Chapter I


Things had gotten really bad around the house. My grandma was going crazy.  Not unclear crazy, but paranoid crazy.  For a 93 year old woman, she was completely clear of mind.   If she had any power at all, she might be dangerous. Her only power consisted of the words that came out of her mouth; Shanghaieze, Mandarin and broken English. She hated my mom.  She hated my dad.  She hated my brother. They were all out to get her.  They were “abusive”. She threatened to call 911 and tell the police. 


There was nothing really to tell the police. There was no abuse, only dysfunction. Nevertheless, I was the only one in the house she would talk to.  My ma said, “I don’t know why she hate me.  I don’t do anything to her.”  For that matter, I don’t know why she still liked me but she did.


When a senior person gets a “bug”, there’s nothing much you can do.  They seem to ruminate for days and then wake up one morning with an idea that simply must be executed.  My grandma’s idea was to go back to China to live out the rest of her life without having to endure my ma and everyone else.  This was her singular idea and since I was the only one she liked, I became the vehicle. She asked me to go to China, find her a home, get it ready for her, then come back and take her to her new home.  What do I know of these things?  I’m Chinese of course but beyond that I know very little of China.  I grew up here, in New York City.  Not that that means I know something of New York or the United States.  I just don’t know about these places any more than how to get a bus or subway to work or to Chinatown or to New Jersey where my friend lives. 


I know how to arrange things, its true. I can coordinate things, ship things, pay for things, ask for things, return things. These things I learned.  I learned how to be a logistical person. Sometimes, I can get things done. I can make rational decisions but I often miss critical facts. 


I tried very hard to dismiss this crazy idea. I used simple tactics that distracted. The same tactics I used with my children. Maybe I could find her a place to live here, in New York. What made me think that would work? It just doesn’t sound like my grandma’s lifelong dream.  She pictured a clean, bright pleasant home with a garden and friendly and familiar respectful neighbors. I was offering a nursing home off the expressway.


A synergy developed; a confluence of opinions. We had lived in New York for 30 years since I was 10. First in Chinatown, then Elmhurst. We lived as many of my friends families lived, as an extended family. We all worked hard and contributed to the family. After awhile, we bought separate houses and had separate families but times changed, and the economy changed and we found ourselves together again under the same roof. The old ways didn’t go away and I was glad for that.  We respected our elders the most. We believed in traditional values.  In the United States women are held as equals in all ways but in the traditional Chinese family we were equal but not the same. We were not the same as men.  We could not do the same things as the men and the men could not do the same things as the women.   As family discussions developed, it became apparent that there was agreement that my grandma’s wishes would be honored and the logical choice for accomplishing this task would be me. I could “get things done”. 

Chapter II 


I had only been in Georgia for about 3 weeks and it was Easter Sunday. I was working of course.  That’s what I came here for.  To work, to build the factory, and then to go home as soon as possible. So I worked non-stop.  I didn’t know then that twelve years later I would still be here. I didn’t know then that no amount of work would make me reach my goal.  I didn’t know then that eventually I would have to give up for the first time in my life.  Just give up.


I didn’t know that Alma, Georgia was more Christian than any other town I have ever seen. It was Easter Sunday. I was from New York and half a jew and living in Alma, Georgia and working of all things and looking for a quick bite on Easter Sunday. 


Every small town has one.  A Dairy Queen.  Every small town except the one I grew up in.  We had a Dairy Barn but not a Dairy Queen. For twelve years I called it “Dairy Barn” by mistake. No one knew what the hell I was talking about but they hardly ever did anyway.  But parked outside this Dairy Queen was an unusual car. A 1964 (chrome bumper) MGB just like the one my sister had owned when they were new.  It was in impeccable condition and parked just outside the Dairy Queen. When I walked inside, I didn’t know that someone was watching me carefully ever since I got out of my car. He was pausing between large bites of his hamburger, his Easter Sunday Dinner, as he watched me.  He paused to listen because he couldn’t hear above the sound of his biting and chewing with that hair covering his ears.   He was watching to see who I was because he was paranoid and curious at the same time. Wondering whether I would “do something” to his car.  It was a big city paranoia transplanted to a small town.  I saw him as soon as I walked inside. I saw him trying to look casual but there was no mistaking the fact that he didn’t really want to be seen and that we were the only two customers in the restaurant.  I saw him sitting by the window with a little ketchup on his mouth shaking his hair back before each bite to prevent the accidental clashing of blonde and red.


Of course, the staff was Indian or Pakistani and it was family owned. That’s why they were open on Easter Sunday. Why was he eating there on Easter Sunday?  He must have no family? He was clearly not just passing through.  One could tell by his movements. The carefully parked car which had just been carefully cleaned.  His “regular” window seat facing the car. His unhurried dining. I’d been to many, many restaurants in New York , alone and with others.  Although I could never master the art, I noticed that many single male diners tend to eat very slowly.  Its difficult to do. Self-consciousness makes you rush. You have to make a concerted effort to slow down..  If you’re on the road its even more difficult to slow down. 


When a man selects a urinal, he always puts as much distance as is possible between himself and another man already in progress.   So it was that I took a table on the other side of the room but so as not to be rude, not with my back to him. If I knew then what I knew now, I would have known for sure that the distance wouldn’t stop Mark from coming over. I must admit that I wasn’t unhappy about meeting a british sports car hippie in Alma, Georgia on Easter Sunday. We talked about cars a little. Somewhere in New York, I had a 1967 Austin Healey. We had MG’s in the family going back. We talked a little about twin SU carberators and then about his guitar show. His card read, “British Auto Sales” on one side and “Hammond B3 Organist” on the other.  And he was teaching himself the guitar and playing guitar gigs around.  His show was called, “A Tribute to Jerry Garcia”. He was 40 and so was I.  He lived in an old farmhouse just outside of town and I had an old farmhouse in Sullivan County, New York.  He was my southern doppelganger.   There but for the grace of God go I.

Chapter III


When a man brought up on visceral music hears that same music later in life, the same feelings rise up from within not to be suppressed by rational thought.  I don’t care if its Duke Ellington, Frank Sinatra or Howlin’ Wolf. In the case of myself and the time of that evening, it was Creedence Clearwater Revival. You better run through the jungle. Kenny came to mind. When that song was written there was only one jungle that could come to mind and Kenny was in the shitstorm that was that jungle. They called him “the scrounge”. In and of the streets of New York, raised mostly by himself, he could get what he wanted when he wanted it.  Getting what he needed proved to be more difficult. That double-edged sword left him without a way to reach a goal beyond today and now. Call him a hedonist but he had no choice. He simply couldn’t get past the here and now. 


His old man was a longshoreman at the age of 14. He went down to the docks with his father and they shaped-up.  His father always got picked and Louis rode on his coattails. What did they know of long term goals and planning? They woke up, went down to the docks and shaped-up. They got paid, spent the money and went to bed. He met a woman, married her, had two kids and she left them. And what were those kids supposed to do? Learn to plan, learn to work?  From who?


To a kid like Kenny, the Marine Corp had an allure. It was discipline, it was structure, it was a future. Do you know what a walk-around is?  Google it but its not there.  Its not anywhere. Lots of things Kenny did are not anywhere. No one knew about them except a select few. He did things a King and Queen never did.  Did you ever go to an orgy?  Did you ever play tic-tac-toe with a chicken?  Did you ever get in a cab and buy a joint from the driver?  Or go to a casino in Manhattan?  Or pick up the only girl on an empty subway platform? Or make a guy pay a debt without so much as  touching him?


He went to school and got a degree.  

