





To the right were the doorbells to all the nine
apartments. Phil picked out the last and
rang. He jabbed his- thumb down rhythmi-
cally. Three short. Three long. Three short.

“Why are you doing that?”’ I asked.

“Signaling your grandmother,” he grum-
bled. “She never answers just one buzz like
any normal person, or even just three bursts.
It’s got to be nine buzzes in that way or she
doesn’t open the door. She says her friends
know what she means.”

So did I. It was Morse code for SOS.' The
buzzer on the door sounded like an angry
bee. Phil opened the door, putting his back
against it and’ fighting against the heavy
spring that tried to swing it shut. “Go on. Up
three flights. Number nine. Remember now.
. You call her Paw-Paw.”

“What’s Paw-Paw?”

“Maternal grandmother. Chinese have a
different word for-every relatien. Like I'm
your kauh-fu—your maternal uncle. Actually
your grandmether’s name is Ak Paw but
when you’re close to someone, you repeat the
word, so it’s Paw-Paw.” '

“I don’t know any Chinese,” I said.

Phil grunted. “You don’t have to worry
about talking to her. She learned pretty good
English when she was a maid to some rich
Americans.”

“When did she do that?”

“Just after your grandfather died. I was
only a baby then. But she quit once Jeanie
finished high school. She got tired of leaving
Chinatown.”

I walked into an old, dim hallway and
climbed up the wooden steps. As I turned an
angle on the stairs, I saw light burning fierce
and bright from a window. When I came to

it, I looked out at the roof of the Chinese
school next door. Someone had thrown some
old 45s and a pair of sneakers down there. If I
were some kind of kid that felt sorry for her-
self, I would almost have said thdt was the
way I felt: like some piece of old ugly junk
that was being kicked around on the discard
pile.

I didn’t stay by the window long, though,
because Phil was coming up the stairs and I
didn’t want to act like his kids’ stories about
Paw-Paw had scared me. Anybody could be
better than Uncle Phil and his family . . . I
hoped. I stopped by the number-nine room,
afraid to knock. It could not be the right
place because I could hear rock music coming
through the doorway. I scratched my -head
and checked the numbers on the other doors
on the landing. Phil was still a flight down,
huffing and puffing up the steps with my
duffel bag—it wasn’t that heavy; Phil was
just that much out of shape. “Go on. Go on.
Knock, you little idiot,” he called up the
stairwell.

I shrugged. It wasn’t any of my business. I
knocked at the door. I heard about six bolis
and locks being turned. Fimally the door
swung open and I saw a tiny, pleasant,
round-faced woman smiling at me. Her
cheeks were a bright red. Her gray hair was
all curly and frizzy around her head and a
pair of rimless, thick eyeglasses perched on
her nose. She was round and plump, wearing
a sweater even on a hot day like this, a pair of
cotton black slacks, and a pa.u' of open
heeled, flat slippers.

“Paw-Paw?” I asked.

1. SOS. These three leiters, in telegraphic code, are the
international signal for help.
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