
 When I sit next to my grandfather, or my Yeh Yeh, at the dinner table, the first things I notice are 

his hands. Leathery, but at the same time with clear, delicate-looking skin like the folds of a chrysalis. 

They quaver ever so slightly, but his movements convey a kind of calculated grace; as he pours tea, as he 

lifts a bite of food to his mouth with bone-white chopsticks. Every once in a while, he’ll turn to me and say 

something like, “So, Jenny, how do you like New York?” Small tidbits of conversation, but with his limited 

English, I am grateful for whatever we can discuss with each other. 

 “You know,” he says in a hushed voice, putting his hand on my knee and leaning toward me. 

“Your Nai Nai…she have very bad luck last year. With the broken leg and then the, ahh…the cancer.” 

 “Breast cancer?” 

 “Yes,” he says, nodding. “Breast cancer. She has seven…seven weeks. Until the radiation. And the 

cancer pills, she takes for five years.” 

 “Oh,” I say, wincing. “I’m so sorry.” 

 “Yes,” he says, withdrawing his hand. 

 I feel uncomfortable. I twist my hands in my lap, searching, scrambling for some piece of 

conversation to offer. “Do you know what stage it is?” 

 “Stage?” 

 “Yeah. You know…there are different stages. I think there are five of them. Stage one or zero is 

good. Well, not good, but you can treat it—” I look down, realize I’m rambling. 

 “I think it is the second,” he says finally.” 

 “Oh. Well it’s better than four…” 

 He chuckles. “Yes. Not four.” 

 We sit for a few moments in silence. I feel my throat closing up. He’s been through so much 

already. My heart aches for him, knowing that he’s watching the love of his life suffer through one of the 

most futile of life’s battles. I can’t even begin to find the words to tell him how sorry I am. The language 

barrier between us is looming, suffocating. But I hope there’s an unspoken understanding between us, 

that he at least can read it in my face. 

 “Cancer is terrible,” he says, leaning back. “What can I say?” 

 I don’t have an answer for that.  

 


