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Going Home 

A Korean Air stewardess leans over the aisle and pours me my third cup of green tea. 

Even though she smiles, her eyes look tired. The plane is packed. It's almost Christmas and 

Korean businessmen and students are returning home for the holidays. Only a few of the 

passengers are westerners. I look at them and wonder where they are going. It's too cold in 

Korea for tourists. I'm sure the stewardess must be wondering the same thing about me. 

Suddenly, it feels important to let her know that I belong, that I too have a homecoming of 

sorts. "Gomopsimneeda," I tell her as she hands me the tea. Thank you. 

Only a year and a half ago I was flying out of Pusan. I was filled with that mixture of 

emotions that always accompanies leaving a place that you've grown to love and returning to 

one you always have. At the time, I was certain I was leaving Korea forever. I gripped the 

armrest and stared out the window at the high-rise buildings and endless traffic. From the 

sky, Pusan looked like any other city. All the quirky charm ofteashops and noribangs, of 

uniformed children playing soccer in the street, of vertical signs and vegetable sellers was 

swallowed up by distance. I leaned my forehead against the windowpane and silently 

humnied the refrain of a Korean pop song. The only English words were: "I can't cry, I can't 

cry, I can't cry." 

It's strange looking back now. I thought that I was losing Korea. I thought I would 

never again see the mist hanging over Hyoung-won Mountain during a soft rain, or the 

brilliant glow of Suhmyun at night, or the warmth of a friend's smile over a cup of citron tea. 

But I wasn't losing Korea at all. Returning was as simple as saving money and 

buying a ticket. And even if I never came back, the mountain would still be there, the lights 

of Suhmyun would still shine. To really lose something is for it to disappear from this world, 
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taking a part of you with it. I didn't know this then, but would learn it in a way that nobody 

should. Not ever, and certainly not at twenty-five. For it was my mother I was losing all 

along. She wouldn't be diagnosed with cancer until almost a year later, but the malignancy 

was there. It had apparently been there for years . 

••• 

In July, I returned to Atlanta. I remember watching the city rush up to meet the plane 

and feeling excited. It was late in the afternoon. The air was hazy and heat rose off the 

tarmac. My heart beat faster and I tapped my sneakers against the thin carpet. As soon as 

the engine whined to a stop, I jumped up and grabbed my backpack from the overhead 

compartment. I tucked my hair behind my ears and tugged on my baseball cap. My pace 

quickened as I exited the plane. I was home. 

A crowd had gathered behind the roped off corridor. My parents stood front and 

center. At six feet two my father loomed over everyone else, especially my mother. When 

he saw me, he placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned down to whisper something. My 

mother responded by lifting herself up on her tiptoes and searching the crowd with a smile. 

She looked so cute. She was wearing a sunflower tee shirt and a pair of walking 

shorts. Her hair was short and reddish brown. Ever since she'd started dying it, it had turned 

out reddish or orangish or strawberry blondish-regardless of the color promised on the box. 

I liked the red though. It gave her a sass, which matched her quick smile and warm brown 

.eyes. I waved both hands over my head until she saw me. She waved back and then took off 

her glasses to swipe at her eyes. 

I used to joke that my mother cried at everything-at weddings, baptisms, TV 

commercials-I even caught her crying after the Braves won the World Series. And, of 
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course, she always cried when she talked about her mother, my grandmother, whom she still 

missed. I was four when my grandmother died of cancer, too young to really know what was 

going on. When I was older, I was so used to not having a grandma that I can't remember 

feeling any real sorrow. 

Now, Mom smiled as she put her glasses back on. "My little Sari," she said, reaching 

up to give me a hug. 

"Welcome back," my Dad said, kissing my cheek. 

My father took my backpack and then the three of us walked down the terminal, past 

crowded lobbies and harried security guards, past travelers and families waiting to meet 

loved ones. I had been flying for fifteen hours, but instead of feeling tired, I was giddy. On 

the drive home, I chattered about the airplane food, the in-flight movie, and how I couldn't 

wait to eat a salad with feta cheese. My mother turned around in the front seat and beamed at 

me. Her eyes crinkled behind her glasses. 

When we pulled into the driveway, I bounded out of the car and rushed toward the 

house to see if our little dog would greet me. I could hear him yelping and scratching on the 

front door. But when I opened it, he raced past my outstretched arms and headed straight for 

my mom. 

"Ramses, down," she scolded as he leapt around her legs. 

"I can't believe him," I said in disgust. I stood with my hands on my hips and 

watched him groveling at her feet, licking her exposed toes. 

"He's just a one-person dog," my mother cooed as she bent down to rub his belly. 

I turned and squinted up at the house. I had left for Korea one year ago, but 

everything looked the same. In fact, with my purple and gray suitcases sitting next to the car, 
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it could be the same day. The front lawn was beginning to tum brown from the heat, just like 

when I left. The backyard was still green with Georgian pines. Nestled in the woods was our 

two-story home which always reminded me of a gingerbread house. Same blue paint. Same 

white shutters. Even Ramses was the same. He hadn't liked me then either. 

During the next few weeks, my mom and I would take walks around the 

neighborhood. In the evenings, I would pick up Ramses' old leash and clip it to his collar. 

She would tie the laces of her walking shoes into sturdy knots. Together, we would slip out 

of the air-conditioned house, letting the unlocked door slap shut behind us. The air was 

heavy with humidity and June bugs littered the street. As we walked under the yellow glow 

of streetlights, my mother told me that she wanted to leave Atlanta. She hoped that my 

Dad's employer would move him to New Mexico. She had been looking at pictures of cacti 

stretching toward a wild sun. They had stayed in Atlanta for twelve years, which was the 

longest she had ever lived in one place. She wanted to look out the kitchen window and see 

something different. She liked the idea of sand and passionate sunsets. She used to paint. 

Maybe she would start painting again. 

In August, I would leave home. I was going to attend graduate school at Iowa State 

University. Farms and cornfields seemed about as foreign as New Mexico, but Ames was 

only four hundred miles from where I was born in Bloomington, Indiana. My parents moved 

to Uganda when I was still in diapers. But when my mother was pregnant with me, she had 

grown a garden at a church member's farm. I have a picture of her standing next to a row of 

com. One hand is held up to her fore.head, the other cradles her belly. 

Weeks before I left, I began to pack for university. Half filled suitcases, their lids 

yawning open, cluttered my room and the adjacent hall. I would add a dishtowel to one, a 
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few cd's to another. I figured that I could put a roofrack on my car and have room for 

everything. The week before I was supposed to leave, though, myoId car broke down. 

Amazingly, my mother offered to lend me her red Volvo. In the end, I decided to take 

Greyhound. 

On the night I left Georgia, all the heat and grit of an Atlanta summer hung in the air. 

Sweat trickled down my back as I helped my dad carry suitcases and large cardboard boxes 

into the dingy bus station. "My daughter's going to graduate school in Iowa," my mom told 

the lady at the ticket counter. She was a large woman with bright red nails and big hair. She 

looked at me hard and then sucked in her breath in disapproval. 

"Sari just got back from Korea," my mom continued cheerfully, as if they were old 

friends. "She taught there for a year, but she only took two suitcases. I guess she needs more 

stuff now since she'll be moving into an apartment." 

"Mom, she doesn't care," I leaned over and whispered when the lady turned around to 

search for a pen. 

"How do you know?" Mom replied loudly her hands on her hips, a hint of 

exasperation in her eyes. 

My mom was born and raised in Finland, a country of saunas, good cheese and 

reserved people. But she was not reserved. She would happily share her life story over a bin 

of avocados. I, on the other hand, look and sound hopelessly American, but I'm as reticent 

as any Scandinavian. 

It was midnight when the bus finally pulled into the station. My father, mother and I 

stood under a dim streetlight in the nearly empty parking lot. The bus driver stopped next to 

us and got out. He crossed his arms ~d glared at my luggage. Passengers peered down from 
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their windows. I got the feeling that they had never seen someone foolish enough to ride 

Greyhound with this much stuff. "I'm not helping you move all that," the driver said 

gesturing. "You got to do that yourself." My father and I scurried to fit everything into the 

side compartment ofthe bus. My mother stood under the lamp and wrung her hands. When 

she turned to hug me goodbye, tears filled her eyes. "We goin' ," the driver shouted from the 

open door. My father slipped me a phone card and told me to call home when I reached 

Iowa. 

• •• 

I never felt Southern until I moved to Iowa. Even though I had lived in Atlanta for 

twelve years, I was still a foreigner. My father grew up surfing in California and Hawaii. 

My mother spoke English with a Finnish accent. I was born in the north, which made me a 

Yankee. Then I spent nine years in Africa. I was global, but not Southern. My accent was 

more angular, less drawn out. I rarely drank sweet tea. I forgot to say, "yes ma'am" and "no 

sir." I preferred rye bread to biscuits and gravy. 

But when I arrived in Iowa, I suddenly felt as Southern as a bowl of grits. I missed 

the red Georgian clay, the rolling hills, the pine trees that were generous in height but skimpy 

around the middle. I missed being called honey and sweetie and darling by casual 

acquaintances. But mostly, I missed the sun. That glorious warmth that was as big and 

cheerful as a beach ball. No knitted hats or wool gloves could prepare me for the finger 

numbing, eyelash freezing, foot-stomping cold of an Iowan winter. The first time it dropped 

below sixty degrees, I pulled out my sweaters. When it dropped below zero a month later, I 

began to wonder why anyone would choose to live here. 



110 

Gradually, though, I grew to appreciate the open horizon, the glistening snow, the 

scattered prairies. I went cross-country skiing and built snowmen. I lingered with new 

friends over coffee and gossiped. I sat at the computer with a blanket on my lap and I was 

happy. I know I was happy, but it's hard to remember it that way. Somehow I have begun to 

mix up everything Iowan with my mother's illness, even though I didn't find out about the 

cancer until much later. 

• •• 

When I went home for spring break, my mother seemed healthy. I look back now and 

I search for signs. Did she walk slower? Did her skin have a yellow tint? Did she mention 

any pain? On the surface everything appeared normal. We went shopping together at a 

nearby mall and she bought a pair of brown loafers. She helped me with the linguistics paper 

I was writing. In the evenings, we sat in the living room with the windows open and we 

talked. But when I really think back, I find small things that now seem ominous. She took a 

lot of naps that week. She joked that aging was exhausting. She wasn't that hungry either, I 

remember that. 

Wanting to treat my parents, I made pizza for supper. After setting the table and 

lighting the candles, I called upstairs, "Time to eat." 

"Sorry, but I gotta go," my dad said, racing down the stairs two at a time. In one 

hand, he held a loose tie, in the other a heavy black Bible. "Smells good. I'll eat when I get 

back," he called over his shoulder. 

I'd forgotten that he had prayer meeting. As the pastor of two churches, he had 

prayer meeting on both Tuesday and Wednesday nights. I shrugged my shoulders. I knew I 

could count on my mom. She never went to a meeting when I was home. 
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"Mom," 1 called up the stairs. "Supper's ready. Come and get it." When she didn't 

answer, 1 climbed up the stairs and looked in her room. She was sitting on her bed reading a 

newspaper. 

eat." 

"I made some pizza. Artichoke and tomato," 1 said, leaning against the doorframe. 

"I'll have some later," she said. "I'm not hungry now. What about your dad?" 

"He left already," 1 replied, taking a deep breath. "Don't tell me no one's going to 

"When you're my age, you're just not hungry as much," she said. 

"Well, when you cook, 1 eat whether I'm hungry or not," 1 replied. 

"I'm not going to eat any pizza tonight," she said pressing her lips together. She 

turned back to her newspaper and 1 ended up eating supper in front of the TV. 

The next morning, we took a long walk around the neighborhood. We meandered 

around every loop in our block. My mother stopped to chat with those who were in their 

yards-adjusting sprinklers or mowing their lawns. After we walked away, she would tell 

me about their grandchildren, or how they liked their job, or about the vacation they were 

planning that summer. 

"I like walking with Sari," my Mom told my father when we came back. "She knows 

how to take a real power walk." She sat down on the bottom step and untied her laces. 

Ramses leapt around her legs, wiggling his tail. 

1 walked into the kitchen and filled a tall glass with water. My mother came in 

behind me. "You've got to keep drinking lots of water," she said. "Otherwise your urine 

will get dark and stinky." 

"Gross," 1 said, wrinkling my nose. 
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I can't remember my mother's reaction. Probably she didn't comment, she just got a 

glass from the cupboard and filled it with water. She certainly didn't indicate that in the last 

year her own urine had turned from a normal shade of yellow to light brown and finally to 

black. She must have been terrified. Knowing my mom, she probably got out all the medical 

books we had and researched the topic. We owned a lot of medical books because my Mom 

had always been obsessed with cancer due to our family history. What they said now could 

not have been encouraging, but she never told anyone. 

My mother was not known for keeping secrets. When my father told her confidential 

information about church members, she would call me on the phone. Eventually, the 

conversation would drift toward who had stormed out of the church board meeting, who had 

gotten arrested, or who had been having an affair. My father would get so frustrated. "You 

can't go around telling everyone church members' secrets," he'd say. 

"I'm not telling anyone," my mother would reply tartly. "I'm telling Sari." 

When I was in tenth grade, my mother and I traveled to Finland to visit her family. 

One day, my mom and I went shopping alone and there, in a small comer boutique, I set my 

heart on an olive jacket and matching skirt. Even on sale, the jacket was too much. And the 

skirt wasn't even discounted. But I tried them both on and held my breath. 

"You look so sophisticated," my mother said. I turned around in front of the mirror. 

With the olive fabric swishing around my ankles, I felt sophisticated. I had never owned an 

outfit this expensive. 

"It's too much money," I finally said, taking off the skirt and changing back into my 

Jeans. 
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"Nonsense," my mother replied. "You're not in Finland everyday." She handed the 

jacket and skirt to the clerk and pulled out her wallet. She counted out the Finnish marcs and 

then handed me the bright bag to carry. As soon as we got to my aunt's home, I slipped into 

the bedroom to put on my new clothes. When I came out, I heard my mom shriek. 

She was sitting in the middle of the living room searching through her purse. "I know 

I had five hundred marcs left," she said. "I know I did." She dumped everything onto the 

wooden floor-her brush, her lipstick, scraps of paper, her wallet, her US passport. There 

wasn't much to look through. "I'm so stupid," she moaned, covering her face with her 

hands. "I must have dropped it at the store." Then she turned to me with fierce eyes. "Don't 

you dare tell your father." 

That night my dad called. I told him about the new clothes I had gotten, but I didn't 

mention the money. When I handed the phone to my mother, the first thing she said was, 

"Gary, you'll never guess what I did. I lost over a hundred dollars." 

••• 

Two weeks after spring break, my mom was diagnosed with liver cancer. I was back 

in Iowa. The thin March sun shone through the bare trees and cars and trucks sloshed 

through puddles of melted snow. It was late Friday night when my mom called to tell me 

bad news. I listened calmly, pressing the plastic phone to my ear, murmuring at the right 

places. I didn't drop a cup in slow motion, the glass shattering on the tile floor, clumps of 

liquid sailing through the air. I just leaned across my bed and turned down the stereo. 

My mother talked about the drive to the doctor's office. It was spring in Georgia. 

The morning sun glistened on daffodils, azalea bushes and pale dogwood trees. Everything 

was so lovely, so fresh that she was convinced that nothing could be seriously wrong. 
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Coming back she sat in stunned silence. "It just didn't look beautiful anymore," she told me. 

I thought about the hundreds of crows that flew over the snow swept campus ofISU. They 

landed on trees, filling the air with their scratchy voices. It was March in Iowa and it was 

gray. 

I wanted to go home. Everything would be better if I could just go home. But there 

were only five weeks of school left. I decided to finish out the semester and then take a leave 

of absence. When I called Sonja in Korea, she said that she would quit teaching in June and 

also come home. We would take care of our mother together. 

Until then, all we could do was listen on the phone. There was a lot to listen to. My 

mother talked about the tests: the CAT scans, the MRIs, the ultrasounds. She talked about 

the trips to the hospital, the thin paper gown she had to wear, how the doctor left her lying on 

the table for an hour, shivering and uncomfortable. She talked about how she was constantly 

nauseous; she had never realized how delightful it was not to be nauseous. The only thing 

she didn't talk much about was medical treatments. 

When my mom was first diagnosed, her doctor encouraged her to begin aggressive 

chemotherapy. But if my mother had been frightened of cancer, she was petrified of 

traditional treatments. At home, our bookshelves were lined with anti-chemotherapy books 

with titles like Cancer Doesn't Scare Me Anymore. She had always said that if she got 

cancer, she would treat it with laughter and diet and herbs. Her own mother had avoided 

chemotherapy and lived six years longer than the doctors predicted. At the hospital, the 

oncologist finally admitted that her liver was so badly damaged that there was only a two 

percent chance that chemotherapy would be effective. 

"Well, would you do it then?" my father asked him. 
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"Yes," the doctor replied without blinking. He didn't say anything else. He didn't 

need to. It was obvious that a two percent chance was better than none at all. I think that's 

when we all started realizing exactly how bad the odds were. But still, I thought there was 

time. I thought we had years. 

After she was diagnosed, my mother called me almost daily. She talked about the 

new diet she was trying: no salt, dairy, fat or sugar. "How are you liking it?" I asked. She 

laughed and admitted that in a moment of weakness, she had found and eaten two 

Mediterranean olives left over from before the diagnosis. Most ofthe old food was gone. 

My parents now shopped at organic stores, something my mother enjoyed immensely. 

"I met a man shopping with his little boy," she told me one day. "You should have 

seen them. That child's going to grow up eating organic food. No ice cream, nothing 

artificial." I could easily picture her leaning over her grocery cart, discussing the benefits of 

brewer's yeast. She would gesture enthusiastically, nod her head, maybe reach out and touch 

the child's cheek. They would swap recipes or health food tips. But as I cradled the phone, I 

wondered whether she told the man that she had fourth stage liver cancer. Somehow, I 

couldn't imagine even my mom sharing something as personal as dying with a stranger. 

Three weeks after her diagnosis, the doctors found the original site. All along we had 

assumed it started in the colon because that's what happened to my grandmother. But my 

mom's colon was perfect. The cancer has begun in her breast. 

It wasn't until after my mother died, I found out that she had known about the lumps 

in her breast for years. She casually mentioned them to a church member and later said that 

they were benign. I don't know why she didn't go to the doctor. I imagine she didn't want 
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her worst fears confinned. Maybe she thought that as long as she didn't get labeled with 

cancer, she would be okay-that we would all be okay. 

About the same time she was diagnosed, my father, who rarely chatted on the phone, 

began to call more often than my mother. He'd just discovered a way to make phone calls 

through the computer. At first, I was amused that the combination of new technology and 

affordability had proven so irresistible, but when he always answered the phone as well, I 

began to grow alanned. The times I did speak to my mother, her voice was softer and she 

tired more easily. She still insisted that we were all going to take a family vacation to 

Canada that summer, that she would get better. "Just stay strong," she would say. 

I was in the middle of final exams when my mom was hospitalized. I didn't know it 

at the time. Ijust kept trying to call home. My roommate had already moved out and taken 

all her furniture with her. There were no chairs in the apartment, so I sat on the dusty floor 

cradling the phone in my lap while I dialed. I would count the rings before the answering 

machine clicked on. Eight rings. Ten rings. I kept trying. The next day, my father called. 

His voice sounded tired. He told me that when they went to visit the oncologist, the doctor 

insisted that mom check into the hospital. Since her liver wasn't functioning, her ammonia 

level had risen to unacceptable levels. I wasn't sure what an acceptable level was, but it 

sounded like something a doctor would say. 

"We're trying to get her released soon," Dad said his voice wavering. ~'We should be 

home when you get here." I leaned against the wall and listened to the silence. Dad took a 

deep breath. "Could you call Sonja and tell her to buy a ticket? She needs to come home 

immediately. " 

"Sure," I swallowed. 
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"Listen, I have to go. I'm using the hospital pay phone and your mom doesn't like 

being alone." 

"Sure," I said. 

"See you Monday," he said, forcing a smile into his voice. "We love you." 

"Yeah," I said, tears rolling down my face. "Love you." 

••• 

Mrs. King, a gray haired church member, picked me up from the airport. She had 

known me since I was in eighth grade. Now we smiled and made polite conversation. Her 

four-year old grandson sat in the space between us. He chattered about stop signs and traffic 

lights. I gripped my hands together in my lap. 

"I wanna go home," her grandson said suddenly. "I wanna go home now." 

"I think Sari needs to get home first." Mrs. King looked over at me. "She's anxious 

to get home." 

"Yeah, I am," I said apologetically. 

"No, I'm hungry. I wanna go home now," he shouted. His mouth turned into a scowl 

and he looked up at me with reproachful eyes. "I anxious too." 

Mrs. King sighed deeply. "This will only take a few minutes," she said over his silky 

brown hair. She shrugged and looked down at her grandson; his little arms were crossed and 

he kicked violently at the blue velour seat. We pulled off the main road and drove through 

tree-lined suburbs. We stopped at a yellow brick home, where Mrs. King carried her small 

grandson across the yard and toward a side door. 
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When we pulled into my neighborhood, I strained to see our gingerbread house. It sat 

at the end of a gentle curve, covered with blue paint and cheerful white shutters. Tall pines 

swayed in the backyard. The only indication that something was wrong was the lawn. The 

grass was long and scraggly. 

Mrs. King stopped her truck next to our mailbox. My mom's Volvo sat in the 

driveway. The red parking lights glowed dimly in the summer sun. I could see my father 

and aunt getting out of the car. I grabbed my backpack and waved goodbye. Mrs. King 

hesitated and then turned off the engine and got out too. My dad walked down the driveway 

and gave me a hug, then he turned to thank Mrs. King. 

My aunt Riitta Liisa stood by the back door ofthe car. She was my mother's younger 

sister, her favorite sibling. She looked like a taller, darker reproduction of my mother. But 

the smile was the same. I hadn't seen her in five years since she lived in Finland. 

"Welcome home, Sari," she said warmly, rolling her R's. "Your mom doesn't want 

that church lady to see her," she said, opening the back car door. "So she's going to stay in 

the car for a bit." 

My mother was lying across the back seat, her knees pointed toward the ceiling. She 

was wearing a long printed skirt, the colorful folds were gathered around her waist. Her bare 

legs were swollen to twice their normal size. She had no ankles, no curving calf. Yellow 

skin stretched tightly across the retained fluid. Terrified, uncertain what to say, what to do, I 

backed away. 

I could hear my father saying good-bye to Mrs. King, saying thank you but please no 

visitors. When my father returned to the car, he and aunt Riitta Liisa slowly helped my 

mother sit up. They carefully set her feet on the ground. Then my aunt gently pulled my 
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Mom's hand while my father pushed her up from behind. They were so competent, so 

skilled. I stood on the fringes and watched in horror. It was as if we were actors in some 

awful movie and I was the only one who didn't know the lines. 

"We're almost home," my aunt cooed. My mother slowly turned her head and looked 

over at me. Her eyes were as yellow as mustard. 

I bit my bottom lip and smiled. "Hi, mom." 

"Hi," she said. Then she turned to my aunt, "I want to rest on the couch." 

I ran to the front door, swung it open and propped the screen. My aunt and mom 

inched toward me. They clasped hands like elderly dancers. With each faltering step, my 

mom bit her bottom lip in concentration. Her yellow knuckles clenched over my aunt's 

hands. 

I turned and fled. I ran into the hall bathroom. I shut the door behind me and 

dropped to the cool tile floor. I hugged my knees and willed myself not to cry. I didn't want 

her to see me this way. To cry would be to admit how bad she looked. To cry would be to 

admit that she was dying. My aunt had warned me on the phone that my mother wanted 

everyone to stay positive. It was as if only thoughts were real and if we thought about death 

that too would be real. 

I could hear my father, aunt and mother entering the house. My aunt spoke 

encouragingly with baby soft sounds. The front door shut. I knew that they were going into 

the living room. As soon as my mother was on the couch, she would wonder where I was. I 

closed my eyes and wished that Sonja were here. But she wouldn't arrive for four more 

days. I wiped my eyes, blew my nose and splashed some cold water on my face. 
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When I walked into the living room, my mother looked up. In less than two months, 

her cheeks and eye sockets had sunken in, reminding me of pictures I had seen of starving 

people. In fact she was starving. Since her liver wasn't functioning, her body couldn't 

process food. Her skin was yellow and brittle like parchment paper. The roots of her hair 

were white. She had stopped dying it because of the chemicals. When I sat down on the 

couch beside her, she tried to smile but with all the fat gone from her cheeks, her lips 

stretched back into what looked more like a grimace. I bit down on my bottom lip and 

reached out to hug her. She responded by wrapping her arms around my back with more 

strength than I would have guessed she was capable of. "I'm glad you're home," she 

whispered into my ear as we held onto each other . 

••• 

Sonja came home and I picked her up at the airport. She walked out that gate like a 

spring fashion model. Her hair was newly cut and clipped in place with pastel barrettes. She 

wore a tight pink t-shirt and her sandals slapped against the paisley carpet ofthe terminal. 

She smiled and waved when she saw me. We were like two sorority girls as we giggled 

about the bald man who had sat next to her and tried to buy her a box of chocolate from the 

in-flight magazine. 

It wasn't until the trip home, as I maneuvered my mother's car through spaghetti 

junctions and rush hour traffic, that I began to tell Sonjajust how bad things were. We both 

stared straight ahead and I could feel my forehead wrinkling in concentration. I had to do 

this right. 

••• 
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When my mother died two days later, I didn't cry at first. Instead, I clenched my fists 

and climbed up the stairs. I walked into the study and began to gather up carnations, daisies 

and baby's breaths. Every church member, every relative, every family friend had sent a 

flower arrangement, a wish to get well soon. 

When the first flowers arrived, my mother had carefully arranged them in a deep 

crystal bowl. They were long stemmed roses with a mulberry stain. My father told me that 

she set them on our glass coffee table and took five or six pictures. She had always 

photographed important flowers that marked birthdays, Valentines, graduations and Mother's 

Days. But then the flowers kept coming and she wasn't getting any better. Finally she 

complained that the sticky sweet smell was giving her a headache. I moved all the 

arrangements into the study, a room she no longer went to. My God, did she even know the 

last time she walked out of this room that she would never return? 

I gathered handfuls of flowers and carried them downstairs. My sister was hunched 

over on the couch. She covered her face with both hands and sobbed. I walked to the 

backdoor and stepped outside. I began to throw flowers into the woods . 

••• 

Early Sunday morning, my mom had started crying in pain. "God be merciful," she 

moaned. Then she began to chant, "Oh help, oh help, oh help." She stretched out her thin 

arms and clasped my father and aunt's hands. Her eyes were pressed shut and she didn't 

respond to any questions or comments. She was in a solitary place of pain. A place we 

could not go. 
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My mother had never believed in pain medicine. When she gave birth she did it 

naturally. When she had minor surgery, she elected not to have anesthesia. She never took 

Tylenol for headaches. Instead she liked to boast that she had a strong thresh-hold for pain. 

In fact, she had refused morphine until the day before she died. But she never got 

any. When we contacted hospice to get it, we found out they didn't send medicine on 

weekends, unless there was an emergency. On Saturday night, I called the nurse and told her 

that my mom had thrown up blood and was squirming in pain. The nurse said that it was not 

a good sign and that they would send the medicine first thing in the morning-until then we 

should double the doses of the medicine we had. I can see now that I should have demanded 

the morphine. I should have been rude. I should have called her all night if necessary. 

Instead, I said okay. I thought it would be okay. 

On Sunday morning, the morphine didn't arrive. When I called the nurse, she said 

she would order it now, but that it would take a couple hours for the pharmacy to deliver it. I 

offered tq pick it up, but she refused to tell me the address. Later, she said the pharmacist 

was working alone and she feared I might steal narcotics. 

Desperate, I began to leaf through the phone book trying to find a doctor who would 

write a prescription. Our own doctor was in Florida. Finally, I ran across the street and 

asked our neighbors for help. They looked at my tear-streaked face and shook their heads 

helplessly. We would have to wait for hospice. I called repeatedly. "I'm trying to celebrate 

with my daughter," the nurse finally snapped. It was Mother's Day. 

"It's on its way. The morphine will be here soon. Very soon," my aunt soothed my 

mother. "You're a brave girl." But my mother didn't respond. Her eyes were pressed shut 
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and she no longer held anyone's hands. The only indication that she was still conscious was 

her constant plea for help. Pain had swallowed up every part of her. 

"Call 911," Sonja cried. She waited in horror outside my parent's bedroom. She 

couldn't go in the room and she couldn't leave it. Her face was red and blotchy. But my 

mom had said that she didn't want to go to the hospital and now hospice had finally said that 

the morphine was on its way. 

I waited by the front door, praying that every car coming down the street was the 

courier. Finally, I went up to see how my mother was doing. It had been four hours since 

she had first started crying in pain. Finally, she was quiet. Her arms were still outstretched, 

but they clutched imaginary hands. Her eyes were closed, her face was slack. Her mouth 

opened slightly and blood began to trickle out. 

"Dad," I shouted. 

• •• 

My mom's sister and her two brothers cleaned her body and covered her with a clean 

sheet. "You can see your Mom now," Aunt Riitta Liisa told me. 

"I can't," I said, pressing my lips together to keep from crying. 

"You have to," she insisted. "I never saw my mama after she died. Oh boy, how I 

have regretted that." She wadded up a tissue and dabbed at the tears that coursed down her 

face. "Your sweet mom looks just like she is sleeping. Go now." 

But I couldn't go in. I couldn't even go near the open door. I waited on the couch as 

Sonja climbed the stairs. I was still waiting when she returned. "She looked old," Sonja 

said. "I couldn't touch her." 



124 

After the funeral, I drifted around the house. I walked in and out of rooms, picking 

things up and setting them down. I would flip through channels before finally turning the TV 

off. When my sister insisted that I eat something, I would make a sandwich, take a few bites, 

and then throw it away. I felt like I was choking on emptiness. I couldn't imagine life 

without my mom. What was my father going to do? What were any of us going to do? 

••• 

It has been six months now since my mother died and I still can't believe that she is 

gone. She was as constant and as strong as the tide. After she died, I was left in a void. We 

all were. 

I dream about my mother a lot. I never used to remember my dreams, but now I wake 

up shaking. In my 'dreams, she is always sick, always dying. Often she is crying in pain. 

When I wake up, there is a brief moment when I'm not sure what is real and what isn't. 

Sometimes, I'm scared that my mother is still sick. When I realize she's dead, I'm almost 

relieved. But sometimes, I think it is the last two years that have been a dream, that at any 

moment my mother will come into my room like she did when I was little. She will sit on 

the edge of my bed and smooth my forehead. 

During the funeral, people also came up to me and told me to trust in God, that this 

was all His will. But I never believed the part about this being His will. I was certain that 

God would have preferred for my mother to have gotten regular mammograms, to have 

found the cancer early, to have been treated. I was certain he would have wanted her to live. 

When my mother discovered she had cancer, she started praying for a miracle. "It's 

never too late for God," she told me over the phone. But I never expected a miracle. I 
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couldn't even pray for one. I would lie in bed staring at the ceiling. The only thing I could 

say to God was "Why?" 

After my mother died, I stopped questioning God. Instead, I began to question my 

faith. At the funeral, the minister spoke warmly about a reunion in heaven. Heaven. Oh 

how simple it had always seemed-as real as the sun, as mysterious as the first snowfall. But 

now when I wanted to believe in it the most, I couldn't. Not fully. It seemed too magical, 

too wonderful to exist. I couldn't imagine really seeing my mother again. And yet, I 

couldn't imagine my not seeing her again . 

••• 

I remember one night shortly after my mom died when the weather was raging. I lay 

in bed and listened to the rain slapping against the windowpane. Periodically, the room 

would light up with a blue, electric glow. Outside, the wind blew against the Georgia pines 

and dogwoods. The next morning, I carried a chair and a bowl of cereal to our back porch. 

Water was still dripping from the eaves of our blue gingerbread house and my bare feet were 

damp from the shallow puddles that formed on the cement. Water sparkled on lush blades of 

grass, on leaves, on pine needles. Everything was vividly alive. Cardinals and blue jays 

flitted around our birdfeeder and squirrels chattered in the trees above. 

I think that's when my doubts started melting away. My faith might be a frail thing, 

but most of the time, I'm quite certain God is real. To me, it's as simple as a child pumping 

her chubby arms in the air or the delicate pattern of a leaf or even my own heart that beats 

rhythmically in spite of the pain. There is too much beauty in this world for it to all be an 

accident. Religion will never be simple for me again. But ultimately, I believe in God with a 

fierceness that comes from deep within. 
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••• 

I think about this now as I sit in the airplane and sip on green tea. It is Christmas and 

I am flying to South Korea. The airplane's PA system crackles to life and the pilot says that 

we will land at Kimpo airport in one hour. I wrap my hands around the cup, my pulse 

quickening. 

My dad arrived in Seoul yesterday. He and Sonja will be waiting for me at the 

airport. We are going to spend three weeks together. We'll visit teahouses and temples. 

We'll climb Jiri mountain and watch the New Year's sunrise. In Pusan, I'm going to take my 

dad to SDA language institute. He will see my classroom, my desk. Probably my Korean 

friends will take us bowling or to a singing room. 

I wish my mother could have seen South Korea. She would have liked the way the 

streets are lit up at night, the streams of brilliant red that glow over shop windows. She 

would have clapped her hands together and said, "Oh boy, this is it. This is it." Ifwe took 

her to a teashop, she probably would have ordered the healthiest tea and than drunk whatever 

my dad got. And she would have loved the bathhouses. I can picture her sinking into the 

mud bath until only her shoulders and face were exposed. I can almost see her smiling, her 

face glowing. 

Pain tugs at my stomach and tears form at the comers of my eyes. I run my hand 

through my hair and start flipping through an in flight magazine. The buckle-the-seatbelt 

light dings on and the man sitting next to me obediently complies. He returns his seat to an 

upright position and stows away his belongings. On the TV screen, an electronic map shows 

our journey across the United States, across the Pacific Ocean, across the Sea of Japan-the 

animated airplane inches forward until it hovers over Seoul. 
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But we're still a long ways away. We are floating in an intensely blue sky and it 

seems as ifthe clouds are miles below. They stretch out like a rippled sand bar after the tide 

has gone out. They cover every inch of earth. It must be cold and gray today. Umbrella 

weather. People wearing overcoats and thick gloves must be hurrying through the streets, the 

wind biting at their exposed cheeks. Perhaps they -are looking up at the colorless sky, longing 

for the sun. It seems strange to think of the world as bleak and wet, because from up here it 

is all so achingly beautiful. 
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