
9 – To Be or Not to Be 

“Thunk!” The dull thud of the orange ball against the rattling backboard ricocheted over the playground. Above 

the shimmering heat rising over the summer asphalt, sneakered feet swooped into the air, arms stretched out 

like muscled wings, holding their swagger still for a moment beyond the pull of gravity, the tug of the everyday.  

  

“Ty! Tyrone James, you hear me?” 

Nana’s exasperated yell broke the spell. Grabbing the ball, he turned and dribbled slowly, walking towards the 

Chevy, its grey paint an eyesore matte against his skin, glistening with noon-day sweat, as he lowered himself 

into the back seat. 

“You be late! How many times…” 

“I got it, Nana,” he interjected, “the rec center ain’t far. Besides…” 

“All I’m sayin’ is you better do good at that camp, you hear? Mr. Bolt say that’s how you goin’ get some money 

for college. That’s in a couple years too. Ain’t got much time. Not much time…” 

I don’t care, he thought, clenching his jaw, as her voice tapered off, its tremulous discontent lingering in the 

humidity that pressed against their skin and fogged up the windows. 

  

They pulled into the parking lot. As the grey car ground past Ty, he squinted at the glass entrance winking in 

the unrelenting heat. The inside of the building, a new restoration, felt cool and dark and smelled faintly of 

Lysol. 

“I’m here for the peer tutoring,” 

The girl at the desk pointed at the doors, and resumed typing at a black keyboard. 

“You can register in there for a tutor,” she said absently. 

“I don’t need…I mean…I’m here to educate… I mean…tutor.” 

He looked at her expression intently. What was he looking for? 

“Oh. Okay. What’s your name?” She fumbled through a set of folders at the desk. 

“Tyrone” 

“Right. Here you go.” 

“Thanks” he murmured, checking his folder to peel his name-tag and place it at an angle on his t-shirt. 

  

D-h-a-n-h T-h-i-r-i 

He looked down at the letters on the form and looked up at the girl. Her silken black bangs hooded her almond 

eyes. She stared hard at him, as if she were trying to read his lips, or his mind, for that matter. 

“Sorry. I’m Tyrone. Ty. You can call me Ty. How do you say your name?” 



“Dhanh. Like San. It shine.” 

She smiled, holding her palm up in the air.  A sudden striking smile. 

Like san, he thought. She must mean “like sun…” 

“Dhanh. Let’s get going then. Tell me about you.” 

“I here New Orlean from Myanmar,” she said, “I want English.” 

“I want to learn English,” he repeated after her. “to learn means to know. To find out something…” 

Damn. This is hard, he thought. 

“Myanmar. Where’s that?” 

“In the mountain. Hmmm. Another place. Far.” 

  

It was her turn to struggle with words now, he thought. He could see her eyes trained away from him. Into the 

distance. 

“Do you have family, Dhanh?” 

She looked puzzled. 

“Mom, dad, sister? Mother…” 

“No father. Mother. I have mother,” she interjected forcefully. Her voice, flat. “My father is kill.” 

 He seemed to lurch despite himself.  He looked down at the folder. 

Perhaps it is the way she said it, he thought. My father is kill. As if her father be hunted down. A cold-

blooded way to say it. My father is kill. 

Mine too, he wanted to say. My father is kill too. The f***** who did it? Who knows? 

  

 “I’m sorry,” he said instead. “I’m sorry about your dad.” 

 His eyes stayed on the form, until he heard her reply. 

“I have mother,” she said quietly. 

“Yeah. Yes,” he looked up. “What do you think of America, Dhanh? Do you like it here in America?” 

“I want English for like America,” she said. Her long fingers brushed into her bangs, as she said, laughing, “I 

want to learn English.” 

“Yeah. I can see that. It’s not easy in America if you can’t speak English.” 

It ain’t easy in America anyway, he thought. 

“Do you go to school?” 

“No. Not school. I work.” 

How could she not be in school?  Maybe she’s eighteen. 

“What you see?” her fingers nervously threaded her cheek. 



He startled and realized he’d been staring, puzzling over her age, trying to read the smooth cheekbones and 

determined mouth. 

“Oh. Sorry, nothing. Just lost in thought. Just thinking,” he quickly added, at her confused expression. 

“What work do you do?” 

“I clean the fish,” she said, gesturing energetically, as if her hands held a fish and an obscenely sharp blade. 

“Must be hard work,” he nodded. 

“It not hard,” she shook her head “just long time.” 

He thought of the smells, the slippery silver of scales, the eyes of the dead fish as they glazed over.  He 

thought of Nana’s stories about peeling shrimp. 

“My Nana. My mother’s mother. She peeled shrimp. You know, shrimp?” He tried to describe his words by 

crooking his fingers, imitating the movements he’d watched Nana’s fingers make, as she peeled back the 

glistening pink shells, loosening shrimp-meat from them for the night’s meal. 

“She peeled shrimp as a little girl. Many hours. Like you. To help her family.” 

Dhanh leaned across the table towards him. 

“It not help,” she said. “Your mother mother just be in family. It not help when for family. What she want, they 

want. All one want.” 

He shifted, letting her words sink in. The alarm on his phone dinged, a soft bell to remind them that time was 

up. She pushed back her chair, reaching for her bag on the table. 

“Nice to meet you, Dhanh,” he murmured, reaching out his hand to shake her’s. 

She reached over his outstretched hand, palm flattening against the wrinkled nametag on his shirt. 

“Thank you, Ty,” she said, her voice clear. “Ty. Like sky. It open.” 

  

He exited through the glass doors, nodding at the girl behind the desk, who looked up as he walked past. The 

heat rushed up to meet him, like a surge of expectation, or an eddy of undammed water. Nana pulled up, and 

he slid into the seat, reaching for his ball at the back and craning his head to land an unexpected kiss on her 

old cheek. 

  

“Drop me off at the court, Nana? Please?” he said, cajoling, as they wound their way into the green sticky fold 

of summer. 
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