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Dedication


To Ly, who speaks in proverbs, cooks like an empress,
and married the fool who still doesn’t know what “four” means, but will soon.
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CHAPTER 1, Words of Wisdom, Lost in Translation


“A frog in a well cannot talk of the sea.”
— Chinese Proverb



“A frog in IKEA cannot find the exit.”
— Sasha Finch


The Frog in the Well

My wife, Ly, has a habit of speaking in proverbs.

She doesn’t quote them dramatically like a fortune cookie, she just drops them mid-sentence, like grenades wrapped in silk.

We’ll be in the kitchen, and I’ll say something perfectly normal like,

“Honey, why don’t we get a bigger TV?”

And she’ll reply,

“A frog in a well cannot talk of the sea.”

Then she’ll turn back to slicing scallions, as if she just quoted Einstein, and I’m left standing there like the frog in question, wet, confused, and holding the remote.

I once asked her what that proverb actually meant. She smiled patiently and said,

“You are the frog.”

Which, frankly, didn’t clear much up.

When I first moved to Guangzhou, I thought I was an open-minded Westerner, curious, adaptable, ready to “embrace another culture.”


That illusion lasted about three days, until I discovered that embracing another culture mostly meant being wrong in new and exciting ways.


You don’t realize how Western you are until you’re faced with something you can’t Google, like a proverb.


Proverbs are tricky because they’re not really translatable. They’re like jokes that survived centuries, religions, and emperors, only to land on your breakfast table one morning when your wife says, “The palest ink is better than the best memory,” and you think she’s accusing you of forgetting to buy milk again.



She’s not.
She’s just reminding you that wisdom takes notes.


And I don’t.

A few weeks after the frog incident, Ly and I went to IKEA.

IKEA is the great equalizer of international couples, it reduces all human beings to the same existential suffering.

After forty-five minutes of wandering through the maze, I realized we’d circled the same mock living room three times.


Ly said nothing. She just smiled that Confucian smile.


I said, “Okay, this is ridiculous. Let’s just follow the arrows.”

She said, “The frog in the well cannot talk of the sea.”

I said, “We’re in a furniture store, not a well.”

She said, “Exactly.”


That was the moment I realized:
When a Chinese person quotes a proverb, you’re not supposed to win the conversation.
You’re supposed to reflect.


So I did.


And after deep reflection, I concluded that IKEA is, in fact, the modern well.
A bright, air-conditioned abyss of false choices and meatballs.
A place where every foreign husband realizes his limits, geographically and spiritually.



I bought a lamp that day. It was too big for the living room.
Ly didn’t say anything, but I swear I heard the frog laughing.


The Fool Who Asked

It started innocently enough, as most disasters do.

Ly and I were having dinner with her parents. That sentence alone should tell you how high the stakes were. Her parents are lovely people, but they carry an aura of silent judgment so powerful it could sterilize a room.

Dinner began smoothly. Her father poured baijiu, her mother smiled politely, and I tried not to do anything that would accidentally insult a dynasty.

Then her father looked at me and said,

“So, Sasha… how do you like China?”

Which, I’ve learned, is the international equivalent of a pop quiz in diplomacy.

I smiled bravely. “I love it,” I said. “I’ve learned so much already.”


He nodded. “Ah. Learning is good.”
Then he looked at Ly, and they both smiled in that married-people way that implies I was about to say something stupid.
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