after the teacher noticed some bruises on his back. He’d tried
to shoplift some PayDays from the 7-Elever} and got caught. When his
dad got home that weekend, he let him have it. But*after the school nurse
took a look at him, Rudy was taken away from his parents and sent to
live in a foster home. His parents couldn’t speak English so good and
didn’t know what was happening until too late. Anyway, what kind c:f
lawyer could they afford? We heard later from his cousin in Mrs. Chang’s
homeroom that Rudy’s foster-dad had molested him. The cousin said

25



Rud
- Y tan away from that home, but he got caught. At any rate, none of
€ver saw him again

“You w R
“No anttogotoa foster home? Sourdi asked me.
0,” I whispered.

“Then don’t be so stupid!” | |
1 started crying again, because 1 cealized Sourdi was right. She
kissed me on the top of my head and hugged me to her. I leaned my head

against her soft breasts that had only recently emerged from her chest
and pretended that I was a good girl and that I would always obey her.

What I didn’t tell Sourdi was that I was still 2 wicked girl. I was glad I'd
stabbed that man. I was crying only because life was sO unfair.

We used to say that we’d run away, Sourd! .nd me. When we were older.
After she graduated. She’d be my legal guardian. We’'d go to California
to see the stars. Paris. London. Cambodia even, tO light incense for the
bones of our father. We'd earn money working in Chinese restaurants in
every country we visited. We had enough experience; it had to be worth

something. o |
We’d lie awake all night whispering back and forth. I’'d climb into

Sourdi’s bed, claiming that I couldn’t sleep, curlirilg into a ball beside
my older sister, the smell of her like salt and garlic and a sweet scent

' ' j 1’d stroke Sourdt’s slick
hair, which she plaited into a chick wet braid so that it would be wavy in

the morning. I would stay awake all night, pinc}}ing the insid_e of Sour-
di’s arm, the soft flesh of her thigh, to keep my sistet from falling asleep

and leaving me alone. | ‘
When she first started seeing Duke, 1 used to think of him as some-

thing like a bookmark, just holding a certain space in her life until 1t was
time for her to move on. I never thought of him as a fork in the road,

dividing my life with Sourdi from Sourdi’s life with men.
In those days, I didn’t understand anything.

Ma had hired Duke to wash dishes at the Palace that first summer. At
first, we paid him no mind. He was just this funny-looking white kid,
hair that stuck up straight from his head when he wasn’t wearing his
silly baseball cap backwards, skinny as a stalk of bamboo, long legs and
long arms that seemed to move in opposition to each other. Chopstick-
boy I called him, just to be mean. He took it as a compliment.

I could see why he fell in love with Sourdi. My sister was beautiful.
Really beautiful, not like the girls in magazines with their pale, pinched
faces, pink and powdery, brittle girls. Sourdi looked like a statue that
had been rescued from the sea. She was smooth where I had angles and
soft where I was bone. Sourdi’s face was round, her nose low and wide,
her eyes crescent-shaped like the quarter moon, her hair sleek as seaweed.
Her skin was a burnished cinnamon color. Looking at Sourdi, 1 could
pretend I was beautiful, too. She had so much to spare.
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At first, Duke and Sourd; ,
to take a break from the mai%r}ly talked behind the Palace

e ki , pretendin
the stars together. the kltthen. I caught the 5

m lDOking at

fields, beyond the highway whe, , '
off the gravel road aﬁ d pa);‘lchre the cattle ranches lay. Finally, he pulled

d took ' .
through a ditch to the ed ook Sourd:i by the hand. We hiked

ge of an empty cornfield long since harvesred
the stubble of cornstalks poking up from the black so%l, pale and bone-

“Just trust me,” he said.

We followed him to a spot in the middle of the field. “It’s the center 45
of the world,” Duke said. “Look.” And he pointed back to where we'd
come from, and suddenly I realized the rest of the world had disappeared.
The ground had appeared level, but we must have walked into a tiny hol-
low in the plains, because from where we stood there was only sky and
field for as far as our eyes could see. We could no longer see the road or
Duke’s pickup, our town, or even the green smudge of cottonwoods that
grew along the Yankton River or the distant hills of Nebraska. There was
nothing overhead, either; the sky was unbquen by clouds, s;nooth as an
empty rice bowl. “It’s just us here,” Duke said. “We’re alone in the whole
unwz?ea',t once, Sourdi began to breathe funny. Her face grew pinched,
and she wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.

“ ’ 2” Duke asked stupidly. | |
T\fl/:r? gzzﬁn\x%as running wildly. She took off like an animal startled

by a gunshot. She was trying to head back to the road, but she tripped

ing for real.
fell onto her knees. She started crying
OVel'Ithe Sglrtlslaap}kti)aﬁfr frst —'ve always been a fast runner. As Duke
ca

d Sourdt.
hed, I put my arms around>® .
applj‘%afh;ughfyou’d like it,” Duke said. TR TY

«we’re city girls,” 1 said, glaring at him. ‘

«Y? »
* m SO SOrTY.
» gourdi whispered. *1 s ot
’ '« his fault!” I pointe |
i ied to put his arm

sh h'im away, when Sourdi did
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something very surprising. She put both '_ |
leaned against him,pwhilegt)ukeim Jumb-sounding things that |
kissing.

couldn’t quite hear. Then they were KI
I was so surprised, I stared at rhem before | fo

away. Then 1 was the one who felt like running,
road. ket S
On the way back to che Palace, Duke and Sourd! didn’t ralk, out they

held . Ltrin _
eld hands. The worst part was [ was f:g fogr il bist +en with Ma

Ma didn’t seem to notice anyth

it was always hard to know what she was thinking, W |
what she di}:in’t. Sometimes she seemed to g0 through her days like she

was made of stone. Sometimes S

Uncle fired Duke a few we .
dropped a tray of dishes. It was during the Satur

Sourdi and I weren’t working and couldn’t witness wha
“He’s a clumsy boy,” Ma agreed after work that nmight,

sat around in the back booths and ate our dinner.

Sourdi didn’t say anything. She knew Ma knew.
' ¢ course. They were both juniofs, and there

I crept into Sourdi’s bed at
she meant Duke and her. |

¢ introduced his friend Mr. Chhay in the winter. I'd had a
t before. I hadn’t remembered it at all unul

Palace, with his hangdog face and his suit

like a salesman’s. He sat in a corner booth with Uncle and, while they

talked, he shredded a napkin, then ook the scraps of paper and rolled
‘hem between his thumb and index finger into a hundred tiny red balls.
He left them in the ashtray, like a mountain of fish eggs. Seeing them,

I remembered my dream.
[ was swimming in t

Uncle firs
strange dream the nigh
Mr. Chhay walked into the

he ocean. I was just a small child, but I wasn't

Afraid at all. The sea was liquid turquoise, the sunlight yellow as gold

against my skin. Fish were swimming alongside me. I could see through
‘he clear water to the bottom of the sea. The fish were schooling around

me and below me, and they brushed against my feet when I kicked the

water. Their scales felt like bones scraping my toes. I tried to push them
away, but the schools grew more dense, until I was swimming amongst

them under the waves.

- The fish began to spawn around me and soon the water was cloudy
with eggs. I tried to break through the film, but the eggs clung to my
im. The water darkened as we entered a sea of kelp. I pushed against the
c: rk slippery strands like Sourdi’s hair. I realized I was pushing against
wzt:;?t;hne\giasgicei Ll:; 'the kelp, suspended just below the surface of the



e

in front of some potted ,
middle of his heaIZL Py

The ' o
Chinese S:Sxet ;:;_n;{he came to visit the Palace, he brought gifts. A giant
Cherkasia yremis casa} Barbie dolls for my younger sisters and cousin, a
Sourdi. S€tte tape for me, and a bright red leather purse for

Ma made Sourdi tell him thank you.

And that was all she said to him. 0

o iuéégls I(-)Ild guy was persistent. He took us all out to eat at a steak-
nonse e'l e said he wanted to pay back Uncle for some good deed
€a aone a long time ago when they both first came to America. I could
have told him, Sourdi hated this kind of food. She preferred Mexican,
tacoi, not this Midwest cowboy stuff. But Ma made us all thank him.
Thank you, Mr. Chhay,” we said dutifully. He’d smiled so all his
yellow teeth showed at once. “Oh, please, call me Older Brother,” he said.
It was the beginning of the end. I should have fought harder then. I
should have stabbed this man, too.

I saw Duke at Sourdi’s wedding. She invited him for the ceremony proper,
the reception, too, but he didn’t show up until the end. I almost didn’t
see him at all. He was slouching through the parking lot of St. Agnes,
wearing his best hightops and the navy-blue suit that his mother had
insisted upon buying for graduation. I wasn’t used to him looking like
a teenage undertaker, but I recognized his loping gait immediately. That
afternoon of Sourdi’s wedding, he was holding a brown bag awkwardly
behind his back, as if trying to conceal the fact that he was drinking as
conspicuously as possible.
I was standing inside the bingo hall, before the row of squat windows, 75

-k turned to the festivities, the exploding flash capturing the tipsy

_laws singing off-key to the rented karaoke machine.
too much to bear, and I had to escape the ter-

fluorescent lights. I slipped from the church

d and gave it my best shot, running across
t heels pinched my toes and the stiff

dy-pink bridesmaid’s dress might as

my ba
toasts, the in
Then it really became
rible heat, the flickering
into the ferocious March win
the hard lawn, but the too-tigh

taffeta bodice of the cotton-can
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well have been a vise around my nib cage | had mtended 1© make 1t off

church property, run to the empty field that stretched 10W and dark 20
the way to the horizon, but | only made it to the end of the walk nc}::!'
the rectory before vomiting into Sister Kevin's over-tended Litiep P‘"Z 1
Duke came over and sat on his haunches beside m¢: while ! Pulwl; t
let him hold back my hair, while the wedding cake and wine cooler T2
I'd tried poured from my mouth.

Finally, | spat a few times to clear my
rear end.

&f:i;'izrf;e!:'tar?énutes, I could take a sip from Duk .
. Il:iggkogjethef?agkfof cigare:;es rdkszﬁl:?a-:::? I pu.rse *an
‘The ok ££ bslo':r ic:ge }it;?cuely rgfm che orthwest, whipping Ry
hair about my face like a widow's veil, throwing du
o ai%?;dalizglg(ivteiic}gﬁlzlecz;ood up and walked back down the side-

mouth, then sat back on my

e's beer.

empty bottle of Bud out the window. It

and rolled unnl it disappea.red into

' > band. He -
. liked Sourdi's BuSHC just eighteen when they married. In

t a family. “I was younger than

1aahed as though they were winning lottery tickets. My sister and her old

husband in front of a listing Christmas tree, a pile of presents at their

feet. Then, the red-faced baby sprawled on a pink blanket on the living

room carpet, drooling in 1ts shiny high chair, slumped in its Snugli like a

rock around Sourdi’s neck. | -
«Look. Sony,” Ma pointed at the big-screen television in the back-

ground of the New Year’s pictures. “Sourdi say they got all new washer/

dryer, too. Maytag.”
When I looked at my sister’s pictures, I could see that she looked tired.

Sourdi always said that Ma used to be a very brave woman. She also
said that Ma used to be a beautiful woman who liked to have her hair
6ved in salons, who wore pretty dresses and knew how to dance in all
the fashionable styles. I don’t remember this mother. I remember the

mother who worked two jobs for us.

I might never have seen Duke again if it were not for Sourdi’s strange
phone call one Saturday evening nearly two years atter her wedding. I was
fourteen and a half.
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lngfj “Mmm, mmm, uh-hmm.” I could just
urdi’s panicked voijce.

Ing my knees, in the doorway to the hall, just

girls, it’s always something. Don’t let your old mother rest.”

She yawned extravagantly. She claimed she was too tired to watch
any more T'V. She had to go to bed, her eyes just wouldn’t stay open.

I tried calling Sourdi, but the phone only rang and rang.

The next morning, Sunday, I called first thing, but then he picked
up, my sister’s husband.

“Oh, 1s this Nea?” he said, so cheerfully it was obvious he was hiding
something.

“Yes, I'd like to speak to my sister.”

“I’'m sorry, Little Sister.” I just hated when he called me that. “My wife
is out right now. But I'll tell her you called. She’ll be sorry she missed you.”

It was eight o’clock in the morning, for Chrissake.

“Oh, thank you,” I said, sweet as pie. “How's the baby?”

“Go welll” Then he launched into a long explanation about his
daughter’s eating habits, her rather average attempts to crawl, the sin:xple
words she was trying to say. For all I knew, Sourdi coqld have been right
there, fixing his breakfast, washing his clothes, cleaning up his messes.
I chought of my sister’s voice in my ear, the tiny sound like something
breal‘;: I:vgas all I could do to disguise the diSfiajn in my voice. “Be sure _t:ﬁ
ell Soﬁrdj to call back. Ma found that recipe she Wantgd: That} specl
delicious recipe she was looking for. I can’t tell you what it1s, Ma’s secret

recipe, but you'll really be surprised.”

90
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1 didn’t know about Aty wwo et seaipe ”
" l hu"g up. ' (Ull'd"" “'l'fallhf M}' (h‘-“

g Apiainst my §131Y
L thiree more times, but no one

"Oh, boy,” the jerk sand
“That's why 1t's a secret.
hurt. I could feel my swollen heart pressin
The next atternoon, | tried calling ba¢

answered.
At work that evering, Ma was irritable. She wouldn't "’“k_‘mt' N the
| 1d spl“td his Coke into a

eyes when [ tried to get her attenion.
P"f’ft‘f tl)’ gnod plate of House |

ining about the cold,

lear the air. Fairly
yt Ma in a sour mood.

the dumpsters, smoke
her. She wasn’t in the
she didn’t tell me to

too, once we had opened all the

average as far as disasters went, but they p
Ma was taking a cigarette break out back by

curling from her nostrils, be
mood to talk, but after the nicotl

get back to work, either. |
She didn’t get angry. She smiled

I asked Ma if I could have a smoke. - |
£ her mouth rwitching upwards just a lictle,
» Then she handed me her pack.

back home for a while,” I suggested.

man. She has her own family now.”
» Im

head back and blew smoke at

“\X}ell} don’t you think she might be in trouble?
w. It’s not like Sourdi.” My voice must have
h to sound disrespectful, because Ma jerked

upright, took the cigarette out of her mouth and glared at me.
“What you chink? You so smart? You gonna rell me what’s what?”
Ma threw her cigarette onto the asphalt. “You not like your sister. Your

sister know how to bear things!”
She stormed back into the kitchen, and Ma ignored me for the rest

of the evening.

the stars, so I continued,

She was crying, you kno
slipped a tad, just enoug

I called Sourdi one more time, after Ma and my sisters had gone to bed
and I finally had the kitchen to myself, the moon spilling from the window
onto the floor in a big, blue puddle. I didn’t dare turn on the lights.

This time, my sister answered. “Mmm. . ... Hello?” 125

“Sourdi?”

“What time is 1t?”
“Sssh.” My heart beat so loudly, I couldn’t hear my own voice. "How

are you doing?”
«Oh, we’re fine. The baby, she’s doing real good. She’s starting o

talk —”
1 |
No, no, no. I mean, what happened the other night?” B

“What?”
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Another voice now
line. '{ﬁfn liuddenly a:;i,?;: 2 man's voice, just beneath the snow on the
6 -oh. I iuSt 3 )
to him: “Hone;’, caa.::r 0::3 hﬁr up.” Sourdi's voice grew fainter as she spoke
oo B 005, This b you check the baby’s diaper?” Then she said to me “I
¢ 1t. I have to ralk to you a minure, O.K.? Just don't

g0, S:;‘: ::lh Zh}?:; %iing on? What did you say to Ma?”
ghed, like a balloon losing its air. “Oh ... nothing. Look, I 135

reaﬂ¥ ?j}’:{f’i ag:l; Talk Lo you liater, Nea.” She hung up.
In twenty minutes, surely long enough to change a dia-

per, but the phone only rang forlornly, ignored.

;;31115‘13:51:2 ;fll:;nhg MT’S car, but then Ma wouldn’t be able to get to work
Even thouoh ow long I needed to be gone. Then I thought of Duke.
S i b t%V it was far too late in the night, I called Duke. He was
- mechanic > t]fe )/Se:»rsda&er graduation. I'd heard he was working as
book. andard station. I found his number in the phone
“It’s Nea. Pick SRR : . .
an emergency!” P YOL phone, Duke,” I hissed into his machine. “It’s
“Neal.(?!;’ I-{e was yawning. “My God. What time 1s 1t2”
Duke! It’s important! It’s Sourdi, she’s in trouble.”
Iher e was a pause while I let him absorb all this.
You have to drive me to Des Moines. We have to get her.”

“What happened?”
Look, I don’t have time to explain. We have to go tonight. It’s an 145

emergency. A matter of life and death.”

“Did you call the police?”
“Don’t be stupid. Sourdi would never call the cops. She loves that

140

jerk.” |
“What?” Duke whispered, “Her husband, he beat her up?”

“Duke, I told you, I can’t say anything right now. But you have to

22

He agreed to meet me at
could hear his truck. I"dj:ve waiting.

wind stung my cheeks, which wasn't a good sign.
_snow. Even when the roads were clear, 1t

the corner, where there’d be no chance Ma 150

It was freezing. The
Could be rain coming, Or WOIS€

was a good six-hour drive. I

if we ran into a late-season blizzard.
There was the roar of a souped-up engine and then a spray of gravel.

Snoop Doggy Dogg growled over the wind.

“Duke! What took you?” | o
He put his hand over ‘he door, barring me from climbing up. “You

want me to help or not?”
“Don’t joke.” 1SS
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| pulled myselt inside an

in frone of the house. just i ¢4
“How come your Ma didn't want

k sk d the highway *
iy i he wagke of the headlights:

the shoulders glowing briefly in t

before us but the blac

[ must have fallen asleep; thoug

standing on the deck of a boat 111
but every time I found one constellation, the stars D€ o
fade. I squinted at chem, but the star> would not stay i P ace. Then my
head snapped forward as the pickup careened off the shoulder.

The pickup landed in a ditch. Metal ghttetted in the he?.dllghts, the
Gelds on this side of the highway were scrung with barbed wire.

We got out by sacrificing oul jackets, stuffing them under the back s
‘ action to slide back onto the pavement.

atall.”
led into the passenger s€at, his arms folded across his

his head tilted back, preparing to go tO sleep again.

L think she’ll be happy to S€€ me?” he said out of the blue.
i cture of the baby. Looks just

«Gourdi sent me a Christmas card with a p

like. . .. ButIdidn’t write back or nothing. She probably thought I was
angry. She mad at me, you think?”
“gourdi’s never mad at anybody.
«She must be mad at her husban
«Ghe doesn’t know we're coming.”

“What!”

« didn’t have time to explain to her.”
14 ) -

“You’re not running away from home, are you?” Duke’s eyes narrowed

and Lns voice grew slow as if he thought he was suddenly being clever.
Yeah, ’m running away to Des Moines.”

chest,
fl’DJ

2

d if she wants you to come get her.” 7o

175

Onc ' '
e upon a time, in another world, a place almost unimaginable to me

sitting in the pickup with Madonna singing “ -
' ging “Lucky Star” he radio.
Sourdi had walked across a minefield, carryigng me Zn heI;- b()an S

ck. She was
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d told me, I co j

» 1 could see it all clearly, better
. anhz Startled faces of people who'd }Zripped
earth. Sourdi had said i, 2 sements, the bones peeking through the

- safe .
knew a mine was no lﬂnger there St to step on the bodies; that way you

:‘}Vler tell Duke. It was our own personal
nare. Nobody’s business but ours.

my sister, I vowed. I
ave Sourd: ed. I would put my bare

story, just for Sourdi and
I would walk on bonesef:)?*

feet on rotting flesh. I wouyld ¢

___Bur s soon as we found Locust Stre, | recognizd the house 1 1
sbrace i Bane 6 6F pictore Thg it had been pa.-mted a different color

_ . The lace undercurtains before the cheerful
ﬂc?wered drap?rles,- the flourishing plants in the windows, next to lictle
trinkets, figurines in glass that caught the light. Every space crammed
with something sweet.

The heater in Duke’s truck began to make a high-pitched, sick-cat
whine as we waited, parked across the street, staring at Sourdi’s house.

“So, are we going to just sit here?”

«Shh,” 1 said irritably. “Just wait a minute.” Somehow I had imag-
ined that Sourdi would sense our presence, the curtains would stir, and
I’d only have to wait a moment for my sister to come running out the
front door. But we sat patiently, shivering, staring at Sourdi’s house.

Nothing moved. H
» | said stupidly. “He hasn’t gone to work yet.

“Her husband’s home,
«He wouldn’t dare try anything. Not with the both of us here. We 185

should just go and kilockl.l"" 1
«They’re probably still asleep.” |
“Nea,y’whzt’s che matter with you? What are you afraid of all of a

el ' e. He just didn’t understand a,rlyt:hing.ﬂlL
- cruck an cy air, my arms wrappe
Zfopup:;ii zll;!t gcf)fil)l/.e ';he sidewalk was slick beneath my sne*akers, still

. he ditch, _ -
mp from t eke o fall, A sl‘{arp Jagged pain s

door and rang.

No one answered for a minute, a
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» gourdi’s husband was dressed for work, but g,
d even older than | remembered, his thin-

ning hair flat across his <kull. his bloodshot eyes and swollen hds sull

heavy from sleep. He might have heen handsome once, dec ades ago, bur
I saw no evidence of it now. He held the door open and I slipped into the

warmth without even removing my shoes first. “How did you get here? Is

your mother coming, too?” N
My eyes started to water, the transition

room came into focus. It was a mess. Baby toy

pile by the door, old newspapers scattere.d on a
a bowl of peanut shells. The TV was blaring somewhere,

“What on earcth? Nea!
he hadn’t shaved yet. He looke

from cold to heat. Slowly the
s on the carpet, shoesina
an end table anchored by
and a baby was

“Home.” | 1o
“Oh, no.” Sourdt’s face crumpled. “Is everything all rignt

I couldn’t believe how dense my siste

able to communicate without words. “Everything h
. . J .
course.” I tried to give her a look so that she’d understand that I had

come to rescue her, but Sourdi stood rigidly 1n place 1n the doorway to

the kitchen, her mouth twitching, puzzled. o
“Please, Little Sister, sit down,” her husband said. “Let me make you

some tea.”

Someone banged on the front door, three times. Before I could

begin to feel annoyed that Duke couldn’t even wait five minutes, thaF he
just had to ruin everything, my sister’s husband openeq the door again. |
didn’t bother to turn, instead I watched Sourdi’s eyes widen and her wide

mouth pucker into an O as she gasped, “Duke!”
“What’s goin’ on?” Duke said.
Then everyone stared at me with such identical expressions of non-

comprehension that I had to laugh. Then I couldn’t stop, because 1
hadn’t slept and it was so cold and my nose was running and I didn’c

have any Kleenex.
“T said, what the hell is going on?” Duke repeated. 20

. Sourdi’s husband approached Duke. He smiled. “You must be
ea’s—" '

~ But by now, Duke had seen Sourdi’s bruises. His mouth twisted
into a sneer. “You bastard! I oughtta—" He punched Sourdi’s husband
in the nose. Sourdi screamed, her husband bent over double. Duke drew
back h'1s ﬁst.: again, but Sourdi ran forward and grabbed him She was
punching him on the chest, “Out! Out! You! I’ll call the poiice"’ Sh;?

tried to claw hi : 3 _
T w him with her nails, but Duke threw his arms up around



Y Spat a spoonful of the glop onto the table.
just some girl anymore. I have my own

family. You understand that?”
44 )
You were crying.” ' -
ying.” I squinted at my sister. “I heard you.”

I'm gonna have another baby, you know. That’s a big step. That'sa 215

big trl;ling.” She said this as though it explained everything.
You sound like an old lady. You’re only twenty, for Chrissake.

You don’t have to live like this. Ma i '
_ . Ma 1s wr L Y
Sourd1.” ong. You can be anything,

Sourdi pinched her nose between two fingers. “Everything’s gonna
be fine. We just had a little argument, but it’s O.K. We had a good talk.
He understands now. I'm still gonna go to school. I haven’t changed my
mind. After the baby gets a little bigger, I mean, both babies. Maybe when

they start preschool.”
Just then her husband came back into the kitchen. He had to use the

phone to call work. His face looked like a gargoyle's.
Sourdi looked at me then, so disappointed. I knew what she was

thinking. She had grown up, and I had merely grown unworthy of her

love.
After Duke got back with the ice,

hands. Duke kept saying, “Gosh, I'm so sorry,

repeating, “No problem, don't worry.” | |
Then Sourdi’s husband had to go. We followed him to the driveway.

My sister kissed him before he climbed into his Buick. He rolled down

the window, and she leaned in and kissed him again. |
I turned away. I watched Duke standing in the doorway, holding the

baby in his arms, cooing at its face. In his tough wannabe clothes, the

he and Sourdi’s husband shook
” and Mr. Chhay kept

220
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his fancy sneakers and

super-wide jeans and .
risingly youns:

his belt loops, he looked surp

Sourdi lent us some blan

Daisy Duck sweatshirts for the trip back, since
and worthless. . «\we'’ll be h
worth » [ hegged Sourdi. “We'll be home by
Don’t tell Ma I was here, O.K.?" 1 begs mething. She doesn’t

afternoon. She’ll just chink I’

»

way that seemed as though she wet
[ knew that I couldn’t trust my SIStEE 7
As we pulled away from Sourdl
began to fall across the windshield.
Sourdi stood in the driveway witch the bab

s as the snow swirled around her like ashes.
She had made her choice, and she hadn’t chosen me.

bout a magic serpent, the Naga, with a
whole. Our ancestors carved

e away demons. Sourdi said
in times of great evil and

y on her hip. She waved to

Sourdi told me a story once a
mouth so large, it could swallow people

Naga into the stones of Angkor Wat to scar
people used to believe they could come alive
protect the temples. They could eat armies.

I wished I was a Naga. I would have swa

one gulp.

But I have no magic powers. None whatsoever.

llowed the whole world in 23 i




