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	for the ones who are still finding their voice

	 

	we promise we stay

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	just what happen

	tuesday happen

	wednesday happen
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Julia - New Notebook

	 

	New notebook. Which always means ten minutes of staring at a blank page and thinking about what a waste it would be to ruin it with the wrong first sentence.

	I always buy the expensive ones. Thinking that they will make me a better writer. Leather covers, thick paper. I ruined those, slowly, and with guilt.

	But this one is cheap. Anya bought it at the Hema. It's green. Cheap green. She bought it because she was there for socks and the notebooks were next to the socks and she said it looked like it wanted to come home.

	So. Green notebook. First page.

	I don't know what this is for yet. That's not true. I know what diaries are for. I've kept them since I was fourteen and terrible and convinced that recording my thoughts would reveal me to be secretly profound. It did not. It revealed me to be fourteen.

	But I keep starting new ones, which must mean something. Maybe it means I still believe the next notebook will be the one where I finally make sense. Or maybe it's simpler than that. Maybe I just like the feeling of a pen moving. The way the ink sits on the page before it dries, still wet, still changeable, and then it isn't.

	Anya is in the other room doing something that involves a lot of small sounds. Drawers opening. A zipper. The particular rustle of someone looking for something they won't ask for help finding.

	I could go in there. I could be useful.

	Instead, I'm here, writing about writing, which is the most useless thing a person can do in a diary and also, somehow, always the first thing I do.

	Fine. The notebook is started. It belongs to this now.


Anya - book for what happen

	 

	you have new notebook again

	green one from hema

	you sit at table with pen

	i have notebook too

	not new

	old one from delft

	half full of poem

	other half empty

	i think maybe i try different thing

	not poem

	just

	what happen

	tuesday happen

	wednesday happen

	today i go to bakery

	woman remember my name

	she say it wrong again

	you still at table when i come home

	notebook open

	you close notebook

	we eat

	that all

	just what happen before bread

	and then bread 


Part One: The Visit

	 


Anya - before they come

	 

	two days

	i clean bathroom three times

	check towel

	fold again

	not right

	fold again

	you say "it just towel"

	but towel not just towel

	must say welcome without word

	i buy flower for table

	stand in shop too long

	woman ask if i okay

	i okay

	i just not know which flower say

	"i miss you and i sorry i so far"


Julia - The guest room

	 

	I've changed the sheets four times in my head tonight. 

	Before bed, Anya was in the kitchen arranging things that didn't need arranging. I heard her open the fridge, close it, open it again. We were both pretending to be busy with the house when really we were busy with ourselves.

	She is asleep now. Or pretending to be. I can tell by her breathing, which is too even, too careful, the way it gets when she's holding something still inside herself.

	Her parents arrive tomorrow. Her parents. In our house. In our hallway, where her shoes are always in the way and my coat hangs over hers on the same hook.

	Tomorrow I meet the woman who gave birth to the love of my life.

	And I have no idea what I will say to her.


Julia - Too early

	 

	She was ready at six. The flight doesn't land until noon.

	I found her in the hallway, shoes on, bag over her shoulder, standing like someone who had forgotten where she was going but couldn't sit back down.

	She checked her hair twice before we left. It looked exactly the same both times. I didn't mention it.

	In the train she checked her phone four times before we reached Schiphol. Flight status. Flight status. Flight status. Flight status.

	We arrived at Schiphol three hours early. She walked through the doors like the building owed her something.

	I carried her bag. She didn't notice.



	


Anya - Arrivals

	 

	delft blue boy and girl on door

	every time door open

	they break apart

	still look at each other

	every time door close

	they kiss

	i wait for door to open

	close

	i kiss mama


Julia - Arrivals

	 

	I saw her before you did.

	Small woman. Grey at the temples. Bag held in front of her with both hands like something that might be taken.

	Then you made a sound I have never heard you make before and walked faster and I stopped walking entirely.

	You held them for a long time. Your face was somewhere I couldn't follow.

	Baba stood slightly to the side. He caught my eye and nodded, the way men do when they don't know what to do with their hands. I nodded back. We stood there together, nodding, while the women held on.

	Then Mama stepped back and looked at me.

	She said something to you.

	You said: "She says you are tall."

	I said: "Xie xie."

	It was not the right answer. I'm not sure there was a right answer.


Anya - my city through her eyes

	 

	train from schiphol

	mama sit by window

	she not look at me

	she look at everything

	flat land

	water

	bicycle

	baba sleep already

	head against window

	mama say "you eat enough here?"

	“yes”

	"house warm in winter?"

	“yes mama”

	"you wear good coat?

	not thin one?"

	i laugh

	she not laugh

	julia face question mark

	her hand find my knee

	quick

	then gone

	"mama

	almost home"

	mama lean forward

	touch glass with one finger

	like she want make sure it real

	she look at me

	i nod

	she look back

	i see her face in window reflection


Julia - The hallway

	 

	I disappeared into the kitchen. The kettle, the cups, the small decisions about sugar that feel manageable when the larger ones don't.

	From the kitchen I could hear Anya speaking Mandarin. Her voice drops half a register in her own language and moves faster. She was nervous though. I could hear it. The slight upturn at the end of sentences that aren't questions.

	I came back with coffee on a tray, which immediately felt too formal. We do own a tray. We just never use it.

	Mama was standing in the living room looking at the bookshelf. Anya's engineering manuals next to my novels next to the cookbooks neither of us follows next to three guides to the Netherlands that we bought in the first year and never opened. She looked at the blanket on the couch. The one that migrates from bed to couch to floor to wherever Anya last sat. She reached down and touched the corner of it and didn't adjust it and moved on.

	Baba was in the hallway still. He had one hand on the banister, looking up the staircase. He touched the wall near the light switch, pressed it slightly with his thumb. He looked at the ceiling where the paint is cracking near the bathroom. He caught me watching and nodded. Just once.

	Mama sat down. Baba came in and sat beside her on the couch and put his hands on his knees.

	Anya was still standing. Hands at her sides. Mama picked up the coffee. She held it with both hands and looked at Anya over the rim.

	Baba said something to Anya. Short.

	She translated later. "Good coffee."


Anya - jiaozi

	 

	we make jiaozi

	mama hand next to mine

	she fold five

	i fold three

	she open mine

	fold again

	i not remember right

	but almost

	from other room julia laugh

	the laugh she use when she try hard

	mama hear too

	she look toward door

	look back at me

	keep fold

	steam go white on window

	mama taste first one

	close eye

	open

	"the filling right"


Anya - wode jiaozi

	 

	you eat and say 

	"wode jiaozi"

	not to dumpling

	to me

	mama put chopstick down

	baba stop chew

	you not know what you just do


Julia - my dumpling

	 

	Mama and Baba went to bed early. Jet lag, you said, but I think the day had been full enough.

	In bed I asked you why everyone went quiet when I said it.

	"Said what?"

	"Wode jiaozi. At dinner."

	You were quiet for a long time. Then you said, "because you call me mine in their language."

	"Good quiet or bad quiet?"

	You put your head on my shoulder.


Julia - Sightseeing

	 

	The obvious thing would have been to go to Amsterdam first. The things you show visitors so they go home with photographs that prove they saw Europe.

	But Anya wanted Leiden first. Her Leiden. The route she cycles to the university, the bakery where she always buys bread, the bench by the Rapenburg canal where she sat the first week and called me crying because the sky was too wide and too grey.

	So we walked. Anya pointed at things. The library. The bike shop that fixed her tyre for free when she was new and looked lost enough to earn pity. The Indonesian restaurant where we had our first Leiden dinner.

	Mama photographed everything. Not the grand facades or the church spires. The bollards. The cobblestones. A cat on a windowsill. A bicycle with a crate of flowers in the front basket. She was collecting evidence, I think. 

	At the Burcht, Baba climbed the mound with such determination that Pa would have been proud. At the top he stood with his hands on his hips and looked out over the rooftops and said something to Anya. Later she told me he said that she chose a good place to live.


Anya - windmill day

	 

	baba want see windmill

	real windmill

	so we take bus to kinderdijk

	julia say maybe too far

	but baba face when he see first one

	he stop talk

	he stand

	like windmill personal gift for him

	mama take photo of baba

	not windmill

	baba

	julia take photo of mama take photo of baba

	i laugh so hard i forget to take photo of windmill

	baba walk close

	look up at sail turn slow

	he say "how old?"

	julia say "maybe four hundred years"

	on bus home

	baba sleep

	mama sleep

	julia sleep

	head on my shoulder

	i only one awake

	i look at all of them


Julia - Baba and me

	 

	Baba sat on the couch with his hands on his knees. I sat in the armchair across from him and tried to remember the Mandarin phrase Anya taught me. Something about the weather. I said it. He looked at me with the patient confusion of someone who has just been told something either very polite or very strange.

	We smiled at each other. A lot.

	I showed him the garden through the window. He stood up, walked over, and looked at it for a long time. He pointed at the rose bush and said a word I didn't catch. I nodded as if I understood. He pointed at the bicycle leaning against the fence and laughed. I laughed too.

	From the kitchen came the sound of Anya and her mother, not talking, just the clatter of pots and the hiss of something hitting oil. Baba tilted his head toward the sound. It was the first time I saw Anya in him.

	I brought him tea. He watched me. When I handed him the cup, he held it with both hands, and I remembered Anya does the same thing.

	I wanted to say something enormous. About his daughter. About what she means to me. But I had no words he could hear, so we sat with our tea and pointed at things through the window and let the afternoon pass like that.


Julia - Arithmetic

	 

	Ma called from the car to say they'd be ten minutes early. Ma is always ten minutes early. It is her gift and her weapon.

	I spent those ten minutes convinced the house was too small for this. Two sets of parents, two languages, two women in the middle holding it all together with tea and good posture. It made my chest tight.

	Anya was in the kitchen. I could hear her through the door, opening and closing the cupboard, adjusting something that did not need adjusting.

	When the doorbell rang, Mama was already standing. She smoothed her blouse with both hands in a gesture I have seen Anya make a thousand times before a video call. Baba stood behind her, solid and ready, the way he has been solid and ready since the moment he arrived.

	Ma came in first, the way she “enters” rooms. Pa followed with apple pie.

	For a moment, everyone stood in the living room and nobody spoke. Four parents, two daughters, one coffee table, and silence.

	Then Ma did something I did not expect. She walked straight to Mama, took her hand, and hugged her.

	Mama hugged her back and smiled. A real one, the kind that starts in the eyes.

	Pa shook Baba's hand and immediately pointed at the pie, as if to say: I don't know the words either, but we brought something to eat.

	Anya appeared from the kitchen. She looked at me. I looked at her.


Anya - two mamas

	 

	from stair i see kitchen

	julia mama and my mama

	stand next to each other

	my mama short

	julia mama bit taller

	like us 

	but older

	julia mama touch my mama hand

	butterfly land on leaf

	then fly

	my mama look down at her own hand

	then laugh

	small


Julia - What I saw

	 

	My parents went home and here everyone has gone to bed. The house smells like ginger and appeltaart and something else I can't name.

	I'm writing this in the kitchen because I don't want to forget.

	I saw Pa explain the windmill system to Baba using salt shakers and a napkin. Baba nodded as if he understood everything. 

	But he held the salt shaker Pa gave him and turned it in his hands with such seriousness that Pa beamed like he'd found a fellow engineer.

	I saw Mama watch Anya pour wine for everyone and her eyes followed every movement. Memorizing. 

	I saw Anya sit between all four parents like a translator who kept forgetting she was translating. Halfway through dinner she started a sentence in Mandarin, switched to Dutch for the verb, and finished in English. Nobody corrected her. Ma just passed the potatoes.

	I saw Baba eat three slices of Ma's apple pie without being asked and Pa cut him a fourth without being told.

	And I saw this: after dinner, when everyone was too full and too tired to perform anymore, Mama reached across the table and straightened the flowers. The ones Anya agonized over. Mama turned them a quarter to the left and suddenly they looked right.


Anya - mama and julia walk

	 

	second evening

	mama say she want to walk

	not with me

	julia

	i see juul’s face

	small panic

	but she take coat

	they go

	i wash dish with baba

	he dry

	we not talk

	they away long time

	when they come back

	julia’s eyes red

	not sad red

	full red

	mama take off coat

	hang it on julia’s hook

	not her hook

	julia’s hook

	julia go to bathroom

	i hear water

	mama come to kitchen

	she not say what happen

	she only take my hand

	and put something in it

	small thing

	cold

	i look down

	her ring

	the jade one

	she wear since i remember

	since every memory i have of her hand

	"mama?"

	she close my fingers around it

	she say

	"give to her"

	"not from me"

	"from you"

	 

	"but i want her to know"

	"i see why you choose"

	 

	i stand in kitchen

	ring in my hand

	dish still in sink

	baba still dry plate behind me

	 

	like nothing happen

	later i find julia in bedroom

	she sit on bed

	still red eyes

	 

	i sit next to her

	i just sit


Anya - morning they leave

	baba wait at door 

	patient 

	 

	i want say big thing 

	but my eyes start before my mouth 

	 

	mama hold my face 

	both hands 

	her eyes wet too

	 

	then she turn to julia 

	both hands


Part Two: Our Life

	 


Julia - After

	 

	The house has half the number of people in it as last week. It doesn't feel like it. The guest room smells like Mama's cream and something else I can't place. Baba's slippers are still by the door. I think he forgot them.

	Anya is in the kitchen rearranging the spice cabinet back to how she had it. She's been in there for twenty minutes. She hasn't moved anything yet.
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