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Gnarled, arthritic hands like tree bark attack the weathered keys of a classic typewriter with the familiar tap-tap-tapping of days passed. Skin and bone connect to a body that’s seen better days, and dark eyes shine behind thick-rimmed glasses, seeing already the words that belong on the tiny slip of paper. 


“I’ll be a writer,” he says. The eyes of the little boy are awake and alive with the dreams of someone who doesn’t yet know any better. His decided tone invites nothing but laughter. A guffaw rises from the belly of an out-of-luck immigrant, genuinely amused. 

“And I told my father I be successful businessman in America. Ha! Look at this dump. I should never leave Beijing. You see how unhappy is your mother? Why do you think is? You think she wants sew blouses all day for rich white lady? I promise her good life.”

“But you have a good business. And we have a very nice house.”


“I sell newspapers. That is not business. And we live in apartment. Look at me, Jin. In Beijing, I be successful. Now I only be no one. And you’re same.”


“I’ll be a writer,” he says, unshaken. Another guffaw, and the streets of San Francisco’s Chinatown fade back into black and white memory. 


Here sits a little boy, tap-tap-tapping, aged a bit in eighty-some years. He’d lost track of birthdays longer ago than he could possibly remember. A hunched back peers out from behind a curtain of red beads and rice steam. There was something sad about the little restaurant nestled between the old Laundromat and Mr. Tsu’s Chinese Grocery. But something sweet, too, and endearing, in the way customers chattered, and the wallpaper peeled, and the floorboards creaked in those certain predictable places. This was the kind of place you remember.

She steps hurriedly into the restaurant, toddler in tow, and seats herself at the little table nearest the kitchen. This place will do. It smells cheap enough, anyway. Her cardigan is stained with orange juice, and her small frame and mousy hair accent the poorly hidden worry lines already forming on her young, thin face. Hidden eyes watch from behind a red bead curtain.

The tap-tap-tapping finishes the last few characters of the phrase, and knobby fingers fold the tiny slip of paper into a nest of warm vanilla wafer. 

“For her,” he grunts, motioning to the young waiter, and points to the woman at table four. 

Warm fingertips place the morsel on the little black tray with the bill. 


Worry savors the bits of wafer to reveal a tiny slip of paper.


“The comfort you seek is always in front of you.” 


From across the table, a two-toothed toddler grins a grin so oblivious and blameless, a trail of duck sauce dribbles down her dimpled chin.


Concern smiles and laughs, while a single mother pays the bill with a stifled giggle. Two sets of hidden eyes smile two veiled smiles from behind a curtain of red beads and grease. 


Youth watches liver spots start again tap-tap-tapping, like they always have. The smells of wok cooking and greasy lo mein fill the modest room with a sense of gentle patience. 


Ancient fingers tap-tap-tap. Juice stains giggle, and frown lines beam. Frustration melts into bits of falsely sumptuous wafer. Youth watches, and a little boy sits behind thick-rimmed glasses. 

Tomorrow, no little boy is sitting in the modest room. There are no more gnarled hands tap-tap-tapping. Liver spots are gone, and thick-rimmed glasses no longer a necessity. No more tap-tap-tapping tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that.

Youth steps cautiously over creaky floorboards and seats itself in front of a classic, well-loved typewriter. Warm hands watch, hidden behind a thick curtain of red beads, drinking in the quiet chatter, the peeling wallpaper, and rice steam, and cautiously strike the weathered keys. Dark eyes shine behind a thin fringe of lashes, all too aware of the words that have always belonged on the tiny, perfect, slip of paper.
