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Birthday

here’s a man outside the door. He pounds away at

it with his fists, and that whole side of the room

shakes. He can pound until the house falls. I don’t
care, it’s his house; he can do with it what he pleases.

He talks to me through the door. His talk is nothing
_like his knock. His voice is gentle, soothing, contrite. I
mlght even be tempted to say it’s sweet, only he s a man,
and the man that he is. WR e

ame to see the boy. It’s true I have no rights except
those that come with love. And if I paid any attention to
““what the court says, I wouldn’t be here. The court says
the boy belongs to the man, the boy’s father. This has been
hard to take. After all, the boy calls us both by our first
names, and as far as I’'m concerned that means we’re equals.

It’s the boy’s birthday, and back in the days when the
world was cold and rainy and sane, back in the days when
we still llvedt\og?fﬁeﬁ had promised we'd go for an
afternoon of baseball—sunshine, pop, hotdogs. I told the
man [ was coming. I kept calling his number, but no one
answered. I left plenty of messages on his machine, de-
tailing what I had planned for my date with the boy. No_
response. When the boy first moved into this house, I tried

o



;' BIRTHDAY

phoning him every couple of weeks. I just wanted to hear
him say my name again, Wallace Wong—the clearest three - t/; ‘
le is vocabulary when his fother troduced s
But all [ ever got for my troubles was the man ’s recorded
voice—until yesterday, that is, when he interrupted the
message I was leaving to say, “Wong, why don’t you leave
us alone?”
I just hung up on him. I couldn’t talk to someone who
R used that tone of voice.
/. The boy’s mother is gone from the picture. She’s in New
" York; I say New York because that’s where she’s from
originally, but she might be in Topeka for all I know.
Losing the boy almost killed her. All those days in court

{ “% nothing. What did that black robe know_about the A
e

ave of our three hearts? The Tmamwon custody. Perhaps
"he bribed the ju ludge it'sappened before. More likely it’s
because he’s making money now writing movies, and in
this town that’s everything. He had written a script based
on their marriage and breakup, which was made into a
film and did well at the box office, so now he’s in big
demand.
““One day I came home from the shop, and she was gone.
No note then, and not a word from her since, But I'm
confident she’ll come home once her heart’s on the mend.
Her disappearance wasn’t a complete surprise. She’s a
)\v&*‘ ﬁulrky one. I've learned to expect such behavior. When
we first started going out, she wanted me to prove that I
really loved her. She was still recovering from the marriage
then and didn’t trust what anyone said about anything,
especially love. So she said she needed proof. I told her
okay, but for weeks she couldn’t decide what she wanted
me to do. Then one day while we were having lunch at a
restaurant, she said, “This is it.”
“What?”’
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““Steal his radio.” She pointed across the street.
“You crazy?” ,
The radio went into a health club with a man built like

i

_ajhéavywcight boxer. |
I crossed the street, and as I followed the(radio into the
building, I imagined the possible headline fo :

paper:-- CHINESE ROMEO BITES GYM FLOOR. Having ac-
cepted the possibility of severe bodily injury, I found the '
actual theft of the radio surprisingly easy. I just hung
around the locker room, watching him strip and flex, and
when he got up to relieve himself, I snatched up the radio
left sitting on the bench.

She met me on the street in front of the gym. “Keep
it,” she said. ““A present from me to you.”

This I didn’t appreciate. I reminded-trer-the-size-of that
man’s fist was bigger than my entire head.

\‘“Fﬁ'ﬁk,” she said, laughing in a mean sort of way,

“wouldn’t hurt anyone he wasn’t married to.”

That’s Frank out there, punching the door.

Y {
‘m sitting on a kiddie clfair. My knees are pressed against
the hoftom of a table/that’s under two feet tall. It’s as if
I’'m cfammed in a crate. In front of me I have a}fm/g’/
pa&Ms. Sooner or later, the man will
find the key to the lock or poke his fist through the door.
Before that happens, I want to leavesthe boy a note, just
to let him know I didn’t forget his %rthday But unless
he’s learned to read in the past few moiths;words will be
useless. So I have to say my piece with pictures, and I'm
not much when it comes, to pictures..
I take up the red criéb and draw a circle; then I put in
some eyes. I'm trying for a self-portrait but it’s sizing
up more feline than Homo sapien. Soon\l admit defeat

¥ —
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) -
and finish off the{ w1th a_pair_of triangles for ears.
“~~The man calls ; name. “Don’t do anything funny

&Q‘

while I'm away,”” he says.-HisffGotstepd go down the stairs.
I hurry to the window. The man’s walking up the front
path. He goes about halfway, turns, and looks back at the
house. He catches my eyes and gestures with his hand, like
an _umpire thumbm a,guy out.

'?&:f&"try a yellow crayon. | make another circle, but now
I’m distracted by the man’s absence. Can’t draw with him
._there, can’t draw without him. I go to thewinidow. He's
standmg at the curb waiting for the boy, or maybe he’s
called the police. T

Back at the table again, I give my drawing some teeth,
big yellow squares. My creation reminds me of my father,
though no one else would make the connection.

<““What good’s a son that doesn’t know who his own
~J father is?] That’s what my father said when I told my
parents about the boy and how the three of us planned to
set up housekeeping. He didn’t care for the idea of his only
son adopting a used family. He gritted his false teeth, which
he does when he’s h\]é@éﬂ’ld said, “Wallace™ (h.
my American name), “don’t be such a jerk. There are

mullions of availa mese glrls AndI'll tell you a secret.
N “The basic anatomy’s the same no_matter where it commes

“from. Just say yes, and we’ll go to China and find you a
nice gk ————— — 3 A s X
My mother nodded her halrJet black from a be____;c1an S
bottle. She said, “Love betwee lions and sheep has but
-one consequence.” She talks in aphorisms, I, don’t know

if they’re thereatthing or if she maFe—s_theYn up.

My parents had their hearts set-on—Connie-Chung-—
“Marry your mother a girl she can talk to without having
to use her hands,” said my father.

“What makes you think Connie Chung can even speak

Chinese?” I said.

]
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“Because she’s smart; otherwise, she wouldn’t be,g
- TV,” said my father. AL £ ;?‘»‘;, v,
My mother said, “Only a fool whlstles into the wind.”
At this, even my father shot her a funrrﬂookf‘ff‘*;‘-
On the drive over here I heard a story on the radio about
alifornia co_n_ii_ors ing extinct. I tried to Lrn/g:une myself
as a condor at thé'dea end of evolution. Tn my veins L‘felt
Th'e‘p"Tno,rd' al'soup bubbling, and my-whole entropic bulk _
_uiksd_aﬁrg?zed at the lag{%’emalcs of my species. I knew
was supposed to mate; but I wasn’t sure how. Yeah, I'd
probably have to start"b%lckmg a partner. But which
one? I looked them over, the last three in creation; she’d
need to have good genes. Finally, after careful considera-

tion, I chose—her, the bird with the blow
i‘r:jﬁztard ‘my father’s voice: “No, not that one, that

I wonder if he might be right. Maybe I'd be wise to
pack a few suitcases full of Maybelline and soft Italian
shoes and go over to China. Plenty of women there - in that
/IL&tlck -free society. Seduce them with bourgeois deca-
—dence, an 51] gladly surrender their governmentally

3

ma/date C 1ldren to me.

his morning I taped a sign on the door for m
customers, saying that I had to attend a@
Even though Saturdays show my best pro
the boy’s birthday I didn’t bother to open the shop. I
operate an Italian-style café..| % n slow death buttery
eggs, pinguid coffee, an sweetso op of sweets. At first
business was$10 People didn’t believe a Chinaman could
produce a decent cappuccino. I could hardly blame them.
I'd shy away, too, from moo shu pork from a Sicilian’s
pan. But I do all right now, and take off when the need

comes up. —4e

e
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So I drove over to the man’s house, and when I first
caught sight of it I was surprised by its size, its thick Greek
columns, its funereal cypresses, its imposing terra-cotta 3
roof. ﬁgr 4 0 ‘

Seated on a white cast-iron love seat by the front door,
the man was hunch&d Gver a book in which he appeared
to be writing. I walked up the long front path, flanked on %,
both sides by enormous expanses of chipped white stone
where there should’ve been grass. He acted as if [ weren’t
there. He just kept on scribbling. This Téminded me of his

~ourtroom manner: done up in a pinstriped suit, he sat at
his table, writing feverishly on a yellow legal pad, as if he
were an agent of the law.

q‘? . y and his mother stayed down-
“town in a hotel to be near the court building. Each night
my father would call to ask who was winning. Of course
he was rooting againsg us. My mother wanted to know if
I was eating rice again, now that the girl was gone. I got
50 confused talking to them that I moved out of the house
just to avoid their calls. I set up a cot in the café storeroom
and slept next to egg cartons, milk crates, and hot exhaust
from the refrigerator fan. Those nights I fell asleep listening
to talk shows on the radio.

They were good com So much ’;Don the air-

y g pany. Ty
waves, it was a o@l heard this one guy complaining
about his chroni¢ md;gestlon and the radio doctor, with-
out so much as laymg a stethoscope on him, diagnosed
that the caller had cancer. I listened to too many women
with a similar story. The husband’s a h1ttci ‘théy’d say,
and in thc morning she’s ready to hit back, but by then
the bu one off somewhere, so she smacks the kids
instead, §nd wants to know why she doesn’t feel sorry for
doing so. We were all half-crazed 1nsommacs one big
aching famlly [ Y

S — i e




9

I even called a radio psychologist the night of the day
the boy’s mother left me. The second I got through to the
station I realized how desperate I was, and felt pretty silly.
But I didn’t hang up. I had a conversation with the show’s
producer. He said my story was too complex. He wanted
me to simplify it.(He advised me that if I wanted the
listeners’ sympathy I Should—¢onsider dropping —the™

~“Chinese-stuff.*Before T listened t6 another word, T told

~himithat Thoped one day he’d be lonesome and heartbroken
in the back roads of China, thousands of miles from West-
ern ears, and the nearest ones carved from stone. ™,

“I've been expecting you,” said the man. He motioned
for me to sit next to him on the love seat. I held my ground.
He crossed his legs and reopened his booK to a page marke
with a greeting card. “You like poetry?” he asked, then
bowed his head and finished copying a poem from the
book onto the card. “I read this one back in high school,
so I guess it must be good.” He handed me the card when
he was through. His handwriting looked-like-ants-setemd—___

wmdsmwkng—a&evmhcpm:(

I said, “Would you mind calling the boy?”

“We should talk,” he said, taking back the card and
slipping it into a hot-pink envelope. “I don’t know you
from the/GQng of Fou}, and here you are asking for

" Thad braced myself for that. (Welby, I can hardly say it.
Named the poor kid after a TV doctet. The boy’s mother
swears it was all the man’s doing. When she comes home,
and we’re settled, we’ll go to court and have his name
changed.

“It’s his birthday,” I said. “We have plans. The ball
game, remember?”’

“And don’t think he hasn’t talked about seeiﬁn_ghxg_u,”
the man said. I
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~ “Well then, let’s not disappoint the boy.” I took a step

forward and reached for the doorbell.

“That’s not necessary,” said the man, rising from his
seat. “We’re talking now.”

He pushed back the cuff of his long-sleeved shirt and
checked his watch. “Can you spare me a few minutes?”’
he said and, with a sweep of his hand, invited me to sit
again. This time I did.

‘“The scene opens in a supermarket,” he began. “Rows
of fruits and vegetables. People, carts fill the aisle. Close-
up on Welby; he’s about eighteen ths old, sitting in
the kiddie seat. I go squﬁ%eversc angle:
Welby watches as I join the swarm of shoppers. Pan of
aisle, finally zeroing in on a nice-looking lady, who parks
her cart next to mine. Zoom in: she’s talking to her own
kid, who’s too big for the kiddie seat and looks awkward
and clumsy in it. His head’s bowed, eyes dim and sad. His
mother says, ‘Here’s anothermmppears
among the shoppers. Zoom in on me in the crowd. I look
over at Welby. Cut back to kids. Welby’s leaning across

the cart and pats the new boy, nothing rough, just finding
out what the other kid feels like. Twin shot: big boy

@;’?tmg Welby do his thing, the e way people [et mean
dogs

all they want, instead of tr trying to get away. |
returnto the cart. See the kid’s crying, no noise, just these
tears on his cheeks. Mom comes back. I apologize. Close-
up on Mom: she’s eating a candy bar right in front-of her
kid’s face. You know something’s wrong with the picture,

‘but you can’t figure out what. It takes a few seconds, but

then you realize the kid’s blind. Fade out.”
“Scene from a new movie?”’ I asked.
“No, from real life.”
“Oh. Look, we have to get going.” I stood up and
stepped away from the door. “So what’s your point?”’
He looked at his watch again. “Look, she left me, she



left you. On that score, we re dead eve\ He came up
‘behind me and put his hand on my shoulder. ¢ ‘Say, what
‘kind of car you driving?” He gave me the gentlest push #
‘and we started walking up the front path. “You w
what(Welby hought when he came to live here? He
‘thought he was being punished for breaking up our mar-
riage. How do you think that made e feel? We 2l do
“things we don’t mean, and end up hurtmg people—turt
-her;-she hurt me; now you’re hurt.”

We were still walkmg toward the curb. The man nudged
me whenever my feet slowed down.

“Frank, look, thanks for the talk.”

“Sure,” he said. “It’s about time we had a man-to-man.”
He touched me on the shoulder again.

“But you’re forgetting something—where’s Welby?
We really should hit the road. I promised him batting
practice.” ‘

“Say, that reminds me, what kind of tickets you buy?

Il reimburse you for them.”

We Teached the curb. He opened the driver-side door

and rolled down the window. “The ballpark express,” he

said, sweeping his hand past the opening«,«gwoge,lm, '
\B____-— . . z

ame show showing off a-prize.

I slid in behind the wheel. “Okay. Now call Welby.”

He shut the door and crouched, his big forearms resting
against the bottom of the window. “Listen to me,” Frank
said. “To Welby, you’re big time. You're like a living,
breathing video game. There’ve been times I couldn’tstand
“being—around-him"He’d tell stories: ‘One day me and
Wallace Wong’ did this, did that. I'm never in any of his
_stories.” The man looked into the side-view miirror and
fixed his hair. “But I'm his father, right? Come on, give
me a chance Leav‘e us aﬂonc O__II(Q? He’s starting to get
used to me.”
It was obvious he wasn’t going to hand the boy over.



