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FINA’S DREAM 
Jill Widner 
 
 
  

Sumatra, Indonesia, 1963  

Mina’s mouth is stained bright red.  What looks to the girl like a slick-skinned fibrous 
nut is lodged between her gums and cheek, packed there, so that the side of her face 
looks swollen.  She is chewing, and her lips and her teeth and the spaces in between 
her teeth are coated with red-brown saliva and bits of what look like masticated bark.  
From time to time she reaches into her mouth, removes the partially chewed wad and 
spits into the dirt between her feet.   

Fina, the Filipino girl who lives down the road, is showing Elizabeth how to make a 
necklace from the purple stem of the ubi plant that grows in the dirt against a 
concrete wall. 

“What is ubi?” Elizabeth asks. 

“Something like potato.  Indonesian potato.”   

Elizabeth is distracted by what Mina is doing.  She knows it isn’t blood that Mina is 
spitting, but it looks like blood.  Her eyes are distant.  She has stopped talking.   

“What is she eating?” Elizabeth whispers.  

“She isn’t eating, she’s chewing.  You know the short palm trees that grow along the 
river wall in Kampung Baru?  It is betel nut, the fruit of the betel palm.  Old women 
like it.” 

“Why?” 

Fina shrugs.  Maybe it is something like medicine.  “I think it makes them dream while 
they are awake.”  “Do you remember your dreams?” 

Elizabeth pauses to think.  “Do you?” 

“Yes.” Fina looks at her.  “I’ve dreamed of you.” 

“You have?” 

“I saw you inside my house.” 

“I’ve never been to your house.” 

“You must have. Or else you will. That is how it is with dreams.  Everything has 
already happened. Or else it will happen.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“I just know.” 

“What was I doing?” 

“Nothing.  Just standing there.  In the kitchen, I think.  You looked afraid.  I think you 
were afraid you were going to have to eat our food.  Have you ever played tennis?” 
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“No.” 

“It’s fun to go to the courts at night.  Especially if the moon is out.  And it will be 
tonight.  Do you want to?” 

 

Fina is kneeling on the kitchen floor, retying the laces of her tennis shoes when she 
remembers the tennis racquets.  Elizabeth waits on the back step, the screen door 
propped open on her elbow.  She smells something scorched.  A rancid smell, a 
residue hanging in the air, a film coating all of the surfaces in the room.  It is the smell 
that comes from the belakang when Mina cooks on the propane stove.  From the other 
side of the room, the Indonesian cook turns around, less to look at the white girl than 
at the door she is holding open.  She says nothing.  Turns back to the dishes she is 
washing in the sink.   

Elizabeth glances through the glass louvers that are tilted open, high on the wall near 
the ceiling.  The twilight is gone from the sky.  It is dark now.  From a room at the front 
of the house, she hears a radio.  She looks around the room.  Paper ornaments dangle 
from the ceiling.  They swing in the breeze from the fan.  On the wall a calendar. Shell 
Oil Company, Elizabeth reads.  A barefoot, bare-chested white boy with white-blonde 
hair stares from the photograph for the month of July.  His shorts are loose and long.  
A white feathered cockatoo with a yellow comb is balanced on his shoulder.   

Fina is back.  She hands one of the racquets to the girl. The screen door slams behind 
them, and they’re walking in the dark, gravel crushing beneath the soles of their shoes.  
Across the street from the tennis courts, a diving board and the deck of a swimming 
pool are visible behind a tall wire fence.  Elizabeth’s brother and his friends call it the 
old pool.  She hears her brother’s voice in her head as they pass: No one swims in the 
old pool.  Look at the tile.  Look at the water.  It smells like the swamp.   

 

Elizabeth’s mother uses the word physique to describe the nice looking bodies of boys.  
Your brother has a nice physique, she says.  This is the word Elizabeth thinks of 
watching Fina, crouched, boy-like on half bent knees behind the net.  Long, strong 
arms and legs.  Long, strong waist and back.  Her long black hair and the attitude of 
her shoulders make the girl think of the broad, confident strokes of a magic marker 
across a sheet of brown construction paper. Fina has a nice physique, she thinks.   

“Watch,” Fina says.  “Like this.  Grasp the racquet here, as though you want to shake its 
hand.”  From her crouch, in slow motion, she steps back and swings back her arm.  
“Unlock the door.  Close the door. Turn the key.  You try.” 

 

Fina is older than Elizabeth.  She might be eleven.  She might be twelve.  “Let’s climb 
on the roof,” she says.  Fina leads Elizabeth behind the building, where an open 
concrete staircase leads to a flat roof.  It is dark on the roof.  

“I like to sit in the dark,” Fina says.  “Do you?” 

“I don’t know.” 
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“Are you afraid?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“You don’t have to be.  I come here with my sister all the time. No one ever comes up 
here.  Only us.” 

Fina finds a place that looks clean enough and sits down.  She brushes the concrete 
floor with her hand and pats the ground.  Elizabeth sits down beside her.  Fina leans 
back against the concrete wall, her long bare legs stretched out in front of her.   

“Look,” Fina says.  She points through the branches of a monkey pod tree.  “I told you.”  
The moon is a yellow-brown disc that appears to be rising out of the river.  “Can you 
smell the river?” 

Elizabeth sniffs at the air. 

“Have you ever noticed there is more to smell in the dark?”   

Elizabeth hasn’t, but recognizes now that it’s true. 

Fina unties her tennis shoes.  “Take off your shoes.  Barefoot feels better.” 

Elizabeth pulls off her shoes and socks. She scuffs the soles of her feet against the 
concrete floor.   

“I remembered something else about the dream.” 

Hours have passed.  Elizabeth has forgotten the dream. 

“You climbed under a table.  Do you like horses?” 

“Why?” 

“There was a herd of horses under the table.  Really small horses.  Maybe they were 
dogs, but I think they were horses.  Their faces were long like horses.  You were 
explaining the best way to approach a shy animal. You put out your hand.  You said, 
You have to wait for them to come to you.  Then you said, Well, usually this works.  
Unless they bite.  Something like that.” 

“You dreamed that much about me?” 

Fina nods.  

Fina is watching the moon, her shoulders and head propped against the wall. 

Elizabeth is sitting cross-legged beside her, barefoot in a loose pair of shorts.   

“Lie down like me.” 

Elizabeth is relaxed now.  “Your legs are longer than mine.”  

Fina moves closer until the side of her brown leg is touching the side of the white girl’s 
leg.  “Longer by a lot.”  Fina lifts her foot.  Rests it on top of Elizabeth’s ankle.   

Elizabeth hears herself swallow.   

“Look at the moon,” Fina says.  “Gilang-cemerlang.”   

Fina’s voice is soft.  It sounds the way it always sounds, quiet and husky at the same 
time, like a boy’s voice.   
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“What did you say?” 

“Gilang-cemerlang.  The moon.  It is so glittery.  It is so bright.” 

Fina’s fingers move back and forth against the rough cotton fabric of Elizabeth’s 
shorts.  Her fingers reach for the hem.  The heel of her bare foot rubs against 
Elizabeth’s ankle.   

Elizabeth watches Fina’s toes.  It’s as if they’re breathing.  It’s as if they’re speaking.  
Or singing. 

The moon hangs over their heads, more yellow now than brown.  Fina lifts her long 
black hair off the back of her neck, shakes it away from her shoulders.  “Have you ever 
tried that before?” 

The white girl shakes her head no. 

“You have your racquet?” 

“Yes.” 

“Let’s run.” 

 

Elizabeth awakens to rain, to the sheet wrapped over her head.  She looks to the clock.  
Not yet four.  She feels like a chrysalis inside a cocoon, not yet awake, but no longer 
asleep.  Not yet eight, but no longer seven.  She hears a ticking sound through the 
screen.  The rain makes a ticking sound on the leaves, a slapping sound striking the 
mud.  She closes her eyes.  Tries to lie still in the darkness.   It’s too hot to lie still.  At 
first the heat is small and localized, spots of dampness behind her neck, beneath her 
chin.  Then she feels something like a sticky form of steam mixed with the smell of her 
skin, a slick coat of sweat behind her knees, between her shoulder blades, at the small 
of her back, trickling over the bird-bone ledges of her ribs.  She wipes herself dry with 
her pajama shirt.  Pulls it over her head and kicks it with the sheet to the foot of the 
bed.   

By now the birds are calling to each other in the mangga tree.  By now a breeze is 
drifting through the screen.  By now, she has pulled her pajama shirt back over her 
head, and the sheet is folded neatly back under her chin.  She is no longer a chrysalis 
inside a cocoon; she is herself again.  Except that her bed is so close to the rain striking 
the leaves in the mangga tree that for a few moments her room is a birdhouse in the 
tree. 

At a quarter to five, she pads to the door, which is closed.  Her fingers reach through 
the rainy darkness for the doorknob, a glass doorknob, coated like her skin with a 
sticky residue.  She is turning the doorknob when her toes bump into a piece of paper 
slid under the door.  She kneels to the floor, and picks up a manila envelope.   

She opens the door as quietly as she can, which is difficult to do because the floors are 
hardwood and bare, and the sound of the latch closing echoes down the long hallway.  
She carries the envelope to the bathroom, where again she closes the door carefully, 
turns on the light, and climbs onto the counter where she rests her feet in the cool 
white porcelain sink.  She recognizes the even slope, the long slanted lines of her 
brother’s handwriting.  “Happy Birthday, Elizabeth.”   
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Inside the envelope, a page torn from her brother’s sketchbook is folded in half.  On 
the front, in pencil, he has drawn a dog lying down, its mouth open, tongue hanging 
out in what looks to her like a smile, one ear pricked up, the other flopped down.  She 
unfolds the page and reads, Papaya is okay; manggas are too; I still like cantaloupe, and 
so do you.  Guess what? We get to have one of the Kyle’s puppies! 

Unable to contain herself, Elizabeth bursts through the door and runs down the hall to 
the front of the house.  “Mom!” 

The living room is empty. The sky through the louvers, still grey.  Elizabeth looks from 
the chairs to the dining room table, expecting, if not exactly a tree strung with lights, 
at least a stack of wrapped presents.  Her mother rushes into the room tying a robe 
around her waist.  “What is it, Elizabeth?” 

“It’s my birthday.” 

“But it’s not morning.” 

“It is morning.  Look!” she says, pressing the card her brother has made into her 
mother’s hands.   

“You need to go back to sleep, Elizabeth.” 

Elizabeth looks again at the dining room table.  “Aren’t there going to be any 
presents?” 

Her mother shoos her down the hall.  “Go back to your room.” 

 

Elizabeth is fretting again.  What if no one comes?  What if no one wants to come to a 
party at the guest house in Old Camp? 

We haven’t met any girls your age, Elizabeth.  We don’t know who they are or where 
they live or anything. 

Couldn’t you find out?  Couldn’t you ask?   

 

When her mother pushes through the swinging kitchen door, carrying a metal canister, 
the frosted sides dripping to the floor, Elizabeth is ready to burst into tears.   

“Look. It’s ice cream.  The man at the ice cream shop made it especially for your 
birthday.” 

“It isn’t ice cream; it’s es krim. Es means ice.  And it tastes like ice.  It tastes like frozen 
milk.” 

Her mother lays the canister on its side in the freezer.  “It’s good.  I tasted it.” 

“What’s this?” Elizabeth asks, unwrapping newspaper from several bottles filled with 
a thick orange substance.  “Marquesa?  I don’t want Marquesa for my birthday.” 

“Elizabeth.  We live in Indonesia now.   You’ll get used to it.  Everyone else already 
has.” 
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By the time the guests begin to arrive, Elizabeth has forgotten her complaints.  Some 
of the girls, to her surprise, because her mother made her print at the bottom of each 
of the invitations that gifts were not expected, have brought presents.  She sits on the 
floor to open them one at a time.  Sootsie Kyle, who has five sisters and owns the 
Belgian shepherd with the new puppies, has brought a pencil box carved of 
sandalwood.  Amber Breen, whose mother is what Elizabeth’s mother calls obese, has 
brought a pack of note cards with the name Elizabeth embossed in gold cursive across 
the front of each one.   

As if to prove something, Sootsie says to Amber, “Isn’t your mother’s name Elizabeth?” 

Amber nods her head, but her eyes say, So?  

Elizabeth’s favorite gift, except for the drawing of the dog her brother made for her, 
are the three white porcelain horses that Sabena has brought.  Sabena has an accent 
because her mother is South African, and her father is English.   Her hair is cut like a 
boy’s and she is forward like a boy, and she sounds like an adult when she speaks.   

Elizabeth’s mother has planned games, but first she directs the girls to stand in front 
of the trellis of bougainvillea for a photograph.  Sabena wants to know when they’ll be 
allowed to eat the cake.  Sootsie keeps wandering back to the table where the 
unwrapped gifts are arranged.  Elizabeth is afraid she’s going to take one of the 
porcelain horses.   

 

Because it is difficult for Amber’s mother to walk, she owns a becak, a three-wheeled, 
bicycle-driven pedi-cab.  Besides a cook, a houseboy, a babu cuci to wash and iron the 
clothes, and a babu anak to take care of the children, Amber’s mother employs a becak 
driver.   

When the becak driver arrives early, without Amber’s mother, Amber invites the girls 
to pile in for a ride.  Elizabeth and Katherine are the smallest, so they agree to sit on 
the laps of Wanda and Nancy and Beth and Sootsie, who have squeezed in across the 
bench.  The becak has a convertible top that rolls into a canvas roof in case of rain.  
The wheels on either side of the bench are like bicycle tires, but taller and wider and 
protected with ornately decorated aluminum fenders.  The becak driver sits on a 
bicycle seat behind the bench, gripping the handbrakes, his feet pedaling the chain 
backwards while he waits for Amber to tell him that the girls are ready.   

Sabena doesn’t want to ride in the becak. “My parents believe it is inappropriate to 
have servants,” she informs Elizabeth’s mother, who accompanies her back to the 
front steps. 

Amber directs the driver in Indonesian at the end of the sidewalk and back.  Elizabeth 
is happy.  Finally she has made some American friends.  Sootsie has pulled one of the 
red cushions out from under her bottom, and the girls break into laughter when she 
reminds them, holding her hands wide apart, of the size of Amber’s mother’s rear end.   

The wheels squeak when the driver squeezes the handbrakes, and the girls laugh 
louder. Mina leans the wide-toothed bamboo rake against the trunk of a tree.  Watches 
the becak roll past.   
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Elizabeth turns back to the girls.  Something about Sootsie commands her attention, 
though she isn’t sure why, because she doesn’t like her very much.  This is what she is 
thinking beneath her laughter when she sees Fina approaching the becak on a bicycle, 
standing on the pedals, her sister perched in the Indonesian way on the seat behind 
her. Fina has cut her hair. Fina has cut her long black hair. It’s short like Elizabeth’s 
and Sabena’s and Sootsie’s now.  

Fina waves to Elizabeth.  Her sister, whose hair is still long, calls out to Elizabeth.  
Their open mouths and bright white teeth remind Elizabeth somehow of the dog 
drawing her brother made for her.  

“Who are they?” Sootsie asks. 

Elizabeth doesn’t know what to say.  She doesn’t know what to do.  She turns to the 
driver.  She asks him in English to take them home, though she isn’t sure he has 
understood.   

Fina has brought the bicycle to a stop.  She balances for several seconds, suspended on 
two wheels, the long dark muscles in her calves, flinching.  As though they’re 
breathing, Elizabeth thinks, or swallowing.  Then she hops down from the pedals and 
rolls the bike onto the grass, her sister still perched behind her so the becak can pass.   

Sootsie looks over her shoulder as the becak rolls past.  “Who was that?” 

Elizabeth squeezes her hands between her knees.  “I don’t know.” 

Sootsie’s eyes look small in her face.  “Do you know them?”  

Elizabeth doesn’t answer.   

“Do you?” 

“I don’t remember.” 

“They look like they know you.” 

“Sootsie?” Elizabeth asks. 

“What?” 

She is about to ask Sootsie about the puppies when she realizes she’s thinking of a 
horse she had seen in a dream.  In the dream, the sky was the same cloudy grey as the 
grey, dappled horse, which was trotting toward her,  riderless.  Blue straps wrapped 
round its chest and shoulders.  It looked like a circus horse.  A horse for a bareback 
rider.  She watched the horse as it approached, expecting it to run past.  But it stopped 
at the foot of the slide to graze, glancing up the shiny ramp every once in a while, as if 
inviting Elizabeth to slide down and climb onto its back.  Elizabeth let go of the 
splintery rails and slid eagerly down the slide.  But when she stood up, the soles of her 
feet stuck fast to a pool of sludge that smelled the way the river bottom smells at low 
tide.  The horse was struggling to work its hooves out of the deep mud.  Elizabeth held 
fast to the straps of the harness, pulling the flailing head of the horse, trying to ignore 
the sound of panic rushing from its flaring nostrils, but it was difficult to lift her feet, 
and the horse was baring its teeth.   

You have to wait for them to come to you.  Well, usually this works.  Unless they bite.  
Something like that. 
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“What?” 

Elizabeth doesn’t answer.  

“What, Elizabeth?” Sootsie asks.   

“Nothing.” 

“What did you want?” 

“Do you remember your dreams?” 

Sootsie looks at Elizabeth and laughs.  “No.  Why?  Do you?” 

 

 


