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To anyone who has ever wondered if they belong,

we see you and know that you do.
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Paul

With a line this long, you’d think we were waiting to get into Disney World, or Six Flags, or something cool. But no. We are at the airport, the place you go to wait in line for more waiting.

It’s ten thirty in the morning, and we’re at Chicago Gateway International Airport four hours early for our thirty-one-hour trip to Thailand. Once we get through this security line, we will wait at our gate, then wait in the boarding line, then wait on the plane, then do it all over again at another airport before we finally land in Bangkok.

At least Mom is feeling really proud of herself. She woke me up at the unholy hour of 5:30 a.m. so we could get a good parking spot. “See, Paul?” she said to me when our minivan pulled into the garage. “The Saturday before Fourth of July. Told you it would be crowded.”

I have to admit that she’s right. This security line snakes all the way back to the counter where we waited (yes, more waiting!) to check our suitcases and my little sister’s car seat.

The other travelers are all on edge. Outside, what started as a summer drizzle is now a full-on thunderstorm. The sky is a spooky gray-green color, and thick sheets of rain lash the big glass windows of the terminal. Lightning flashes, and everyone sucks in their breath, then worriedly checks the flight information screens. When the sliding doors swoosh open, sopping-wet travelers hurry inside to the departure area, shivering from the shock of the air-conditioning. Our family is dry because we’ve been inside this airport since the beginning of time.

Beside me, Grandma is bundled up like we’re going to scale Mount Everest. I tug on the sleeve of her lime-green puffy coat to get her attention. She’s only one inch taller than me, and with her hood cinched tight around her brown face, I feel like I’m talking to a giant, plump caterpillar. “Grandma, the line is moving up,” I say to her in Thai. “Here, let me help carry your bag.”

“No, no, I got it.” She hoists her faded cloth carry-on bag onto her shoulder. It’s purple with red flowers, and it’s almost as big as she is. “Your parents are the ones who need help.”

Ahead of us, Mom and Dad are on full Jessie duty. My three-year-old sister has round cheeks, big dark eyes, and pigtails that stick straight out like puppy dog ears. She’s like what animators study when they’re learning how to draw cute things. The adults around us smile and make peekaboo faces at her. She sticks out her tongue and scowls at them. She’s a terror.

“Another cookie!” she whines as she clutches my dad’s leg.

“Jessie, baby, don’t you want to save those for the plane?” he says in the tone of voice you’d use to negotiate a hostage crisis.

“Nooooo!” she wails, throwing herself onto the floor.

I pull my black baseball cap down and act like I have no idea who this diabolical toddler is. At least during our flight Jessie will be sitting with Mom and Dad, and I’ll get to chill with Grandma in our own row. Our total flying time will be twenty-two hours, and I plan to spend all of them watching movies and sipping ginger ale. Maybe if we’re lucky, Jessie will get left on the plane, and we can carry on with our lives.

“Okay, Grandma, let’s talk movies. You have to watch at least two with me before you fall asleep. I checked the airline website, and they don’t have Star Trek reruns, but they do have the new Star Trek film, and—Grandma, are you even listening?”

“Huh? Oh, sure, Paul. You know I love Star Trek.”

Grandma’s usually so with it, but this morning she’s distracted. It must be all the people. I look around at the other passengers crammed in with us. A group of about a dozen older boys has just joined the end of the line. Even with their clothes soaked with rainwater, they are the coolest guys I’ve ever seen. They look maybe high school age, and they’re wearing matching red-and-white warm-ups. Their sneakers are so white they burn my eyeballs. Even before I notice the embroidered Perez, DDS basketball logo, I can tell they play basketball from the swagger-y way they swing their arms. When the line shifts and I can see them better, I realize they’re all Asian American. Even cooler. I’ve never seen an all-Asian basketball team before.

Jessie lets out a screech, and I cringe. Luckily, the players are all too busy showing each other stuff on their phones to notice. With a squeal, Jessie runs away from the line. Mom sprints after her and just barely catches the ribbon on the waist of her yellow dress, pulling her back like a dog on a leash.

Darn. There goes my chance at being an only child again.

I hear a commotion directly behind us. I turn and see a woman in a bright pink sweater towing a shiny rolling bag. Her clothes and blond hair are probably usually perfect, but right now they hang limply, wet from the rain. Her son also looks soaked through. He dabs at his high-end sneakers with a wad of paper towels.

“Excuse me,” the lady in pink says sweetly to the people in line. “We’ve got to get through security so we can buy some dry clothes before our flight. Do you mind if we get in front of you? Thanks!” She and her son slide ahead before the people even have a chance to answer.

As Pink Lady makes her way toward us, Grandma leans closer to me. “What’s all that about?”

“They want to cut in line,” I explain in Thai. Even though she loves watching American television, Grandma has never learned to speak English. “The lady in pink says she needs to go shopping for dry clothes before her plane leaves.”

Grandma throws me a wink. “Let me handle this Klingon.”

When Pink Lady comes up to us and does her whole skipping-the-line routine, Grandma plops her flower bag down right in the woman’s way. She looks up and smiles at Pink Lady. “Sorry. No understand,” she says in choppy English.

I have to bite my lip to keep from smiling as Grandma stands her ground like a bored water buffalo. Pink Lady has no choice but to stay where she is.

But unlike Grandma, I understand English perfectly. So I hear every word when Pink Lady whispers loudly to her son, “Just our luck that we’d get stuck behind these people. They slow everything down.”

I bite my lip harder. My mind does that thing it always does when I hear something like this. It starts coming up with all the things she could have meant by “these people.” Maybe she meant short people, people with demonic toddlers, people with grandmas who are dressed like arctic explorers.

But even as I’m making excuses for her, I know exactly what she meant. She meant Asian, Immigrant, Other. And then, even though I love my family and I’m proud of being Thai, and even though I know that she is the one with the problem, I feel the embarrassment start to creep up the back of my neck and fold itself around my face. It didn’t even take this woman a full minute to stick our family into our own separate category: these people.

The line shifts, and I shuffle forward, then backtrack to get Grandma. She’s looking into her bag and whispering to herself.

That flush of embarrassment surges higher. “Hey, Grandma, we’ve got to move up,” I whisper. “Here, let me carry that for you.” I take her bag and look down inside it. “This is heavy. What have you got in here?” Nestled between her extra sweaters, snacks, and Thai language magazines, there’s a gigantic red plastic tub of instant coffee. “Coffee? You know we can get that in Thailand, right?”

I start to pull it out, but Grandma grabs my arm and shakes her head. She looks over her shoulder, like she doesn’t want Mom and Dad to hear.

“Grandma, what is it?”

She leans in and whispers, “It’s your grandfather.”

For a moment, I get sad, thinking that Grandma must be reminiscing about Granddad, who passed away a little over a year ago. But then it hits me.

I look into the bag. I look at Grandma.

Oh no.

“Grandma,” I whisper. “Did you bring Granddad’s ashes to the airport?”

She reaches into the bag and pulls out the coffee container, cradling it in her arms. “I want to keep him safe.”

“So you put him in a coffee can?”

She shrugs. “What? He likes coffee.”

She carefully pops off the plastic lid and holds the can out for me to see. My heart is pounding, and I wince, expecting to see—I don’t know, a bunch of gray powder and maybe a finger bone? Instead, inside the can is a polished wooden box with a lid of stained glass.

I shield Grandma with my body as I glance over my shoulder at Pink Lady. Who knows what awful things she’d say if she knew what we were actually carrying?

Grandma hands the coffee canister back to me. “I had that box made just for him. It’s prettier than the one we got from the temple. He should have something beautiful while he waits.”

“Waits for what?” I ask, pushing the container deep, so deep, into the bottom of the bag.

“I’m taking him back home. To spread his ashes where the Chao Phraya River meets the sea. And then his spirit can be free and at peace.”

Grandma talks about Granddad in the present tense, like he still lives with us. I know she misses him every day, but I was never close to him like I am to her. He never talked much, not even in Thai, and he never did get into Star Trek. But before he got sick, when he could still walk, he would take me to the park and teach me how to fly kites, Thai-style. He would soak our kite strings in glue and then roll them through the remains of a broken soda bottle, coating the strings in tiny shards of glass. Then we would battle, each of us trying to slice through the other’s kite strings with our own. Way cooler than throwing a ball around.

I snap back to the present.

Focus, Paul. You’ve got your grandfather in a bag slung over your shoulder. What’s your strategy here?

Every time we go to Thailand, the airport officials ask us if we “have anything to declare,” which means that we get one last chance to tell them what we’re carrying. You can get in big trouble if you try to sneak things into another country that you’re not supposed to bring. I try to remember the sign we passed when we entered the line. It said absolutely no firearms, lighters, or blades, but did it say anything about ashes? Do they let human remains just roll on through the scanner with everybody’s toothbrushes and laptops?

“Grandma, shouldn’t we tell the security people about this?”

She shakes her head vigorously. “These American guards won’t know how to treat your grandfather. They probably would put him under the shoes, or something dirty like that! No, no. This is best. The bag will go through, and then we get him on the other side. Everything is a piece of cake after that.”

I swallow and look up at my parents. Grandma and Granddad moved from Thailand to live with us after I was born, but Mom has lived in the US since she was a high school foreign exchange student. She and Grandma are always butting heads about doing things “old style” or “new style.” I’m pretty sure I already know the answer when I ask, “Mom and Dad don’t know about this, do they?”

“Humph, your mom doesn’t understand,” says Grandma with a click of her tongue. “She wants her daddy to stay close to her, in Chicago. But it’s too cold here in the winter! Your grandfather hates the cold. He needs to be in the place where his heart belongs, and that’s in Thailand.” Grandma puts her hand under my chin. “This will be a good trip for you, Paul. You can pay attention to all the little details so you know what to do when it’s my time to go.”

And then it hits me. Grandma is going to die someday. Then who will sit with me on the airplane? Who will peel baby oranges for me and Jessie, and hand us each segment like a precious jewel? Who will tell me stories about growing up along the river in Prachin Buri, fishing for eels in the reeds, riding in a rowboat to get to school?

The back of my throat squeezes up. I feel so stupid that not until this very moment, waiting in line at the airport, have I even considered that Mom and Dad will be gone someday, too. So will I. And where will our ashes be scattered? I’ve only been to Thailand twice. One day in the future, will someone smuggle me through security in a peanut butter jar?

Before I can get upset, I feel Grandma move toward me. She has always had this sixth sense for knowing what I’m thinking. She cups my face with her warm, dry hands. “Hey, hey, don’t be sad. You have a very long time before you need to worry about any of this stuff. And you know where your heart belongs, right?”

“Where?”

Grandma smiles so big that her whole face wrinkles up. “Right here! In Chicago, USA. You’re my darling American grandson, and that makes me so proud.” She hugs me close to her. “And no matter where we end up, our spirits will find each other. And watch Star Trek reruns together.”

I hug her back, and even through her puffy caterpillar coat I can feel how strong she is despite being so small. I take a deep breath and inhale her scent: eucalyptus oil and talcum powder.

We’re interrupted by Pink Lady, who taps me on the shoulder and says loudly in a fake Asian accent, “LINE MOVING. GO UP NOW.”

There’s another Asian American kid standing in line with his dad a couple rows over. Did he hear the racism in Pink Lady’s comment? The line shifts, and the boy moves out of my sight.

And then I realize that we are finally almost at the front of the line. My stomach starts to flip. If we’re going to come clean about these ashes, this is the time to do it.

I can hear Pink Lady’s sandaled foot tapping impatiently behind me. I can just imagine the fit she’d throw if we slowed down the line by explaining what’s going on. I know I shouldn’t care about someone like her, but if we slow things down, then we’ll prove that all her stereotypes about “these people” are right. I don’t want her to be right. I just want to get through this without anyone noticing us.

I hold my breath as Dad hands the TSA agent our passports. This agent looks younger than all the others. His cheeks have a red rash, like he pushed down too hard with his razor when he was shaving. He doesn’t smile as he looks at our documents and compares them to our plane tickets. He doesn’t even smile at Jessie, and everyone smiles at Jessie.

Dad waits patiently, but I see the muscle in his cheek bouncing, and I know that he’s feeling frustrated that things are taking so long. Now I’m extra glad I kept quiet about the ashes. Maybe Grandma’s right, and we’ll coast by with no one noticing us.

After what seems like forever, the rashy agent waves us through, and I let out a big breath.

Grandma and I go ahead of my parents to the X-ray machine. I let Grandma hold my arm while she slips off her shoes. I take mine off. I lay my backpack onto the conveyor belt and then her flower bag. I make sure her bag is nowhere near our shoes. In Thai culture, feet and shoes are dirty. They shouldn’t touch something sacred or important.

Behind us, Mom and Dad start taking off their shoes, emptying their pockets, and hauling their carry-on bags up onto the conveyor belt. Jessie howls when Mom takes her precious light-up sneakers just as a TSA agent informs Dad that kids her age don’t have to remove their shoes. I wince and look away.

Grandma squeezes my arm and smiles at me before walking through the body scanner.

Okay, here we go. I walk through the scanner. No alarms. No flashing lights. A huge wave of relief washes over me. Just a few more steps and we are home free.

I hand Grandma her shoes when they roll down the conveyor belt. I get mine. I grab my backpack.

I’m reaching for Grandma’s bag when the conveyor belt pauses.

And then rolls backward.

The security agent running the machine leans in close to her screen, squinting. She runs the belt forward again, then backward again.

My heart turns into an ice cube.

The woman waves to another TSA agent to come over.

The agent, a tall man with graying hair and a badge that reads HASLEY, picks up the bag and starts saying something to Grandma. But I don’t hear it, because there is a loud whooshing noise in my head, which must be the sound you hear just before you start having a panic attack.

As Dad walks through the body scanner, he says, “Paul, go help your grandma, okay?”

I follow Grandma and Agent Hasley to a side area with a metal table. Back at the conveyor belt, Jessie is now screaming about having to put her shoes on. People are looking at my parents and shaking their heads. I wish I could disappear or turn into vapor and just float away.

But I can tell from the look on Grandma’s face that she doesn’t understand what the agent is saying. I can’t leave her.

“. . . going to search your bag now,” Agent Hasley says mechanically. “Please do not touch your bag or your belongings during this process.”

The agent reaches into the bag. He pulls out the coffee canister. His eyebrows go up when he gets the lid off. He takes out the dark wooden box.

Suddenly, I feel a surge of energy beside me. Grandma’s body is a blur as she lunges forward and claws at the agent’s hands.

“Don’t touch him! Don’t open it!” she shouts in Thai, trying to snatch the box from him.

That’s when my mind kicks into some strange superhero mode, and I can see everything happening in slow motion: the agent’s confusion at why this tiny old woman has suddenly attacked him; my grandmother’s single-minded goal—to protect her husband from being seized by these coldhearted strangers; her body as it twists, winding up her seventy-five-year-old muscles like a spring-loaded coil; and the agent’s amusement, which is soon going to turn to anguish because he doesn’t know what I know: Grandma knows Muay Thai kickboxing, and when she was younger, she used to eat guys like him for breakfast.

“WAIT!” I cry, leaping in between the two of them with my hands out.

Agent Hasley freezes. Grandma freezes. All hope of passing this checkpoint without being noticed has vanished. Everyone turns and stares. Behind us, the rashy-faced agent is shouting orders, stopping all passengers from entering the screening area. The entire checkpoint is in chaos.

Pink Lady screeches in fury as another agent stops her from walking through the body scanner and makes her join the other security line. She is pointing at us, yelling, her face turning the same color as her sweater.

I can’t hear what she’s saying, and I don’t care. I turn my back on her and focus on what’s really important.

I look up at Agent Hasley and firmly say, “Sir, my grandmother doesn’t speak English. Please let me explain . . .”

I force myself to speak slowly as I tell him everything about the ashes and about Thai culture so that I don’t leave anything out. I try to look calm for Grandma’s sake, but when I get to the part about worrying that they will confiscate Granddad, I can hear my voice trembling. When I’m finished, the agent lets out a sigh.

“You’re allowed to bring the ashes through security,” he says. “We just ask that you tell us so we can handle them properly. You’re not in trouble, and we’re certainly not going to confiscate them.”

“Really?” I squeak.

“Really.” He leans forward and lowers his voice. “Honestly? This kind of stuff happens all the time.”

“It does?”

Agent Hasley smiles. “Kid, I’ve got enough stories to write a book.” He nods down at the wooden box. “This cover is made of leaded glass, so we weren’t able to properly scan it. I’ll have to do an additional screening by hand. But don’t worry. Tell your grandmother I’ll be very gentle.”

I explain everything to Grandma in Thai. Again, it takes time to find the right words. She still looks skeptical. “It’s okay,” I say to her. “He’ll be careful.”

Finally, Grandma gives Agent Hasley a nod of agreement. He gently swipes the outside of the box with a plastic wand covered with a cloth tip. When he’s done, he presents the box to Grandma with both hands and dips his head, sort of like a little bow. She nods back.

The agent pats my shoulder as he hands me the bag. “You’re a good kid to protect your grandmother.”

I smile. It’s probably best that he doesn’t know that I was actually protecting him from Grandma’s flying fists of fury.

As the chaos at the checkpoint slowly clears up and the passengers resume filing through, we rejoin Mom and Dad, whose faces are full of worry.

Before Mom can say anything, I reach out and wrap my arms around her. And then, just like I did for Agent Hasley, I explain everything. “Don’t be mad at Grandma, Mom. She just wanted to do the right thing for Granddad. And it is the right thing. You have to be where your heart belongs, you know?”

Mom hugs me tight, then holds her arms out to Grandma. They embrace, and Mom tenderly smooths her hands over the wooden box. Soon they are talking a mile a minute in Thai, crying, apologizing, and offering forgiveness to each other all at once. Dad squeezes both of my shoulders. Translation from his unspoken words: I’m proud of you, son.

We are all still circled up in a big group hug when I see Pink Lady and her kid stomp off toward their gate. “We’ll never make our flight now!” she cries.

I wish I could say that I was the kind of person who took no satisfaction in this. Guess I’m just not one of those people.

Grandma dries her eyes and carefully slides the wooden box back into the coffee container. I place it in the bottom of the bag. I pat the bag and whisper, “Don’t worry, Granddad. We’re taking you home.”

Now it’s time to find our gate. Only three hours and thirty-four minutes left to wait.

Grandma hooks her arm into mine. “I told you. Piece of cake.”

“Hold on,” says Mom, looking around frantically. “Where’s Jessie?”
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Jae

“What’s this?”

Mr. Peters took one look at Jae, then glared at Mom. He was an average-sized white man with short brown hair and almost no chin. Jae saw that one of his eyes twitched a little, which made his glare almost comical.

It was time for the shift change; people were leaving the employee break room, either to start their work duties or to head home.

“I’m sorry, Richard,” Mom said. “The sitter—”

Jae’s usual babysitter was Gracie, a college student. Earlier that day, Gracie’s grandmother had fallen and broken her hip, and Gracie had had to take her to the hospital. Mom had refused point-blank to discuss Jae’s contention that he was old enough to stay home on his own. She couldn’t afford to call in sick, so the only choice left was for him to go to work with her.

Jae had sulked all the way there on the L train. He was still sulking now.

“There’s no excuse,” Mr. Peters cut her off. “You’re late. And this is not a day care center.”

It took all of Jae’s resolve not to roll his eyes as a match for the instant snark response inside his head. Um, riiiiight. It’s an airport.

Mom lowered her head slightly, but her voice was steady. “You won’t even know he’s here,” she said. “He’s a good boy.”

If I’m a good boy, how come I’m not allowed to stay at home on my own? Jae kept his face blank, but inside his head, he was scowling—because he knew the answer.

“Uses questionable judgment.” “Lacks impulse control.” That was grown-up-speak for the fact that Jae sometimes “made bad choices,” which was why Mom was reluctant to leave him on his own.

It wasn’t like he wanted to misbehave or rebel. But being good was slippery. It didn’t stay still; it moved around, and not only that, sometimes it meant exactly opposite things. Like, there were times when being good meant speaking up, but other times when it meant staying quiet. The only thing Jae was sure of was that “good” was determined by whoever was in charge at the time. For today, Jae knew that good behavior would mean a serious stretch of boredom. Being bored was the worst.

Mr. Peters was talking. “I don’t know how they do things where you come from, but this is a professional establishment. We do not bring children to work with us.”

Scowl redirected at Mr. Peters. Where we come from? That would be the West Side, off Cicero. And don’t you talk to my mom like that. She’s worked here way longer than you—she’s the one who showed you around when you first started. And besides, she’s older than you—can’t you show a little respect?

Of course, he said none of that aloud. This was a “staying quiet” moment.

Mr. Peters moved his glare from Mom to Jae himself, then seemed to hesitate. He reached out with his hand and rubbed Jae’s head awkwardly.

“I’m sure this guy won’t be a problem,” he said, in a friendly voice so fake it made Jae cringe. “You’ll just stay here and—and hold down the fort. Right, Jake?”

“It’s Jae.” Jae and Mom spoke in unison.

The false smile dropped from Mr. Peters’s face. He shrugged, clearly not interested in getting Jae’s name right. “I should have you take him home and dock your pay,” he said. “I’m making an exception just this once. See that it doesn’t happen again.” He banged the door as he left.

“Jerk,” said Angie, one of Mom’s work partners. She stood in the doorway of the cloakroom at the back and rolled her eyes. She must have overheard the whole conversation.

Now she gathered her purple-streaked hair into a ponytail. “C’mon, Myung, let’s get started.” She put a hand on Mom’s shoulder. The two women moved toward the door together, Mom a head shorter than Angie.

Then Mom turned and hurried back toward Jae.

“I know you don’t want to be here,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t work out anything else. But please just stay here and wait for me. I might be able to come back for a few minutes on my break.” She looked
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