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Kartika Review publishes literary fiction, poetry, and non-fiction 
that endeavor to expand and enhance the mainstream perception 
of Asian American creative writing. The journal also publishes 
book reviews, literary criticism, author interviews, and artwork, 
turning its focus on works relevant to the Asian Diaspora or 
authored by individuals of Asian descent. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

MISSION STATEMENT  

 

Kartika Review serves the Asian American community and 

those involved with Diasporic Asian-inspired literature. We 

scout for compelling Asian American creative writing and 

artwork to present to the public at large. Our editors actively 

solicit contributions from established virtuosos in our 

community in hopes their works here will inspire the next 

generation of virtuosos. We also showcase emerging writers 

and artists we foresee to be the future powerhouses of their 

craft. Ultimately, Kartika strives to create a literary forum that 

caters to and celebrates the wordsmiths of the Asian Diaspora. 
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A PREFACE BY 
CHRISTINE LEE ZILKA & JENNIFER DERILO 
 
 
Dear Readers: 
 
In honor of our seventh labor of love, we pulled together a Kartika Review 
like no other, asking emerging and established Asian American writers to 
contribute to what has simply, but affectionately, been referred to ÁÓ Ȱ4Èe 
(ÏÍÅ )ÓÓÕÅȢȱ 
 
A kernel of the idea first presented itself to fiction editor Christine Lee Zilka 
who, while teaching a composition class focused on Asian Pacific American 
literature to mostly Asian Pacific American students, noticed a recurring 
theme of "Home" and its ambiguity to a community comprised of dissidents, 
immigrants, and bi-cultural people. Students and the writers whose work 
they read may have shared the common thread of being of Asian Pacific 
Islander descent. However, these students were leading complicated lives: 
they lived in America, they were minorities, they had immigrated or been 
exiled, and even if they had been born in the United States, they were 
straddling two cultures.  
 
Asian America and its literature, fortunately, has diversified and become 
richer over the years. For instance, our literature is no longer centered on 
immigration but now spans so many themes including themes that have 
nothing to do with race. Alongside that growth, the complexity of identity 
and where/what to call "home" has not lessened. 
 
4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȰÈÏÍÅȱ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÓÈÁÐÅ ×ÈÅÎ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÎÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÉÔ ÃÁÓÕÁÌÌÙ 
via twitter with a friend and writer you have seen in the pages of Kartika, 
Alexander Chee, not long after his "Portrait of My Fatherȱ1 had appeared in 
the pages of Granta's "Father issue." Suddenly, Christine wished that she 
could ask other writers the same question about home.  
 
And voila--the idea for this issue was born: What is Home? 
 
Home, as you, dear readers, will discover, is everywhere, sometimes 
nowhere, is a place or not a place, is constant or always changing, is carried 
in the body via food, love, grief, imaginary worlds, or secrets. Home is ever 
expanding or locatable on a map in one or more grids or completely 
disappeared. Home is sometimes abandoned, other times re-inhabited, many 

                                                 
1 Alexander Chee. ñPortrait of My Father,ò Granta, March 2009 (http://www.granta.com/Online-Only/Portrait-of-my-
father-Alex-Chee). 
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times forgotten, but somehow it is always occupied or it occupies you. 
 
Home doesn't exist anymore or has yet to exist. It can be found in pages, in 
myths, in objects, in a word. Home is a struggle between dealing with what 
you cannot change and finally making it your own. Home is the accumulation 
of stuff, brand new, secondhand, tucked away, inherited, misplaced. Home 
can never be revisited--or so most people advise--yet you may be obligated 
to return when time wears out bodies, when something feels like missing, 
when life moves without you. 
 
But whatever its incarnation, its face, its story, a home lives. 
 

What is home to you? 
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ELMAZ ABINADER  
 
 
Men carried tables, women covered them. From the basement, from the shed, 
a foldÉÎÇ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÓÅÔȟ ÐÕÓÈÅÄ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÅÉÇÈÔÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 
match and tablecloths had to be laid end to end, patchwork quilt of Lebanese 
ÂÒÏÃÁÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÈÁÎÄÍÁÄÅ ÌÁÃÅȢ We sisters were still in our church 
dresses but the brothers were allowed to take off their ties as they set up tea 
trays and card tables in the living room and dining room, going in and out of 
the house carrying extra chairs.  
 
Our people were coming. A small chill of excitement ran up my legs. I loved 
the smothering fog of the crowd who would soon arrive and fill our house. 
The collection of our cousins and aunts and uncles were nothing like the 
people who lived in this small Pennsylvania town. They were not the ladies 
from church in stiff hats or the families who circled the card tables when my 
mother hosted a Bid Five Hundred card party. Our people arrived with 
kisses, boomeranging the walls with Arabic choruses, grabbing us in large 
hugs, throwing our faces one side, then another, and backɀthree huge kisses, 
Lebanese style. 
 
Our peopleɀrelatives from around Pennsylvania and Ohio, from other small 
towns with factories and mills where the fathers worked and where trains 
ran right behind their houses across to Bethlehem Steel. Cars filled the street 
from our house all the way to ÍÙ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÏ×Îȟ ÕÐ #ÁÎÎÏÎ (ÉÌÌȟ ÄÏ×Î 
Deep Crease. No one from Masontown except for my Aunt and her family was 
invited to these feasts. The neighbors who stood on their porches, hands on 
their hips, witnessed the gathering of priests and uncles and aunts; children 
and babies. These visitors looked like us, dark and shady, dressed in Jackie 
Kennedy suits and dangerous high heels, cheeks blushed red, and chins 
powdered light. They came smoking cigarettes, carrying cookies and letters 
from the old country.  
 
On the other side of our door was Main Street with the slow Sunday traffic, 
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the roads leading to my school, to the store, to my piano lessons above the 
-Ã+ÁÙȭÓ &ÕÒÎÉÔÕÒÅȟ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÁÌÍÉÎÅÓ ÁÎÄ 'ÉÒÌ 3ÃÏÕÔ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏ ÏÎÅ ÆÒÏÍ 
town approached the screen door with the metal S in the grate on the screen.  

 
On our side of the door, we circled the table laid with roast lamb and yogurt, 
humus and tabouleh; filled our plates and bellies. Tiny cups of muddy coffee, 
diamonds of baklava passed around chairs in a circle. We yelled in a language 
no one knew but us. Read letters from far away drawing tears and memories.  
Music played and we danced in lines along the few open spaces of the living 
room and dining room. Time passed into night. Others in town basked in the 
rays of the Ed Sullivan Show. We leaned on each other full and complete. We 
inhabited this place and nowhere else on earth existed. 

 
 
 
%ÌÍÁÚ !ÂÉÎÁÄÅÒȭÓ books, Children of the Roojme, a Family's Journey from 
Lebanon and In The Country of My Dreams... , as well as her play, Country of Origin, 
illustrate personal lives of Arabs and Arab Americans negotiating hostile terrain, 
cultural polarities, and geographic and social displacement. Her other works, 32 
Mohammed, Ramadan Moon, The Torture Quartet and Messages from the Siege 
provide an articulation of the effect of political ctions on personal lives both here 
and in the Middle East. The Oregon Drama Critics cited Country of Origin for its 
excellence by awarding two Drammies to the play and to the composer of the music, 
Tony Khalife. Other awards include a PEN Award for In the Country of My Dreams... 
and a Goldies Award for Literature. 
 

http://www.redroom.com/publishedwork/children-roojme-a-familys-journey-lebanon
http://www.redroom.com/publishedwork/children-roojme-a-familys-journey-lebanon
http://www.redroom.com/publishedwork/in-country-my-dreams
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PETER BACHO 
 

 
For me, California was always a place to visit ɀ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÄÉÄ ÆÒÏÍ 
1989 to 1996. I was a sojourner in California, first in San Francisco, where 
ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÇÅÓÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÃÏÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÉÎÔÏÌÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÓÍÕÇÎÅÓÓ 
pushed me west, to Sacramento, where the angry sounds on hot summer 
nights ɀ shotgun blasts and sometimes fully automatic bursts ɀ sealed my 
ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎȢ 4ÏÓÓ ÉÎ Á ÆÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÁÎÄȣ 
 
ȣÉÎ ρωωφȟ ) ×ÅÎÔ ÈÏÍÅȟ ÔÏ 3ÅÁÔÔÌÅȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÍÙ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÃÌÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÕÒÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ 
my mother still lived. She was frail and aged and, I was convinced, thinking of 
joining them soon. FourteÅÎ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÌÁÔÅÒȟ -ÏÍ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÈÅÒÅȢ )ȭÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ 
ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ËÉÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÅÁÒÂÙȢ "ÕÔ ÍÁÙÂÅ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÍÏÒÅȢ  
 
Lake Washington and Puget Sound to the east and west of the city and 
beyond, snow capped peaks to the west and east. Such stunning vistas, 
especially on cold and clear December mornings.  
 
When I was young, our family was poor. But no matter. My parents and I 
×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÁÖÏÒ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÎÅÙ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÕÙȢ 

 
 
 
Peter Bacho is the author of five books: Cebu, Dark Blue Suit, Boxing in Black and 
White, Nelson's Run, and his latest, Entrys. His books have received several awards, 
including the 1992 American Book Award. He is a writing professor at Evergreen 
State College.  Bacho was born in Seattle, Washington in 1950 and grew up in 
3ÅÁÔÔÌÅȭÓ Central District. 
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ALEXANDER CHEE 
 

 
When I was five years old and we lived in Guam, I had a fantasy that my real 
family were dolphins, and that I had been left behind with humanity to teach 
ÔÈÅÍ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÌÐÈÉÎȭÓ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ ) ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÅÁÌ 
of Man From Atlantis, and even taught myself to swim like he did, with my 
arms at my sides, doing a dolphin kick.  
 
I wanted to live underwater. I would stand at the edge of the ocean and 
command my imaginary dolphin family mentally, glaring at the ocean 
surface. Please come back for me! I want to go home!  
 
Nothing came of it. Except that I developed a great deal of lung power, able to 
hold my breath underwater in high school for 75 yards.  
 
Everything in the air always seemed a little less beautiful, a little worse. 
Everything underwater felt beautiful, right, lovely. And to this day, I still feel 
happier when I sink below the surface of the water and the sounds in the air 
can't get at me so quickly. Each movement to the surface to breathe feels like 
a relief and a betrayal.  
 
It's always amused meɂthe feeling of being alien, the delusions of grandeur, 
the personal mythology of that childhood fantasy. Years later, I understood it 
a little betterɂthe year before my father had been living on the Tektite II 
Underwater living experiment. He was an oceanographer, and the project 
wanted to see if humanity could live below the sea. He sent us postcards 
while down thereɂmy brother, who was just 1 year old at the time and 
ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÄȟ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÉÄ Ȱ$ÅÁÒ #ÈÒÉÓÔÏÐÈÅÒȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ×ÁÓ 
covered with hand-ÄÒÁ×Î ÆÉÓÈȟ ÓÉÇÎÅÄ Ȱ,ÏÖÅȟ $ÁÄȱȢ 
 
I think my desire to see my father and his living under the ocean without me, 
it turned into this. But now I can never think of a place as really my home 
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without thinking of the sea. And it doesn't explain how I felt when I first saw 
the bones inside a dolphin fin, the way it looks like a hand. I felt the nick of a 
recognition. I wanted to reach out and take it, clasp it. Swim away with it. I 
thought of the myth of the sailors Dionysus turned into dolphins, Etruscan 
pirates he surrendered to the water forever after they tried to trick him, 
turned into messengers for the god of the sea. But we've speculated as well 
that dolphins are more intelligent than us--we know they have a larger brain 
to mass ratio than humans and that they have their own language and 
communities.  
 
What if they're the next step? What if we're the aberration, the ones who 
should have gotten in the water and we didn't? And what if they're what 
we're meant to be, once we finish melting all of the polar ice caps and the 
surface is too warm for us to live on? Will they welcome us, or will they meet 
us with anger, for the long years we've polluted their ocean? We think we're 
the smartest of the earth's species, but is it smart to poison the planet? Is it 
smart to render the place you're born unlivable?  
 
Perhaps the dolphins know this, and are just biding their time, waiting for us 
to make the earth uninhabitable for ourselves. And when we pack ourselves 
off in the ship we'll have to build to reach the next planet we'll poison, will 
they rise to the surface to celebrate? 

 
 
 
Alexander Chee was born in Rhode Island, and raised in South Korea, Guam and 
-ÁÉÎÅȢ (Å ÉÓ Á ÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ςππσ 7ÈÉÔÉÎÇ 7ÒÉÔÅÒÓȭ !×ÁÒÄȟ Á ςππτ .%! &ÅÌÌÏ×ÓÈÉÐ 
in Fiction and fellowships from the MacDowell Colony and the VCCA. His first novel, 
Edinburgh (Picador, 2002), is a winner of the Michener Copernicus Prize, the AAWW 
,ÉÔ !×ÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÍÂÄÁ %ÄÉÔÏÒȭÓ #ÈÏÉÃÅ 0ÒÉÚÅȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ Á 0ÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÒȭÓ 7ÅÅËÌÙ "ÅÓÔ 
Book of the Year and a Booksense 76 selection. In 2003, Out Magazine honored him 
as one of their 100 Most Influential People of the Year. His essays and stories have 
appeared in Granta.com, Out, The Man I Might Become, Loss Within Loss, Men On Men 
2000, His 3 and Boys Like Us. He is a graduate of Wesleyan University and the Iowa 
7ÒÉÔÅÒÓȭ 7ÏÒËÓÈÏÐȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÔÁÕÇÈÔ ÆÉÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ .Å× 3ÃÈÏÏÌ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ and 
Wesleyan. He is currently the Visiting Writer at Amherst College and lives in 
Western Massachusetts. His second novel, The Queen of the Night, is forthcoming 
from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
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JUSTIN CHIN 
 

 
I have lived in nine residences, across four cities and three countries. 
However, only two of those places ever appear in any of my dreams. 
 
Used to be, the defining test was where one wanted to die or to be buried. 
Then they said that home is where the heart is. Then, where the hurt is. Then, 
charity began there. Then, chickens, carrying packets of bacon under their 
wings apparently, came to roost. Then, a house was not a home without 
kittens or puppies or snuggies or rugrats or love or pie or whatever. 
 
When I told my house-sitter to make himself at home, I should have been 
ÍÏÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃȢ ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÄÄÅÄȟ "ÕÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÄÅÃÏÒÁÔÅ ÏÒ ÒÅÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅ ÔÈÅ 
ÓÐÉÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ËÉÔÃÈÅÎ ÃÁÂÉÎÅÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÆÕÃËȭÓ ÓÁËÅȟ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÌÌ ÍÙ ÓÔÕÆÆȢ 

When it comes to home, details do matter. 
 
Home. Homeland. Hometown. Home-O. 
 
!ÕÄÅÎ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÏÍÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȰÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÏÒ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
happen to a man, ÈÁÐÐÅÎȢȱ 
 
4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÌÉËÅ ÈÏÍÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÌÉËÅ ÈÏÍÅȟ $Ïrothy chanted as 
she clicked the heels of her ruby pumps together. Poor dear, gets ripped out 
by a tornado and then forced to go on a road trip with a bunch of feckless and 
pathetic idiots. No wonder in an early draft, she skipped and clapped her 
hands and sang happily when the Flying Monkeys tore her gormless traveling 
buddies apart from limb to unbloody limb and dumped their carcasses in a 
pit by the road. 
 

But the bitch was right. There is no place like home. No Place like 
home. There is no home, you understand. Everyone lives in a different home. 
Sure, the members of a family or a commune might live in the same place, the 
same house, or even the same yurt (Ah, Yurt Sweet Yurt!), but they all live in 
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a different home. You and your sibling or your identical twin will all live in a 
different home. 
 

"Å×ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÈÏÍÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á 
horror movie. 

 
There is no home, there are only places like ÈÏÍÅȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÅÎÏÕÇÈȢ 
 
So then, where can one find home? In the dictionary, between holy and 
homicide, between 

heart and hostage. 

 
 
 
Justin Chin was born in Malaysia, raised & educated in Singapore, shipped to the 
U.S. by way of Hawaii, and now lives in San Francisco. Author of 3 books of poetry, 
all published by Manic D Press: Bite Hard (1997); Harmless Medicine (2001), a 
finalist in the Bay Area Book Reviewers Association Awards; and, Gutted (2006), 
which received the 2007 Thom Gunn Award for Poetry by the Publishing Triangle. 
Squeezed in between these were 2 non-fictions: Mongrel: Essays, Diatribes & Pranks 
(St. Martins, 1999), and the ur-memoir, Burden of Ashes (Alyson Publications, 2002). 
In the nineties, also led a double life as performance artist: created and presented 
seven full-length solo works here, there and where ever. Packed up those cookies in 
2002, (with occasional relapses) and the documents, scripts, and what-heck from 
that period was published in Attack of the Man-Eating Lotus Blossoms (Suspect 
Thoughts Press, 2005). 
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TESS GERRITSEN 
 
 

I am an alien in my own town.  This frigid corner of America is as far from 
China as one can travel, yet this is where I choose to live ɀ an odd decision, 
you might think, because here I can never truly be comfortable in my own 
skin.  With my black hair and Asian eyes, I am as conspicuous as a Martian 
when I walk down Main Street.   
 
I worry that my transgressions will be noticed.  Was I curt with that store 
clerk?  Was my tip too paltry at the local diner?  I imagine them whispering: 
"That's how all Chinese must be, penny-pinching and rude."  
 
Willingly or not, I am the ambassador for my race, one and a half billion 
Chinese strong, and I take my responsibility seriously.  I am always on my 
best behavior.  I smile too much.  I tip extravagantly. I am the model 
American citizen.  
 
The effort leaves me exhausted. Yet here I persist, living among people with 
Western eyes who look nothing like me, people whom (to be perfectly 
honest) I have trouble telling apart.  But this is where I have landed, for 
better or worse, bringing with me the DNA of ancestors who could never 
have imagined how far a future daughter would travel -- to the state of 
Maine. 

 
 
 
Internationally bestselling author Tess Gerritsen  is a graduate of Stanford 
University and the University of California, San Francisco School of Medicine. 
Gerritsen started writing fiction while on maternity leave from her work as a 
physician and published her first novel, Call After Midnight in 1987. Since then she 
has written Life Support (1997), Bloodstream (1998), Gravity (1999), The Surgeon 
(2001), The Apprentice (2002), The Sinner (2003), Body Double (2004), Vanish 
(2005), The Mephisto Club (2006), The Bone Garden (2007), The Keepsake (2008; UK 
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title: Keeping the Dead), and Ice Cold (2010; UK title: The Killing Place), among 
others, and her name became a constant fixture on the New York Times bestseller 
ÌÉÓÔȢ 'ÅÒÒÉÔÓÅÎȭÓ books have been translated into 37 languages, and more than 20 
million copies have been sold around the world. Now retired from medicine, she 
writes full time. She lives in Maine. 
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POROCHISTA KHAKPOUR 

 
 
I have moved 19 times in the last 14 years of adulthood alone. Before that I 
ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÔÅÌÌ ÙÏÕ ÈÏ× ÍÁÎÙ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÍÙ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ 
and city to city. But I imagine, all in all, I have moved as many times as my 
years on this earth. 
 
) ÁÍ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÓË ÁÂÏÕÔ ȰÈÏÍÅȢȱ 
 
) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÈÏÍÅÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÈÏ× ) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÍÙ 
first home, but I do. A big condo on Gandhi Street in Tehran that I recall only 
for its window behind my crib, revealing men on rooftops crying Allah 
Akhbar, a very sudden anomaly, my parents later told me, a product of the 
Revolution. I was not yet three. 
 
I remember the first American home: the apartment complex that sadly came 
×ÉÔÈ Á ÎÁÍÅȟ Ȱ4ÒÏÐÉÃÁÌ 'ÁÒÄÅÎÓȟȱ ×ÈÅÒÅ ) ÇÒÅ× ÕÐȟ a home that was supposed 
to be temporary but that my parents still live in. I remember sharing a room 
with my brother, five years younger than me, until I was 17. (Then we moved 
across the complex to a new apartment with an extra bedroom). I remember 
feeling simultaneously irked and comforted by the sound of his kiddie snores. 
I remember listening to late night radio under the covers, my only solace for 
persistent adolescent insomnia. 
 
I remember the home abroad: 69 Vicarage Road in OX1, UK. I remember my 
room with its fake fireplace and a certain tattered nightgown I always wore 
and smoking Benson & Hedges and listening to the Muddy Waters and 
endless Sainsbury beans-on-toast meals and constant self-loathing. I 
remember my anxiety about taking my first bath in that showerless 
bathroom that we six American had to shareɂhow to wash all my all-my-
hair?ɂand surviving. 
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I remember that apartment in Baltimore, which I shared with my sick elderly 
greyhound, where I wrote my novel. I remember all our long walks through 
august Roland Park and how I became a glutton for solitude there, never 
feeling alone except for that one Christmas dinner of instant rice with canned 
tomatoesɂa loneliness tempered by some relief, as it was in the aftermath of 
quitting the awful hostessing gig at the French bistro, the final shit job 
 
I remember the Chicago apartment in the Ukrainian Village that I moved to 
next, the one where all the junkies had died in before I got there, where my 
dog began to disintegrate slowly. I remember too-well the crazy old Polish 
landlady who claimed she put a curse on me, and the prostitute and the ex-
con who became my only friends, who taught me how to run. In my spare 
time, I hair-modeled and blogged under a fake identity, finally flunking out of 
the last of my last fake selves. 
 
And the final Brooklyn apartment, farther out that any of our friends would 
go, the only place we could afford, me and the ex-monk boyfriend. And the  
mouse infestation and  all weeks of having $10 between the two of us for 
dinner and the month-ÌÏÎÇ ÆÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÉÌÌ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÙ ÙÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÍÁÔÃÈÅÓ 
with the landlord. And the two ugly ancient chandeliers that I adored and my 
dream writing room that I had to give up. 
 
Right now I am writing from another home, one in Central Pennsylvania, in a 
tiny village of 4000 with Rockwellian three-globe-lamppost-ÌÉÎÅÄ ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓȢ )ÔȭÓ 
a temporary one again, one where I teach more than I live. I am about to need 
Á ÎÅ× ÈÏÍÅȢ 7ÈÅÒÅȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×Ȣ ) ÇÏ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÊÏÂÓȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÁËÅÓ ÍÅȢ 
 
I have been in exile in my exile, to put it mildly. Exile in my exile in my exile in 
my exile. . . 
 
Here is where things might get predictable, considering what I do, which has 
never been in question, it being what I wanted to be when I grew up since I 
was 4 (the beginning of homelessness, come to think of it!) . . . so, today I ran 
ÔÏ ÍÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÉÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÅÒ ) ËÎÏ× ×ÅÌÌ ÉÎ ÔÏ×Îȟ ÁÎÄ )ȟ 
ÌÏÎÇ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÓÈÏÒÔȟ ÅÎÄÅÄ ÕÐ ÉÎ ÔÅÁÒÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ×ÈÙȢ "ÕÔ ) ÔÏÌÄ ÈÉÍ ÁÔ 
ÓÏÍÅ ÐÏÉÎÔȟ Ȱ4ÈÁÎË ÇÏÏÄÎÅÓÓ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÍÙ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÎÏÖÅÌȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ ) ÃÁÎ ÇÏ 
×ÈÅÎ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȢ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȢȱ !ÎÄ ÈÅ ÎÏÄÄÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÄÅÄȟ Ȱ! 
ÈÏÍÅȢȱ !ÎÄ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȟ ÙÅÓȟ ÁÓ ÏÄÄɂeven to meɂas my second novel is, it is in 
some ways the only real home I have right now, just as my first novel was 
home to me for years. Maybe I have only had two homes after all. 
 
I am an Iranian-Americanɂread: there was never a bubble to fill in, 
Caucasian and Asian and Other all equally in and out. Lately I have taken to 
that hyphenate tag, sometimes ÏÎ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÅÖÅÎ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ȰÂÏÒÎ ÉÎ )ÒÁÎȟ 53 
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ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎȢȱ 4ÈÅÎ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÄÄ ȰÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ ,ÏÓ !ÎÇÅÌÅÓȱ ɉÏÒ ÉÆ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÎ 
Angeleno, really pin it down: Pasadena; or to a Pasadenan: South Pasadena). 
Formative years in New York? Raised in LA, grew up in NY? Now lives in PA? 
Will some day be somewhere, for a while, presumably, when those invisible 
silhouettes I call my new family get filled in? Will one day be earth, dirt, and, 
who knows, if anything, energy? For now, there is just the home I built for 
myself, the home I invite others into that I will never know. Thisɂliterally 
thisɂis the only place that I have to live, thank heavens. 

 
 
 
Porochista Khakpour is an Iranian American novelist and author of Sons and Other 
Flammable Objects (Grove/Atlantic  2007). Born in Tehran, Iran, Khakpour was 
raised in South Pasadena, California, later attending Sarah Lawrence College in New 
York for her BA. She received her MA from Johns Hopkins University. Her writing 
has appeared in The Daily Beast, The New York Times, The Chicago Reader, The 
Village Voice, Paper, Nylon, Flaunt, URB, Bidoun and nerve.com. Sons and Other 
Flammable Objects was a New York Times Editor's Choice and was included on the 
Chicago Tribune's 2007 Fall's Best list. It won the 77th annual California Book 
Award prize in First Fiction and was longlisted for the 2008 Dylan Thomas Prize. 
Khakpour currently lives in New York City. 
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DON LEE 
 

TRANSIT 
 
 
Eighteen years ago, my father retired from the State Department. Pretty 
much his entire career, he had been posted overseas, more often than not 
dragging his familyɂmy mother, older sister, and meɂalong with him to live 
in and on embassy compounds, Army bases, rental apartments, military 
transit billets, and hotels. At intermittent times we had a house in the States, 
but the only one in which I lived with any sense of ownership was in Falls 
Church, Virginia, when I was thirteen years old.  
 
It was a three-bedroom brick ranch house on a half-acre lot, and we moved 
into it in the thick of an unbearably humid summer. We had virtually no 
ÆÕÒÎÉÔÕÒÅȢ (ÅÒÅÔÏÆÏÒÅȟ ÅÖÅÒÙ×ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅȭÄ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÄ ÃÁÍÅ ÐÒÅ-furnished with 
government-issue appurtenances. So we went to stores and bought sofas, 
beds, tables, and dressers. We thought this would be our home for at least 
five years, when my sister would graduate from high school. Almost 
immediately, though, my father was assigned TDYɂtemporary dutyɂto 
various places overseas. He was away for a total of nine months that year, 
ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÏÎÅ ÎÉÇÈÔ ÈÅ ÔÏÌÄ ÕÓ ×Å ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÎÉÎÅÔÙ ÄÁÙÓȭ ÎÏÔÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ 
to Tokyo, back to an embassy compound, back to government furniture.  
 
To be honest, I was happy, and relieved. I had hated the banality of going to 
the middle school in Falls Church, the ordinariness of bourgeois life in 
America, and I looked forward to the adventure and distinction of being a 
ÄÉÐÌÏÍÁÔȭÓ ËÉÄ ÁÇÁÉÎȢ 7Å ×ÅÒÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎ 4ÏËÙÏ ÆÏÒ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÙÅÁÒȟ ÔÈÅÎ 
go to Parisɂour dream posting. That never happened, and I ended up 
attending the American School in Japan until I went to UCLA.  
 
Fourteen years later, my father, upon his retirement, stood in a warehouse in 
California, opening up crates that had been hermetically sealed and kept in 
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climate-controlled storage on the East Coast for almost two decades. Inside 
ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄÅÎ ÃÒÁÔÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÒÎÉÔÕÒÅ ×ÅȭÄ ÂÏÕÇÈÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ &ÁÌÌÓ #ÈÕÒÃÈ ÈÏÕÓÅȟ 
used for less than a year and then never put into service again. Chief among 
the accouterments were a couch and a matching love seatɂconspicuous 
because of their lime-green color. They were acutely of a piece with the era in 
which they had been purchased, the seventies. Curved, upholstered with 
some sort of luminous faux suede, the couch and love seat were hopelessly, 
laughably outdated, unimaginable in a modern house, useless. My father 
decided to donate the sofas, along with most of the other furniture, to 
Goodwill (although it was questionable whether they would be willing to 
take them), and to start over.  
 
I was living in Cambridge at the time, my sister in Seattle, and my father 
×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÏÏÎ ÍÏÖÅ ÔÏ (ÏÎÏÌÕÌÕȟ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÎÅ× ×ÉÆÅȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅȢ -Ù ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ 
dead.  
 
For some reason, I wish I had been at the warehouse to see the lime-green 
sofas as they were being tugged out of the crates, freed from the plastic that 
had encased them for so long, finally seeing the light of dayɂif only for a few 
minutes, before they were abandoned for good.  

 
 
 
Don Lee is the author of Wrack and Ruin, Country of Origin, and Yellow. He teaches 
at Temple University.  



MEDITATIONS ON HOME 

 
 

 

k
 a

 r
 t

 i
 k

 a
   

  
  r

 e
 v

 i
 e

 w
 

21 

 
 

MIN JIN LEE 

 
For Bob 

 
 

When I was five, there was no Pottery Barn for Kids. I was living in Seoul 
with a busy mom who taught piano 6 days a week, a father who worked as a 
marketing executive, a popular older sister and a baby sister just out of 
diapers. Family legend states that I was unbearably shy yet had taught myself 
to read somehow. My first desk where I drew princesses and practiced my 
letters was an overturned crate covered with some sort of bright, silky cloth. 
In 1976, when we moved to the United States, I was 7 and change, and in our 
one-bedroom furnished apartment, I did my homework on the floor. A few 
years later, we moved to a two-bedroom apartment upstairs and changed 
dining tables. The old one that could seat four was propped up against the 
living room wall, and it became my desk. My sisters did not seem to mind 
that I got ÔÈÉÓ ÂÏÎÁÎÚÁ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÕÓÅÄ Ô×Ï ËÉÄȭÓ ÄÅÓËÓ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÅÁÍÁÎȭÓ 
furniture store resting side by side in the tiny bedroom that we three girls 
shared.  
 
V. Woolf says rightly that a woman must have her own income and a room to 
write. As for income, I learned how to earn money as a kid working behind a 
ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÁÔ ÍÙ ÄÁÄȭÓ ×ÈÏÌÅÓÁÌÅ ÊÅ×ÅÌÒÙ ÓÈÏÐȢ -ÁÙÂÅ )ȭÌÌ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÍÁËÅ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎÓȟ 
but if push came to shove, I think I could probably earn enough to subsist on 
×ÈÁÔ ÄÁÄ ÃÁÌÌÅÄȟ ȰÔÅÁ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÅÁÄȢȱ !Ó ÆÏÒ Á ÒÏÏÍȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖe my own till my 
older sister went to college. This came later when our family got a three-
bedroom house. Naturally, I continued to use that dining room table in my 
first private room. Huzzah. The room was not large; it had just enough floor 
space for two twin beds (one formerly used by my younger sister who now 
also got her own room) and my giant desk. The desk surface was covered 
with neat stacks of work, schoolbooks, an AM/FM clock radio and a café au 
lait colored IBM Selectric typewriter that Uncle John who worked at IBM got 
ÆÏÒ ÕÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÎÔȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ) ÌÏÖÅÄ Á ÄÅÓË ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÕÎÔÉÌ 
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my younger sister bought me a desk from the catalog company Levenger 
when I quit lawyering to write fiction. When its legs fell off during a move, I 
paid over a hundred dollars to have it repaired when the desk itself had cost 
about two hundred.  
 
Two years ago, at the age of 39, I moved to Tokyo with my husband and son 
from New York City. The Levenger desk was in no condition to make the long 
journey so a month before the moving trucks showed up, I went to a modern 
furniture store and found an inexpensive, painted metal dining table. Under 
the fluorescent lights, the paint color looked candy apple red, and it seemed 
like an auspicious, happy color for a move to Asia. I plonked down my money 
and had it sent to my apartment where it remained boxed up until it was put 
on a freight container and sent by boat to Japan. When it arrived in our new 
apartment in Tokyo, I finally opened the box to set up my new home office. 
The color was hot pink. Not quite Mary Kay, more like Barbie. Hmm. I read 
the invoice from the store and under color, it read: watermelon. Right. 
Unpacked boxes towered over me; I was living in a new country where I 
ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÁÓË ÆÏÒ ×ÁÔÅÒ Ïr how to read the subway map. No matter. 
I pushed the pink dining table cum desk against the wall of my office to moor 
me. I had a desk. I was home. 

 
 
 
Min Jin Lee, the award-winning author of Free Food for Millionaires, attended Yale 
College and then law school at Georgetown University before working full-time as a 
lawyer in New York. At Yale, she was awarded both the Henry Wright Prize for 
Nonfiction and the James Ashmun Veech Prize for Fiction. Ms. Lee has also been the 
recipient of the NYFA Fellowship for Fiction, the Peden Prize from The Missouri 
Review for Best Story, and the Narrative Prize for New and Emerging Writer. She 
currently lives in Tokyo with her husband and son where she is working on her 
second novel Pachinko. 
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YIYUN LI 

 
Every spring Dad and I planted vegetables in our small garden.  Every 
autumn a fourth-floor granny came before our first harvest, picking up the 
green beans and the tomatoes while humming to herself.  The first time I 
caught her, I was playing on our balcony.  I hid behind a trunk and watched 
her, not knowing if I should yell out to stop her. 
 
7ÈÅÎ ) ÔÏÌÄ ÍÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÉÄÅÎÔȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȱ4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÒÉÇÈÔȢ 
She dÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÇÁÒÄÅÎȢȱ 
 
Ȱ"ÕÔ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÓÔÅÁÌÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÕÓȟȱ ) ÓÁÉÄȢ 
 
Ȱ9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÓÏ ÒÕÄÅȟȱ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÉÄȢ  Ȱ3ÈÅ ÏÎÃÅ ÓÅ×ÅÄ Á ÃÏÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕ when you 
×ÅÒÅ Á ÂÁÂÙȢȱ 
 
The next year, the granny came and gathered our vegetables to her basket.  I 
hid behind the window curtain and watched her.  My parents had told me not 
to go out onto the balcony when she was around. 
 
Ȱ$ÏÎȭÔ ÅÍÂÁÒÒÁÓÓ ÈÅÒȟȱ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÉÄȢ  Ȱ4ÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÓÅ×ÅÄ ÆÏÒ you 
×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ Á ÂÁÂÙȢȱ 
 
She came back yet another year.  Ȱ3ÈÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÅÖÅÒÙ Ùear to pick up our 
ÖÅÇÅÔÁÂÌÅȟȱ ) ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ 3ÉÓÔÅÒ *ÉÎȢ  Ȱ3ÈÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÅÖÅÒ even though she 
ÈÁÄ ÓÅ×ÅÄ Á ÃÏÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÍÅ ×ÈÅÎ ) ×ÁÓ Á ÂÁÂÙȢȱ 
 
She did not have the chance to do it to us forever.  That fall she 
died of a heart attack, a few days before I turned ten. 
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Yiyun Li  grew up in Beijing and came to the United States in 1996. Her stories and 
essays have been published in The New Yorker, Best American Short Stories, O Henry 
Prize Stories, and elsewhere. She has received fellowships and awards from Lannan 
Foundation and Whiting Foundation. Her debut collection, A Thousand Years of Good 
Prayers, won the Frank O'Connor International Short Story Award, PEN/Hemingway 
Award, Guardian First Book Award, and California Book Award for first fiction; it 
was also shortlisted for Kiriyama Prize and Orange Prize for New Writers. She was 
selected by Granta as one of the 21 Best Young American Novelists under 35. She is 
a contributing editor to the Brooklyn-based literary magazine, A Public Space. She 
lives in Oakland, California with her husband and their two sons, and teaches at 
University of California, Davis. 

http://www.apublicspace.org/
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ED LIN 

 
I moved around so much as a kid, I never felt secure in whatever house, 
apartment or hotel room we were living in at the time. I always knew we'd 
have to pick up and leave sometime soon. One of the reasons why I'm so into 
music is that it was essentially my safe space growing up. Husker Du's "Zen 
Arcade" was my life. 
 
After I was done with college and living in New York City, my housing 
situations were transient again and for the most part worse than ever. One 
year I lived in a puny studio that got more light at night than during the day. 
It was at the bottom of an air shaft and at 6 PM a floodlight would go on in 
the shaft. Later, when I lived in Brooklyn, my kitchen ceiling sagged with 
collected water from pipe leaks, and then collapsed entirely. But no matter 
where I lived, I always had the same six milk crates of records. 
 
Now, I still have nearly all those records and I probably listen to music more 
than ever, but my home is with my wife.  

 
 
 
Ed Lin is the author of Waylaid (Kaya Press, 2002), This Is a Bust (Kaya Press, 2007), 
and 3ÎÁËÅÓ #ÁÎȭÔ 2ÕÎ (Minotaur Books, 2010). Both books were published by Kaya 
Press, in 2002 and 2007, ,ÉÎȭÓ ×ÏÒËÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÐÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÉÓ 
the first author to win two Members' Choice Awards in the Asian American Literary 
Awards. Lin lives in New York with his wife, actress Cindy Cheung. 
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DAVID MURA 
 

TALES OF HYBRIDITY 
 
 

A man who lived in the hotel 
ÒÕÎ ÂÙ ÍÙ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ 
 
had a child with a Native woman. 
Up in Alaska, canning salmon. 
 
the women kept moving to seasonal 
labor.  (The men saw no reason 
 
to fish for someone else.)  Iron 
Chink they branded 
 
the canning machinery 
and who cares Nips 
 
manned its welding 
as the Native women scooped 
 
innards and bones from 
souls close to their own. 
 
How does the living man speak 
to the living woman 
 
fleeing the Christian missionaries 
for potlatch and native belief? 
 
7ÈÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÈÏÏÓÅ ÈÅÒ Ï×Îȩ 
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Why did he leave?  The heart 
 
conceals nothing but 
the heart, which is invisible 
 
to history but never 
the body.  Issei.  Tinglit. 
 
Hiding in plain sight. 
A baby called China Jim. 
 

 
 

Recall May as an avenue 
into summer.  A tryst 
 
in the fields.  Jesus 
and a Jap girl.  Sighs 
 
in the gathering heat 
and the first weeds. 
 
Tell me a story 
in seventeen syllables. 
 
Write me a window 
where his face appears 
 
and she turns around 
like a promise 
 
that can only be whispered 
and never kept. 
 
Which of them can believe 
in God?  The gods tell us tales 
 
for which we pray 
but our skin simmers 
 
as the summer enters 
and the strawberries ripen 
 
ÁÎÄ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ 
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look away a moment 
 
as father mutters 
hayaku, hayaku 
 
and the earth proves us 
mortal providing fruit  
 
and sorrow 
in equal proportions. 
 
Half and half. 
An impossible notion. 
 

 
 
Once there was a house. 
In the suburbs. 
 
My father recalled 
nothing, though there 
 
were legal documents 
he signed.  No 
 
love affairs, no 
violence.  Just 
 
a blank memory 
as if he ran away 
 
and never returned. 
I wished only 
 
for a cruel instinct. 
Instead I weep.   
 

I pull on a coat 
ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÃÏÌÄȢ 
 
I lie down 
ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ ÃÌÁÙȢ 
 
I shake my hands. 
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&ÉÓÔÓ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÁÐÐÅÁÒȢ 
 
Only forbidden 
pleasures. Kisses 
 
from white girls  
and the separation 
 
that exists in a room 
where two lovers 
 
have given up  
their ghostly embrace. 
 

 
 
We were a colonized people. 
We were a colonizing people. 
 
We were never a people. 
A nation.  A tribe. 
 
In the story  
that brought me 
 
to the frozen heart 
of the continent 
 
dawn breaches the river 
beneath the bridge 
 
and a poet leaps 
into immortality  
 
or away from 
the personal life. 
 
There is no  
personal life. 
 
My father learns English 
before I can be born. 
 
I learn Japanese 
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to forget who I am. 
 
And our faces turn 
to history  
 
strangers to the happa  
children who  
 
slam doors 
in anger 
 
or exhuberance 
running through my home. 
 

 
 

From Turning Japaneseȡ -Ù 'ÒÁÎÄÐÁÒÅÎÔȭÓ Kuni  
--David Mura 

 
Going to Japan brought me right up against the idea of home.  Home, in one 
sense, is a limit.  It restricts by categorizing: he was born in the country of____, 
the city of ______, in the home of ____.   The Japanese, those insular, rooted, 
island people, are highly conscious of where they come from, their kuni .  In 
contrast, I was pleased when my Japanese teacher told me that Abe Kobo, the 
Japanese novelist once remarked, "I have no  kuni ."  A compatriot, I thought, 
another of the homeless. 
 
Long ago, for my ancestors, the village of my name was the center of the 
world, and the mountains or the seashore, the edge of that world.  Sure of 
their kuni , their gods, their values,  those ancestors knew what lay beyond 
was the realm of unreality, the country of the dead, the dwelling of phantoms 
and nothingness.  Generations removed from those ancestors, I suffered from 
a lack of a center, a fixed point from which to chart the stream.  Instead, I was 
constantly sinking into the foam of formlessness, a dissolving identity--What 
God do I believe in? Who are my people?  What language do I speak?  What 
are my customs?  How shall I raise my children?  Where will I be a year from 
now, ten years, at my deathbed?  What is my history, the stories of my family, 
the myths of my people? 
 
The man who emigrated--my grandfather-- carried within him the memory 
of home, the former world, the place where he was once "real."  It tore at him, 
that memory, and yet it kept him anchored:  He knew where his home was, 
knew that he had lost it.  The son of that man--my father--believed he could 
make the new place his home.  The task was probably impossible, but it kept 



MEDITATIONS ON HOME 

 
 

 

k
 a

 r
 t

 i
 k

 a
   

  
  r

 e
 v

 i
 e

 w
 

31 

him occupied. The son of that man--myself--realizes what?  That the new 
home--in my case, a Jewish suburb--is no home, is, in fact, for me an 
absurdity, a sham, and that the old home is lost in unreality.   
 
At the time I went to Japan, I saw my sense of homelessness and my defiance 
of limits as intimately related to my reaction to stereotypes.  If American 
culture wanted to see me solely as Mr. Moto or the buck-toothed gardener, I 
wanted to outplay, to leap beyond the bounds of, other people's conceptions 
of me.  I would not choose, would not settle; I would keep my options open.  I 
countered with the illusion I could be anything.  One day, Yeats said, the poet 
will wear all masks.   Perhaps that was the reason it took me so long to return 
to the lost center, my grandparents' kuni. 

 
 
 
David Mura  is a poet, creative nonfiction writer, critic, playwright and performance 
artist. A Sansei or third generation Japanese American, Mura has written two 
memoirs: Turning Japanese: Memoirs of a Sansei (Anchor-Random), which won a 
1991 Josephine Miles Book Award from the Oakland PEN and was listed in the New 
York Times Notable Books of Year, and Where the Body Meets Memory: An Odyssey of 
Race, Sexuality and Identity (1996, Anchor). 
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SHAWNA YANG RYAN 
 

DRIVING HOME 
 
 
For a good part of 2007, whenever I drove I-80 East from Berkeley to 
Sacramento, I would begin to weep just past Vallejo. Here, the road suddenly 
sweeps from the low land of the Bay Area up into the desolate yellow hills 
that signal the approach to the Central Valley. At night, the road is pitch 
black, sometimes dense with fog. In this liminal space, like Orpheus shedding 
flesh to become spirit and retrieve the dead, I revert from my Berkeley life as 
writer and teacher back to a girl, vulnerable to the mysteries of family and 
loss. In late 2006, my grandfather had died, and on those drives, at first 
glimpse of the valley, I was reminded of the void I was returning to. 
 
For two days in September, my family had lived in the waiting room of Mercy 
3ÁÎ *ÕÁÎ (ÏÓÐÉÔÁÌȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ Ô×ÅÎÔÙ ÏÆ ÕÓȡ ÍÙ ÇÒÁÎÄÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÓÉØ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ 
and their spouses, and nine grandchildren. The nurses gave us blankets and 
pillows, which we spread out on the waiting room floor among runaway 
crayons and loose coloring pages and bags of junk food. We cycled between 
ÔÈÅ ÃÒÁÃËÌÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÏÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÁÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÙ ÇÒÁÎÄÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÏÍÂÅÒ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÒÏÏÍȢ  
 
My grandfather was deep in a morphine-induced sleep. A clouded respirator 
obscured his face and his arms were splotched with deep purple bruises 
from the IV lines. We could not help but stare at the monitor, mesmerized by 
the plodding beep and jerking green line that mirrored his heart. Though we 
hoped that he would clamber through the layers of drugs to wakefulness, 
propelled by a hunger to live, we were all aware that we were waiting for 
him to die. 
 
It was his fourth stay that year, and this most recent visit, instigated by his 
weak lungs, revealed an undiagnosed heart problem. The doctor said that the 
visits would increase in frequency, and that it was likely that a massive heart 
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attack would ultimately kill him. Then the doctor gently suggested that my 
grandmother give permission to slowly increase the morphinÅȟ ÔÏ ȰÍÁËÅ ÈÉÍ 
ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅȢȱ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ Ô×Ï ÄÁÙÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÕÒÓÅÓ ÃÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÆÅ× ÈÏÕÒÓ ÔÏ 
adjust the dosage. In the time between these visits, we took turns whispering 
confessions and good-ÂÙÅÓ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÇÒÁÎÄÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÅÁÒȢ  
 
I wondered if he dreamed us, if he desired to speak back but could not find a 
path out of his opiated slumber. 
 
By the second day of our vigil, we were exhausted. The nurses urged us to 
sleep. They would wake us if anything changed. My grandmother stayed with 
my grandfather while the rest of us crowded into the waiting room: slumped 
on the institutional chairs upholstered in rugged fabric and curled up in 
hospital blankets on the gray carpet. The room grew quiet and thick with 
sleep. 
 
It was in this peace, deep night, when only my grandmother remained to hold 
his hand, that my grandfather finally let go. 
 
The nurses pulled off his oxygen mask, took out his catheter and IV drips, 
unplugged the machines. They straightened his arms and smoothed the 
blanket. They turned on the fans and deodorized the room against the 
remaining cast of his final breath, and we came to say goodbye. When I kissed 
him for the last time, his forehead was cool and dry. 
 
This memory unfolds in the time it takes me to speed from the amber glow of 
the bay that recedes in my rearview mirror to the glitter of suburban lights in 
the valley that sprawls out below me. By the time my radio catches the signal 
of a Sacramento station, my tears have dried, and I am singing along. I realize 
that a final good-bye does not exist: it comes in pieces, again and again, 
ÕÎÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄȢ *ÕÓÔ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÔÈÉÎË )ȭÖÅ ÂÕÒÉÅÄ ÍÙ ÇÒÉÅÆȟ ÉÔ ÓÐÒÉÎÇÓ ÕÐ ÁÎÅ×ȟ 
another glimpse of Eurydice fading once more into mist.  

 
 
 
Born in Sacramento, California, the child of parents who met during the Vietnam 
War when her father was stationed in Taiwan, Shawna Yang Ryan graduated from 
the University of California, Berkeley, and received an M.A. from the University of 
California, Davis. In 2002, she was a Fulbright scholar in Taiwan. Water Ghosts 
(originally published in 2007 as Locke 1928) was a finalist for the 2008 Northern 
California Book Award. She currently lives in Berkeley, California. 
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LAC SU 
 

CÁ KHO T  ֥
 
 
When I was four in Vietnam, my father was wanted by the Communists. My 
family was forced to flee the country in a hail of gunfire, leaving a life of 
comfort and prosperity behind. I remember the escape from our beloved 
Vietnam in episodic flashes that still rattle me with post-traumatic stress to 
this day. I reconcile these anxious feelings by thinking about the last meal 
Grandma Ne fed me before we left. It was porridge with braised sardine in 
caramel sauce, or cá kho tί. The fish sauce, sugar, shallots, chili, and ginger 
Grandma Ne used to cook the sardine caramelized over time at low heat on 
her coal briquette stove. 
  
It was a great last meal before our familyɂand three hundred other 
refugeesɂescaped Vietnam. While we ran towards a rickety fishing boat, the 
Communist soldiers blasted bullets and grenades at us. The next thing I 
knew, we were stranded at sea in the midst of a typhoon with two other 
fishing boats that eventually disappeared.  
 
Miraculously, our family eventually immigrated to Los Angeles whereɂ
despite high hopes for a paradise as beautiful as our lost homelandɂwe 
found out that the American Dream was not all it was cracked up to be. Living 
in squalid conditions and barely making ends meet, my family struggled to 
create a new home in AmerÉÃÁȢ "ÕÔ ×Å ×ÅÒÅ ÁÌÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȢ 7Å ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ 
ÁÓË ÆÏÒ ÍÏÒÅȢ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÆÏÏÄ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅÎÔÉÃÅ ÍÅȠ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓÔÅ ×ÁÓ ÕÎÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ 
ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÍÉÎÄ ÍÅ ÏÆ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ ) ÏÎÃÅ ËÎÅ×Ȣ -Á ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÏË 6ÉÅÔÎÁÍÅÓÅ 
food, and my favoriteɂjust like Grandma Ne made itɂwas cá kho tί. I grew 
up in America eating cá kho tί at least once a week until I left home for 
college.  
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Now in my thirties, I have a family of my own. We live a good hour-and-a-half 
Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÙ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 'ÒÁÎÄÐÁ ÁÎÄ 'ÒÁÎÄÍÁ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÁÓ 
often as we would like. When I married my Mexican-American wife, the 
repast I was accustomed to at the dinner table was replaced with American-
ÓÔÙÌÅ ÍÅÁÔÌÏÁÆ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÓÔÁȟ ÁÎÄ Á ÖÁÒÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ -ÅØÉÃÁÎ ÄÉÓÈÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÍÙ ×ÉÆÅȭÓ 
home-cooked favorites that her mother taught her.  
 
) ÒÅÃÔÉÆÙ ÍÙ ÃÒÁÖÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ -ÁȭÓ ÈÏÍÅ-cooked meals by eating out at local 
Vietnamese restaurants. Most of the restaurants have all the Vietnamese 
dishes that Ma would cook for meɀÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅÎȭÔ -ÁȭÓ ÃÏÏËÉÎÇȢ ) ÆÅÅÌ 
something is missing. Every so often, Ma calls me out of the blue. When I hear 
ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÍÙ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅȟ ÍÙ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÉÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ  
 
 Ȱ#ÁÎ ) ÃÏÍÅ ÈÏÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ cá kho tίȟ -Áȩȱ 

 
 
 
Lac Su ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ Á ÍÁÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÁÎÄ 0ÈȢ$Ȣ !Ȣ"Ȣ$Ȣȟ ÉÎ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ organizational 
psychology from the California School of Professional Psychology. He is a senior 
executive for TalentSmart ɀ a global think tank and management consulting firm, 
and he lives in San Diego. His professional work has been featured in BusinessWeek, 
Fortune, The Tribune, Globe and Mail, and various online and academic journals. I 
Love Yous Are for White People is his first book. 



MEDITATIONS ON HOME 

 
 

 

k
 a

 r
 t

 i
 k

 a
   

  
  r

 e
 v

 i
 e

 w
 

36 

 
 

KELLY ZEN-YIE TSAI 
 

 
digging a hole to china  
 
1. 
 
we are at war  
with ourselves 
 
700 missiles  
point  
sharp noses 
across the taiwan  
strait  
 
my mother  
runs delicate  
fingers 
over plum candy,  
sesame bars, dates  
mashed with  
walnuts 
 
at the sweet shop  
in shanghai  
 
for the first  
time in 60 years 
 
these her 
child tongue  
remembers 
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before revolution 
before exile 
 
as she stuffs  
a plastic bag  
to its brim  
 
for the 17 hour  
flight back  
home  
 
to chicago  
 
2. 
 
the engraver  
at the great wall  
didn't even turn  
all the way around  
 
before he muttered, 
"oh, hua qiao." 
 
and continued to hammer 
 
my father's name 
my mother's name 
my name  
 
the day's date 
 
into the piece of  
granite before him  
 
what kind of  
people are we 
 
to think that we  
can build anything  
big enough to keep  
our culture intact 
 
that we can  
be impervious to  
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change 
 
that we can shut  
the world out? 
 
3.  
 
carol and i  
are useless 
 
american-born 
hackney-tongued 
 
we listen  
to my father explain  
why each of these 
places are so important 
 
so many poets 
so many temples 
so many gods 
 
i can read only  
the waving of  
the lotus fields  
 
the old women  
dressed in black  
reaching their  
arms towards 
the sun  
 
the children walking  
two by two gripped 
in each other's hands 
with superhero  
backpacks on  
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4.  
 
tiananmen square  
is empty of ghosts  
empty of blood 
 
just stretches of  
gray stone buildings  
and packs of postcards  
sold for a dollar  
 
soldiers tread lightly 
past me in green polyester pants 
striped with yellow  
 
their shoulders  
marked in red  
 
their faces  
younger  
than mine 
 
we are not  
so different  
 
i realize 
 
i press a kiss  
to my crossed 
fingers 
 
untwist them  
and let the kiss  
ride on air 
 
we survive  
every history  
 
in prayer  
in prayer 
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The Ballad Of The Maybe Gentrifier  
 
)ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ×ÈÉÔÅȟ ÂÕÔ  
I love me a ×ÈÉÔÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ×ÉÒÅÌÅÓÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÅÔ ÃÁÆïȢ  
 
) ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÅÁÒ Á ÔÈÒÉÆÔ ÓÔÏÒÅ ÇÒÁÎÄÐÁ Ó×ÅÁÔÅÒȟ  
scraggly beard, and oversized plastic glasses 
with my skinny jeans.  
 
) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÒÈÏÏÄ  
ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÍÅȢ  ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÉÔ ÔÏȟ  
but I am clearly the face of this change.  
 
You could hardly gather from my eyes, my skin,  
ÍÙ ÈÁÉÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÉÒÌ ÉÓ ÒÅÐÐÉÎȭ "ÅÄ-3ÔÕÙȣÈÁÒÄȢ  
 
(Usually people guess Korean from Flushing. 
Wrong on both counts). 
 
This is the Bed-3ÔÕÙ ÏÆ "ÉÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÇÈÏÓÔȟ  
boarded up brownstones ×ÉÔÈ Ȱ&ÏÒ 3ÁÌÅȱ  
signs, plucked one by one, puckering  
into a revivified concrete bloom.  
 
Handwritten notes that read:  
Ȱ7ÉÌÌ ÂÕÙ ÙÏÕÒ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÃÁÓÈȢ   
#ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÕÍÂÅÒȢȱ ÒÏÌÌÅÄ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ  
shoved into rusty wrought iron fences. 
 
Rented dumpsters out front,  
hammers and nails and saws,  
brown bodies hang out third story  
windows for 50 dollars cash per day,  
painting the worn exteriors  
of brownstones brown.  
 
Is this life after death? 
Or a parasite? 
Or the green shoots of new growth?  
 
I walk by brick and steel and  
concrete boxes towering over  
the old hardware store,  
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even I can see the neighborhood  
is changing, and this change  
is also a part of me.  
 
Chinese Taiwanese from Chicago, Black  
from Seattle, Jamaican from Columbus, Pakistani  
from Austin, Mexican from San Francisco, 
  
We are the slightly less visible marauders  
ruffling the edges of rents upwards  
hanging out at Habana Outpost,  
 
kicking back mojitos in the summertime,  
designer sneakers, designer jeans, designer  
sunglasses,  
 
(Or at least, the knock-offs.)  
 
Will the real Bed-Stuy please stand up?  
 
The lifetime residents clinging to legacy  
in rent-controlled apartments, the old folks  
hanging in clusters on the stoop, the families  
at Marcy projects, the bodega owners stocking  
more and more organic produce, the children  
who went abroad and return to family buildings  
with European accents and college degrees, the  
Bloods and the Crips, the storefront imams and pastors,  
the hasty landlords with rings of keys and credit check forms  
ready oÎ ÃÌÉÐÂÏÁÒÄÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÉÖÅÒȭÓ ÓÅÁÔÓ ÏÆ ÐÁÒËÅÄ ÃÁÒÓȢ  
 
Will the real Bed-Stuy please stand up?  
 
The Bed-Stuy of Timothy Stansbury and Rashawn Brazell. 
The Bed-Stuy renamed Clinton Hill and Stuyvesant Heights by real estate 
agents.  
The Bed-Stuy before and after white flight.  
The Bed-3ÔÕÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÏÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ "ÒÏÁÄ×ÁÙ ÉÎ ȭχχȢ  
The Weeksville Bed-Stuy.  
The Do or Die Bed-Stuy.  The Bed-Stuy and Proud of It.  
 
The neighborhood is changing.  
It is plain to see.  
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I am a part of it.  It is a part of me. 

 
 

 
Kelly  Zen-Yie Tsai is a Chicago-born, Brooklyn-based, Chinese Taiwanese American 
spoken word artist who has performed her poetry at over 400 venues worldwide 
including three seasons on "Russell Simmons Presents HBO Def Poetry." Winner of a 
2007 New York Foundation for the Arts Urban Artist Initiative Award, she was listed 
as one of Idealist in NYC's Top 40 New Yorkers Who Make Positive Social Change in 
ςππψ ÁÎÄ !ÎÇÒÙ!ÓÉÁÎ-ÁÎȢÃÏÍȭÓ Ȱσπ -ÏÓÔ )ÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ !ÓÉÁÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓ 5ÎÄÅÒ σπȱ ÉÎ 
2009. She has shared stages with Mos Def, KRS-One, Sonia Sanchez, Talib Kweli, 
Erykah Badu, Amiri Baraka, and many more. (www.yellowgurl.com, FB: Kelly Zen-
Yie Tsai, Twitter: @yellowgurlpoet). 

 

http://www.yellowgurl.com/
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THRITY UMRIGAR 
 
 
I have two contrary impulses that I have tried to reconcile most of my life.  
Mostly unsuccessfully.   
 
On the one hand, I am one of those silly people who wants to live 
ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÔÌÙ ÉÎ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÁÎÙ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÖÉÓÉÔȢ  %ÖÅÎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ )ȭÖÅ ÓÐÅÎÔ Á ÆÕÌÌ ÄÁÙ 
in a new town or country, I see myself living there, writing my books, making 
new friends, building a new life.  It is alarming how easily I can imagine 
myself in new situations and places, how effortlessly the nesting instinct 
takes over, the alacrity with which I can make myself at home in the world. 
 
/Î ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÈÏÍÅ ÉÓ ×ÈÅÒÅÖÅÒ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔȢ ) ÁÍ Á ÍÏÎÇÒÅÌȟ Á ÍÁÌÃÏÎÔÅÎÔȟ 
forever seeing over the horizon to a distant shore.  In that sense, I am a true 
immigrant.  Unease and restlessness are built into my bones and I find myself 
longing for the places I have left behind.  When I am in the United States, I 
find myself missing and defending the warmth and bustle of life in India.  I 
speak longingly of the crowded streets, the lack of alienation, the 
ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ×ÈÏ ÖÉÓÉÔ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÆÉÒÓÔȟ 
the neighbors who keep an eye out for each other.     
 
But when I am in India, those same customs and people, the gossip and the 
inquisitiveness, the constant scrutiny and gaze, the busybodyness, drive me 
crazy.  I find myself longing for the coolness of Americaɂthe wide open 
spaces, the privacy, the stillness and quiet, the freedom to be solitary.  The 
absence of people who heap quantities of food into your plate without asking, 
who tell you to eat, eat, eat, who ask the most personal questions without 
batting an eye, who give you unsolicited advice on matters medical, legal, 
political  and intimate. 
 
"ÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ )ȭÍ ÂÁÃË ÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏÏ ÅÍÐÔÙ ÁÎÄ 
lifeless and the malls and shopping arcades seem shallow and soulless and 
America itself feels too clean and sanitized and unnatural.  And the 
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conviction builds that this is not real life, that life is meant to be soulful and 
dirty and messy and crazy-making.  And so the cycle begins anew. 
 
-Ù ÉÄÅÁÌ ȬÈÏÍÅȟȭ ) ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅȟ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 
privacy, closeness and distance, love, but not the smothering kind.  That is 
the ideal I carry in my head and have, with some success, managed to bring 
into my life.  It is a good life that I have built, I know this, but somehow it 
pales in comparison to the power of my dreams.  
 
In my dreams, I gather all the people that I love under one roof and we live 
happily together without quarrel or misunderstanding.  There are communal 
meals, big, boisterous affairs, with much drinking and talking and joking.  But 
when someone goes to place more food on my plate and I shake my head no, 
they listen. 

 
 
 
Thrity Umrigar  is an Indian-American writer, who was born in Mumbai and 
immigrated to the United States when she was 21. She is a journalist and the author 
of the novels Bombay Time, The Space Between Us,  First Darling of the Morning, If 
Today Be Sweet, and The Weight of Heaven. She has written for the Washington Post, 
Cleveland Plain Dealer, among other newspapers, and regularly writes for The 
Boston Globe's book pages. She is currently assistant professor of English at Case 
Western Reserve University where she teaches creative writing and literature. She 
was a winner of the Nieman Fellowship to Harvard University. She has a Ph.D. in 
English and presently lives in Cleveland, Ohio. 
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SUNG J. WOO 
 
 
Growing up in the suburbs of New Jersey, what I wanted more than anything 
×ÁÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÈÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÈÏÕÓÅȢ  &ÒÁÎËÌÙȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÓÏ 
ÌÏÎÇȢ  7ÈÙ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÍÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÓÁÖÅ up some cash and move us out of our 
ratty apartment and into a little Cape Cod?  I never thought it was much to 
ÁÓËȢ  )Ô ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ) ×ÁÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔÉÎÇ Á ÔÅÎ-bedroom mansion, just a little 
bungalow that we could call our own.  A house was permanent while an 
apartment was in-between, ephemeral.  I always felt like we were on the 
verge of escaping to a better place. 
 
%ØÃÅÐÔ ×Å ÓÔÁÙÅÄ ÐÕÔȢ  -ÏÎÅÙȟ ) ×ÁÓ ÔÏÌÄȟ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÇÒÏ× ÏÎ ÔÒÅÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄ 
appreciate whatever roof I did have over my head.  We lived between those 
anonymous white walls for my entire adolescence, and even after I left for 
college, my parents remained, finally relocating when the rent got too high 
and they found more affordable senior housing elsewhere. 
 
During my freshman year, I lived in the dorms, which felt no different than 
ÔÈÅ ÁÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÙÏÕÔÈȢ  9ÏÕ ×ÅÒÅÎȭÔ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ÎÁÉÌ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
walls, so I bought sticky blue clay-ÇÏÏ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÕÐ ÍÙ ÐÏÓÔÅÒ ÏÆ 3ÁÌÖÁÄÏÒ $ÁÌÉȭÓ 
melting clocks.  The welcome letter that came with the room made it very 
clear: at the end of the year, I was supposed to leave the room exactly as I 
found it today.  I was a transient, living on borrowed time, in a borrowed 
space. 
 
I was miserable, and when a friend suggested that I join a fraternity, I looked 
at him like ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÃÒÁÚÙȢ  #ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÅ ÓÅÅ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ) ÈÁÔÅÄ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙȩ  
Why in the world would I want to join a bunch of beer-swilling meatheads? 
 
7ÅÌÌȟ ÍÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÍÁÙÂÅ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ Á ÂÕÎÃÈ ÏÆ ÂÅÅÒ-
swilling meatheads? 
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My friend, who was a sophomore, pledged that fall with three of his buddies, 
and when the spring semester began and I seriously considered transferring 
to a different school, he invited me over to the house. 
 
It was painted white with green trim, three stories high on a gentle hill, and 
ÕÎÌÉËÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÔÓ )ȭÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÌÏÏËÅÄ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ËÅÐÔ 
in decent shape: no empty beer cans strewn on the front lawn, no holes in the 
×ÁÌÌ ×ÈÅÒÅ Á ÄÒÕÎË ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÓÌÁÍÍÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÈÅÁÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȢ  )Ô ×ÁÓÎȭÔ 
immaculate, of course; after all, a bunch of college kids lived there.  But it was 
no worse than the dorms where I was living, either. 
 
And like my friend, who was most definitely not a beer-swilling meathead, 
×ÈÏ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÉÃÅÓÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ )ȭÄ ÍÅÔ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÅÎÔÉÒÅ ÌÉÆÅ, the rest of 
the members of the fraternity were just the same.  A lot of them were geeky, 
awkward engineering majors, my kind of people, and I would soon learn all 
of their names and call them my brothers, because I ended up pledging. 
 
One of the requirements of becoming a part of the brotherhood was to 
upgrade the house in some way, to change its physical structure.  My fellow 
initiates and I chose to repaint the dining room, and even though I agreed 
with them that we were being used for slave labor, I was actually ecstatic.  
Here I was, dipping my brush into the paint and making my mark: I was here. 
 
It turned out that what people hated, I loved.  Once a week, everyone was 
given a common room to clean, such as scrubbing one of the bathrooms or 
vacuuming tÈÅ ÃÁÒÐÅÔÅÄ ÓÔÁÉÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÈÁÐÐÉÅÒ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ 
my chores.  I was taking care of this house that had stood since 1910, my first 
house.  I never much cared for open parties, but even those I learned to adore 
because there were domestic duties to be performed: manning the bar, 
refilling bowls of potato chips and pretzels for the guests, DJing the music so 
my brothers and friends could dance the night away. 
 
What I treasured most of all was coming home after a long day of classes.  
Walking over the suspension bridge, making a left at Fall Creek Drive, trying 
ÔÏ ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÓÔ )ȭÄ ÆÌÕÎËÅÄ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÐÅÒ )ȭÄ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÌÁÔÅȟ ×ÏÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ 
if I had the gumption to ask out the girl in the Faulkner class ɀ and then there 
it was, my safe haven, and whatever problems I had accrued seemed a little 
ÌÅÓÓ ÄÁÕÎÔÉÎÇȢ  /ÎÅ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÆÏÎÄÅÓÔ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÉÓȡ ÉÔȭÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÒÃÔÉÃ ÏÕÔ 
there, the snow coming down hard, the winter wind sneaky and painful, and 
as I wend my way through the blinding flurries, I run into one of my brothers, 
and we struggle up the driveway together, our boots crunching through the 
ÃÁËÅ ÏÆ ÓÎÏ× ÁÎÄ ÉÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÕÇÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÒÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 
the doors, and we throw our Michelin-man coats down on the floor and 
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scurry to the two radiators in the Red Rug Room, our backs to the warm 
metal, alternately blowing into our hands, thawing. 
 
4ÈÅÙ ÓÁÙ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÇÏ ÈÏÍÅ ÁÇÁÉÎȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÔÏÐ ÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÒÙÉÎÇȢ  !ÆÔÅÒ ) 
graduated, I returned to the house twice, glad to see the innocent pledges 
turn into know -it -all upperclassmen, glad to see the dining room still in that 
awful yellow paint of my doing, but there was a bittersweet sadness, too, 
telling me this was no longer my home.  This past June, I drove back to 
campus for my fifteenth reunion, and when I visited the house, walking 
through the halls I knew so well, I felt like I was being pulled apart in two.  
How could a place that felt so familiar also feel so distant?  There were a few 
people staying there over summer break, and I kepÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 
belong there, that this was my house with my brothers. 
 
"ÕÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÍÅ ×ÈÏ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÂÅÌÏÎÇȢ 

 
 
 
Sung J. WooȭÓ s short stories and essays have appeared in The New York Times, 
-Ã3×ÅÅÎÅÙȭÓ, and KoreAm Journal. His debut novel, Everything Asian (2009), has 
received praises from The Christian Science Monitor, Kirkus Reviews (starred 
review), the Chicago Sun-Times, and won the 2010 Asian/Pacific American Award 
ÆÏÒ ,ÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ɉ9ÏÕÔÈ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙɊȢ (ÉÓ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÓÔÏÒÙ Ȱ,ÉÍÉÔÓȱ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ %ÄÉÔÏÒȭÓ #ÈÏÉÃÅ 
winner in Carve MagazineȭÓ ςππψ 2ÁÙÍÏÎÄ #ÁÒÖÅÒ 3ÈÏÒÔ 3ÔÏÒÙ #ÏÎÔÅÓÔȢ  ! ÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÅ 
of Cornell University with an MFA from New York University, Woo lives in 
Washington, New Jersey. 
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BRYAN THAO WORRA 
 
 
Home Is To Box As 
To Leave Is To Free 
 
TÈÅ ÏÌÄ 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÍÅȡ Ȱ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÍÙ ÆÒÅÅÄÏÍ 
"Ù ÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÏÎ ×ÁÌÌÓȢ ) ÔÒÁÖÅÌȢȱ 
 
In one country, no one stops me trying to leave. 
)Î ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÔÏÐ ÍÅ ÉÆ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅ 
7ÏÒÄÓ ) ×ÁÓ ÂÏÒÎ ÁÍÏÎÇȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ Ȱ3ÁÂÁÉÄÅÅȢȱ 
In yet another, I can avoid incessant hawkers by going 
A day without shaving and forgetting to watch 
My floating world around me with any curiosity. 
 
Returning, they doubt by skin and prior destination. 
A familiarity with Elvis and John Wayne  
opens surprising doors 
For now. 
 
My love asks me: Pick a shade of paint for our home. 
What a tether.  
 
Imagining chubby Buddha laughing if I keep attached  
To the picket fence jaws of American dreams, 
 
For a moment, I envy Baba Yaga and her wandering hut, 
4ÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒÓ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÓÅÅÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÅÁÔÅÎ. 
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Projections Through A Glass Eye   
 
/Î ÔÈÅ ÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ 4Õ &ÕȭÓ ÉÍÍÅÎÓÅ ÒÏÁÄÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÇÉÃ 
      My toes soak up ink like a paper towel 
I cannot help but desire to see  
                                                  that incredible day 
When my account of mundane moments in the Midwest 
          Will appear as an exotic phoenix feather penning 
     A fantastic epic on an extinct dragon skin 
For a beautiful young girl whose essential atoms  
     (ÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÂÅÇÕÎ  
   To gather together yet  
On the border of an as-yet unfounded nation  
     So far from my own house  
           of humbled dreams. 

  
 
 
Bryan Thao Worra  is a Laotian American writer. His books include On The Other 
Side Of The Eye, Touching Detonations, Winter Ink, Barrow and The Tuk Tuk Diaries: 
My Dinner With Cluster Bombs. He is the first Laotian American to receive a 
Fellowship in Literature from the United States government's National Endowment 
for the Arts. He has also received the Asian Pacific Leadership Award from the State 
Council on Asian Pacific Minnesotans for Leadership in the Arts. Thao Worra 
currently resides in the Hawthorne neighborhood of Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
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SUBMISSION GUIDELINES  
 
The editorial board reviews submissions on a rolling basis. Thus, we accept 
submissions by electronic mail year-round. Please do not send previously published 
work. We accept simultaneous submissions, but ask that you notify the respective 
editor immediately when your submission has been accepted elsewhere. 
 
Submit online with the submishmashΆ ÓÕÂÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒȡ 

http://kartikareview.submishmash.com/Submit 

 
 
Fiction  | Attn: Christine Lee Zilka 
 
Short stories, experimental or interpretive works of fiction, flash fiction and micro-
fiction pieces fall under our category of fiction. We give due consideration to all 
submissions, but we strongly prefer works under 7,500 words. 
 
Poetry  | Attn: Kenji Liu 
 
Narrative, prose, or lyrical poetry, free verse, eastern or western poetic forms, or 
works meant as spoken word are all welcome as poetry. We give due consideration 
to all submissions, but we strongly prefer works under 2,500 words. 
 
Creative Nonfiction  | Attn: Jennifer Derilo 
 
For creative nonfiction, we are particularly interest ed in works (memoir, reportage, 
letters, essay, etc.) that touch on themes including--but not limited to --identity, 
memory, family,  culture, history, trauma, dislocation. Alternative formats and 
subject matter are nonetheless welcome. We give due consideration to all 
submissions, but we strongly prefer works under 7,500 words. 
 

 
 
For more information, please visit http://www.kartikareview.com/submit.html , or 
write to the editors at kartika.review@gmail.com.  

http://kartikareview.submishmash.com/Submit
http://www.kartikareview.com/submit.html
mailto:kartika.review@gmail.com
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BOARD OF EDITORS 

Fiction Editor | Christine Lee Zilka   
 

Christine Lee Zilka's stories and essays have appeared or are forthcoming in 
ZYZZYVA, Verbsap, Yomimono, and elsewhere. She was awarded a Hedgebrook 
writing residency and her work was selected as a finalist in Poets and Writers 
-ÁÇÁÚÉÎÅȭÓ WEX contest for the state of California in 2007. Christine earned her 
undergraduate degree from UC Berkeley and her MFA in Creative Writing from Mills 
College where she was awarded an Ardella Mills prize. She is currently at work on a 
novel 
  
Poetry Editor | Kenji Liu  
 

Kenji Liu is a 1.5 generation Japanese-born Taiwanese American expatriate of New 
Jersey suburbia. His writing arises from his work as an activist, educator and 
ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ×ÏÒËÅÒȢ +ÅÎÊÉȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÃÈÁÐÂÏÏË You Left Without Your Shoes was published 
by Finishing Line Press (2009), available on Amazon.com. His writing has appeared 
in Tea Party Magazine ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ςππω )ÎÔÅÒÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 7ÒÉÔÅÒȭÓ 7ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÏÎÌÉne 
anthology Flick of My Tongue. Kenji was awarded a writing residency at Blue 
Mountain Center and was a presenting literary artist at APAture 2009, a 
multidisciplinary Asian Pacific American art festival. He is currently working on a 
multi -genre full-length collection of poetry, prose and visual art. He is a freelance 
graphic designer and also holds an MA in Cultural Anthropology and Social 
Transformation from California Institute of Integral Studies. When not writing, Kenji 
paints, boulders, chases sunshine and hangs out with puppies. His biggest writing 
pet peeve is when people don't know the difference between its and it's. 
 
Non-Fiction Editor | Jennifer Derilo  
 

Jennifer Derilo received her MFA (creative nonfiction emphasis) from Mills College, 
where she was its first Jacob K. Javits scholar. She enjoys reading (and writing) 
about people and things unseen. She often has nightmares about zombies. And 
abandoned predicate parts. 
 
Managing Editor  | Sunny Woan 
 

Sunny Woan likes to dote on cats. She has a difficult time maintaining thermal 
homeostasis. Her creative works have appeared in Fifth Wednesday Journal, Blue 
Earth Review, and SoMa Literary Review, among others. Sunny is a corporate 
attorney who works in-house for a global investments firm and the founder of a 
designer handbags and accessories company, Taryn Zhang International. 
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