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Hybrid

I’M LOOKING AT MYSELF IN THE TAXI’S SIDE MIRROR. You will
never get a kiss because you’re invisible, the mirror says,
a glare of sun where my face should be. You’re not fine as
a frog’s hair, you’re no longer a chick but not yet a hen
with a golden egg in your gut, you’re not even a girl; you’re
a pair of goat-legs, too plain to be seen. I’m glad, I tell the
mirror back. Have you ever heard of Invisible Fence, a
firm that makes electronic enclosures no more discern-
able than air to keep dogs in their backyards? Who knows
what will happen for me if I stay hidden, a skinny thirteen-
year old with skinny brown hair.

I wear a tee-shirt across my just beginning chest that reads
CHICKEN RIGHTS, and no one sees that, certainly not Daddy
and Grandma Lorna bickering in the taxi’s back seat. I’m sitting
up front beside the cabbie who will eventually pull over and tell
us to get out; I can see that in his jaw clenching and unclench-
ing, his brows frowning into one straight line. He’s probably
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“Sir, do you think we could go down Amsterdam?” I ask,
knowing it’s best to phrase a directive as a question. The cabbie
makes no sign that he hears. His lids are at half-mast like stove
hoods taking in whiffs of smoke. Printed on the dash next to a
1-800 complaint number are his name, Iyad Sarraj, and a pho-
tograph. I trace my fingers over his forehead.

“I’m going to need ice packs. Perhaps, Dalloway will vol-
unteer to hold them to my face when we get home,” Grandma
Lorna whispers. You wouldn’t know from her breathy utterances
that she earned a degree in mathematics and has her pilot’s li-
cense. Two days ago she underwent surgery at the Manhattan
Ears, Eyes, Nose & Throat Hospital. When I turn to look at her
she tries to smile but the swelling squeezes her cornflower blue
eyes almost shut. She’s had a full-face lift, including chin and
jowls. Her cheeks have been chemically peeled (i.e. the top layer
of skin burnt off) and they glisten like wet red peaches. A gauze
bandage winds under her chin and over the top of her head re-
sembling a catcher's mask. Only her ponytail and orange vel-
veteen ribbon seem to have escaped injury. Last night I took a
look at some of her rejuvenation brochures, and one sentence
keeps making its way around in my head. “Some patients receive
an enhanced arch at the ends of their eyebrows, giving them a
cat-like look that is extremely exotic.” Like Dante’s leopard-crea-
ture the Lonza, who represents Lust.

Daddy taps. “If you keep going we’ll end up in Times
Square.”

"Kim, did I tell you I began to hemorrhage frommy face on
the operating table?” Grandma Lorna says. “The surgeon was
repositioning too much skin.”

Daddy says Grandma Lorna suffers from narcissistic bor-
derline personality disorder and never gave him enough atten-
tion to become a fully operational human being. Every word out
of her mouth crawls under his skin.

25

from a country where you eat flies and dirt and AK-47s.
“Not the scenic route,” Daddy says, knocking on the Plex-

iglas. “Take Amsterdam.”
The driver hears Daddy’s voice which is plainly masculine

and his nose curls.
“Pete, let him drive,” Grandma Lorna pipes up.
Daddy has on a summer dress, a form-fitting pink bodice

that flares into a full skirt and a pair of pink Paradise Kitten
sling-back pumps. On his head is the Carmen—twenty inches of
luxurious coppery curls and soft bangs. At home on his dresser
are the Holly, a gangster moll’s platinum-blond locks, the Re-
becca, a choir girl bob, and the Amber. Not to be forgotten is his
old stand-by the Rhiannon. An article like “the” always precedes
a wig’s proper name. The Carmen suits his blue eyes. As a man
Daddy was fabulous and handsome. Now he’s unmarried and a
too-pretty middle-aged woman with tree-trunk legs who takes
bounding steps. A cross between a male leopard and a lioness.
A Leopon.

“Ma, my name is Kim, remember?” Daddy snaps.
“Well,” Grandma Lorna says, “sit back, Kim.” All day she’ll

say Pete, Kim, Pete, Kim. I’d wish she’d settle on one just like
I’ve stuck with Daddy and him.

“Do you want to end up in Times Square?” Daddy taps on
the partition behind my head with his thumb ring. “Dalloway,
tell him to take Amsterdam.”

I roll my eyes. Easter break, Mummy in Albany demon-
strating against the Indian Point Nuclear Power Plant, and I’m
supposed to be with Daddy for a week of urban adventure. He
promised we’d walk the length of Manhattan from the tip of In-
wood to the South Street Seaport, we’d eat Russian and revolve
around the city at the Rainbow Room, we’d listen to old piano
bar crooners, and now everything’s different, everything’s about
Grandma Lorna.
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That driver slams the Plexiglas shut. I take a deep breath,
nothing heavy about his odor. Maybe she smells herself, the
Opium perfume that hangs over her like a murky river haze. The
stuff rich white ladies wear that is so oily it can’t be washed off
in a shower. They scrape the anal glands of civet cats to make it.
Grandma Lorna has Opium in eau de toilette, parfum classic,
dusting powder, and body cream. Smartmouth.com perfume re-
views says that if you can smell perfume a foot away you’re wear-
ing too much. You can smell Grandma Lorna at four yards. The
muscle in the driver’s cheek twitches and he jams his foot to the
gas pedal and we lurch forward.

Grandma Lorna shrieks. "Pete, my face. I hurt my face. I'm
getting sick. That stench. Kim, my face.” The jolt must have
thrown her forward because her head disappears below the seat
and I hear her gagging, and throwing up. My forehead goes hot
and the red burns through my cheeks.

"Ma, stop. Oh, please, for God’s sake,” Daddy shouts.
“Here’s some Kleenex. Ma, are you all right?”

The light changes, the taxi squealing to the curb in front
of the Holiday Inn, and the red feeling spreads to my chest and
down my arms. This is it. This is where it will happen.

"Get out,” the driver commands.
I let go of a deep breath, and when I inhale I smell the sour

cornmeal of Grandma Lorna’s vomit. “Please, she’s just been op-
erated on.” I point to his New York Taxi Association license af-
fixed to the dashboard. I take out my V-ball pen and write his
medallion number on my forearm. “Am I spelling your name
right? I y a d?”

For the first time he looks at me. Fugly me. His lip curls.
"Get out. You don't have to pay. Dirty bolis. All of you smell up
my cab.”
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"He says I could have bled to death. Did you hear?"
Grandma Lorna asks, just as the taxi hits a plate that covers a
pothole. The metal clangs like the Croatian church bell. I don’t
want to grow old like Grandma Lorna, to tear up my face to re-
make it. People have been remaking themselves for forever. In
school we studied Leopold Ollier who pioneered free skin graft-
ing and would take a piece of periosteum from the long bone of
a rabbit or a cockerel, and transplant it to the skin of the fore-
head. There were alar reductions pioneered by Robert Weir in
1892 to reduce the flare of the nostril rim or a wide nostril floor
or both. In those days they operated with saws and awls and
phrenology charts.

�

The driver accelerates as if there are miles of empty highway
in front of us not another taxi a few feet from our bumper.
Times Square rushes at us with all the traffic trying to
squeeze itself through the needle’s eye. Daddy and I used to
walk here when they were making old Times Square into the
new one. At six years old I thought the gigantic Chock Full-
of-Nuts coffee cup blowing off clouds of steam was heaven
and the girl in the Calvin Klein ad soaring over the canyon,
a goddess with story-high thighs and the tallest pelvic bones
in the world. I realize the model’s belly button is only the size
of two human beings.

Daddy pounds on the partition with his red-fingernailed
fist. “So this is how you get passengers to 45th Street?”

The driver slides open the partition. “Traffic bad. Con-
struction.”

Grandma Lorna’s hand goes to her nose. “Pete, what is that
smell?”

“It’s Kim, Ma. My name is Kim.”
“Kim, I think it’s that driver who stinks.”
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from the marquee. A man in bowler hat sits on a fire hydrant.
“Are you an actress?” he asks Grandma Lorna. She stops to give
him a giggle and he tips his hat. He’s about the right age for
her.

We pass a bunch of project boys. They’re tall and show
upper body strength in their slow-moving strut. It feels like
hours before they pass us. “Whoa! There she is, man. That sea
hag’s your girlfriend. Lookee!” the tallest one snickers, elbow-
ing his friend, and throwing a thumb at Grandma Lorna. “What
a face!”

The shorter one laughs loud enough to wake the fish in
the East River. “That’s your mama. Go on, man, and scrape the
barnacles out of your old sea hag.”

I hope the sidewalk opens and sucks them in. Daddy and
Grandma Lorna don’t seem to have heard.

“I insist we wait for Dalloway,” Grandma Lorna says, reach-
ing out her hand “Every time I walk through Times Square,” she
says, “I think of the late late movies I watched as a girl in that
tiny town of Highland, New Jersey. They were interrupted by ad-
vertisements for Revco vegetable slicers and shredders. They
could only be ordered by writing New York, New York. Now I am
here in New York. The sexiest address in the world, the address
of all the Chop-o-Matics.”

“Are you feeling better, Grandma Lorna?” I ask.
“The fresh air always helps, kiddo.”
I glance at her cut up face and look away.

�

Black metal shelves climb the walls of Daddy’s two-bedroom
apartment from ceiling to floor. There are containers filled with
Popular Science, Architectural Life, Wineries of the Napa Valley
clippings. Businesses he wants to invest in when Grandma Lorna
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�

Times Square is the crossroads of the world. You only notice the
truly dazzling and the hideous, Puerto Rican beauties with ba-
nana lips and the bag ladies. How beautiful or ugly do you have
to be to be seen? Watching Grandma Lorna from the back is
worse than seeing her from the front. Her square ass tries to
wiggle in gray stretch pants that have stretched too much. She’s
tied a sweater around her neck by its sleeves, which is festooned
with lint balls. Daddy didn’t learn his style from her. His real fa-
ther was an Irish window dresser who beat Grandma Lorna, and
she left him before Daddy was a year old. The next year she man-
aged to hook a bank president and lead him to the altar. You
wouldn’t know by her appearance that she’s one of the Hudson
Valley’s wealthiest women.

I swing Grandma’s overnight case over my shoulder and
disappear. You can’t hold onto yourself here, not when the Vir-
gin Megastore and MTV signs tower and the digital headline
making its way around the New York Times Building announces
NORTH KOREA RESUMES WEAPONS GRADE PLUTONIUM. I
don’t feel my arms and legs or the breath in my mouth. Every-
thing happens fast. Lion King Theater and Muddy Waters Blues
Club. Zanzibar. Gangsta girls in low-riding jeans and silver se-
quin tops, Dominican chicks in gold lame stovepipe pants car-
rying gold guitar purses, and behind them ex-burb white guys
trying to strut under the weight of their boa constrictor dreads.

“Catch up, Dalloway, my little duck.” Daddy stops with
Grandma Lorna in the middle of the sidewalk. “Quack quack
you’re falling back.”

“I can’t walk any faster,” I lie.
Tourists turn to gawk at Grandma Lorna. The crowded

sidewalk is separating, people moving to the side to let her
through. The Red Sea parting. URINE TOWN is coming down
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Nigeria who discovered an abandoned fifteen million United
States Dollars. There is Mr. Cherokee Lawrence who deals on
raw material. None of them can spell and I find their broken
words endearing. If I get bored with them I may listen to Daddy’s
tapes that come with the breast development kits, a special
cream that causes full plump nipples or Stephanie Anne Lloyd’s
voice lessons for transsexuals and transvestites. I need to accept
Daddy as a she. I have to let go. I can’t hang onto the pronoun
him much longer. But I don’t want to call him Mommy or Mom.
He’ll have to be Kim.

Grandma Lorna breaks from her spot before the bath-
room mirror and strolls into the living room carrying a com-
pact so as not to lose sight of herself. "I'm starved, Kim," she
lisps. “I’ll buy.” She’s wearing another pair of stretched out gray
pants and her bra.

Daddy bounces out of the second bathroom in Baha pants.
He’s taken off Carmen and there’s his naked head in all its glory.
No hair plugs or transplants or hormones could grow him new
foliage, and the Velcro strips that wigs and hairpieces stick to
are glued onto his scalp like Band-Aids. His pretty face is tanned
but his head shines white as the bottle of saline nasal mist he’s
spraying into his nostril. I can’t help but think of ligers and li-
jaguleps, first a jaguar and leopard crossed, and the offspring,
a jagleop, mated with a lion. I think of genetic leaks, species
boundaries, sparse manes, spots too close together, sterility.

"Forget it, Ma, I’m buying. Dalloway will go to the Golden
Chicken & Ribs and pick up three chicken box dinners.”

“Daddy, is that all I am to you—an errand girl?” I say, typ-
ing in “Dear Kojo, Please send particulars about how I can help
you to move funds abroad.”

I hit send.
“Dalloway, you’re the genius in the family. My sun rises and

sets on you. You are my arms and legs,” he winks, kissing the top
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dies and makes him rich: jaglion (jaguar x lion) hybrids, ostrich
farming to produce eggs low in cholesterol, Nap World where
business people can power nap, and rocketry to thrust garbage
barges into outer space for quasars and solar flares to fry. Three
boring days later Grandma Lorna is still recovering in Daddy’s
apartment. The bathroom and kitchen sinks are littered with
her tapes and gauzes, ointments, rinsing pans and soaking so-
lutions. She’s entranced by the lumps and bruises, the yellowish
discolorations as she waits for the miracle of growing young.
Opium saturates even the dust motes. She calls out in her little
voice. “Am I less bruised?” I understand now that a whisper can
run a household as well as a shout.

Daddy shuts himself into the second bathroom to exercise,
running on double carpets for twenty minutes. He huffs and puffs
like my old daddy used to. In those days he’d come out dripping
sweat, his chest, his arms, his hair raining droplets the size of
grapes and chase Mummy and me. He’d shake the slimy sweat
onto us and we’d all scream and laugh. I put my ear to the door
and imagine it’s him. I plop down at the table and open my lap-
top. I see rubber plants casting fleshy shadows on the chessboard,
ferns falling out of baskets. It’s nice here but I wonder if Daddy
misses the wet bar in marble he installed inMummy’s apartment,
the chandelier dripping golden light onto the mahogany dining
table, his orange chair and hassock where he’d sit with his feet up
reading Omni and eating croutons from a box.

I have six new emails. One from Kojo Annan who keeps
writing me. This time he goes straight to the point and claims
to be the son of U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan. He wants
me to assist him in moving whole funds abroad (sixty million
dollars) and he will split it with me 40%/60%. He gives his word
as a business man. I have other friends. Viagra Man and Mrs.
Helen Amed of Kuwait City who is 56 and dying and a major oil
tycoon. And Senator Patrick Osakwe in the Federal Republic of
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I want to stay cool, but my hair feels like it’s coming loose
at the roots. If I get angry I lose. “How about those passengers
on cruise ships who toss Bics overboard for the albatrosses to
swallow? I suppose that’s fine by you?”

“You’re going to get a reputation as a zealot,” he tells me,
shifting the saline mist to another nostril. “Better stop or you’ll
be branded at school. You’re a genius, Dalloway, but you don’t
have to be a nut case. Don’t throw your brains away.”

They’re finding albatrosses that have starved to death be-
cause the plastic lighters won’t digest and the birds feel full. I
can’t tell Daddy how badly I feel about the birds that come to
me in dreams because he’ll accuse me of being a double zealot.
Nothing is worse.

“You get such good sun here, Kim,“ says Grandma Lorna
as she walks over to the west window and draws the mini-
blinds looking out at the view of the Hess Gas Station and
Kankahan Deli. “How is that chicken prepared? Pete, you know
I don’t like skin.”

�

The Golden Chicken & Ribs smells of blood, but it’s the barbe-
cue sauce bubbling in a gigantic can on the grill. Broilers sizzle
on the pit and orange grease beads on thighs and legs. I watch
the cook dip a toilet bowl brush in the can and bring it out drip-
ping to swab the ribs.

"Two chicken box lunches to go," I say. "Beans and pita
bread."

I think of the cages where the chickens live from lights on
to lights out, debeaked and wings clipped. Who hasn’t seen the
video of chickens being tortured by poultry workers? “Do you
know that millions of chickens are scalded alive in tanks of boil-
ing water every year?” I ask the Latin boy who is lifting a drum-
stick off the grill with tongs and letting the juice trickle off.
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of my eyebrow. He hands me a hundred dollar bill. “Three four-
piece chicken dinners and you keep the change.”

“I can’t eat chicken, Daddy, you know that.”
I click on my next unopened message. This one from Bar-

rister Ugo Bueze in El Salvadore contacting me to kindly assist
him in a project of mutual benefit.

“Since when?” He reddens under his tan and his lips pull
back into a grimace. “What will you eat? Tofu and alfalfa
sprouts? Has your mother Chairman Mao completely brain
washed you?”

“Chickens are toxic,” I say, letting Daddy know that factory
broilers are injected with antibiotics, steroids, and hormones. I
click yes to open new mail. The barrister wants to represent me
as bona fide next of kin in the recovery of earthquake money.
His grammar isn’t fractured enough to interest me. I hit delete.

“Ma, did you hear that? Dalloway’s afraid of eating chicken.
What, do you know how many hours you had to work to afford
a chicken in 1919? One hundred and nineteen hours. Do you
know how long you have to work to afford a chicken in 2005?
Come on, Dalloway, you’re the fact checker here. How long?”

“Twenty minutes.”
“Fifteen minutes. We’re eating the cheapest foods in

history.”
“Why should chickens have to be murdered to fill the guts

of greedy selfish people? So chefs would have something to
pour cream sauce over? So you could leave half your lemon
chicken because you’re dieting that night?”

“I’ve never left chicken on my plate. Do you hear that,
Ma? Dalloway cares more about chickens than human beings.
You’re worse that your mother. Chairman Mao, Jr. is standing
before me.”

“Dalloway’s a real cutie,” Grandma Lorna says. “She’s my
kiddo. Takes after her grandmother. She has my brain. ”
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He shrugs. “Everything’s got to die.” Flames spatter up.
"Your boyfriend is trying to get your attention."

“What?” I turn, startled.
A man carrying a bouquet of flowers is outside staring into

the Golden Chicken. His blue eyes seem riveted by the sight of
cooking chickens. His gaze moves to the vat of farting mashed
potatoes, and he looks up and smiles at something over my
head. There is something familiar about him.

“I’ve never seen that man before,” I tell the boy, and I can’t
seem to help myself. “Chickens are able to problem solve. They
understand recently hidden objects still exist.” I pull out the
hundred-dollar bill and pretending not to notice the sign. No
bills bigger than 50s. “It’s all I have.”

“Okay, okay,” the Latino counter boy says, lifting the hun-
dred-dollar bill to the light.

I imagine lying headless on the grill and the counter boy
turning my legs with giant thongs. Would grease from my meat
make a popping sound? 1931 Berlin pops into my head. Lone
genius Konrad Zuse invented a computer but was ignored. I
want to develop synthetic meat and end the slaughter of the in-
nocents. Don’t cows, pigs, chickens; turkeys have a right to their
own lives? What about the lives of violets?

The boy waves the toilet bowl brush at the window. “He’s
still waiting for you. Lucky guy.”

The man is definitely staring at something. Maybe he’s
checking out the hundred dollar bill. Maybe he’s looking for a
box of money like Mrs. Helen Amed.

I slide the bag with two box suppers over my forearm and
I step outside. The man leaning against the window looks like
Jude Law with hungry blue eyes. His blondish hair is combed
flat as belly-skin to his head, his cheekbones jut. Maybe he’s
starving, that’s why his mouth is wet from peeping at the chick-
ens. I wonder who knotted his long skinny tie and folded the
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handkerchief into his lapel. I want to offer him a ten-spot when
I walk past him, but at the last minute I can’t. I stop at Good-N-
Plenty for vegetarian pizza, and find myself wondering if any
human being’s mouth opens wider than Jude Law’s. Is that why
everyone thinks he’s such a good actor? When he’s supposed to
feel anger or sadness he howls, stretching out his elastic mouth.
But I’m not fooled. And when he kisses the love interest it looks
more like he’s chewing their lips. I hope that if I ever kiss I won’t
make that smacking sound that couples in movies do. Like their
lips and tongues have peanut butter all over them. Like the
bathtub suction is taking the last swirl of saliva. Like they are
greedy and haven’t eaten for weeks. The more smacking the
more you love.

I head down 43rd Street and the Jude Law guy isn’t far be-
hind. I pass Manhattan Towers and jaywalk across the street to
Buckley's Funeral Home. No fat Mr. Buckley stands in the win-
dow checking out the street through stained glass made from col-
ored tissue paper. I push my face against the window and squint.
The casket is a long blue shadow thrown over the linoleum floor.
I make myself laugh and pick up the pace to Daddy’s apartment.
Jude must live close by. He’s turning off the sidewalk and follow-
ing me to the double door entrance. Since I’ve never seen him
before and Daddy invites everyone in the building to Sunday
brunches, this guy must have just moved in. Jude’s hands aren’t
as full as mine yet I unlock the door and hold it open for him. He
marches into the lobby and waits for me to hit the button before
stepping into the elevator. I push the fourth floor and wonder
when he will reach across to punch his floor button. I scent the
flowers—lilies and red dahlias rusty as old plumbing. I take note
of an ant on the baby's breath, and looking down see an ant
crawling up the man's pants. It’s a blue pant leg shiny from being
worn. His moist red mouth is smiling sadly at a place over my
head. The elevator dings as we pass the second and third floors.
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cheek as he pulls me into the apartment and slams the door,
putting his eye to the peephole.

“You were talking to him right outside the door.”
I shrug. “So what? Daddy, please take some of this stuff

fromme. He followed me fromGolden Chicken. What could I do
about it?”

Daddy shouts, “Where are your survival skills, Dalloway?
You’re supposed to be the gifted child here. Why didn’t you ring
the buzzer and give the signal? Never let anyone follow you into
a building. Never get into an elevator with a weirdo. He could
have killed you.” He jerks out one of his plastic storage drawers
and rummages inside for his scuba knife, digging until he finds
his stun gun and mace. He tests the stunner, and a single bolt
of crooked blue-white lightning strikes the floor. Right now old
Daddy is in charge. Like the days when we prepared for a wilder-
ness trek.

Grandma Lorna takes the chicken box lunches from me.
She lifts the top box, sets it on the counter. “Was he good-look-
ing? Too young for me?” she asks before picking up a drumstick.
“Dalloway, how's your mother doing?" She bites into the
chicken, flecks of black skin sticking to her lips.

"Ma, get on the phone and call 911. I’m going after him."
“Daddy, just leave him alone. He didn’t hurt me.”

�

Naked Lunch is that moment when you see what is on the end
of everyone’s fork. I want to turn away from Daddy’s teeth tear-
ing flesh. And Ponce de Leon Grandma with her face of tri-col-
ored pasta salad, like what they served at a certain beach house
party, insists on champagne with her box dinner. “Here’s to you,
Joe,” she sighs. “I miss you.” Grandpa Joe died nine months ago.
I liked him. He was only an inch taller than me and wore two-
tone aviator progressive lenses, his eyes peeking out like disci-
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“Hello,” he says. I hear an accent. The Black Forest. Tales of
the Vienna Woods.

Should I answer? But I’m invisible. He must be following
the smell of grilled chicken. Grease is leaking through the box
and onto my hands.

“These flowers are for you.”
I shiver. “Huh?”
The doors open and I step out of the elevator and so does

he. I feel like I’m wading. I slide the key into the lock but it’s not
the right one and my fingers fumble, smeared with chicken fat.
He’s right behind me and his odor is overpowering. Not terrible
just strong. Like a whole slough of stems rotting in water. Like
when they pull a building down and open the cellar to air for
the first time in ninety years.

Does he have a knife in the flowers? Is he pulling it out
now?

“Wait, don’t go away,” he says in that frail voice.
I glance at his too bright eyes. “I have to go in now. My fa-

ther lives here.”
“I am giving these flowers to the girl with true beauty. I’ve

searched to find you.”
My head feels too big for my neck. “What is beauty?”
He keeps holding out the weed bouquet. “You have true

beauty,” he repeats and wedges the bouquet between the box
chicken dinners and into my arms.

The door swings open and Daddy stands there in his jog-
ging outfit, his mouth hitting the floor. The man with the flow-
ers backs down the hall to the fire door. He bows slightly before
turning the knob.

“Dalloway, get inside the apartment,” Daddy says, gritting
his teeth. “Who is that guy?” His hand with the searing red fin-
gernails reaches for me, his whole body quivering.

“I don’t know,” I answer, the stick flowers scratching my
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Daddy and I have seen her before. I wonder what it would
be like to be her. Especially the approach part when you walk up
to a car. Like the one she’s walking towards. She’s getting in. I’m
sure the man will pick apart her butterfly body. Like TV. Girls,
you don’t see their faces, only their gutted bodies.

I wonder if I’m seeing the moth girl at all. What if she’s
really me?

I remember when Daddy took us to the Jersey Shore to eat
at a fancy oyster bar. The fillet of amberjack lay on the plate
dressed in lemon slices and capers, but I saw marks of the grill
burned into the flesh. I wanted to press my lips to the fish. In-
stead Daddy cut it and fed me and Mummy, rolling the capers
into our mouths. He asked Mummy if she ever thought about
being a hooker. She slapped his face with her linen napkin.
“How dare you say that in front of your daughter?” Mummy
fumed. “Maybe you want that for yourself.” Daddy stood his
ground. “I was just talking, Chairman Mao.”

The air’s stillness closes in on me. I have to get free.

�

I’m running. My body trembles and it feels like the stairs are
buckling and I’m a clouded leopard, the smallest of the big cats,
I’m a male lynx and female bobcat, I’m a blynx. Down the last
flight of stairs and through the security doors out into the black
fumes and sirens. “Georgio,” a woman calls out. These are the
streets between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues that Daddy has for-
bid me to walk on by myself. I smell the dull shit odor of huskies
and poodles, rottweilers and dachshunds, in every state of soft-
ening and hardening. Turds ricochet off my sneakers. I run past
the Bangladesh souvenir storeowner and his battery-operated
spiders. There’s a man facing a car relieving himself. Between

ples. Hard to believe he had Mafia connections as Grandma
Lorna claims. I remember last Christmas, his beret topped with
a pompom. Grandma Lorna had belted his camel-colored over-
coat and wrapped the muffler around his neck like a child over-
dressed for sledding; only this boy was withered and carried an
oxygen tank. “Oh, he always takes nitro before coitus,” Grandma
Lorna said to the guests.

I excuse myself from the table. Can I go get some air up on
the roof? I let Daddy load me down with binoculars and his cell
phone. “Call me,” he insists, “if you spot that crazy guy any-
where.” Nine billion chickens raised to become broilers, chick-
ens prodded to gorge until they’re so fat their bones break.
What’s crazier?

�

I climb the stairs to the tar roof and check out the Midtown
view. The Chrysler Building, its platinum-blond tower lit, shines
like a beacon to purgatory. At the Quick Park, a car alarm is
going off. I cross the roof to the Hudson River side. Sometimes
Daddy comes up with his binoculars and we surf the windows in
the high-rises like we’re taking a long drive in the country. Great
Aunt Dorna gave him his first pair at age four. I rest my elbows
on the ledge. There’s the neon blinking Edelweiss, the bar &
grill hole in the wall that serves greasy sauerkraut. I look
through the binoculars. Prostitutes swim under the streetlights.
Cars from Delaware and Connecticut, drivers cruising girls al-
most naked in the heat. They’re beautiful and there she is. The
cloudless sulfur moth girl. Her fine hair is pale blue. She’s barely
dressed in transparent underwear and pink fishnets. She looks
fourteen. My age. Her legs are wishbones. Her breasts, two nip-
ples, almost a boy’s chest.
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the rock buildings and the river are stretches of wilderness, a
bridge with shattered railroad tracks. Night has come, but it’s
not real dark. The heavens are gray like an elevator shaft that the
moon has stumbled into. How long is eternity? If you ground
down every building in this city and a pigeon flew it to the moon
piece by piece. Eternity is longer. Here the city is pure, no flow-
ers to hum, no breathing gardenias, just this.

I am in the sexiest address in the world, the zip code of all
the Chop-o-Matics.

I feel four-legged, all flank and spine. I run.
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Dalloway & Hannah

"BLONDIE," A BOYWHISTLES AT HANNAH.He’s half her size and
leaning against the storefront of the Bangladesh International
Deli. Next door is the West African Grocery where eerie pro-
duce fills the sidewalk: slabs of salted hake, herring, and dried
stockfish like driftwood. The boy follows, hissing, "Look at those
fat legs. Thick and good.”

But Hannah’s legs aren’t fat at all, they’re skinny and in
knee-highs like mine. He claps, making chicken sounds with his
hands before vanishing inside Twin Donut.

“Dalloway, that boy is very sad,” Hannah says in her voice
that you know wasn’t born here.

Soon we’re in front of the Sea Delight Fish Shop on
Ninth Avenue where barrels of sea onions bob like poached
eyeballs. Squids float in ropy tentacles against groupers and
blue fish. Salted cod in crumbs of snow. The fish are beauti-
ful. I want to kiss them. A man pushes his shopping cart piled
high with empty milk cartons. He doesn’t see me, and I have
to jump out of the way. This is how it always goes, Hannah
visible, Dalloway not.
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and no iris. Her eyelashes thick like snow bunched on cedar.
She was born in Leningrad the second before it became St. Pe-
tersburg again. Her smile shows brown spots. Everyone in Rus-
sia has bad teeth, she once said. Only the Mafia can afford
dentists. I told her Isabella of Aragon used pumice and cuttle-
fish to remove the black from her teeth.

“If your father invites us to a party with him, say yes,
Dalloway.”

“You know he prefers the pronoun she.”
“But you call him he.”
“I’m the only one who gets to,” I say, wondering if I’m

standing in her blind spot. “His parties are no fun. I’d rather
watch videos.”

“For me, Dalloway, say yes.” Hannah presses her face again
the cold skin of the elevator door. “I wish it would snow. I love
making snow angels. You call this hot month February, I don’t
get it.”

She and her mother came to the United States so Hannah
could be fitted with a false eye. Her fake iris is blue but not as
indigo as her real one and you can’t see laughing in it. She has
wheat colored hair and high cheekbones, and false eye or not,
she’s beautiful. Her mother was an academic over there and now
works at Nails Nails Nails. She taught her daughter first-class
English. Ziva likes to talk about the blizzards of St. Petersburg,
and how as a girl she skated the frozen Neva, ice cocooning the
sixty rivers and canals. She talks about 30 degrees below zero
temperatures as she paints tiny stars on inch long fingernails.
Hannah inherited her mother’s love of winter. Fat snow, not the
pitiful stringy snow we have here. I remember snow like that
from when I was little little and my father carrying me.

“I hope your father has those maple cookies.”
“It’s Kim. Remember that, Hannah.”
Daddy opens the door in a peach-colored satin robe and
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We head toward 45th and Daddy’s apartment. This is an
exception weekend. I’m not allowed to see him anymore unless
the visit is supervised. We ring the buzzer for his building. I give
the code: two shorts, one long, another two shorts. I count fif-
teen seconds before I hear his voice.

“Dalloway?” Daddy’s voice crackles in the intercom.
“It’s me and Hannah,” I yell into the holes.
“Hannah and I,” he corrects, as if he didn’t know I mis-

spoke on purpose. I’m trying to sound like everyone else, and
everyone else says it’s somebody and me. Then he buzzes us up.

Right now Grandma Lorna who usually supervises our
every third weekend is on a Caribbean cruise, and it’s not be-
cause he’s becoming a woman that I’m forbidden to be alone
with Daddy. He has to live exclusively as a woman before sur-
geons will agree to dismember his male membership. As my
non-custodial parent he once took me across state lines to a
beach house party where I drank champagne and started the
guest bathroom on fire. Hannah doesn’t usually count as a su-
pervisor but my mom had to fly to San Francisco for a Save the
Whales convention. Plus, she’s met a new guy on-line and he’s
accompanying her for the weekend. So far she’s keeping his
identify a mystery.

The elevator buttons are set into a gold plate where you
can see your reflection. Hannah puts her fingers in the corners
of her mouth and pulls out her cheeks smiling like a jack-o-
lantern. At sixteen she’s two years older and a head taller than
I, although we’re both sophomores at Bronx Science. “Smile,
Dalloway, there’s us,” she says. “You look glum as an old Russian
babushka.”

I smile, and my reflection reminds me of Dalloway. Brown
hair, tall forehead, short chin. I’m a pencil. Hannah tells every-
one she came into this world without a left eye, but actually her
left eye was there stuck in her head like a hailstone, all eyeball
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smooth from electrolysis. Hannah told me about the white
nights back home where dusk and dawn meet in summer skies.
That’s what Daddy’s face reminds me of, or a mute swan whose
plumage is gone.

He turns, pulling his robe tighter, sucking in his stomach,
raising his chin. “The results were very pleasing.”

“You’ve grown a chest for the party,” I blurt out. “You’ve
had the gummy bears.”

Daddy grins. “That’s right, but for more than just the party.
For forever.”

“Can we go with you to the party?” Hannah asks.
“Chairman Mao wouldn’t want that, Hannah. You know

how Dalloway’s mother is. Her brain might appear to be tofu
and eggplant but she manages to find out everything.“

“Oh, please,” Hannah begs.
I wonder how many potential customers she thinks she

might meet. Hannah is taking an Internet cosmetologist course.
This week’s lesson is brow makeover make-up tips. Nothing at
Bronx Science interests her as much. We used to go to Central
Park to watch the swans but lately Hannah’s been spending
every minute with her lipsticks. I used to fill notebooks about
migrating birds. The birds are confused. They don’t know sum-
mer from winter and they’re not sure when to fly. The trees are
just as bewildered when the green buds appear in February. I
think I’m the only one who’s worried about the birds.

“Dalloway and parties don’t mix,” Daddy explains, usher-
ing us into the dining area where the table is decked out and
waiting. “It wouldn’t be any fun for you guys. It’s an adult Valen-
tine gala.”

Daddy shouldn’t have said gala, now she will want more
than ever to go. He’s practicing his feminization walk: use hips
not whole body, foot, thigh, leg. ”Let me show you the dessert
course. You can have your own soiree right here.”
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hugs and kisses me, the towel around his neck smelling of laven-
der. “Happy Valentine’s Day.” Then he takes Hannah’s hands and
pulls her inside for a hug. “Happy Cupid to you too.”

At first I don’t look at him because I’m afraid. When he had
his chin surgery he went battered woman black and blue for
weeks and when he reduced his Adam’s apple, his voice
changed.

“Guys what’s different?” he asks in his whisper, pivoting
for us in the foyer.

His robe clings to his breasts, and they’re a set of perfect
tennis balls. He must have had the gummy bear implants. He
hasn’t said anything about my own that finally are budding like
the green tomatoes Mrs. Hertzberg grows in her classroom.

“From the towel around your neck I gather you’re about to
take a shower in the afternoon,” I say, knowing what he wants me
to notice. “When you lived at home, you took showers in the
morning.”

He places his hands on his hips. “I’m going to a party
tonight. Something else has changed.”

“You’re growing your hair out, Mrs. Cadorine?” Hannah
says. She is smart and can blab about Pavlova, Nijimsky, and the
ballet. But mostly it’s lip liner and short or long strokes and how
to apply foundation to blend and conceal. She’s set on becom-
ing a make-up artist for TV.

“Daddy wants to be called Kim,” I remind her. “Even
Grandma calls him that. He’s going to a clinic where they sew
hair plugs into your scalp.”

“Hair is hard,” he says, his mouth losing its smile for an in-
stant. His hair is strawberry blond and long thin wisps of it are
arranged over the top of his head. Not even estrogen helps, and
the hair plugs are a money pit. I remember when Daddy lived at
home his hair would fall out and stick to the sides of the tub
like slivery goldfish, and Mummy would laugh. His skin is ultra-
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was a little girl I grabbed onto it thinking it was his hand.”
“Hula-hoop, what is that?” she asks.
“It was a plastic hoop that you threw your hips around in-

side of.”
“Throw your hips, how?”
Daddy gets himself a glass of water from the sink and pulls

out a drawer. Both of us automatically close in. The drawer is
full of punch-out pill cards, samples, the kind doctors give away.
I pick up a pill card. Under plastic in neat rows are purplish
tablets the color of Vitamin B-12. Two of them are missing. He
snatches the card back.

“What’s all this, Mrs. Cadorine?” Hannah asks.
At first, he doesn’t answer. Then he pushes another tablet

from the punch-out card and pops it into his mouth. “It’s Kim,
remember? These are hormones.”

Hannah dislikes drugs. She saw her father make syringes
out of sewing needles and ball point pens, inject over-the-
counter cough syrup directly into a muscle. Near the end, her
father lived in a packing box with a mongrel and when he
begged on the street his sign read, “Please help me buy food
for my dog.” Hannah said Russians love animals much more
than people.

Daddy washes down what was in his mouth.
“Are they making you a woman?” I ask.
He nods.
Hannah licks at her new hyper shine lipstick. The teentas-

tics at school are leery of her, as if one of their eyes might go
blind if they hung around her.

Daddy takes another drink of water, and then holds out
the glass like he’s toasting Hannah. “What I wouldn’t give to look
like you.”

“If I can make you look like me will you take us to your
party?” she asks Daddy.
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Hannah’s lips turn down.
“Sounds great to me,” I say, following Daddy into the din-

ing area.
On the table maroon napkins are folded like sails of yachts,

spoons and forks rest against the silver moon of the chafing
dish, which is filled with Godiva foil-wrapped Valentines. Fresh
cut flowers sprout from a vase, leaves like red pepper rinds that
have been shined.

“Dutch apple and strawberry rhubarb pies. Maple cookies
with an inch of frosting. This way for main courses and appe-
tizers,” he says, whipping open the refrigerator to show off in-
dividual tins from Good-N-Plenty. “Chicken tenders, vegetable
pot pies and empanadas. You could snack and have a movie
marathon. I got three Hitchcock’s! Dalloway’s favorites.”

It would be heaven to sit with a Dutch apple pie between
my knees and watch Vertigo, to pick apart the walnuts and
brown sugar while Jimmy Stewart hangs by his fingertips from
the edge of a building, to crunch pieces of crust and pluck out
syrupy apples as Kim Novak drifts like a humidity at the florists
around the peonies and lilies. Hitchcock doesn’t show but sug-
gests the gnats half-heartedly circling the blooms. To be back in
time with basically a whole pie and no school the next day. What
could be better?

I drop my overnight bag and go for a fork and plate, the
glass ones in the shape of sunfish. “Do you want rhubarb or
apple, Hannah?”

“Both,” Hannah says.
“Me too.” I stab the rhubarb with a pie cutter. “What about

you, Daddy?” I’ve always loved Daddy’s sweet tooth.
“I can’t Dalloway, I have to watch my waist.”
“I miss seeing your love handles,” I say, balancing a heap-

ing slice of apple pie on the prongs of my fork. “Hannah, he
used to have a hula-hoop of fat right above his belt and when I
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