How to Pronounce Knife
Souvankham Thammavongsa
‘She thought of what else he didn’t know.

What else she would have to find out for
herself.’




THE NOTE HAD BEEN typed out, folded over two times,
and pinned to the child’s chest. It could not be missed.
And as she did with all the other notes that went home
with the child, her mother removed the pin and threw it
away. If the contents were important, a phone call would
be made to the home. And there had been no such call.
The family lived in a small apartment with two
rooms. On the wall of the main room was a tiny paint-
ing with a brown bend at the centre. That brown bend
was supposed to be a bridge, and the blots of red and
orange brushed in around it were supposed to be trees.
The child’s father had painted this, but he didn’t paint
anymore. When he came home from work, the first thing
he always did was kick off his shoes. Then he’d hand over
a newspaper to the child, who unfolded sheets on the
floor, forming a square, and around that square they sat

down to have dinner.
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Miss Choi, always scanning the room for something
out of place, noticed the green that the child was wear-
ing and her eyes widened. She came running over and

said, “Joy. Did you get your parents to read the note we
sent home with you?”

lars, she saw she was not like the

“No,” she lied, looking at the floor where her blye
shoes fitted themselves inside the space of a small s.quaf*e
tile. She didn’t want to lie, but there was no point in
embarrassing her parents. The day went as p}anned.
And in the class photo, the child was seated a l?ttle off
to the side, with the grade and year sign p}aced in front
of her. The sign was always right in the middle of these
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THE NEXT DAY, Miss Choi gathered the whole class
together to sit around the green carpet at the front of the
room. She did this when she wanted to get someone to
read out loud. Sometimes a student would volunteer and
sometimes she would point at someone, but on this day
Miss Choi looked around and found the child.

“Joy, you haven't read yet. Why don’t you get your
book and read for us.”

The child started reading and everything went
along just fine until she got to that word. It was only
five letters, but there might as well have been twenty

there. She said it the way her father had told her, but she

g because Miss Choi would not turn
ped

knew it was wron
the page. Instead, she pointed to the word and tap

at the page as if by doing s0 the correct sound would

spill out. But the child didn’t know

how to pronounce it.
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At the end of the schoo] day, Miss Choi was waiting
for her by the door. She asked the chjlg to follow her
to the front desk, where she unlocked the top drawer
and pulled out the red velvet sack. “Pick one,” she said.
And the child reached inside and grabbed at the first
thing her fingers touched. It was a puzzle with an air-
plane in the sky.

When she shows her father the prize, he is delighted
because, in some way, he has won it too. They take the
prize, all the little pieces of it, and start forming the edge,
the blue sky, the other pieces, the middle. The whole pic-
ture, they fill those in later.




The Edge of the World by
Souvankham Thammavongsa

which would open so wide ] could

see the half-ch
chocolate mashed up against the ins alf-chewed

| ide of her cheek. She
would only laugh this way when we were alone, With

my father or in the company of others, she would giggle
and put a hand over her mouth. I wanted everyone to see
what [ saw when we were alone.

My mother learned to speak English watching these
soaps, and soon she started practising what she learned.
When my father didn’t feel like eating, she would ask
who he had been eating his meals with that he had no
~ appetite? When a sock went missing from the dryer, she
would ask where it went, and when he had no answer,

she would accuse him of having an affair.
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My father didn’t take my mother seriously. He tried
to keep their talk light, saying he sure wished he wasn't
so busy working and that life really was as full of oppor-
tunities for aftairs as she imagined it to be. But he would

turn serious afterwards, saying, “You don’t know, dq
you. What it’s like for me at work. They all talk so fast
in English. Barking at me all the time about keeping up.
Sometimes I don’t even feel like a human being.”

My parents didn’t spend much time alone, and when
they did, there were no Lao bars or cafés or restaurants
for them to go out to. Occasionally, we were invited over
to get-togethers at the homes of other Lao refugees,
There were those who had been here a long time, like us,
and there were those who had just arrived. These par-
ties were where everyone went to dance and listen tq
music, play cards and eat, reminisce and talk about o]g
times. They would laugh all night—sad, faint bursts of
air—and shake their heads in disbelief at what they haq
made of themselves in this new country.

My parents went to these parties to hear the news
from back home or to ask what had happened to those
they left behind. Who was still there? Was their house
still standing? And if they made it out of Laos, which
refugee camp did they end up in? How long were they
there? And where did they land? When my parents read
the newspaper or watched the evening news, they never
heard anything about what was happening in their coun-

try. It was almost as if it didn’t exist.

96



My father was often at the cep

. tre o \ -
wave of laughter would ¢r f these parties. A

. :

ash in from the living room
| he
everyone his storijes, The one ev

hear him tell was the «

and when 1 pecred jpe
peered ingjde would be )
* there, telling

€ryone scemed to love to

y(‘q, qirn

™ % story, and eve

) & 2 S Phee . . ’ 'n

they had all heard jt before, he ould beg though

if they hadn’t. He to]qg them h 'n the story as

ow he sai( “Yes, sir!” in

ple at work thought he was o polite and nice

My mother watched and listened to all of th:lS from th
kitchen, but she never joined in. She kept to herself. eatine
a plate of food while surrounded by Tupperwarc’e glasi
casserole dishes, steaming pots, simmering pans, ;)lastic

forks and spoons and paper plates. I stayed there with her
and she told me what each dish was and how it was sup-

posed to be cooked. She pointed out that some of the key
ingredients were missing and said that none of the dishes
could live up to her memory of the real thing. She said the
food in Laos just tasted better and that maybe someday
when I was older we could go back and visit. She said all
this to me in Lao.

A woman in the kitchen overheard her and said,
“Your child understands Lao?” My mother was proud
that I could still have something from the old country
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even though | had never been there. But the woman said
to her, “Oh no, no! Oy! You better start speaking English
with her. How's she going to fit in once she gets to
school?l” When the woman left the kitchen, we laughed
how worried sick she seemed about not fitting in
,at was a thing to want.

at her,

with everybody, as if tl
Later, my mother encouraged me to go and play with

the other kids at the party. They were rowdy and run-
ning around and speaking English with one another. |
wanted to play with them, but they kept pushing me on
the arm and telling me I was “it” I did not know what

“it” was, but every time I tried to get near one of them,

any time I came close, they'd run from me like they

didn’t want to play with me at all. After a while I went
back to the kitchen, and when my mother saw me return
she asked what had happened, why I came back so soon,
[ told her, “All they do is speak English. I don’t know
what they're playing.” Then she paused a moment and
said, “Maybe it’s something they learned at school. You']]

Jearn too, when you go.”
The closest my mother came to having friends were

the cashiers at the Goodwill. They were friendly and
knew her by name, and they’d let her wander the aisles
there for hours. They might only have been doing their
jobs, but my mother didn’t see it that way. Once, she
brought them egg rolls wrapped in aluminum foil, and
they took them to the backroom to eat while we picked
 through the clothing together. But the way my mother
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walked by the racks, with a han trailing behind her, it was

as if she wasn’t really looking for anything she wanted.

It made me wonder if ghe might have wanted to -

invited to the backroom to enjoy the food. To distract

her trom thinking about her cgg rolls, T grabbed a sl

low dress and brought it to her. I said, “wh

think of this colour?” §)e looked at the price tag—one
dollar—and nodded. Before we left the store,

at do you

my mother
glanced back at the cashiers, She said to me, “You think
they liked it?”

ONCE I STARTED SCHOOL, my mother watched the soaps
alone and told me about them when I came home. There
was always an affair, a long-lost twin, someone in a
coma, a handsome doctor. After while, I didn’t want to
hear about them anymore. [ started reading books, and
my mother would come sit with me and have me read
them to her. She would ask questions about the draw-
ings inside. The books she liked best were the scratch-
and-sniff ones, and the ones where animals popped out

at you. Each time I pulled the paper tab and a cat or g

dog jumped out, she would draw in her breath, surprised
and delighted by such a thing. There was one book about
a sheep, with a cotton patch inside. My mother would
pet the cotton with her finger as if it was alive.

At night, she would bring a book to my bed and insist
I read it to her. There were not too many words inside.
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Sometimes she'd fall asleep right away, but when she
didn’t, I would make up stories for her. “No one is ever
alone in the world,” 1 said. “There is always a friend
somewhere for everyone.” She must have been twenty-
four then, but she seemed much younger—and smaller,
I watched over her, and when she shivered I pulled a blan-
ket up to cover her, trying not to wake her. Sometimes she
had nightmares. I could tell by how she was breathing—
short, panicked breaths. I would reach out and stroke her
hair, tell her things would be all right, though I didn’t
know if they would be or what it meant to say those
words. I just knew it helped to say them.

I never thought to ask my mother why she slept in
my room most nights. I was just glad not to be alone
in the dark.

ONE SATURDAY MORNING, we wandered into the toy
section of the Goodwill, and my mother picked some-
thing out for me. It was a map of the world, a puzzle, a
thousand cardboard pieces inside a paper box for fifty
cents. Each piece had a unique shape that fit into another.
The point was to find the other pieces that fit into it
somewhere in this pile of shapes and lock them together.

When we got home and I sat down to work on the
puzzle, she did not pick up a piece or try to help me put
it together. Instead, she watched me and what I did.
She’d say, “That one doesn’t go there. Try another one.”
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oranges, yellows, and pinks of all the many
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My mother peered at the puzzle and pointed at a

green spot, said that was where she was from. A tiny

country on
where we were at this moment, a large pink area at the

r left. After a moment, she pointed to the puzzle’s

he lower far right. Then she pointed to

top fa
edge and then to the floor, where there was nothing.

“[t's dangerous there,” she said. “You fall oft.”

“No, you don’t,” I said. “The world is round. It’s like
a ball.”

But my mother insisted, “That’s not right.”

still, I continued, “When you get to the edge you just
come right back around to the other side.” -

“How do you know?” she asked.

“My teacher says. Miss Soo says.” There was a globe
on Miss Soo’s desk at school, and whenever she talked
about the oceans or the continents or plate tectonics,
she would point to those features on it. I didn’t know if
what Miss Soo was telling me was true. [ hadn’t thought

to ask.
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A FEW WEEKS AFTER, W€ went to the park. It was cold
and the grass was yellow underneath a lumpy sheet of
.ce. Earlier, I had been reading and my mother had been

hing television. She usually found a show to mak
e

watc
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myself, but her head wag turned aw;
on something else,

I stopped swinging and turp
looking at, the swing slowly co
had run out of an apartment by;j

ed to see what she was
ming to a halt. A man

lding in his boxers and
a white T-shirt. He seemed f]

dressed like that,

A woman dressed in a Pantsuit had followed him out.
Heels tapping on the sidewalk like 4 pencil on a table.

The man glanced behind him, stopped, and screamed,
“It's over. We're finished!” When the woman tried to
embrace him, he refused, batting away her arms,

[ walked over to where my mother was and stood right
in front of her, blocking her view of the couple. I said,
“Let’s go home.” She looked up at me and there were tears
in her eyes. “It’s snowing,” she said and glanced away. She
said it once, like that. In a small clear voice. I’s SNOWINg.
But the way she said it made it seem like it was not about
snow at all. Something that I can’t ever know. abi)ut her.
Then my mother looked up at me again and said, “I nevexI‘
have to worry about you, do I.” I nodded, even though

wasn’t sure if it was really a question. |
: : en,
Soon after, sometime in the night when I was asleep

she walked out the door with a suitcase. My father saw

her leave, he told me. And he did nothing.
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AGO, but [ can still feel the sadness
for her to come back. I know now
known then—she wouldn’t just be

on’t think about why she left. Tt

doesn’t matter anymore. W hat matters is that she did.

What more i8 there to think about than that?
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[ can’t remember the sound of
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dream might last only a few seconds, but that’s all it

takes, really, to undo the time that has passed and has
been put between us. [ wake from these dreams raw, a
child still, though I am forty-five now, and grieve the

loss of her again and again.
My father did not grieve. He had done all of this life’s

me a refugee. To lose your love, to

wife was a thing of luxury even—

lways trying to tell me some-
hapes I can’t hear. The

grieving when he beca
be abandoned by your
it meant you were alive.

THE OTHER NIGHT, I saw an Image of the Earth on the
evening news. I had seen it many times before, and
although my mother was not there, I spoke to her any-
way as if she was. “See? It really is round. Now we know
fc?r sure.” I said it out loud again, and even though it
disappeared, I knew what I said had become a sound in
the world.
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Afterwards, I went to the bathroom mirror and stared
at the back of my mouth. | opened my mouth wide, saw
the hot, wet, pink flesh, and the dark centre where my
voice came out of, and | laughed, loud and wild. ‘The
sound went into the air vent, and | imagined people living
in the building wondering to themselves where a sound

like that came from, what could make a woman laugh like
that at this hour of the night,
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Worms by Souvankham Thammavongsa

I REMEMBER THAT MORNING because I woke up to such
dark. It was my mother who woke me. She came into my
room and said I could help earn a little extra money now.
She’d gotten me a job with her out at the hog farm.
She was dressed in dark-blue jogging clothes. She threw
a matching pair at me and told me to get dressed. Then,
when I was standing on the front steps, waiting for her
to lock up, she handed me two soup cans with the labels
peeled off. They were filled with uncooked rice. I never

thought to ask what this all was for, I just went along
with it, still groggy from sleep.

MY MOTHER DROVE Us—it was just me and her—out to
the hog farm. Driving was something she liked to do.
She got her licence not long ago. She had failed the test
four times, but she kept going back until she passed.
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She had bought the car from our neighbour. Their
daughter was going off to college, someplace far, so the
girl couldn’t take her car with her. It was bright orange
and shaped like a jelly bean. It had tinted windows my
mother didn’t need. We drove out in the quiet, no radio
on, the car’s headlights leading us into the dark. I had the
window down because I wanted the cold air to wake me,

I didn’t know what kind of job my mother had signed
us up for, dressed like this at one in the morning. I had
heard from a friend that there are always jobs at the hog
farm, for those who can handle it. You can clean the shit
from the floor, or clean the hogs when they’re still alive,
just before they put them out on the line. Or you can rub
the male ones to get them excited to mate. I didn’t want
that to be my job and hoped my mother hadn’t signed
me up for anything like that. But a job is a job, and even
one like that, you could still have your dignity.

MY FIRST DAY on the job wasn’t a good one. I did every-

thing wrong. What I was asked to do didn’t turn out to
be so easy.

Me and my mother were the only women. There were
about fifteen men, and they were all Lao like us. We
were what people called us—nice. I had seen these men
before at the card parties my mother went to. She cooked
meals with their wives in the kitchen. When we all sat

down to eat on those nights, everyone would talk about
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their work, their bosses, how hard it was back home,

how they all came to the country we live in now—but
no one cried or talked ga(. They all laug
the story, the louder the

hed. The sadder
laughter. Always a competition.
You'd try to one-up the person who'd come before you
with an even more tragic story and a louder laugh. But
no one was laughing here, Every face was serious,

Out in the field, my mother put on something like
a headlamp—smal], witp, ared light—that freed up her

hands. She took out the Soup cans with the rice in them
and handed one to me, | followed her and tried to do
what she did. To begin, she scanned the field and picked
a spot far from the other workers, They talked, she said,
and the sound of their ta]k kept their worm count low.
Then she squatted and placed the soup can on the
ground near her ankle. When she moved forward, she’d
also move the can so it was always within reach, shadow-
ing her. We were supposed to wear gloves, but my mother
didn’t. She said you got a better grip this way. After each
pick I watched her dip her hands into the soup can and
rub the tips of her fingers in the uncooked rice. That was
how she kept her fingers dry. She told me her hands were
always cold, but she had to keep them the same tempera-
ture as the worms otherwise they could feel the heat of
her hands and slip away before she got close to them.
As she crept along, she pulled worms out of the cool
earth with her bare hands and dropped them into the
Styrofoam cups that were attached to her lower legs with
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a scrunchie. Everyone had their own way of attaching
the cups to themselves, Some tied them to their legs
with cloth or rubber bands; others had sewn pockets
onto the bottoms of their pants. Inside the cups were a
few strands of fresh grass so the first pick of worms had
a bit of cushion and wouldn’t land so hard. It also gave
the worms something familiar to feel, so they wouldn’t
panic and squirm around, injuring themselves. In half an
hour, my mother had gone back and forth across the
field four times and had already dumped eight Styrofoam
cups into a large Styrofoam box, next to which was a
man in charge, keeping count of her harvest.

At first, I forgot my can of uncooked rice as I moved
along the line and let the slime build up on my hands,
making it difficult for me to hold on to anything. I wasted
time looking for the can in the field and forgot where
exactly I had last picked. I didn’t stay bent down and
close to the earth. Every time I picked, I stood up, and by
the time [ got my fingers back to the ground again, all the
worms were gone. They heard me coming. So [ tried to
stay crouched down like my mother. Even then, when I
found a batch and pulled at them, they did not come out
of the ground smooth and whole, but in pieces. I had
pulled too hard and their bodies were broken.

The easiest way to get your numbers to be good was
to find a mound of worms, all roped together and mat-
ing. When you got one of those, speed was everything,
as the worms below that pile start to crawl back into the
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earth. But my mother got those too. She pulled at them
slowly and steadily, giving the worms enough time to let
go of what ground they were crawling back to and come
out whole into her hand. She filled her Styrofoam cups
easily, with all their bodies intact.

I d?dn’t like how the worms felt in my hands, so cold
and slimy, and raw. There was no mistaking they were
alive. They never stopped slinking and slithering around
stretching their bodies out into such a length that I wasn’t’
even sure these were worms I had Just picked. I could feel
their bodies pulse and throb and tickle in my hands, and
they would jab at me with a head or tail—I couldn’t tell
which, both ends looked the same to me. I wanted to
scream, to yell out about how gross it all was, and to throw
them back to the ground, but I didn’t want to shame my
mother in front of everyone. So I held on. This was a job
wanted by many, and I was lucky my mom got me in.

AS WE DROVE BACK home later that morning, still in the
dark, my mother said, “That was fun, wasn’t it? Picking
together like that.” When I didn’t say anything, she added,
“You didn’t do so good on your first day, huh?”

I had picked only two cups compared with what was
probably my mother’s hundreds. It had taken so long for
me to fill the cups that the worms I picked piled up and
crushed my earlier pickings. I hadn’t realized the weight
of them would be too much. I had a bunch of dead worms
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no one was going to pay for. They had to be alive to be
worth something,
“Next time. Next time you'll get more,” my mother

said. “Everyone does bad on their first day.”
I thought of my father then, what he would think of

us doing this, picking worms. What he would say. My
father was a good man. No one who knew him had a bad
thing to say about him. He died early in my life. I can
hardly see his face in my mind anymore. I do remember
that he used to call me Ugly. My mother said he called
me that so my looks wouldn’t go to my head. She said
the time for thinking about looks was after you get edu-
cated and work a good job. Then looks, if they’re any
good, are worth something to you. But you couldn’t do
it the other way around.

I often wondered if my mother would marry again.
Most of the people we knew were married or had some-
one. When [ asked if she was ever lonely and sad, listening
to her Elvis tapes late at night in her room, she said,
“What do you want me to do? Get one of them white
guys? Can you imagine. They probably will want me to
say things like ‘Me lope you long tie’ and pump me like
one of them hogs. I got my pride and I ain’t lowering it for
no man. I rather be alone.”

YOU COULD sAY [ was spoiled. I'd never had a job before,
but I was fourteen, getting to be that age where it was
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good grades, an( SO sh

going to be one of them navy-blue-skirt-white-collared-
wearing girls going to school. might not have been one
of them myself, but I brought someone into the world
who will be. I sure can be proud of that.”

I didn’t tell my mother they don’t wear uniforms in
college here. I wanted her to have her dreams,

EVERY SATURDAY MORNING, I went back to that hog
farm and picked those worms. The rest of the week, my
mom went on her own and picked with the regulars. I got
to be real good at it, but not like my mother. She really
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was a natural, if e

ver there was one. She didn’t pick like
the others. Fo

Ione thing, she wag the only one who took
off her shoes and went barefoot, She said, “I don’t like

them rubber shoes. I know they can hear

me coming,
My feet don’t make noise at all this way.

" Sometimes
she even got to turning off her headlamp and feeling her

way through the line. She knew where the worms were
without having to see them, picking blind and bringing
them back in large numbers. My mother called the
worms “shit of the earth.” She would always say, “Man,
['love shit of the earth,” after every pick we did.

When I got tired, she told me to take 2 break. I'd go
sit in the car and watch her in the field. You wouldn’t
know just by watching them that it was worms everyone
was picking. From this distance, it looked like some rich
woman had lost a diamond ring and everyone had been
ordered to find it. I knew my mother was out there too,
although I didn’t know where exactly, and I didn’t worry
about her as it wouldn’t be too long before she emerged
to hurriedly add to her worm count.

Whenever I had any time to myself, I often got to
thinking of my father. You aren’t supposed to remember
things from when you're two, but I did. All we wanted
was to live. To put it into words is to bring back what
happened. He was there, his head above the water, push-
ing me and my mother across the river, and then I looked
over and saw his head go under. He came back up once
more, and his mouth opened, but he made no sound as he
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went under again. I couldn’t swim and my mother couldn’t
.cither. But somehow she managed to steer us across, hold-
.mg on to a rubber tire, Afterwards, my mother as.ked me
if I. satv what happened to my father, and [ said I didn’t
I didn’t want her to know, Now [ like to believe he ende(i
up somewhere in Malaysia, Maybe he lost his memor
and was living with a new family. Just to know he is liv}—l
ing, that's good enough for me.

The last sound he made wasn’t a sound, even.

e e e bt

. miss out on things in life.
I knew it was a big deal for her. She made me a pink,
bubbly dress, and I tried the thing on for her to get the
fit right.

Some guy at school asked if he could take me to the
dance. James was his name. I thought he was all right, [
guess. He sat next to me in the classes we had together.
I didn’t understand why. There were other seats free. He
drew helicopters on the corner of my notebooks. When
[ asked why he went and did that for, he said, “So we can
fly away together.” I erased or crossed them out. When
it rained outside, he would turn to me and say, “It’s rain-
ing,” as if it was an important thing in his life, to see that
it was raining and to have someone to tell about it.

He was around me a lot because we were paired

together for this parenting unit in Family Studies. I
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didn’t want to be anyone’s partner. I wanted to raise the
egg we were given on my own, but James said, “I'm not
going to let you raise it alone.” I didn’t turn him down
because we got more points that way, working with
someone. It was fine with me. It was just an egg, that’s all
it was.

When James came over to work on the assignment
after school, he talked to my mother. She adored him
because he looked a little like Elvis. I didn’t want her to
get too attached to him. I didn’t want him to break her
heart. I tried to get James to quit our project. I was care-
less with the egg and dropped it on the floor during the
few hours I had alone with it. After that, I thought he’d
quit on me and the project, but he said, “It was an acci-
dent. Things like that happen in life.”

Still, I didn’t want James to be so nice to me. I showed
him my worm-picking outfit with the slime stains on it,
but he didn’t find that disgusting at all. He said, “That’s
awesome! I'd love to go do that with you sometime.” I
never heard of such a thing. Someone other than my
mother who actually wanted to pick worms.

I wanted him to know that it wasn’t awesome at all.
I wanted him to see that it was hard work and you
needed real skill to be a good picker. James was so good
at things, I wanted to see him fail at something. [ wanted
to see him struggle to fill a box, to step on the worms
because he didn’t know where to look for them, to pull
too hard and have their bodies break apart in his hands.
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I wanted him to be yelled at when his count was low, and
for him to depend on something for his living that he
had no control of—the weather.

When I got up at one that Saturday morning, James
was already having coffee with my mother in the kitchen.
He wore jeans and a plain blue T-shirt. We gave him the
can with the rice in it and he said, “Cool. I'm so excited!”

We drove out to the farm and he leaped out of the car.
My mom told the farmer that this boy wanted to come
along, that he didn’t have to worry about pay because
he’d work for free. The farmer liked the idea. He said,
“C'mon now. Let’s see what you can do.”

James wore the little light on his head and started
like the rest of us, but it turned out he was just like my
mother. His counts were very high for a first-timer
because she was the one who trained him on what to do.
All the little things that had taken her months and sea-
sons to learn and figure out on her own were given
freely to him. She was there guiding him. And he picked
with enthusiasm because it was her way, grabbing at
those bodies as if it were all a fortune in gold.

Back in Laos, the men who worked in this field had
been doctors, teachers, farmers with their own land, like
my mom. None had set out for a life spent crouched

down in the soft earth, groping for faceless things in the
night, this shit of the earth. And they picked like it.
James had never been anything else, except a kid. James

picked like a man who was free.
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NOT LONG AFTER THIS, James, at fourteen, became our
manager. The man who owned the business said he
wanted someone else to take over for him, and since James
spoke English so good he could have the job. He was
impressed that James had been willing to work for free
the first few times. Said he was an example to all of us.

I looked over at my mother, but I couldn’t see any-
thing because it was so dark. I knew what James got was
something she wished for herself. She loved this job and
she had been at it for much longer than James, but no
one had noticed her work at all. And James? He was
happy to have a job that paid so well. He didn’t wonder
if he deserved the job or not. He was fourteen and he
was boss. |

Now my mother had some things to say about James
and him getting to be boss on our drives home. It all
came out then. He wasn’t riding with us anymore. She
said she didn’t care how he got to the farm—his par-
ents probably drove him or the farmer went to get him
himself. “They help each other out like that, you know.”
She said, “That was nice, wasn’t it? I brought that
fucker, and he takes my job. What the fuck. He’s a fuck-
ing kid. And they accuse us of taking their jobs. Well,
you know what? That coulda been my job. My job! And
he fucking took it. He doesn’t even need the money.

What's he going to buy with it that his parents can’t
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get for him? I've got someone to raise. And why am I so
pissed? It's just shit of the earth. Shit of the earth.”

James started to change the way we picked. He said
rice was something you ate, that it wasn't something to
waste. The uncooked rice in our cans was replaced with
sawdust. My mother got splinters drying her hands
with it. The cuts got infected from the fertilizer in the
soil and the sores worsened.

Then James told my mother she couldn’t go barefoot
anymore. She had to wear the full gear now—the rubber
boots and gloves, the crinkly plastic bag with holes cut
out for the head and arms. He said, “That’s the equip-
ment. You have to wear it.” She did, and her harvest
numbers fell.

To make up for the lower numbers, she stayed out on
the field longer. She began to forget the things she once
did so naturally. She didn’t move with the same ease and
love she had before, and the worms sensed her coming
and slunk back into the ground and out of reach. I watched
her heart break. She had been the best, but it hadn’t mat-
tered. The low count of her harvest now didn’t tell you
what had happened to the job or how it had changed. And
yet the numbers could be used to say a picker was unskilled

or lazy. Those things, I knew my mother was not.

THE EVENING OF THE SCHOOL dance came. Although it

had only been a few weeks since James first came picking
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with us, it felt like a lifetime. So much had changed and
become confusing to me. I knew James as boss out at the
farm, and I knew James as the fourteen-year-old boy I
went to school with. They seemed like different people.
When I was at work, I would watch him, waiting for his
newfound coldness to turn into something else, the way
one waits to be loved, to be recognized as someone to be
loved. I didn’t look at that face too long because I didn’t
like what I saw, and maybe what I wanted to see had never
been there.
The night of the dance, my mother laid out the pink
dress I was supposed to wear on my bed. She wasn’t
going to be home when he came. She would be out at 3
card party. “I'm not going to tell you what to do, how to
live your life,” she said. “You go on now, if you want to go
with him to that school dance. But I don’t want to be
here when he gets here. You know how I feel about it, |
can’t be nice about it all. It’s Just not in me. But you,
you've got a chance in this life. Pick those worms and get
out of this town. Be nice.”

James arrived alone. He was dressed in a black tux-
edo, hair slicked back, and wearing black shoes that
clicked on the concrete. He had, in his hand, a pink thing
that flopped. A flower.

I had turned out all the lights. It looked like no one
was home. The streetlamp was like a spotlight. I could

see the front lawn and when he walked into the light,
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could see his whole face. It wag small at first and then it
got bigger, his forehead looming closer.

He rang the doorbell. Then he rang it again. When
after a few minutes I stil] diq not open the door, he
started banging and struggled to turn the knob, but it
was locked. He grabbed and pulled at his own hair, and
it came loose and wild and undone. I saw it all, standing
on the other side of the door, in the dark, watching him
in the golden circle that framed the peephole. I did noth-
ing. Not even when I heard him sob. I pressed a finger

up to the peephole and held it there, I did not want him
to see my open eye.
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