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Mina found the picnic basket the day before moving day. She’d been walking through her home of fifty-two years, surveying the towers of boxes labeled GOODWILL (fifty-seven boxes, she’d counted), MAX—LA (two boxes), ANNA—DALLAS (thirteen boxes), and MINA—SUNRISE (six boxes, the maximum the nursing home allowed), when she opened her husband’s suit closet. She hadn’t looked inside since her kids cleaned it out the day after his funeral. Even after William’s stroke and move to the hospice facility last year, Mina had kept the closet intact, preserving his signature, if mystifying, organization of crisp white shirts, suits, and at least fifty ties. Now, she took in the broken umbrella and two wire hangers dangling from the rod, sagging in the middle as if from exhaustion. She glanced away, ready to close the door, and saw the picnic basket in the top corner.
Her five-two frame had shrunk with age, and to reach the top shelf she dragged over a vanity bench and brought a hanger for support. Reaching overhead for the swaying hanger, Mina remembered her bus rides to school in Seoul—how for years, as a child, she stood twice a day in a crowded bus and reached overhead like this for the swinging rings. Mina grabbed the hanger and pulled herself up, warping it slightly, and managed to climb onto the bench.
The basket was heavy, covered in grime and dust and webs. It wasn’t any bigger than the boxes she’d stacked earlier, but it seemed leaden, and her wrists wobbled lifting it. “Just think if you fell, alone,” her children had said. Carefully, she put the basket back on the shelf and used the broken umbrella’s hooked handle to help lower the basket to the ground. Mina could not stop her lips from stretching into a smile. William had teased her for hoarding junk. “A torn old umbrella that won’t open—how’s that ever going to come in handy? It’s useless,” he’d said. “Not useless today,” Mina said, then shook her head and chuckled. She was doing that a lot these days, continuing years-old conversations with her dead husband.
She carried the basket to the kitchen and set it down on the table. The thick coating of dust gave the impression of fuzziness even after she put on her reading glasses. She breathed in deeply and blew, sending a cloud of dust swirling up like smoke. The whole thing made her think of birthdays. How many times had she placed a cake on this table, helped the children blow out the candles?
Mina wiped the sticky grime off the buckles and clasps to open the basket. She’d expected to have to blow away the dust on the inside, too, but it was pristine, as if it were a time capsule of when she first saw it.
The morning of her wedding, a half century ago, her mother had come into her dressing room wearing her silk peach hanbok, her hair cut short and puffed up like a helmet as if to protect her head from whatever was to come. Mina had expected her mother to cry and yell about the unforgivable fact of her marrying a non-Korean man. It had been bad enough when Mina had dated a Korean American second-generation boy who didn’t speak Korean at all freshman year in college and a Chinese American boy a few years later. William was the first white man she’d dated, a high school classmate who’d asked her out. She’d never dreamed of saying yes back when she lived at home, but when they ended up at the same law school and he asked her out again, this time in Korean (aided by a Korean friend, she’d later learned), she’d said yes. William had tried to charm her mother by learning conversational Korean, eating and cooking Korean dishes, and reading up on the traditions and customs of the sect of Korean Buddhism her mother practiced. Despite William’s efforts, though, her mother had kept her distance from him, and when Mina called to announce their engagement, she had not bothered to hide her dismay, making it clear that she expected Mina to eventually come to her senses and settle down with a traditional Korean man and give her Korean grandchildren. Mina had expected her mother to continue her protests the morning of the wedding, the last opportunity to change her mind. But her mother said nothing; she simply held out this basket, presenting it to Mina with both hands like a platter.
Back then, Mina had been more prone to ridiculous gusts of emotion, and she actually gasped when she opened it and saw the elegance of the interior. The top flaps of the basket were heavy, each anchored by a set of plates and silverware fastened to the undersides with crisscrossing leather straps. The flaps unfolded outward until some hidden piece of hardware snapped and held them in place, parallel to the ground like preset tabletops. The body of the basket held neatly folded napkins and a tablecloth in navy raw silk, and crystal goblets and flutes nestled in formfitting foam cutouts. Everything was plain, with no flourishes or hearts or other silly shapes that seemed mandatory for wedding gifts.
Now, Mina touched the cool surface of a flute. She remembered doing this with her mother, saying, “Wow—who’s this from?” Koreans didn’t do presents. Cash in envelopes, the thicker the better, discreetly palmed off during the reception: that was the way of proper Koreans. And the basket was quintessentially European, with its different-size forks and crystal salt and pepper shakers. Koreans packed gimbap—sticky rice with daikon radish, sesame-marinated spinach, and fried egg rolled in a seaweed wrap—for eating outdoors. Easy to pack in disposable containers, fine to eat with fingers.
“It’s from me,” her mother said in English. Mina wondered if she had a distant relative named Mee-something she’d forgotten about, had actually opened her mouth to ask who Mee was, before she realized. Mina’s mother had been a poor widow for nearly two decades, and she’d raised thrift and practicality to an art form. Everything had multiple uses. Back in Seoul, their landlord’s newspaper became the wrapping for Mina’s school lunch, textbook cover, then toilet paper for the outhouse. Mina’s woolen scarf was also a coal shovel mitt and back scrubber at the public bath. Mina’s mother never outgrew this, even as they outgrew poverty and moved to the US. She saved Ziploc bags and washed disposable utensils and Styrofoam plates. The basket, to the contrary, embraced impracticality, flaunted it, with no goal other than to turn the rare act of eating outside into a luxurious affair.
Her mother dabbed at Mina’s tears with the silk sash of her hanbok and said, in Korean this time, “I want you and William to use this often, just you two. Keep your marriage strong. Be happy.” Then she smiled, her eyes wrinkled with shy pleasure, like a bride herself, and Mina understood that her mother had chosen this basket precisely for its non-Korean-ness, for its impractical extravagance.
“I love it,” Mina said, which was easier to say than I love you. She squeezed her mother’s hand. She said, “We’re going to use it all the time.”

They had never used it, though. Not once. It was most certainly Mina’s fault, the continued, almost obsessive nonuse of the basket, the saving of it for an occasion deserving of such a treasured thing. It saddened Mina now to think of it, the excitement with which William would announce his great picnic ideas. “I know!” he’d said a week after their honeymoon, when he’d forgotten to run the dishwasher and come home too late to cook a proper meal. “Let’s break in the picnic basket, spread out everything in the fridge. We can eat on the fancy plates and pretend we’re still on our honeymoon.”
“The first picnic with my mom’s wedding gift—it needs to be a special occasion,” she’d said. “Having no clean dishes or dinner doesn’t qualify. It’s not even the first time that’s happened. I mean, how hard is it to press a button?”
“I had to work late; I told you.”
“It’s funny how you have to work late whenever it’s your turn to cook.”
That had been the first fight of their marriage, the first time she’d recognized nagging in her words. Not that they’d never disagreed, but never about domestic matters, this being the first time she’d lived with a man, and she hated how wifely she sounded, complaining about her husband not cooking or cleaning enough. She’d apologized later that night, but she’d insisted on saving the basket for a special occasion, like a birthday or anniversary or maybe a work promotion. A planned occasion.
A full month before their first anniversary, William left her a typed piece of paper titled: Proposal for a First-Year Anniversary Picnic. He’d written out the location (waterfall overlook in the woods next to their house), date (Saturday, June 14, 1975), time (1:00 p.m.), and the menu (Brie with crackers, poached salmon, chocolate-covered strawberries, and a bottle of Dom Pérignon). On the bottom, he’d signed his name next to “Proposal Offered by:” and left a blank for her signature next to “By signing here, I indicate my binding acceptance of this proposal and unqualified indication of my lack of regret over having married the Offeror.” She’d laughed and signed it.
They’d planned to spend their anniversary morning shopping for the picnic and then hiking to the waterfall to find the perfect spot for their triple-first celebration: their first anniversary, their first time using the basket, and their first time hiking to the waterfall since buying their house seven months ago (despite having done that several times before the purchase and thinking they’d surely do that every weekend after moving in). But the night before, a storm came, and the next morning, the rain continued to fall. “Let’s build a fire and have an indoor floor picnic,” William said. Remembering it now, Mina thought how romantic that had been, his optimism and spontaneity, his refusal to give up. People like William could adapt to life’s unexpected tragedies, big and small, and move on to make new plans. Mina, on the other hand, belonged to the opposite group: people who idealized a plan, clung to it, and let minor setbacks ruin the whole event. She knew how destructive it could be, but no matter how many times she vowed to change, she couldn’t manage it. Mina had thought of the waterfall, the way specks of sunlight flickered through the leaves, the way pebbles rose up into the current of the water and tumbled over the cliff’s edge. How the bubbles against the champagne flutes would fizz and gurgle like the river. She had looked at William and shaken her head. “I had my heart set on a real picnic. You know, with the falls and eating outside. Let’s save it for another time.”
Thinking of it now, Mina wished she could smack the girl-her (for she had been a girl, even though she had thought, at twenty-seven, that she was a woman) and yell at her to have the damned picnic already, that each delay would build up expectations to the point that no real event could actually meet them. William suggested using it on subsequent anniversaries, but she had insisted on storing it away for their fifth. That year, though, they had been in the hospital.

Stillborn. Still being born. Born being still.
The baby had been too still, with long eyelashes that seemed to cover half his cheeks. Mina held him, wrapped like a burrito in a blue-striped blanket—the standard hospital-issue blanket that Anna and Max would use two and four years later. Tiny, only a foot long, skin waxy and translucent, but with a full head of dark hair. William sat next her, one arm around her shoulder, the other around the baby. He said, “We’ll get through this,” and kissed her temple.
At the touch of William’s wet skin, Mina felt fury swirl inside her. Fury at his optimism. Fury at his tears, glistening as if to highlight the dryness of her eyes. Fury at his kisses, his goddamned kindness.
William should have been angry, screamed that it was her fault their baby died. She shouldn’t have eaten soft cheese, she shouldn’t have had that glass of wine, she shouldn’t have exercised so much, she should have exercised more. Most of all, she should have gone to the hospital the moment she realized he hadn’t moved all morning. But she hadn’t; she’d dismissed this thought as hormone-induced paranoia and waited for the kick that never came.
She didn’t go to the doctor until later that night, after William got home and noticed her pale face. “What’s wrong?” he’d asked, and—when she said nothing, she was just having minor cramps was all—had insisted on calling the doctor. “When’s the last time you felt the baby kick?” the doctor asked, and Mina said she wasn’t sure but she thought she didn’t feel any movement this morning or afternoon. “But that’s not an issue, right? The books all say babies can sleep and not kick for hours and I shouldn’t worry,” Mina asked. The doctor didn’t answer, just told them to come to the hospital immediately and she would meet them there.
Once they got to the hospital, it took less than ten minutes for the doctor to declare their baby dead. Most of that time was spent getting Mina checked in, escorted to the sterile exam room, into a hospital gown and onto a table, her feet up in stirrups. Only a minute, maybe two, of the doctor trying to find the fetal heartbeat, eyes shut in focused frustration as she thumped the cold stethoscope chest piece down on different spots around Mina’s round belly. The doctor finally opened her eyes and put the stethoscope down on her lap. She looked at Mina, at William, then back at Mina, and said, “I’m so sorry, but I can’t find a heartbeat.” William reached out for Mina and squeezed her shoulder, kept his hand there. “I’m afraid the baby is . . . ,” the doctor said, looking away as if searching for a phrase she couldn’t think of, “. . . the baby hasn’t made it.”
Mina didn’t remember much of the next minutes, only trying to take deep breaths to keep the nausea at bay, to keep from throwing up. She said something to the doctor about noticing much earlier that day that the baby hadn’t kicked all morning, how she should have called much earlier, oh God, why hadn’t she called hours ago, and the doctor tried to comfort her, said the baby could have died days ago and getting to the hospital earlier would not have helped.
The waiting had been the hardest part. Lying on the delivery bed with her dead son inside her body. Praying for the Pitocin to kick in already and induce labor. She thought how her baby had been dead for hours in her womb, where he was supposed to be protected, where he was as close as he could be to her, and yet she’d been oblivious. She’d been enjoying the sun, been happy! What kind of a mother doesn’t know when her baby is dead inside her body?
They had not had a funeral. It was strange, the conventions. If he’d lived outside her body, even a few hours, he’d be considered born and dead, a doll-size coffin lowered into the ground, flowers, minister, the whole works. But because he’d died inside her body, a funeral wasn’t expected, no name required. Just a signature on a short half-page form titled Report of Fetal Death. A social worker had come to her recovery room to discuss the most common options offered by the hospital: donation for medical research or cremation. “All the stillbirth remains are cremated together at night, in lower heat, so we can preserve as much of the ashes as possible. We can provide you with a portion, if you’d like,” he said, staring intently at the floor as if to take refuge in the gray square tiles.
Mina looked at William, facing the corner, talking in hushed tones to his mother on the phone. She pictured a dignified ceremony for their immediate family, praying together over an urn of the baby’s ashes. She got up to talk to him.
She took small, shuffling steps, the core of achy soreness in her vagina radiating outward through her hips and thighs. As she approached him, she heard his whispered words: “Mom, you don’t need to come. It’s just a miscarriage. It’s not a big deal. No, it doesn’t matter.”
The room seemed to tilt, and she stumbled backward. Of course. The doctor had explained the terminology: a stillbirth was simply a miscarriage occurring after twenty weeks, and the baby had been at twenty-three weeks, in the sixth month. She’d been foolish, halfway planning a funeral over something that happened to women every day. It was so common that the baby—no, the fetus—would not even get his—its—own cremation. Gloved hands would dump the tiny body into a medical waste bin full of other half-formed bodies, their combined ashes divided into portions, like cafeteria food. No, she didn’t want a portion of a bunch of strangers’ dead fetuses’ ashes in a baggie.
“Mrs. Johnson, are you okay?” the social worker asked and reached out to steady her.
William turned around. “Mina, why are you out of bed? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Mina said. “He just came to ask about the remains, if we want any ashes.” She opened the door for the social worker. “And no, we don’t want any. You can do whatever you want with it. It’s not a big deal. It doesn’t matter,” she said, deliberately matching William’s words to his mother.
William muttered something into the phone and hung up. “Honey, I was just saying that stuff to keep my mom away. You know how she can be.”
“No, you’re right. It’s just a miscarriage. It’s not a big deal, doesn’t matter,” she repeated.
His face deflated and drooped, as if his bones could no longer support the weight of his skin, his eyes, his nose, his ears. “Mina, you know I don’t feel that way.” He touched her arm.
She felt cold everywhere, as if his fingers were siphoning all the warmth from her body. “I’m tired. Cold.” She pulled away.
He sighed and looked down. After a moment, he said, “Your mom’s coming later. She’s bringing seaweed soup.”
Myuk-gook, the Korean tradition for healing empty wombs after childbirth, among the many traditions her mother had excitedly told them about when they announced the pregnancy. Mina thought of her mother spoon-feeding her the briny liquid while keeping silent about their lack of plans for a proper mourning ceremony, their not having even named the baby. Mina imagined the slippery ribbons of seaweed sliding down her throat, and she thought she would vomit.
“I’m tired. Exhausted,” she said to William. “Call my mom and tell her I don’t want soup.” She shut the curtain divider between them, lay down, and closed her eyes.

A week later, William came into their bedroom and opened the curtains. “It’s a beautiful day out,” he said. “Sunny and blue skies, not too hot.”
“Thanks for the weather report. Can you please close the curtains? My eyes hurt.”
“I have something to show you. Could you get dressed and come down? It’s important.”
The way he started to turn back, stopped, and then strode forward to the door made Mina decide to get out of bed. He seemed so tentative as to be afraid, almost like a child about to confess a misdeed, and she wondered what could have made him so vulnerable.
She found him in the kitchen, standing next to the picnic basket, open with a bottle of wine and containers of food nearby.
“What’s going on?” The kitchen tiles chilled the bottom of her feet.
William startled and turned around. “I didn’t expect you to come down so soon.” His face looked jumbled, like a screwed-up kids’ puzzle with a frowning forehead and a smiling mouth.
“I don’t believe this. That’s the big surprise? Going ahead with the picnic plans?” Their fifth anniversary was in a few days, and before everything, they’d planned on celebrating over a picnic. Extra special, she’d said, because of the baby. Their first family party. He’d said he was glad they waited to use the basket, and they’d kissed.
“You don’t understand,” William said. “It’s not just for our anniversary. I thought we could say goodbye to . . . This could help us get closure, move forward.”
It was as if her fury had been compressed, like a balled-up sponge, and was now expanding and filling the crevices throughout her body. She stepped toward him, feeling the soreness in her thighs, the pain around her vagina, the loose softness of her belly, so taut and ball-round just a week ago. “Great idea. Just fabulous. People will be strolling by with their dogs and kids, and they’ll say, ‘Oh, what a beautiful spread. What’s the special occasion?’ and we’ll say, ‘Oh, our baby died, plus it’s our anniversary, so we thought we’d have a nice picnic. Enjoy the sun!’ I can’t believe I didn’t think of this amazing idea myself. Let me change this blood-soaked diaper I’m wearing, and I’ll be ready in a jiffy, honey!” She felt a sharp tingle of her breasts, building and hardening, then the sweet release of milk letdown. Warm wetness spread over her shirt.
William’s face went saggy then. He looked at her with pity (For her? For himself?) and said quietly, “Mina, calm down.”
She knew she should stop, squash the flirtatious venom, but it was as if she were watching a movie already made, unable to change what was coming. “What’s there to calm down about? It’s just a miscarriage, remember? No big deal. We can make plenty more babies.”
William stared at her, his face contorting in different directions, competing emotions fighting under his skin for dominance. He opened his mouth as if to say something, and then he blinked and turned away.
Watching him return the food to the refrigerator, item by item, Mina felt hollow. It was funny how, just a minute ago, she had needed to hurt him.
She had never apologized. She’d wanted to, had meant to. She’d even planned what she’d say. But it was so easy to say nothing, to tell herself that it was such a huge apology that she should wait a little longer, make sure it was the perfect time, the perfect words. If only she’d apologized right away, that day or even that week. But once the immediacy of the fight passed, the embarrassment she felt remembering her behavior grew hotter, came faster.
For a long time, they were polite to each other the way people are at cocktail parties, feigning gladness to see each other with exaggerated inflections of voice, teeth-baring smiles, skillful hiding of fatigue. She wondered if they’d go through their lives in this way, methodically having sex, children, anniversaries, vacations, all tinged with the awkward carefulness of people avoiding conflict. But the constant repetition of their household routines had a way of softening everything, melding the passing days together like warm wax. Her memory of the stillbirth and the fight, even the pinch of shame the memory carried, dampened over the years, so that when she saw the picnic basket in the closet she no longer immediately thought of that time. Eventually, she stopped noticing the basket as a thing at all. Merely something that, by virtue of its constant presence, became an aspect of the house, unworthy of attention, like closet shelving or the mottled age spots on the wallpaper.

William brought it up only once. The night Anna was born, in the same birthing wing they’d been in before. Anna had latched on to her breast and sucked hard, and as she felt her breast softening, the thick colostrum pulsing out, Mina cried. Silently at first, then in soft sobs. William took Anna into his arms and stroked Mina’s hair. He said, “I need to tell you something. About the baby, that picnic I wanted to have, remember?”
She shut her eyes tight, willing her tears to go backward, to wherever they came from. “Let’s not talk about it. Let’s not remember. Please?”
For a long time—a minute, maybe two—there was only the sound of Anna’s light snores.
Mina opened her eyes. He was staring at her. “Please,” she said, fixing her eyes on his.
He looked away at the wall and nodded. He cradled Anna and held her against his chest.

The movers were coming tomorrow at nine. Anna and Max were en route by now, arriving later to spend one last night here and help pack up. They’d fly with her to the nursing home in Texas near Anna’s house, check her in, and then return to their own lives.
Mina sat at the kitchen table, stroking the crisscrossing strands on the basket. She looked across the room to the urn with William’s ashes on the mantel. The week before he died, he’d asked to be cremated like Mina’s mother had been, according to Korean Buddhist tradition, and apologized for dying too soon. “So many things I planned to do someday, show you,” he’d said. “I don’t need to see the pyramids,” she’d said and kissed his cheek, breathing in the slightly curdy, mildewed smell of his hospice bed. She wondered if her nursing home, Sunrise, would have that same smell she associated with regret.
She strode to the mantel and grabbed the urn. “We are having this picnic. Right now,” she said. She’d always thought it absurd how TV characters talked to dead people’s ashes, but now she understood why they did it. The food was a problem, though. Her car was gone, donated to William’s hospice, so she couldn’t go shop for proper picnic food. She opened the refrigerator. It was barren; just bits of things left, like carcasses, all waiting to be used or, more likely, dumped out. A nearly empty bottle of sesame oil, two eggs, a half stick of butter, one carrot, some peanut butter. In the produce drawer, a green apple and a red bell pepper, a leftover carton of Chinese takeout.
It took her an hour to create a makeshift feast from the random bits of food. She stir-fried the carrot, pepper, and egg in sesame oil, the nutty sweet aroma warming her kitchen. She steamed the leftover rice and used the two sheets of seaweed wrap left in the pantry to make the traditional Korean gimbap. She melted a half-full bag of shredded cheese slightly to form a blob-block of cheese. She spread peanut butter between apple slices.
By the time she found her sneakers in one of the stacked boxes, it was already four. Her children would be arriving in the next hour or two. She thought of waiting for them, making this a special family picnic. But what if they didn’t want to go, didn’t want her to go? For God’s sake, Anna would say, you’ll fall and break a bone carrying these heavy things; Max would say it’s stupid to have a picnic when it’s getting cold and dark.
Mina left a note in neat lettering: “Welcome home. I’ve gone for a hike to the falls down the trail. I’ll be back soon. Love, Mom.”
She thought of how many times she’d left notes like this, telling the kids where she was, reminding them to do their homework or to start dinner. Back then, she’d scrawled hurriedly, her kids often saying they had no idea what her notes said. When the seconds saved by scrawling instead of printing seemed to matter. Now, proving that she still had the fine motor skills to write neat, small letters seemed more important than gaining thirty more seconds to sit by herself and watch TV.
She found the double stroller she’d used with the kids when they were small, and more recently with Max’s kids when they visited. She secured the seat belt around the basket so it wouldn’t fall, then buckled into the other seat a bag with the urn and a mostly full bottle of wine she’d opened last night. “There, all safe now,” she said, standing up. She smiled; if she ran into anyone on the trail, they’d either think she was clever or a bit off. Or a little of both.

Mina was finding it difficult to maneuver the stroller on the trail. The wheels were rusted, of course, but it was also her age. Every bump steered the stroller in a different direction, and she had to stop to return it to a straight path. These constant small adjustments she’d made instinctively as a young mother. It had been an easy twenty-minute walk to the falls; the continuous bouncing motion would lull Anna and Max into deep sleep, and Mina would read while they napped, the falls’ white noise beside them. She’d done this nearly every day, as long as it wasn’t rainy; it had been her favorite part of the day.
But now, she’d been walking for forty minutes, and she was only halfway to the overlook. It was getting to be dusk. Her legs and arms were aching, and the blustery wind stung her nostrils. She stopped at the crest of a hill to catch her breath. She was trying to rub her sore muscles the way William used to—every night, he’d brush her hair to one side and massage her shoulders—when she let go of the stroller for a moment and it started moving. It rolled downhill, faster than she could reach it, veered off the trail, crashed into the stump of a giant oak, and fell over. The basket and the bag were still strapped to the stroller, now on its side, but the wine bottle was on the ground. Rushing over, she saw the cork out of the bottle next to a spreading puddle of red wine.
Mina felt a pang of defeat. She’d wanted to use every item in the basket at least once and had planned on pouring the wine in every flute and goblet. How perfect it would have been, using the four glasses to toast to her four dead loved ones: her father, her mother, William, the baby. Maybe this was a sign that the picnic was a bad idea, and she should just turn back now.
A gust of wind blew, and yellow leaves flung up and whirled like drunken dancers. One flew into her cheek. It felt like a gentle slap, a teasing admonishment of her dejection over a little spilled wine.
Mina chuckled at herself. “Just as well—I shouldn’t be drinking four glasses, anyway,” she said, picking up the nearly empty wine bottle at her feet, and looked toward the river. She had never been on the trail this late in the day. The wispy white clouds were darkening into gray strokes across the faint blue sky. The river gurgled, the water bubbling as it rushed over pebbles. And the sun, low on the horizon, cast a dim light, muting the leaves’ bright yellows and reds into a soft haze.
The falls overlook, with its lone table under a big oak, was the planned spot, the perfect place for a special picnic, whereas this spot here was no different from any other stopping place along the trail. There was no table, not even a patch of grass. It lacked the drama of the water falling thunderously onto rocks, the sheer veil of water droplets that, on windy days like today, undulated side to side like the skirt of a belly dancer. But something about the gentleness of the river here, the water gliding smoothly with its lulling sounds, comforted her, and she wanted to have her picnic here. Right now.
She ripped out moss and spread it around a gravelly spot close to the river. She left the stroller next to the stump and brought over the basket, bag, and wine bottle. She spread out the basket’s navy tablecloth over the layer of moss, and unpacked all the food, plates, and glasses. She put bits of food on each plate, not caring about mixing flavors, and poured the Syrah still remaining—a half glass—into one goblet. She poured that all into the flute, then transferred it to the other flute, then again to the remaining goblet, then chugged it until the peppery warmth slid down her throat and spread outward toward her limbs. She placed all the utensils into a pile and ate from each dish using a different utensil per bite.
Mina reached into the basket for the napkins. Underneath them, she discovered an item that didn’t belong here: a blue-striped cotton baby blanket, folded to fit.
Mina’s hand trembled as she unfolded the overlapping edges. Wrapped inside were three items she swore she’d never seen, although her certainty soon faded: a lock of fine brown hair tied by a red ribbon; a circular silver rattle, the profile of a sleepy-looking crescent moon on one side, a half-circular teething ring on the other; and then, the most familiar of all, a silver-white silk pouch the size of a paperback, closed tightly with a red string.
Mina picked up the pouch, a smaller version of the one her mother kept for years with her wedding ring and love letters from Mina’s father. Had this been part of the present from her mother, something for her to discover the first time she used the basket?
She opened the pouch. The inside lining was dark gray, and it looked empty. She shook it, and smoke swirled up. She reached in and felt something at the bottom. Powder. It clung to her fingertip, the particles so light that they blew away when she moved her finger.
Inside, there was a second layer of lining she hadn’t felt the first time. A tag of sorts attached to the pouch. She lifted it out and saw the humble, plain lettering on the fabric: In Loving Memory of Baby Jay Pak Johnson, 1979. With Love, Mommy and Daddy.
Jay Pak Johnson. William had given their baby boy a name in honor of her father, Pak Jaeho: both Korean and American. He’d arranged for her mother to make the keepsake pouch for Jay’s ashes, to embroider it using her careful, even stitches in red thread for luck. He’d planned a private memorial ceremony, a picnic for the two of them to grieve over the remains of the body that would never grow bigger.
Mina closed her eyes, clutching the pouch and the lock of Jay’s hair against her chest. She reached for Jay’s newborn blanket and held it against her face, savoring the softness, the comfortable familiarity.
When she opened her eyes, her face was wet with tears, but she didn’t wipe them away. She spread out Jay’s blue-striped blanket, and she held the urn with William’s ashes between her palms. “I’m sorry. Thank you,” she mouthed, and she tilted it and poured out the ashes onto the middle of Jay’s blanket. She closed her eyes, remembering that moment in the hospital when she’d passed Jay’s tiny body wrapped in the blanket to William, how he’d cradled him and closed his tear-covered eyes, murmuring whispered prayers before kissing the top of his head. She emptied Jay’s ashes on top of William’s, mixing them with those of his father, the powdery ashes clinging to her index finger swirling them around. After a minute, she wrapped the mixed ashes in the baby blanket like a delicate stuffed dumpling.
She took off her sneakers and socks and rolled up her pants. Holding the almost weightless wrapped blanket up on her palms like an offering, Mina stepped into the river. She stood in the shallows of the river, the water icy around her legs, the tiny pebbles tickling the tops of her feet as they swirled around. She thought how beautiful everything looked, the sky now a smoky purple, the sun dipping behind a thick gathering of trees across the river. She kissed the blanket holding the mixed ashes, unfolded it, and spilled the ashes into the river. The ashes settled on top of the water; instead of sinking to the bottom, they spread like a puddle of ink.
In the distance, Mina heard voices calling, “Mom, Mom.” Max and Anna. They’d come to join her and bring her back home. In a moment, Mina would say, “I’m here,” and stride out of the water, barefoot, not wanting to wait for them, wanting instead to run to them.
But for now, Mina stayed in the river. She watched the dark dust rush away from her, into the fading light.
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