
EVENT TITLE: Transnational Writers Speak: Borders, Identity, Solidarity

This panel is an intergenerational and interdisciplinary collaboration among transnational
women writers whose work crosses academic, community, and literary genre borders. Engaging
complex histories of Canada, Haiti, China, India, the Netherlands, Pakistan, and the US, we will
share and discuss decolonial writing. Our fiction, nonfiction, and poetry embody the struggle
constituting pluralities and contradictions.

At a time when the pandemic has revealed race and class inequities and has opened out
fissures between different parts of the world and communities, there have been opportunities for
many like us to carve connections across the globe. Our timely reading presents five women of
color from different backgrounds whose work is motivated by current and historical inequalities
and speaks to the moment.

Panelists

The first bio is to be read by the moderator. After this one panelist introduces the next panelist.

A. Myriam J. A. Chancy: Myriam J. A. Chancy is a Guggenheim Fellow and HBA
Chair of the Humanities at Scripps College.  She is the author of What Storm,
What  Thunder, a novel on the 2010 Haiti earthquake which has been named a
Best Book of Fall by TIME, The Washington Post, Buzzfeed, The Chicago
Tribune, Parade, THRILLIST, LitHub and Harper's Bazaar among other
accolades. Her Past novels include: The Loneliness of Angels winner of the 2011
Guyana Prize in Literature Caribbean Award, for Best Fiction 2010 and Spirit of
Haiti, shortlisted in the Best First Book Category, Canada/Caribbean region of the
Commonwealth Prize, 2004.

Reading from:
Title: What Storm, What Thunder

Text excerpted from WS, WT pp. 260-264 from Tin House Edition, 2021 (please
do not reproduce without permission):

I told Marc of my mother’s death, then, of my father’s disappearance. He was the person I trusted in the
group. He later came back with one of the laptop computers and showed me how to create a social
media account. “This is the only place I’m seeing messages posted,” he explained. That was how I
learned about who had died beneath the rubble or who was still being searched for, how I learned a
majority of women at the head of national women’s organizations—Anne-Marie, Myriam, Magalie,
Myrna—women with whom I had had conversations about programs that would provide women with
training to work in masonry and construction, maybe even get associate’s degrees in engineering—had
perished, all of them, a whole generation of activists gone in a matter of sec- onds, decades of work
wiped out.



It wasn’t long before others on my team awkwardly approached me to ask if I could track a coworker, a
fixer, an intern, an in-law. These requests were followed by emails from others I had known at school, in
the States, with contacts in Haiti seeking the same.

My first query, to track an intern who had been meant to join us in the field but who had decided to take
an extended holiday with his family before beginning to work, was sent out like a fishing line in still waters
to Lucien. A few days later, his response read, “I’msorry, but all your contacts are dead. Your intern is
alive but all the contacts you gave me to find him are dead.” The phrase rang in my head for days: “All
your contacts are dead.” I understood immedi- ately it would not be the last time I would have to read the
phrase, orsome variation of it.

I took the names down in a notebook, and the names of whomever they thought might know that person
on the ground, and I would send out new queries, usually a few at once. Some of the time, most of the
time, I would find the person they were looking for, learn where they were, if they were on a list for
evacuation, ornot, if they were safe, or not. Nine times out of ten, like that first time, it would be the
contact names who would be unaccounted for,those who lived in the country full-time, or who didn’t have
the means to live in houses with fortified, shear walls, and I would have to make another list, one for the
dead, and yet another list for the phrases I could use to relay the news, all different depending on the
degree of remove the dead had from the person who had asked. The list of the dead grew day by day,
week by week. I got through those days by focusing on the living, putting the list of the dead at the back of
my mind even as the list grew longer. Still, death was with me like a cloak, a second skin. My mother, the
person I was the closest to, had died—that was my personal earthquake. My fa- ther, a man Ihardly knew,
was presumed dead, or disappeared. I was on the other side of the world, in a country where so many
had perished by their neighbor’s hand.

--

The stories haunting Kigali’s mountains—like the mountains them- selves, down to the sienna brown of
the soil—remind me so much of Haiti, preoccupy me as if they are my own. I take long walks at the end
of each day, up a hill, in the direction of the city, trying to shake things off, to think clearly, objectively. I
watch myself being watched. But it is not enough to use the little Kinyarwanda I know:muraho (hello),
bitese (how are you), murakoze (thank you). I can’t blend in. Don’t want to. Don’t want to become part of
the fabric of things. Couldn’t. Can’t. Isn’t part of the job.

One of the first places I visited after arriving in the country, to familiarize myself with the people, the
history, before setting to work, was the Kigali Genocide Memorial. There, overlooking gar- dens, were
immense concrete slabs covering the remains of 250,000 genocide victims interred in mass graves
below. I was struck by the fact that it was the same number entombed beneath the fallen buildings in
Port-au-Prince: a neat erasure of thousands could not be so readily contained as what I looked upon
now, in a place where killings had been widespread and uncontained, where remains were still being
found piecemeal and brought to the common grave for burial among the martyrs, if they were not already
laid to rest in a yard or family grave, of which there were too many to count.

Is 250,000 a euphemism for “too many to be counted,” a number at once unfathomable but easily
understood, that can contain the horror and amplitude of the loss, because once one goes past this
number, it would be impossible to contain anything more, the magnitude of it all?
As I left the museum shop, the cashier asked me, abruptly, “Are your parents still alive?” as if we were
talking about the weather, as if this were a routine question to ask. I paused. Maybe, here, elsewhere, it
is a routine question.

“No,” I started by saying, thinking about my mother, who had passed away in December of the last year,
then, “Yes,” I continued,thinking of the father I hardly knew, whose body had yet to be found. I secretly
worried that I might have been responsible for his death.After all, if I hadn’t called to impart the news of



my mother’s passing, and asked Dieudonné to tell him about the funeral, he might not have gone to Haiti.
He still hadn’t come to the funeral. Why had I felt the need to include him when he had been so long
absent? Without those calls, he might not have felt compelled to return; he might still be alive.
Inaccessible, but alive.

“Yes, or no?” the boy clarified, frowning.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Some of them are dead. It’s a long story.” “It’s like that here,” the boy responded.

“My mother is dead,” I said then, matter-of-factly, a piece of information I would never so readily have
revealed about myself to a stranger. But some places stripped you clean of the desire for privacy. “My
father is missing,” I added. “Presumed dead. I’m fromHaiti.”

“They speak French there?”

“Yes,” I said. “Also Kreyòl and, increasingly, American English.” “Haiti. Where there was the big—?” The
boy opened and closed his arms wide, then made a wild pumping gesture with one hand, up and down,
then opened the other hand, mimicking an explosion.“Yes,” I sighed, “that place.” Others to whom I’d
disclosed where I was from since my arrival didn’t seem to know about the earth- quake, or, if they did, it
had not touched them. One person on mybuilding team had asked if Haiti was where a tsunami had
taken place. I couldn’t blame them. Rwanda and Haiti were two small countries so far away from one
another that it was difficult to over- come the distance. Two small countries struggling to come up for air.

“Wihangane,” the boy said. He did look like he was sorry.

He fiddled with the bags in which he’d placed my purchases. I wondered if he waited at the counter,
daily, in thirst for conver-sation and, finding none, sat lonely with the ghosts hovering the length of the
slabs at his back.

“Muramuke,” the boy responded, as if I might return, but we both knew that I would not. In Rwanda, I
found myself among people in a persistent state of grief, which, in a way, made me feel at home. It had
given me the room to grieve my mother before the next wave, once news of the quake reached me.

Of my family, I am now one of two remaining. Ma Lou, and myself. I don’t know how to feel about this. I
know that it is true. Attimes, especially when I think of my mother, I ponder if I, too, am one of the dead
still seeking life, a zonbi unable to tell the difference between being dead and alive, if this is how those
who were never found felt at the moment of their passing.

--

A few weeks had gone by after the quake when I found myself standing in front of the altar in the church
of Nyamata, now a memorial—a church desecrated by the killings that took place within its
walls—contemplating what was happening at home. In Nyamata, the people who had been slaughtered
were gone but they had left behind traces of themselves, multicolored clothing, ban- gles and earrings,
here a cup and there a spoon, a single left shoe without its mate, the leather stale and cracked. These
people had been betrayed,slaughtered, vanished in the sanctity of a church, by their neighbors, their
priests. I read the notes left on the altar by the grieving survivors. I contemplated the decaying flowers
and faded penciled scrawl. I started seeing designs in my mind’s eye as I thought through how the
cathedral might be rebuilt to honor the dead while also being a place where the survivors could
remember them in peace. I thought of a recent trip to Rome, the old crypts and monuments we were led
through, of an exhibit some of us had been to of the Roman architect, originally from Venice, Piranesi,
who drew the Roman ruins obsessively, over and over again, with a drafts- man’s precision, but never
drafted plans for anything that could be built. Blue draft lines moved in a space over my head as I



mentally redrew the contours of the fallen cathedral walls, rethought how the old could be merged with
something new, something honorable, dig- nified, that would, like a vodou peristyle, intercede between
the living and the dead. But it was all in my head; I put nothing down on paper. I wasn’t even sure why
my mind had turned to this impossibility of rebuilding, to a desire to build again, as Lucien had said, to be
a part of what might come next.

I thought of my mother and where I had come from, of all the bodies buried beneath the rubble of unstable
buildings, how those they once had housed had been betrayed, slaughtered by disregard just as the
vanished had been cut by machetes. I knew at that mo- ment of surveying the remains of the slaughtered
that it was time to stop fleeing, to stop being my father’s daughter, though I had never truly known him. It
was time to return and face what was left, even if it was next to nothing. The ghosts would be everywhere.
But the fact was that something remained, still, even in the rubble,something stronger than memory. Ma
Lou, for one, was still there, holding on.

I knew then, standing in front of that altar in Nyamata, surrounded by the crumbling heaps of clothing that
none had dared disturb, that I had to return, as Lucien had suggested, to Ma Lou, to the dead, to the
ghosts of what remained. So I went back, six months after Douze, to be of help, to rebuild without
building. [END of excerpt]

B. Torsa Ghosal: Torsa Ghosal is the author of an experimental novella, Open
Couplets and a book of literary criticism, Out of Mind. Her personal essays have
appeared in Literary Hub, Catapult, and Entropy. Her fiction has been nominated
Best of the Net. She is a professor of English at California State University and is
at work on a second novel.

Title: Excerpted from work-in-progress, “Heartland”

I read from my novel-in-progress, Heartland. Heartland is the story of Dhara and Anshuman,
two young people born into Hindu families in India, faced with spiritual uncertainties.
Caste-politics in India and its expressions in the Indian diaspora haunt the edges of their
relationship, defining what they can be to each other. I started writing the novel to understand my
own feelings toward the religion and culture in which I was raised. The alarming rise of Hindu
nationalism served as an immediate motivation.

In the first chapter of Heartland, told from Dhara’s perspective, we learn that she met Anshuman
at a French coaching class in Calcutta a few weeks back, and he accompanied her to her
grandmother’s cremation. At the crematorium, one of Dhara’s uncles identified Anshuman as a
Brahmin, spotting a sacred thread on him, and invited him to the funeral, to fulfill a ritual called
‘Brahmin bhojan’—in which Brahmins are fed to ensure the peace of the deceased’s soul. Dhara
was not keen on Anshuman accepting the invitation, but he did, saying he was a priest’s son and
did not mind attending the ceremony. The excerpt I am reading is from the second chapter and
follows Anshuman’s perspective.



C. Sorayya Khan: Sorayya Khan is the author of the novels Noor, Five Queen’s
Road, and City of Spies, winner of Best Fiction Book at the Sharjah Book Fair. A
recipient of a Fulbright Research Award, her personal essays have appeared in
Guernica and Longreads. Her memoir, We Take Our Cities With Us: A Memoir, is
forthcoming (October 2022).

Title: Excerpt from We Take Our Cities with Us: A Memoir

Excerpted in part, by permission, from We Take Our Cities with Us: A Memoir,
forthcoming (October 2022) from Mad Creek Books, an imprint of The Ohio State
University Press.

The day we moved from our aunt’s home in Islamabad  into our own, two
servants met us at the driveway, both in white uniforms my aunt had tailored for them.
My mother looked at my father and at them as we emptied the car, wondering who they
were. When my father said they were our employees, she looked taken aback and said
she did not need help. They followed us into the house, prising bags from our hands,
and soon served tea to my parents on trays. There were a few heated conversations
between my parents over the next few days, but my mother would not budge. She said
she did not want to worry about the proximity of young men she couldn’t trust to her
daughters. My father shook his head and tried to convince her otherwise.

“This is a big house,” he said, as if she hadn’t noticed that it was larger than the
apartment they’d left behind. “Who will do everything?”

“What? You don’t think I can?” she challenged him.
The designated cook made a batch of cinnamon rolls that rivaled those served to

us at a new American friend’s home, but the servants were gone by the end of the
month. From then on, my mother cooked, cleaned, polished, prepared, and did anything
else that making the house hers required.

“Have mercy!” she would shout, when we left a room without bothering to pick
up our mess. But still angry at leaving Vienna, we had little mercy for her in those days.

While she could do without help at home, and without our endlessly delayed
moving shipment that included boxes of her favorite books, she decided she could no
longer do without paintings.

A few months after our arrival, without giving anyone notice, my mother, Thera,
buys a painting. She is wearing her favorite dress, a batik that is all shades of brown with
a trail of square buttons she will save when the fabric is worn through. She drives alone
from Islamabad to Rawalpindi, where there is an exhibit of Pakistani painters in the Art
Galleries. The name is generous, because in the Civil Lines neighborhood which was built
by the British in the garrison town, the Art Galleries looks like a house. I picture her in
the presence of the painting for the first time, the moment she makes the decision to
buy the unexpected artwork. She observes it from a distance and, quickly, stands within
reach. I imagine her overwhelmed with a desire to sink into the kaleidoscope of
luminous color the way she must have dreamed, in those early years, of plunging into
my father’s world. From the moment she sees it, she believes it is what it is not: a



calligraphic rendering of the shahada. She, like all converts, recited the shahada when
she became Muslim and married my father. There is no God but Allah and Mohammed is
his messenger, the principal tenet of Islam holds. She is compelled to buy a painting by
an unfamiliar artist without consulting my father. She is still wearing the dress when my
father returns late from the office and she claps her hands together and tells him what
she has done. He looks at her worriedly when she says she spent the household money
on it, but when it arrives the next day, he receives it with delight and her joy doubles.

When the painting is hung, it is like nothing else in our home. The entirety is a
wild palette of color, full of what the artist’s son will one day describe to me as Indian
yellow and olive green, and my favorite, cobalt blue. Texture unfurls throughout, as if a
brush has rested too long pulling paint and a child’s hand has pressed wooden stamps
into wet paint. It is modern, I remember thinking, and nothing like us.

Afterwards, whenever my mother was asked about the painting which lit up our
living room, she’d repeat the shahada.

“La ilaha illallah. . . . Don’t you see it?” she would say to a guest, jumping up to
stand beside it and sweeping her arms alongside the dance of bold brush strokes.

My father, ever patient with her exuberance, saw it as well. “Here,” he’d say, and
slowly rise from his chair to point to where it began.

The three of us would roll our eyes at what became a well-rehearsed skit,
although not at any moment did we imagine that the painting was anything but the
shahada.

D. Sehba Sarwar: Sehba Sarwar creates text and art through which she tackles
migration, displacement and women’s issues. Her prose and poems have
appeared in the New York Times Sunday Magazine, Creative Times Report,
Callaloo and elsewhere. A second edition of her novel Black Wings was released
in 2019 (Veliz).

Title: “Skyping My Father Goodbye,” excerpt from memoir in progress, Memory
Maps & Migrations

--

My memoir in progress, Memory Maps and Migrations, explores questions of human movement
and memory by tracking my family’s migration path from India to Pakistan, and now scattered
around the US and the globe. The book also examines the value of memory by questioning how
humans retain and lose history. I began writing the manuscript about seven years ago while I
was serving as artist-in-residence at the University of Houston.

The university offered me space to create art that I didn't have time for through the arts
organization that I had founded in 2000. I took up the challenge by committing to edit and collate
essays that I had produced for two decades. At the time, I did not know how difficult the process
would be. After all, I had written and published so many essays – all I had to do was to edit and



combine the work. But I ended up interviewing my mother who is now 83 years old. I also
stumbled on material that I had written twenty years ago about my health   – brain surgery –
which underscored the value of memory and made the recording more urgent. Weaving these
threads into one manuscript has been a challenge. Now in the final stages of revision, I’m
asking questions about how much of this content can be public?

The excerpt, “Skyping My Father Goodbye,” for this panel was published in the Houston
Chronicle and in Borderlines Volume One. The chapter captures how I bade my father goodbye
through a Skype call, an experience that has become even more universal since the start of the
pandemic.

Skyping My Father Goodbye

The burglar alarm blared when I turn the key and pushed open the doors to enter the Houston
Arts Alliance building where my organization officed in a single room. Fumbling through my
phone, I found the alarm code and punched in numbers. The hallway was hollow once I quelled
the noise. Outside, even though the sky was cloudless, the hallways were dark tunnels, and I
had to flip light switches as I navigated to my desk.

Once seated, I reviewed stacks of papers to file, grants to write, and reports to submit. Through
glazed windows, I saw a blurry line of oak tree branches shading Allen Parkway. A woman in a
t-shirt and shorts braved Memorial Day heat to jog toward the bayou. But inside the building, I
felt as if slabs of ice were stacked under my desk. Around me was silence. No phones rang, no
voices cut past the air-conditioning, and no feet shuffled in the hallway. I was alone.

I don’t remember if I got any work done that afternoon, or how long I stayed at the office. But I
do remember that when my mobile phone rang, the number registered as that of my Karachi
home. My first thought was that in Karachi it was three in the morning.

My sister Beena said: “There was no pain. He went in his sleep. He had a reiki session, kissed
me goodnight. And then I went upstairs.”

My mother took the phone from Beena. “I spent an hour with him before going to sleep, she
said. “He was breathing well, and he talked coherently till the end. I wanted to stay with him
longer, but he told me to go to sleep. And I did. It was our gardener who found him. He woke me
up to tell me that Sahib wasn’t breathing anymore.”

We cried into our telephones, feeling as if the space between us melted away. In that moment, I
was in Karachi’s white heat, listening to the mynah bird’s whistle and inhaling the scent of early
morning jasmine. Since my father’s cancer diagnosis in summer 2007, I had made sure that my
daughter Minal and I spent every summer and winter in Karachi, but I was aware that I might not
be by his side when he took his last breath.

I made plans to return to a house without my father’s presence. Even though our passports
were valid, and my husband and daughter had Pakistani visas, we did not have time to
scramble onto an airplane and make the journey in time to attend the funeral—which was

http://www.houstonchronicle.com/local/gray-matters/article/Skyping-my-father-goodbye-6243536.php?t=5a3f35f72e79b87a02
http://www.houstonchronicle.com/local/gray-matters/article/Skyping-my-father-goodbye-6243536.php?t=5a3f35f72e79b87a02
http://www.vbbarts.org/portfolio/borderlines-volume-one-art-catalogue/


planned in accordance with the Muslim custom to bury within twenty-four hours. That night I left
my phone ringer on in case my mother could fulfill my wish to see him one more time. And at
three o-clock in the morning Houston time, twelve hours after the first call, I woke up to my
ringer.

My sister was on the line. “In one hour, they’ll start washing his body,” she said. “You can see
him now.”

I raced to my study. Once again alone, now in my familiar, dimly lit room, I turned on my laptop,
hung up the phone, and called my sister on Skype.

When she answered, we stared at each other through our screens. She lifted her laptop and
turned it toward him so I could see his profile. His nose was an angular triangle, and his mouth
was closed as if he were offering a smile. My mother’s face appeared next to my sister’s, and
we cried into each other’s eyes. For one quiet hour that seemed to stretch for days, my mother
and I sat with each other in front of computer screens, not talking, just gazing at each other, all
the time with my father lying behind my mother, his body draped in a white blanket, and my
mother dressed in a white kameez. Only the hum of the air-conditioning unit emanated through
computer speakers.

My sister reappeared. “They’re coming to wash him. You’ll need to say goodbye.”

My cheeks were wet.

Beena carried her laptop into the open lobby and handed her computer to my cousins, aunts,
and friends who offered condolences through the screen. In the background, I heard metal pots
being scraped and water taps being run in the kitchen. Later, after sunset, once his body would
be laid down, tea and samosas would be served in our living room and garden, and friends and
family would share stories about him. There would be laughter.

I’m going to skip a few sections to another part of the essay in which I describe the art production in
memory of my father, which I produced in my Houston house, six months after his  passing. The show,
Honoring Dissent/Descent, featured work by ten artists—from Houston as well as from Karachi—to
create installations, videos, and art that were installed in almost all corners of the house.

Before the production began, as darkness soaked up the last sunrays, I adjusted the lighting
inside our home. I held Minal in my arms to gaze at the installation that she had created with a
five-inch cloth swing that she had picked up at a shop outside a shrine in Sindh, seashells and
stones from Karachi and Galveston, and a framed photo of her leading my father down the
circular stairs of our Karachi home. René joined us on the sofa, and we savored the silence of
dusk before our house would be filled with a stream of more than 400 guests, who walked
through our house to learn about my father’s journey as well as about the Chicanx resistance
movement.

My installation, “Listening from Within,” filled my blue-green study that looked like a luminous
ship at the bottom of an ocean. To enter, guests had to duck beneath steel wires that
criss-crossed through the room from which I hung photographs of my father at different points in
his journey. Towards the front of the room were photos of him during his political years and with
family. At the furthest corner of blue-green room was a screenshot of his profile as he lay in his
bed during my farewell Skype session, one that I had not shared anywhere else.



Beneath the images lay a twin bed with a white cotton sheet upon which I scattered red rose
petals while on my desk were spread a stack of my father’s writings for guests to pick up and
read. Two speakers on opposite sides of the room played recordings of a song in his honor and
an interview with a Pakistani Houston-based oncologist who was inspired by my father’s work.

Around the house—inside and outside—as people milled between installations, videos and
photographs and took breaks to eat and drink, I caught snippets of conversations in mixtures of
languages including English, Spanish, Urdu, Sindhi, Arabic about their responses to the art and
about walls rising along different borders: USA-Mexico, Bangladesh-India-Pakistan, and
Palestine-Israel.

Late at night, after the volunteers and I finished carrying sofas inside and cleaning up the house,
I sat on a lawn chair and gazed around my backyard. At that moment, I realized that I had
recreated an experience from my youth when my parents hosted art in our Karachi living room
during the repressive General Zia military dictatorship when artists were imprisoned for
speaking their minds or for creating music and dance. On those nights, we pushed the sofas,
dining table, and chairs into the garden—just as I had done in Houston—and laid sheets on the
carpet where guests sat cross-legged to enjoy classical dance, music, poetry, food and drink,
and rich conversation.

E. Fan Wu: Fan Wu is a writer and a community organizer. She is the author of two
internationally acclaimed novels, February Flowers, published in more than 10
languages, and Beautiful as Yesterday. Her fiction has been nominated for the
Pushcart Prize and has appeared in Granta, Ploughshares, The Missouri Review
and elsewhere. She writes bilingually, and her latest novel, Souls Left Behind, is
forthcoming in both English and Chinese in 2022. She’s the creator of the
photoblog, “My Story, My Community, My Home - Chinese Immigrants in Silicon
Valley and Beyond.” She’s currently completing a new novel and a short story
collection.

Reading from:
Title: Beautiful as Yesterday

Stretching from mid-century China to both coasts of the United States at the turn
of the millennium, “Beautiful as Yesterday” tells the story of three Chinese women
from the same family. It explores what it means to belong, what it means to be a
family, and the impact of history and memories on one’s life.

Text excerpted from pp. 185-187 , published by Simon & Schuster/Atria Books,
2010.  (Please do not reproduce without permission):



On the far end of the street lives a white man who must be in his eighties. He’s
tall and bald, humpbacked, neatly dressed. He has a blue Cadillac, which he still
drives a few times a week. As he cruises by her daughter’s house, if he sees
Fenglan in the front lawn, he slows down, lowers the windows, leans out, and
waves at her. She waves back and watches his car disappear around the corner,
thinking that he is brave to drive on his own. Though she has never seen him out
in the evenings, she has spotted him walking with a stick in his front yard a few
times.

Once, early in the morning, on her way to the community park to exercise, she
saw him sitting on his vine-covered porch, watching hummingbirds drink from a
hanging bottle under the awning. He wore a checkered flannel jacket, and his
legs were wrapped loosely by a wool blanket that reached the ground. “Hello,” he
said, waving. Fenglan said “Hello” back hastily – it was one of the few English
words she understood. The man pointed at the hummingbirds, their wings
flapping rapidly. He said a long word slowly, syllable by syllable, with a smile.
Also smiling, she nodded and repeated after him – she was sure that her
pronunciation was wrong – knowing that he was referring to the birds.

They watched the birds silently for a while, then the man stood and invited her to
sit in another chair on the porch so she could see the birds better. She couldn’t
understand what he had said, yet knew that was what he had meant from his
gestures. She felt awkward, accepting a stranger’s invitation, but the man looked
friendly and sincere. Also, somehow, she felt obliged to talk to this old man, who
didn’t seem to have visitors. So she walked to the porch and sat. “Mike.” He
extended his hand. That must be his name, she figured. She took his hand and
said her own name. It took quite a bit of practice before he could say her name
correctly; even then his intonation was far off. They couldn’t converse further, so
they watched the birds quietly, seeing them poke their long beaks into the bottle’s
flower-shaped yellow openings and, after drinking, jerk their heads up alertly,
then chatter as if communicating. One bird had brilliant iridescent feathers at its
throat, reflecting the morning light.

Fenglan felt uncomfortable sitting next to a stranger, a foreigner, a person with
skin of a different hue and eyes of a different color from hers. She pictured the
questions she would ask him if they could talk – if they spoke the same language,
she imagined, they would have much in common. A person his age must have
experienced a lot. She assumed that his wife had passed away and his children
and grandchildren must be living far away or in a foreign country so that they
couldn’t visit him often – or maybe he had no children. And what about his
birthplace, the jobs he had held, his friends, his hobbies, his favorite dishes? It
suddenly occurred to her that, despite the fact that he was a Caucasian and
didn’t speak her language, he was a human being just like her. Or maybe there



was a natural bond among the elderly, who have seen and experienced the
world, have gone through ups and downs.

The bird flew away after chasing each other for a while. She stood to say
good-bye – another English word she had mastered. The man stood as well,
nodding appreciatively, and said something, and she walked away across the
paved path.

Later she asked her older daughter about this man and was told that he was a
retired veteran and had served in South Korea and Vietnam. But other than this,
her daughter didn’t know anything about him.

Torsa at the end: Thank you for joining us today. We are now taking
questions over the chat. Please feel free to ask any questions, share any
comments. Thanks!


