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MOPE

August 15, 2003 – At first glance the stranger next to me was a plain red cap, a baggy white tank, heavy denim shorts, a flat Nike drawstring bag. He was a gangster: Ecko, with glasses and a book. At second glance he was a blur of white light against a noisy, black quilt smothering my senses. At third glance he was the fidgeting of fingers across his left elbow, inches away from my arm, uncomfortably brushing across the same sentence over and over in his book.  

We were sitting inside what must have been the smelliest train station in New York City, a seat apart from each other on a bench in the middle of the downtown R train platform. Any minute now and a train would eeek and bombom its way to its last stop in Manhattan before continuing to Brooklyn. The motley crew around us would board the train, its members never to see or remember each other again. It was the Whitehall Street station, a prime intersection of transportation to Staten Island, Brooklyn, and upper Manhattan. I had just gotten off the ferry from Staten Island, and he had just gotten off the uptown train from Brooklyn. He had waited for me, and together, we waited for Teddy.

November 2004 – I was heating up inside the hood of my down jacket at the Whitehall Street Station, sitting on a bench on the downtown platform. Five minutes, ten, twenty. Train after train passed by with the usual cluttering of people scrambling to squeeze through the remaining five inches between the closing train doors. It was warm from the crowds of people breathing over me, but I refused to take my hood off.

“You look like an Eskimo,” he giggled. The stranger who sat to my right a little over a year ago peered from under his Northface Hyvent. He was a gray wool neckwarmer, a face of scars leftover from puberty, a pair of Timbs. He was the heavy pair of black denim jeans that were a foot longer than the pair I was wearing. He didn’t board any of the past four trains that went to Brooklyn. 

“You should go home,” I said. I realized that we were starting to look homeless, sitting motionlessly for hours in a train station every weekday of the month, our faces buried in our jackets as the rest of New York City hustled around us.

I looked at my watch. The next ferry was departing at 5:15. If I didn’t leave the train station then to start my three-minute walk to the docking terminal, I would have to wait another 15 minutes to catch the 5:30. 

He had seen me glance at my watch, and asked me what time it was. Another downtown train to Brooklyn stopped in front of us just then. A woman in a long, black peacoat looked up from her newspaper just in time to catch the train in the last seconds of its door-closing routine. She bolted towards the train but only managed to get four of her fingers inside. She stayed stuck for a while. Finally, the doors opened again automatically, and she regained her composure and stepped inside, finding an orange seat as bright as her cheeks. I did not look at her, and she did not look at anyone. We were all just as embarrassed as she was because deep in our city hearts, we knew very well what it was like to be caught between closing train doors: it was like an anonymous fart suspended in the air, and you getting nervous that people would think it was from you.

“It’s 5:15,” I replied. “I missed my ferry.” This was the cue for the cycle of waiting and missing to start again. By then, I would have already missed three or four boats willingly. The stranger next to me never complained; the longer he sat there, the drowsier he became, until eventually his head was on my shoulder. The longer I sat there, the more boats I missed. The longer we sat there together, the more we resonated in each other.

* * *

When I walked by the kiosks in the Staten Island mall, each a perfect little exhibition of consumer goods and services from every corner of the world, I paid careful attention to the people manning the kiosks. Often there was only one lady or girl sitting by the cash register, waiting for prospective customers. At the threading kiosk, eager teens paid to have their acne removed by older girls who already survived the same pains of puberty. This is not to say that only females worked in the stands; men worked there too. But the few who did were noticeably more feminine in nature, whether it was their flamboyant style of dress, or the elegant angling of their fingers, or their posture when speaking to interested husbands at the cash register, to reflect the female beauty products they tried to sell. 


Halfway through the Macy’s wing in the mall was a kiosk operated by such men and women who sold beauty care products. Any unsuspecting person who walked by the kiosk would be momentarily stopped and asked the same request: “Excuse me for one minute, can you show me your hands?” Then began the detailed conversation on nail care, during which the potential customer would be lured into trying a free sample of nail polish that wasn’t ethyl acetate or butyl acetate; the traditional foul-smelling, thick paint-like substance from Revlon or Cover Girl; it wasn’t nail polish at all. Somehow, by rubbing a small brush against the nail for about thirty seconds, the nail would glisten as if clear nail polish had been applied. 


During the quieter midday hours at the mall, the men at the beauty product kiosk would still try to lure customers by advertising their products to the ladies who worked at the kiosks on either side of them. The lady who worked to their right spoke barely acceptable English, but her understanding of the language was above decent and enough to win in the typical battles between seller and buyer at her particular kiosk. She sold Heelys, trendy shoes with one and sometimes two removable wheels in the heel that allowed the wearer to skate on flat surfaces with the toes lifted up. The name-brand company only made these skate shoes in whole sizes, and furthermore, her kiosk only carried sizes from a kid’s 13 to a youth’s 9. Daily battles at the kiosk included convincing a size 10 to try on a size 9, warding off young teens who obviously had every intention of owning a pair of Heelys but could not possibly be carrying around seventy dollars in cash, giving directions to a store she didn’t even know existed in the mall, attempting to contain her shock at adults who asked for men’s size 13 and above, and nicely ignoring the men at the kiosk on the left while laughing at the awkward trajectories shoppers took to avoid those men. 


She was just about as responsible as anyone could be while working at the Heelys kiosk. During the eleven-hour work period, she took as few bathroom breaks as possible, but even then, a pair of Heelys would occasionally be stolen when she had no other choice but to use the restroom. She dreamed about that stolen pair of Heelys at night and lived through the guilt to wake up and retell the dream the next day. Sometimes she saw herself pleading before a golden statue of the boss for forgiveness while it rained shoes and wheels outside. Other times she woke up gasping for air after running all night from a gang of Heelys skaters. 

Her lunch break was nonexistent; she ate as she worked, or she didn’t eat at all. She was already petite, maybe even tiny, to the point of fitting loosely in her thirteen year old daughter’s tight shirts. For pants, she had to try her luck at stores like Gap Kids, a store even the thirteen year-old-daughter had outgrown at age ten. Women of her size were probably meant to remain obedient housewives in the home in accordance to Chinese tradition, but there she was at a public mall, protecting a kiosk business that wasn’t her own with her broken English and more than half of her life. 

I had seen her interact with a tall male customer once who persistently demanded to know why the Heelys were so pricey, and because they were so pricey and because it was New York State, why there was additional tax charged on the sneakers.    

“I am not the boss.”

“You can get these same shoes at Modell’s for sixty bucks man, why’s it so expensive here?”

“Sorry, the boss set price. I am not the boss.”

“New York State doesn’t charge tax on shoes, you know. You’re charging tax. That’s illegal.”

“Sorry, but I am not the boss.”

“That’s not right. It’s against the law.”

“You can go to Cham. Upstairs.”

At this point, the conversation ended, with the man walking away from the kiosk muttering to himself. The petite lady who knew nothing about New York State law and even less about tax policies didn’t hear him and didn’t understand him. Even if she did hear him, she didn’t care - she was not the boss. I wondered if Champs upstairs ever grew curious about the sudden increase in angry and troublesome customers who went to the store looking for Heelys; anytime the lady at the kiosk encountered a difficult customer, she sent him to Champs with a “Go to Cham” and a finger pointing upstairs. 

* * *

My mother never knew about my hours spent in the train station, hours that were part of a more covert life. She was a part of my home life, a life that could be summarized as her doing my laundry, cooking my meals, and cleaning my desk in return for my undivided attention when she told stories of her day at the kiosk. After dinner, she peeled fruits for my sister and me, carefully laying out a pattern of oranges and apples on a plate. If I went to bed early one night or hid under my covers talking away the stars on the phone with some boyfriend at the time, she would come upstairs with the fruit platter and leave it on the dresser next to the bed. An hour later, if the fruits were still untouched because I had been so busy chatting, she would take a slice of orange and pop it into my mouth.

“My 16 year-old daughter still needs me to feed her,” she would sigh particularly loudly, hoping the boyfriend on the other line was Chinese. More often than not, he wasn’t, and I was spared the possibility of having my home life revealed to the other world.

She did other favors for me too. I didn’t mind reverting to a little girl so that she would blow-dry my hair or clip my toenails as I flipped through pages of a textbook I was supposed to read for homework. She didn’t mind doing the favors because she admired me for waking up at five every morning to attend a school two hours away, only to come back at eight that night with a shower to take, a meal to eat, and a load of homework from that day’s classes. The truth was that I was so preoccupied with my other lives that I left as much of my home life as possible in her hands, knowing she would treat it as if it were more precious than her own.    

* * *


When he woke up, we took the 7:20 ferry to Staten Island. It was cold, but we chose to sit outside on the ferry deck: a free showing of the city lights. The lights glowed unevenly from buildings in Manhattan, New Jersey, Brooklyn, and Staten Island.  Other boats that passed us shone lights too, but the purest and brightest light came from the moon.

This was our second ferry ride together.   

* * *

The first one had been after a half-day at school. Classes ended at noon, and with a group of mutual friends, we went to the handball court at the Nelson Rockefeller Park, a place commonly known as “Stuy Park” or “Battery” to Stuyvesant High School students. After winning a few rigorous games of handball straight, he came to share a spot on the pile of leaves where I had situated myself to watch him play. 


“Are you cold?” he asked. Unintentionally, I shivered in response.


He got up to retrieve his Northface Hyvent, which he had taken off in the other corner of the court before he began his games, sat back down in my pile of leaves, and draped it over us. The Hyvent was a jacket that almost the entire male community at Stuyvesant owned then, but only he could wear with a sophisticated cool that introduced individuality among the norm.


We watched Teddy and Eddy play doubles against Kevin and Joe. Their forms blurred past us as they hustled around the court. He took out his music player and offered me an earphone. This was the same mysterious device I had seen in my locker on the 4th floor during my lunch period, with a teasing note attached to it that said: “I bet you’re missing me now. I’ll let you listen to my MP3 player and the songs will remind you of me. =P – Justin”. I looked up. The other earphone was already in his right ear. I put the offered one in my left and he sifted through his playlist for a song he knew I would like.


We leaned against the fence and each other, humming along to She Will Be Loved and an old song I had never heard of, Wherever You Will Go. We silently mouthed the words to Eason Chan’s latest Hong Kong pop songs, bobbing our heads only slightly so as not to disrupt each other with our movements. The players on the court became just names - Ooooh, ouch Teddy. Haha Joe, aced, aced! Kevin, what’s the score? - and then gradually, just shapes. The only signs of life I noticed around me were the person next to me, myself, and the wind that carried us away. I took a nap and woke up to another one of those sappy songs we liked: Only One, by Yellowcard.


We took the ferry that afternoon after sitting for two hours in the Whitehall Street station. We caught an early enough boat so that we had time to take it back and forth between Manhattan and Staten Island. During the last ride to Manhattan, the sky outside was already an unrecognizable shade of day. We stood on the deck, leaning over the banister to stare down into Upper New York Bay.

“Are you too short to see?” he joked, referring to the fact that my chin was only a few inches above the banister. 

I left his teasing unretorted and showed him the monsters I could see in the water.

“Hey if you use your imagination, the patterns created by the water waves look like skulls don’t they?” I asked. The white, foamy waves traced out abstract shapes of human skulls, with patches of blue-green water as a vague pair of eyes, a nose, and a mouth.

“Yeah they do. That’s pretty cool.”

“Cool?” I asked. “It’s scary, not cool.”

“Silly small thing,” he smiled.

“Stupid tall thing.” 

* * *

 We walked off the ramp from the boat and I headed for the bus that took me back to my home life. He wanted to walk me to the bus-stop but it was already eight-o-clock and he wouldn’t have had time to catch the 8:05 boat back to Manhattan. We left each other with a “goodnight” instead of a “goodbye”; there could never be a true goodbye between us because in less than twelve hours, I would see him again. However, twelve hours was still a little too much; I didn’t mind if he moved into my home in Staten Island, nor did I mind if my mother and her fruit platters moved into the train station with us. 
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