
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What I Don’t Do 
nonfiction  
Cathy Adams 

            I have one memory, an image really, that I have not written 

about until now because it reveals something I do not want to reveal.  

The crack that exposes my fallen self.  No, not even the crack, but one 

of many.  Worse.  (Another crack.) 

 An old woman stands on the steps of the Shaolin Temple in 

Dengfeng, a beggar.  Mid-way down, she stoops, facing the throngs 

of people who file past her on their way out from the Wushu Festival.  

She wears what we Americans know as a Mao jacket.  Her skin is the 

tobacco colored, leathery kind on the faces of the very oldest and 

poorest Chinese.  She could have been 70 or she could have been 100.  

She holds her hands out to everyone who passes.  Her left hand 

clutches a kuai, about 15 cents in American value.  Back at my home 

in North Carolina, or anywhere in America, you could walk past a 

street person and reassure/delude yourself into believing some 

charitable organization would provide her with a meal if she “really” 

wanted it, or a government social program could be her safety net.  

Or you could just tell yourself it’s not good to give money to “those 

people” because it “just encourages them.”  But you are not at home 

in America.  You are in a new home. 

          I have to pass her on my way down those narrow steps that are 

not wide enough for anyone to sidestep her reach.  She doesn’t grab, 

she just touches at shoulders, hands, and arms, mumbling barely a 

whisper, her sounds spilling from cracked lips like winter brown  
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leaves.  I see no hands pass her money.  In a few seconds I will be there.  

 I could give a number of reasons why I did not stop and give her anything, and any 

one of them could be made to sound convincing.  I was very late returning to the bus where 

everyone was waiting.  I was out of small bills, or I thought I was.  I probably didn’t have 

any. I didn’t really know.  I didn’t check.  I did not want to stop in the path of so many 

moving people and be fumbling for money with this old woman waiting expectantly.  I 

wanted to pass her, to stare at her without her staring back at me because I wanted to get a 

good look at her face, but I did not want her to get a good look at mine.  

 She locks eyes on my meiguo face as soon as she sees me.  As I approach, her 

whispers become louder, but only a little.  Maybe she sees the consternation in my eyes.  

Her right hand reaches out to my upper arm and touches my coat sleeve; it is just a pat.  

Her fingers clutch weakly at the fabric, and I feel her warm, dry fingers pass over my arm 

in a trembling touch.  I cannot understand her Chinese words, but their meaning goes into 

my ears as, “You will. You will.”  

 I keep walking.  Her urgent whispers in my ears, still.  My steps grow heavy and I 

think of turning back, knowing that is what I should do and knowing full well that once I 

allow myself the pious luxury of acknowledging my guilt, that I will not turn back.  I will 

keep on walking.  And I do, except now I can still feel her fingers on my arm like ashes that 

have burrowed through my coat and onto my skin. 
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