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        For my husband,

        And for my children—the ones I have and the one I don’t,

        For Khadra,

        And for Moguay—who now knows his Father
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        * * *

      

      
        
        My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.

      

      

      
        
        - Psalm 139
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            AVIGNON

          

        

      

    

    
      I was destined to take root in France. I know that now, even if I didn’t know it back when I had the dream. This path was ordained for me as surely as my brown hair and green eyes, my ample flesh set on fine bones. My path was ordained for me as surely as yours was, even if it’s just a whispered promise from a distant dream.

      Of course it’s only now, mid-journey, that everything starts to form a picture that resembles something—the rich-hued threads of identity woven together, the nearly forgotten events tied in tiny silk knots—all this has transformed itself into a tapestry, almost without my perceiving it.

      My journey begins in Avignon on the bare fringes of adulthood. It seems fitting that my story would start in a place that was both the beginning of a path taken and the source of closure—the healing of a wound gouged out by grief. It wasn’t with any set purpose that I returned to Provence in the time of my sadness, but our family’s visit there collided in sharp contrast—who I had been with who I was now—the hope with the loss with the hope again. It was with this sense of heightened awareness that I walked down the broad cobblestone streets towards the Pope’s palace in Avignon for the first time in twenty-three years.

      I held off from taking pictures, confident that I would stumble upon that special square or shop or street that would unleash all the memories from a period I now regard as a turning point. I kept looking around for something to hold onto that would bring me full circle, but two decades soften the details. Time shrouds in foreignness what was once intimate.

      I was nineteen when I landed on French soil for the first time, shedding everything that was familiar and comfortable once I stepped on the plane. In the strangeness that gave way to daily habit, I stepped off the city bus in the small town center of Montfavet and started walking towards the house I was staying in for those few months. I was alone, as my roommate, Jamie, had decided to linger in Avignon. The small nondescript square, which held the bus stop, led to the country road away from city traffic and bus fumes. I was grateful, for once, that I lived so far outside the city.

      My surroundings were delightfully foreign. The pastures on the right where sheep grazed were quartered into small, green patches of grass by low-lying trees and tall bushes. The scent of burning leaves brought gentle notions of fall to my senses. A few large stone manors intermingled with more modern houses, the former set back on the hill and the latter bordering the street with thick cement fences. Just ahead on my left was a larger field with a straight row of tall trees, dividing the space in two. Breathing the crisp air on this deserted road was like breathing in the spirit of adventure.

      After a twenty-minute walk, I reached the house. I turned into the tall, wrought-iron gates, left permanently open with their flaking white paint, and headed down the gravel path towards the back of the house. The dog bounded towards me, but he knew me by now.

      When I walked around to the front of the house and opened the heavy wooden doors, I found the interior as still as a crypt. The floors, stairwell, and steps of the corridor, all made of grey stone, were cloaked in late afternoon shadows. I opened the door that led to the living room, whose threadbare oriental rug didn’t completely cover the floor. No one was there. I then peered into the study on the other side of the corridor and saw the matriarch of eight children, sitting at her messy desk and staring straight ahead, lost in a cloud of smoke.

      Jamie and I discovered that this woman had just lost her husband two months before our arrival, which explained her reserve in welcoming us. It seemed her tradition of taking foreign exchange students stemmed from financial necessity rather than desire. Why else would anyone invite strangers into their home so soon in the grieving process? But this coldness, this reserve, was hard on me. I had hoped for maternal warmth to help me through my first sojourn away from home.

      My favorite season in all its hues coaxed me outside. I grabbed an apple and my camera and walked over to the shady path leading towards the bed of tall reeds. I took pictures of these straw-like plants, twice my height, then sat down on the bank, eating my apple and basking in the late autumn sun.

      For a moment I forgot about the loneliness and strangeness that sometimes haunted me—the frigid bedroom my roommate and I shared and the midnight trips down the icy stone corridor to the bathroom. I forgot how much I missed my small upstate college and sorority and the large place I held in a small town.

      The family I stayed with was an old, aristocratic family with every sort of heritage one could wish for, except money. The eldest three children were out of the house and one son was already married and living nearby. When he visited, rising with athletic grace and greeting me with a kiss on each cheek, I was too tongue-tied to talk to him. Two daughters attended high school and university while still living at home.

      These girls were born with a poise I envied. They wore modest skirts, thin-knit navy or red cardigans, scarves around their necks, and their hair swept loosely back in a headband or chignon. The younger one smirked when I asked if it was safe to drink the water. But how can I blame her when I wore my naïveté so openly? The French keep their cards close to their chest.

      They showed me how they danced “Le Rock,” spinning each other effortlessly without music in their spacious salon. At night we sat around the tiny table in the kitchen, splitting a pizza four ways that would have served one person back home. We followed this with a green salad, bread and a modest cheese platter, and a piece of fruit. We rarely drank wine with our meals and were educated on the proper amount of cheese to serve ourselves from the cheese platter—not very much, that is.

      After dinner, Jamie and I wound our way upstairs to the bedroom we shared. It was a drafty room with antique flowered wallpaper and a hodgepodge of paintings in mismatched frames, crowding the walls up to the tall ceilings. When we opened the long windows to pull the wooden shutters closed for the night, the cold air accosted us and made our dim room seem even more desolate. How different that was to today when I fling open the shutters in the brisk morning air as my husband and children leave for school and wave goodbye to them from our cozy home.

      When Jamie and I talked in the evenings, I wasn’t lonely—wasn’t as lonely, I suppose. Our fingers were nearly numb with cold and we wore gloves indoors; or one of us would warm her hands on the bare light bulb of the desk lamp with twinkling irony. The remoteness and chill of our surroundings made us band together, but outside these moments of complicity, I often felt isolated by a fear and worry the other exchange students didn’t seem to feel.

      Why did I go to France in the first place if I was so fearful? And I am one of the most fearful people you can meet. Ever since I can remember, I have been terrified of everything outside my small life, haunted by the “what ifs,” accosted by worry and the fear of dying or of grief.

      But I had these grains of courage that propelled me towards France because the alternative was worse—the fear of not being good enough as I was. I was compelled to do something extraordinary to be worth something, to remake the old model that I knew to be deeply flawed.

      I did recreate myself in France. When I sat outdoors on a stone bench, eating a baguette with butter and cheese and sharing a bottle of wine with friends, I was a bohemian. When I spoke in class with, what I considered to be, great fluency, I was an intellectual. When I met friends after school for a glass of wine at an outdoor café, I was a sophisticate. And when I took the train to Besançon and Montpellier by myself, I was an adventurer.

      I was full of hope and the promise of becoming something extraordinary as I walked the streets of Avignon. But it was in those hours alone in the stone house that I always came back to loneliness and fear. I came back to myself with a thud.

      There was no lifelong dream of living in France that pushed me to step outside my comfort zone. I think I went because of the dream I had when I was seventeen.

      I was walking through a forest hand in hand with someone. The trees made everything seem dark and shady, but I wasn’t afraid. We walked for a bit before entering an open sunny space where we spotted a low, stone wall in front of us. We sat down on it, enjoying the day and the warmth of the sun.

      Our conversation was intimate, and he said something, which made me laugh and turn to look at him. At that moment, I remember being surprised by two things: for one, I had grown into a woman, and two, the man I was talking to was French—and he was my husband. I was surprised to be so at ease with a man, much less one from another country.

      So I found myself going to Avignon, feeling quite small, but determined to inject the necessary elements of change. There I discovered I had a gift for languages and that I was smart. There I got my first rush from traveling.

      Oh, and I sunbathed topless on the beach in Cannes.

      But all along, deep down inside, I think I was searching for that French husband of my dreams. And I’m guessing that’s why I went to France.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.

      

      

      
        
        - Ephesians 6
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            SCENES FROM CHILDHOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ll find nothing extraordinary in my childhood apart from those unique threads that make up the fibers of everyone’s soul. My threads look something like this: daughter to a symphony musician and sibling to three others—one biologically related and two adopted—a renovated old house for our home, an emphasis on education, discipline, manners, and culture. Beyond that, my childhood memories seem to lack distinction.

      My parents’ story was pieced together from offhand comments dropped here and there. They both studied classical music at Indiana University, which is where they met and started dating. Apart from their common love of music, their childhoods differed wildly. My mother grew up in a wealthy part of Edina, Minnesota, the eldest child of a professional boxer-turned businessman and surrounded by a boisterous, extended family. She jumped into the family banter with ease, but at heart, she was a private person with a serious bent.

      My father was raised by hard-working schoolteachers, and they stood no nonsense from their three sons. He bore the brunt of the discipline as the eldest and became a black sheep when he didn’t fit into the mold of an obedient, religiously minded son. Though he made a point to be cheerful and hardworking around his parents, he got away with mischief where he could—like the day he went fishing after his parents forbid him to ride his bike to the farm. They drove up to confront him at the fishing hole just as he was swearing at the one that got away and an awful silence ensued—his parents too shocked and angry for words. When I heard these stories, I had trouble reconciling the image of a rebel with the serious man of few words that I knew.

      So my parents brought this history into their marriage, its savor into our childhood. Without wishing to over-generalize, perceptions of the in-laws were such that one side of my family leaned towards teetotalling Baptist prudery while the other side engaged in pagan revelry. The shotgun wedding was a smashing success for everyone involved.

      After having Jeff and me, my parents adopted another child six years later. Stephanie was brought over from Korea when she was just four months old. We flew to JFK where we met the social worker when she walked off the plane carrying two babies. She yelled, “Lawlis,” and when we hurried over, handed us our baby. The ankle bracelet was the only link to show that she was ours. I remember thinking that the plane hadn’t actually flown on our return trip, but had rather driven on the ground the whole way because I fell asleep before it took off.

      When I was ten, we adopted one more child from a nearby city—my brother Mark, whose father was black and whose mother was white. He was born an addict from his mother’s drug abuse during pregnancy and he spent the first four years of his life in a foster home. When he joined our family, he hid under furniture when people visited, obsessed over light switches, and set the toilet paper on fire. He shadowed my mother wherever she went. “Mark, I’m just going to the bathroom. Where did you think I was going?”

      “I thought you were going bye-bye,” my brother answered, still unsure of his permanency in our home. This plaintive confession tore at my mother’s heart. Mark’s borderline psychological problems hovered near the surface, and we alternated between worry at what would become of him and calm assurance that he would be okay. When it comes to family, you tend to make peace with the anomalies until they become the norm.

      The inkling of a spiritual battle pierced the veneer of my somewhat sheltered childhood. I believed in God, and at rare moments, communicated with Him intimately. Yet I was frightened all the time. As a small child, I lay in bed at night, staring at the strange orange glow on the ceiling, trying to discern any small change in it. I was sure that I was witnessing the beginning of a fire and that we would soon be engulfed in flames. No longer able to quell my panic, I started to cry or call out to my long-suffering mother, getting louder so she would hear.

      “What is it, Jennie,” she sighed sleepily, standing in the shadow of the doorway or coming over to pat my head. “It’s fine—there’s no danger. Go back to sleep.”

      I was stuck on this periphery of war between good and evil, and I knew evil was trying to suck me in and steal my life. At the age of nine, I was waiting to cross a busy four-lane street with a friend when something compelled me to step into it. I knew it wasn’t the right time to cross the street as cars were whizzing by, but I felt something push me. It was like there was this voice whispering in my ear, “Go. Cross the street. Now.”

      So I ran, with cars dodging me and honking, barely missing me until I made it to the other side of the street. My friend followed from a safe distance and when she caught up, scolded me. “Why did you do that? There were cars coming.”

      I just burst into tears because I couldn’t understand why I had crossed the street against my own will. I also cried with relief because I had made it across safely. At times like these, I felt protected by God and could feel His presence. But it was only in moments of safety. In times of fear, I walked around the border of a yawning chasm in pitch dark, wondering at what moment I would miss my step and fall in.

      I must have been about six or seven the first time I had a glimpse into the fact that I struggled with depression. We were still living in our old house, and I had just learned what the word “homesick” meant. I was standing outside in the bright sunlight, feeling lonely and empty. I kicked a tuft of grass with my foot and thought, I feel homesick. But I’m home.

      At the time we were living in a poor section of town because that was all my parents could afford. I was oblivious to the fact and played happily on the mountain of junk in my friend’s backyard, which held the thrilling attraction of an old car. But there was something unsettling about the place. The public pool had broken beer bottles, and I cut my foot to the bone when I jumped in. The babysitters were frightening when they yelled at me. The time we walked to school because the bus didn’t come, some older boys followed us and threatened to set my hair on fire with a lighter. Jeff and I were mute from terror as we walked side-by-side, chased by their taunts and threats the whole way.

      We moved into a better neighborhood when I was nine, and the new house felt like The Chronicles of Narnia with its walk-in closets and hiding spaces. I even pretended that by pushing through the coats in the deep closet, I would be able to enter a new land of magic. But my fingers touched the wall every time.

      There were three floors, plus a basement full of nooks and crannies. We had a backyard, and what we called the “way back.” Even the “way back” had a “way back” because the fence was broken, and we could run for a distance in a wooded area before seeing the backs of neighboring houses.

      In the winter, we kids went outside after school to the “way back,” which was set on a hill. There we navigated our sleds around the trees, laughing gleefully as we zipped over the snowy moguls before skidding to a halt against the fence at the bottom.

      We stayed there until it was dark, sometimes lying quietly on our sleds, looking upwards at the black branches set against the purple sky, feeling the snowflakes settle softly on our faces. Eventually it started to get too quiet, too cold and dark, and we traipsed towards the house, my mother’s face a beacon framed by the light of the kitchen window as she prepared dinner.

      At the symphony, the concert began with the tuning ‘A’ as the discordant sounds of instruments playing independently fell obediently in tune with the principal violinist. We were at the concert hall often, sometimes as frequently as once a week, and I always felt privileged as we wound our way down the box seats after the symphony concert had concluded. We took the back stairwell with everyone else but opened the private door that accessed the backstage. There we found my father joking with the other brass players, showing us a side of him we rarely saw at home. Everyone called each other by their nicknames: Stevie, Brucie, Johnny, Dougie, Petey…do you think classical musicians are serious? They are not—at least not the brass.

      I grew up. I was awkward, eating alone at school at a large table meant for eight because no one had invited me to theirs. I was cruel, scorning a love letter dropped into my locker by someone who was mentally handicapped, only to turn and see him watching me mock him. As I grew, my sensitivity to God and the spiritual world began to dull. I started to drink with friends when I was fifteen and look for modest ways to show that I was a separate entity from my family. The darkness that so used to terrify me became something attractive to toy with.

      At sixteen, I was learning to drive in my boyfriend’s car. There was a sharp curve in the road, and I wasn’t turning the wheel fast enough to stay in my lane. At the last minute, my boyfriend grabbed the wheel of the car to jerk us back to our side of the road just as the oncoming driver lay on her horn in fear and anger. My apparent salvation barely registered through my flippancy. At sixteen, I was as invincible as every other teenager.

      Still, at one time I was innocent. As a child, I whispered to Jesus at night, “Here. You can sleep on the pillow next to me,” as my small hand softly patted the space I had made for Him. The thought that he would come filled my child’s heart with an incredible joy and peace. And in the sometimes beautiful, sometimes wretched, long years since, I think that if there was anything worth redeeming in me, it was that innocent child, buried and forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.

      

      

      
        
        - Acts 17
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            MY FIRST CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      The first time I was nudged by God occurred when I was living far from home. It was one of those moves that, in hindsight, you know had to be divinely inspired. If I hadn’t gone to that party in college, if I hadn’t spoken to that particular person for the first time, if I hadn’t been ready for just such an adventure at that juncture, my whole life would have taken a different path.

      After graduating from college, I learned about a job offer in Southeast Asia and went after it. I had only remotely heard of Taiwan but discovered that it was a crowded, industrial island located parallel to Mainland China. I was hired to teach at one of the schools in Taichung, a largish city over three hours’ drive from the capital city of Taipei. I suppose I went because I hadn’t finished reinventing myself and felt I needed more sophistication. In any case, I was eager for adventure and couldn’t imagine going straight for the job, marriage, and white picket fence. Plus, there wasn’t anyone around who wanted to marry me.

      When I walked through Customs into the dingy, crowded airport in Taipei, I anxiously scanned the hordes of people waiting to welcome the passengers. With relief, I spotted a Chinese woman holding a sign with the school logo and my name on it. I tried to ask her a few questions, but she patted my hand and said, “It’s okay, it’s okay.” It took me awhile to figure out that she had no idea what I was saying.

      I arrived in monsoon season. To get to Taichung, we had to take a bus from the airport to Taipei center, which took about forty-five minutes. A different bus would take us to our final destination nearly three hours later. This bus was located on the other side of a busy expressway.

      That was when I found myself wading through knee-deep puddles in a thundering rain, dragging my year’s supply of belongings up a steep set of stairs and over the bridge to get to the other side. Soaking wet, we arrived at the station just in time for our heavily air-conditioned three-hour bus ride to Taichung.

      The Chinese woman handed me a can of syrupy sweet tea with chunks of seaweed jelly in it. As the exploratory sip assaulted my dehydrated, jet-lagged senses, I thought she was trying to be cruel, but her sincere demeanor told me otherwise. I leaned my head against the glass windowpane of the bus, watching the open scenery and the taillights zip by in the dark. I had never felt so exhausted, so alone, and in a world more immense than I could have imagined.

      Eventually we arrived in Taichung at the house where the owner of the school lived, whose name was Bih Hua. She offered me some food and directed me to the shower, which revived me somewhat, but I immediately collapsed on the bed in the guest room with the door shut before she could bring me a fan. When I woke up in the middle of the night, I was drenched in sweat and couldn’t get back to sleep.

      Everything was so strange. The smells varied from one street corner to the next, from one footstep to the next—garbage, garlic, exhaust from the motorbikes, powdery incense smoking from a household temple. The air was warm and heavy, and there was a weight to the humidity that made me lethargic.

      All around me I could hear nasal twangs as people spoke in loud voices in an incomprehensible tongue. I couldn’t understand a single thing that was said, or read any of the colored plastic signs hanging over the shop doorways. There was no way to remain anonymous. At the time, few Westerners frequented this part of the city, and people pointed at me wherever I went, calling out “foreigner” in Chinese. Even the children coming to the school for the first time would see my strange green eyes and turn away in fear, sobbing into the necks of their mothers.

      My new house was situated in a small alley, in the middle of row houses with the back balconies nearly touching the next row of houses. There were clothes lines stretched across the railings with laundry hanging to dry. The air was filled with the noise of people who lived on top of one another—piano playing, meat sizzling in a pan, children playing, a loud voice. Privacy was dear.

      I arrived in Taiwan three weeks before the other teachers, and though I could have remained with Bih Hua for those weeks, I insisted on moving into my new lodging to become independent as quickly as possible. She brought me to the house and opened the red metal gate. I followed her, pulling my suitcases in with me and looking around the covered, tiled entranceway. I was not reassured. There was a dead brown spider, the size of my hand, attached to the wall by one hairy leg. When I forced the humid door open, cockroaches and geckos headed for cover in a flurry of activity as light crept into the dark house.

      It was frightening to sleep there all alone, and I unpacked all my things as the rain continued to pelt the corrugated roof outside. For the larger part of the weekend, I holed up in my air-conditioned bedroom, not even daring to spend any time downstairs because of the beasts. Only once did I gather the courage to venture out of the house, and to be on the safe side, carried my address written in Chinese. Sure enough, I got lost in those winding alleys and hailed an ever-present taxi to take me the two blocks back to my house.

      Eventually the sun started to shine again, and my neighbor came over to visit. She chatted away easily and didn’t seem at all perturbed that I understood nothing. Just as she was about to leave, my desperation for company took over, and I touched her arm then touched the door. She looked at me blankly. I pointed to the door again and made a sign of talking with my hand.

      “Ah.” Her eyes brightened. “Mun.” Door.

      I repeated it. “Mun.” She corrected my tone, lifting her voice at the end of the word, which I parroted, and she nodded in satisfaction. Then she looked around to name a few other things in the house, adding as she went to leave, “open door”—“kai mun,” and “shut door”—“gwan mun.” My first Chinese lesson.

      When the other teachers arrived, I had this perverse need to show them how well adjusted I was, and I alienated them by shoving fresh litchis into their jet-lagged, dehydrated mouths. I hardly noticed their lack of enthusiasm—I was so happy and relieved finally to have human company in the small house.

      My friendship with the other Americans was awkward. I combined bravado with arrogance as an unsuccessful cover for my insecurity. I threw myself into the things I was good at, like learning Chinese, but pulled away in the more complicated things, like relationships. I stayed home when my roommates went to the bar after work because I had formed a resolve not to drink anymore after my excess in college. This decision cut me out of the social scene in Taiwan and reinforced my solitude.

      Despite there not being an immediate complicity with the others, it was only natural to band together to explore our new country. We went, timidly at first, to the strip of fast-food restaurants near the university where you could get soup and sweet tea, breaded or stir-fried meat, long narrow eggplant in a sweet garlicky sauce, cabbage with shrimp, green beans and calamari, green leafy vegetables with garlic, vegetables with bamboo slices and a chewy sort of fungus...Even by the end of my year-long stay, I hadn’t managed to try everything.

      We rode our new bicycles, complete with baskets and bells, and giggled at the scene we made as everyone turned to stare at the foreigners. In the city center at night, we saw streets of brightly lit stands selling cheap clothing or wooden trinkets and vats of bubbling liquid boasting chicken claws or wooden skewers with congealed pigs’ blood mixed with sesame. By day we visited the stationery stores and discovered the novelty of transparent rice paper, colored pens, stickers, and scented paper with some nonsensical English phrase. We bought stamps and attached them with the help of a paintbrush and the small well of rice glue positioned on the table near the post office entrance.

      Our neighbors and co-workers were kind and helpful. My assistant taught me Chinese, and I faithfully studied the vocabulary, written in my own phonetic code. A newlywed couple brought us to visit all the touristy places that bordered the city. We went walking in the mountains and climbed unsteadily over a rope bridge to cross the rushing river below. No matter how deep into nature we went, it was next to impossible to avoid coming across another soul as the mass of humanity spilled over every corner of land.

      Not long after I arrived in Taiwan, my father called to tell me that he and my mother were getting a divorce. I still entertained a secret thought that everything at home would go on as it was while I would come back a new and improved creation, so this piece of news destabilized me. I cried all the time during those months, and although I tried to hide it from my roommates, it was clear to them I was unhappy. Without alcohol, I turned to sugar to escape from my feelings—the sweet milk teas, the airy bread with a sugary coconut filling, the chocolate bars at the local Seven Eleven—but that only added to the misery as I started to gain weight.

      I decided to visit Seoul for my first required visa trip because I wanted to connect to my sister’s birthplace. But I was afraid at having to travel alone and ended up spending all four days in my cheap hotel room eating cookies and pre-packaged sushi.

      Three weeks later, I saw my roommates off for their visa trip to Hong Kong. On my way home from the bus stop, I stopped off at the closest corner store, whose shelves were dusty and half-empty. I carried my packages of stale cookies into the empty house and just ate and ate until I was sick. I couldn’t cry, even though my emotions were raw—I was like a turtle whose shell had been ripped off, whose very essence was exposed and bleeding. I was so physically full and spiritually empty at the same time.

      When Christmas came, I made the monumental decision to fly home, despite the expense. The thought of staying in Taiwan for the holidays seemed too bleak, especially with the turmoil that my family was undergoing without me.

      I was no longer used to the freezing cold of upstate New York, and I couldn’t seem to get warm. The two weeks went by in a blur before I found myself in Seoul, waiting for my flight to Taiwan. There I met a woman who was returning from her brother’s funeral; he had committed suicide. She confided in me, the two of us sitting side by side, in the dusk that was starting to settle through the large windows overlooking the tarmac. I reflected on what a shock it must be to travel so far for such a miserable event, and my heart was moved by her grief.

      Some things changed over time to lessen my loneliness. I rode on a moped with the Chinese teachers from the school to all sorts of themed teahouses, drinking the sweet bubble tea long before it was in vogue anywhere else. I began to understand nearly everything they said, and we had serious conversations along with playful ones. I learned who was having a baby out of wedlock, who was not able to marry her sweetheart because she had to care for her family, and who was arranged to be married to someone who was not a good man. With them, I didn’t feel like a foreigner.

      My relationship with the other American teachers had started to improve as well. I began to accompany them each weekend to The Pig-n-Whistle, the British pub on the other side of town where the rest of the expat community congregated. It was a relief to let my reserve down, even if it meant taking up drinking again.

      One of the other Americans decided she wanted to see Singapore, so she accompanied me on my next visa trip. We took the cable car to Sentosa Island and lay on the vast, empty beach, looking at the cranes beginning their construction in the distance.

      I swam in the shallow, blue water and lay dreaming on the pristine, white sand as I listened to the waves lap against the shore. On that quiet afternoon, I started to feel rooted for the first time since I left school. Perhaps I had a glimpse of a peace that was not based on comfort and familiarity but was based on something more solid, something internal. I suppose it also helped that I was lying on a beautiful beach with nothing to do but enjoy it.

      As our year abroad drew to an end, we decided to go to Hawaii on the way home. In what was impeccable timing, we set foot on American soil in time to celebrate the fourth of July, and that night we lay on the deserted beach staring at the night sky as fireworks exploded in full color over the ocean.

      While we were there, we stopped to watch a skit being performed on Waikiki beach. They were really good—funny, moving, talented. It was only at the end of the show that it became clear that the whole performance was about God.

      In general, outward expressions of faith offended me, especially outward expressions of Christian faith. I’m not sure why this was so. Perhaps I just found the religion judgmental in spite of my own connection to it. I was furious as a sophomore in college when some of the freshmen on my floor came back from an off-campus gathering—where the subject was “God, Satan, and the Occult”—crying because the professor hinted they were not going to heaven. I went to the next speech he gave and listened with a set jaw. When it was over, I followed him and his groupies into the room reserved especially for people who had questions. I barely entered the room before spluttering, “How dare you tell people whether or not they’re going to heaven? Who do you think you are?”

      But these little skits on the beach in Hawaii were different. The people were talented, the dialogue was clever, and they spoke on the innocuous subject of love. When I finally realized what it was all about, I was impressed that such talented people would talk unashamedly about God.

      Just as the applause was dying down, one of the actors jumped off the stage and singled me out in the crowd.

      “Would you like to study the Bible?” she asked with a broad smile.

      “Huh?” I blushed, startled. “Um…no, thank you,” I finished with the ghost of a smile, and glanced at my friends who were starting to walk away. I quickly ran to catch up with them.

      In my year of solitude and hopelessness, this was the first time I was invited to learn about God. This was the first time I was called.
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        For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.

      

      

      
        
        - Psalm 91
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            MY SECOND CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know how many tragedies I’ve been saved from—how many near misses I have escaped. I imagine it must be that way for each one of us, surrounded by that cloud of angels we cannot see, whose sole command is to guard us in all our ways, whose obedience to God is so absolute they hedge us in and close their eyes to the foolishness of our ways. Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation? Hebrews 1:14

      I only know about the tragedies that have threatened me, but have not consumed me.

      Upon leaving Taiwan, I needed to decide where to go next, and I’m not entirely sure what prompted me to choose New York City. I thought I might become an actress, thereby achieving fame—and hopefully with that—self-worth. Or at the very least, I’d climb another rung on that ladder of sophistication.

      My friend Gideon from college was already living in Manhattan. She grew up near the city and had that hard edge I lacked. I was relieved to have a friend who was so knowledgeable about life in general, and especially about city life. I was feeling so green—as unsettled as I had felt when I first moved to Taiwan. I gratefully accepted her offer to stay at her apartment and slept on the foldout couch in the living room.

      At the beginning, I spent a lot of time in Chinatown, more at ease in that world than I was in the fast pace of New York. Eventually, to put my own roots down, I left the Lower East Side and moved to Fifty-Seventh Street between Ninth and Tenth Avenues to what was once the Henry Hudson Hotel. This was a building of short-term rentals where people paid to share a room with a communal kitchen on one of the floors. Each room had industrial carpeting and old fixtures in the bathroom and windows, yet it was cozy and warm and there was enough closet space to unpack.

      My first job was at The Gap on Herald Square, the largest in the world at the time. I wasn’t making enough to live on, but I had money saved from my year in Taiwan. The people who worked there were native New Yorkers, and they had a hardness to their language I couldn’t relate to and a bond between them I couldn’t break into.

      I spoke French and Chinese with the tourists every chance I could get. One day, two girls came to the counter with their purchases, speaking to one another in French. I greeted them with a “Bonjour” to show that I also spoke the language, although at the time, I was still more comfortable speaking Mandarin. They were delighted to meet someone local and invited me to join their group of friends going out for the evening. My social calendar was empty. Of course I agreed.

      I met up with them that same night after work and fell in step with the taller male student of the group, named Olivier. Our conversation was both in French and English and was rather shy on both ends. It didn’t take any effort for us to leap into a romantic relationship since both of us were interested and both of us were alone.

      Soon after meeting Olivier, I quit my job at The Gap and started temping for Time Warner. I learned basic office skills there, but I wasn’t sure if working in an office was adventurous enough for me. For someone as uprooted as I was, stability should have been the goal. But when I went to be interviewed for a full-time position, it was clear I was not ready to settle down to something permanent.

      I spurned stability and instead took on two part-time restaurant jobs at night to make ends meet. The one on the Upper West Side was nearly always empty, and I soon left that post. I was also a cashier for a French bistro on Sixty-Fourth Street and Madison where everyone was scrambling to be somebody. Nearly all the hostesses and bartenders were models, and I felt short, stumpy, and uninteresting next to them.

      The owner’s son was there bar tending and learning the business. He lived off his father’s success and expected everything to come easily to him, always doing the bare minimum. The wait staff was composed of actors or professional waiters from France who had taken up residence in NY, and the busboys were illegal immigrants from Mexico or Sri Lanka. I never saw such an accumulation of worldliness and glamour, of hanger-ons and under-world all in one place.

      I met a man who claimed to know Robert Redford and who bragged that I need only mention his name to be received by the legendary figure. But I could see his insecurity as he stood at the bar, not knowing what to do with his hands. His words spoke one truth, and his body spoke another.

      The hostess skimmed the guest list to see who had a reservation before coming over to sit at the bar and talk. For some hostesses, New York was just a brief stop in their lives, and they didn’t take the whole scene seriously. “Can you believe some guy just gave me two hundred dollars to sit on his lap for ten minutes? Whatever. I’m saving up to be a vet.”

      But there were others who had nowhere else to go, and who were so clearly lacking in self-esteem, it was painful to listen to them talk. Michelle unknowingly revealed her emptiness with every word, remained silent when the rest of the staff picked away at her shallow vulnerability, and acted as if she were still young enough to get by on her looks. But you could see the panic underneath, the desperation in her dark eyes. At least for the time being, life had tossed her a precarious place with them. She was good with the older patrons, happy to flirt with them and feel wanted for a few moments, and that was all that was needed for the job.

      The cash register was located at the bar, so I spent most of my time reading and talking to the bartenders when it was quiet. Once the owner’s son seemed unusually distracted and quiet, so I asked, “What are you thinking about?”

      He looked at me for a moment before going back to stocking glasses. “I had my first ménage à trois last night, and I keep thinking about how great it was.”

      People stole from the cash register and it was blamed on me, so I eventually quit. I had all these different jobs to make ends meet, but I didn’t belong anywhere. I had a boyfriend, but I was starting to suspect he didn’t feel as strongly about me as I did about him. I was surrounded by a whirling vortex of emptiness—or perhaps that was just what was inside.

      About halfway through my year in New York, I got a full-time position as a receptionist with an up-and-coming wedding gown designer. Her warehouse was located behind Port Authority. This street was filled with homeless people and drug addicts who staggered by with needles in their back pocket. There was a brothel across from the office, and the madams and their clients did not always bother to take their business indoors.

      Inside the office did not provide much respite. The salesman hated me and never failed to treat me to his cutting observations. I think I represented everything he detested—innocence, blind enthusiasm, young love, a desire to have a family. He lost no occasion to tear me down.

      An older couple owned the office supply company in the building where we got our basic supplies. We could hear them screaming at each other from our office downstairs. One day there was an ambulance at the service entrance. The husband had gotten sick of his wife’s ranting and threw a stapler at her head, causing her to go into convulsions. A few weeks later they were back at their dingy office, stacked high with boxes of supplies, a cautious peace established between them.

      Things were coming to a head with Olivier as we fought about what would happen after our year together in New York. I had already decided to return to Taiwan for a year while he finished his studies. My year in New York lacked purpose, and far from having gained any sophistication, I ended up being more uprooted than ever. I figured that in Taiwan, at least I was improving my Chinese and living a life of adventure. I wanted to move to Paris after that, so we could continue to be together, but he didn’t want me to come.

      “That’s too much of a commitment for me. I don’t know if I view you as wife material. I view you—more like a sister,” he finished clumsily. This precipitated my flight to West Virginia to stay with my mother where I cried for a week straight and tried to figure out where to go next.

      Finally, he decided he missed me and agreed to my proposal. When my year in Taiwan was over, we would meet up in Paris while he completed his military service. In this way we also established a cautious peace—a trial period. I insisted on Paris because I was afraid to end the most important relationship I had ever had. But looking back at all that effort, I could have saved my breath. I was tenaciously trying to make it work, like a lone plant growing out of a rock, conscious that I had nowhere else to put my roots.

      In spite of living in this glamorous city, working for a designer, and having an exotic French boyfriend, I still felt hollow. I was surprised that achieving these things didn’t bring happiness in the way I imagined it would. My life reflected the emptiness as I binged on sugary foods and alcohol, and now coffee, working across the street from Cupcake Bakery. I was constantly trying to cope with anxiety and other emotions I didn’t fully understand.

      Ten days after I went to West Virginia to see my mother get remarried, I called in to work sick. I had an appointment at Planned Parenthood that morning for more birth control pills and felt lethargic, depressed, and nauseous from too much sugar. I was in such a fog I decided to take the entire day off.

      After the doctor’s visit, I began walking to Olivier’s apartment a few blocks away. I couldn’t bear the idea of going back to my empty room and spending the day alone, so I told him I was on my way. Lost in thought, I trudged across the street, barely noticing what was around me.

      When I was about halfway across, a flash caught the corner of my eye, and I glanced up in time to see a yellow taxi whirling around the corner with the driver looking the other way. In that split second, my brain registered a stunned, I’m going to be hit by a car.

      In the next split second, out of the depth of my decaying soul, I thought, good.

      There was nothingness. A void.

      BANG! The doors to the Emergency Room slammed against the wall as the first responders threw them open to wheel me through, the noise shattering my unconsciousness, images flickering in the dark like a fluorescent light sparking to life.

      Then there was black.

      I felt large scissors cutting through my jeans and sweater, jarring me into consciousness again, and I felt my clothes being removed as the doctors carefully placed a neck brace to immobilize my spine. I tried to make sense of the confusing sounds and distorted images around me.

      There was a painful jab in my inner thigh, and I heard someone murmur, “We’re testing for internal bleeding.” Then I was out again.
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