Exile Eyes
by Agate Nesaule, Radio Commentator
     The beauty shop in Wisconsin where I get my hair cut looks very American.  The owner is young and energetic; his sideburns remind me of Elvis Presley, and scissors and dryers dangle like guns from his black holster as he moves among the glass-and-chrome shelves.  But one afternoon the place is so full of women and girls that I can hardly get in.  With the exception of their uniform politeness in offering me their seats, there is nothing unusual about them.  Only details of their clothes suggest other places and other times:  Europe after World War II; Wisconsin and the Hmong people who settled here after Vietnam; the Baltic countries after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

     A summer dress with a snugly fitting dark top has the bottom of ugly checked-brown flannel.  A gathered gray polyester skirt is lengthened by a six-inch-wide insert of flowered print.  And their shoes are startling in their flimsiness.  These details speak to me of war and exile as eloquently as words.  I’m afraid to look into the women’s eyes, and when I finally do, it is as bad as I had expected.  They all have exile eyes:  eyes that have lost everything and seen the unspeakable but are determined to keep looking, eyes that remain weary and disillusioned even during shy giggles.  I have seen those eyes before too, in photographs of the Latvian women who survived Siberia and Rwandan girls being questioned by a journalist, on the Chilean woman doctor who used to clean my house, on my mother.  They all have eyes like that.

     The owner waits patiently for their consent before he so much as snips a hair.  Like them, he is from Bosnia.  Under his skilled fingers, their crudely chopped-off tresses take on lovely, sleek shapes.  A young woman smiles and makes a playful little bow for her new haircut, but her eyes do not change.  I’m glad the Bosnian women are getting more elegant styles than my frizzy permanent at age twelve, when I believed that cutting off my braids would transform me into an American.  They will have to do much more even than learn English, live among the poor and desperate, and find new friends and lovers.  Acquaintances will ask them questions about their experiences but won’t be able to stand hearing honest answers.  And their longing for home will be confused with ingratitude to America.  So much is ahead of them before their eyes lose their power to disturb.
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