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CHAPTER 1



Male Envy


I didn’t start out wanting to be a guy. But in the late 1960s, when I broke into the overwhelmingly male-dominated television news business, all I saw around me was a sea of white men. Bosses, colleagues in the newsroom, competing reporters, and even interview subjects were all the opposite sex. They were tall, wore identical staid suits and ties and wing-tipped shoes, and had deep, stentorian voices. I envied their bravado, their swagger, the way they could walk into a room and command it. When they spoke, it was with confidence and authority. They were entitled to respect because they were men.


I didn’t have close to their level of experience. I was twenty-three, wearing polyester, bell-bottoms, miniskirts, and shoulder-length hair, which I teased and sprayed into a flip. Since I stood only five feet, three and a half inches (don’t forget the half), I compensated by wearing stilettos. I wanted to be as close as I could be, eye to eye with the men. I did not want to look up at them. I wanted to be their equal. I tried to lower my voice to mimic theirs and copied their on-air cadence.


I knew they could easily bully me, and I was powerless to fight them, so I joined them. I knew I could never be one of the boys, but surely, I could adopt pages from their playbook. It was easy to imagine myself as just another white guy.


I became aggressive, tough, bawdy, and extremely competitive. Yes, I looked like a lotus blossom, but I talked like a sailor with a raw sense of humor.


Even though I had always been quiet and demure at home, I could not survive in the news business without being assertive, a fierce go-getter. The men were cocksure, so I mustered all the confidence I could to be the same. The guys thought they were made of the right stuff. By golly, I was too.


In fact, I had so thoroughly convinced myself that I was one of the white guys that when I walked past a mirror or a storefront window, I’d be startled to see a young Chinese woman staring back at me!


My four older sisters were shocked when I pursued a profession that required speaking before millions of viewers. “Our little Connie, who would not speak up, even when we asked her what she wanted to order at the drugstore lunch counter.” Growing up, those sisters were my own personal squad of helicopter moms—bossy and hormonal—who thought they knew better, always telling me what to do and what to say. The relentless cacophony of chattering voices was deafening. I never made a sound because I couldn’t get a word in edgewise.


But when we were all doing our chores, I would take the hose of a vacuum cleaner and “interview” people—anyone. The truth is, being a reporter fit perfectly with my personality. I preferred to observe, watching what unfolded before me, never expressing my opinion.


I morphed from the youngest of five sisters who had no voice at home, never uttered a peep at school, never raised a hand to answer a teacher’s question, into someone who was fearless, ambitious, driven, full of chutzpah and moxie, who spoke up to get what she wanted.


The problem was: men simply did not understand that I was one of them. They just didn’t get it. Many men in television news, especially those who became anchormen, contracted a disease: big-shot-itis. It was characterized by a swelling of the head, an inability to stop talking, self-aggrandizing behavior, narcissistic tendencies, unrelenting hubris, delusions of grandeur, and fantasies of sexual prowess. Very few women got the bug. If they did, they got milder cases. The disease created hurdles I had to either jump over or find a way around.


The desire to be a man came from a seed my father planted early in my career. He often typed letters to me on his manual typewriter, each beginning the same way: “My Darling Daughter, Connie.” It was his way of confiding in me while documenting his roots and ancestral history. I was in my early thirties, already in the news business, when I first read one of his letters in particular. He made a request of me, saying he had “wanted to be prominent and important, not only in the Chung family but in society, work and government.” But he never achieved that dream, so he assigned me an unusual mission: “Maybe you may like to carry on the name of Chung both in Chinese and English and tell how this Chinese family came to the USA.”


The reason this was such a strange assignment was that in China, as in many cultures, women were never expected to carry on their family names. In fact, we were expected to give up our last names when we married. Only males would automatically carry on the family name through generations. My parents had ten children, of which three were boys. But all three sons died as infants. I was the tenth child, the very last and the only one born in the US.


With no surviving males in the Chung family, I realized I could be the son my parents desperately wanted. I would find a way to carry on the family name Chung, to make our name memorable, a part of history. Wouldn’t it be the ultimate act of filial piety to honor my traditional Chinese parents and give them a son in me? It became my dream too, not just for them, but for myself.


Eventually my decision to be such an obedient, dutiful, and humble good girl to my parents and my bosses became a debilitating nightmare that I would not have been able to endure without my dear husband, Maury. More about that later.


Then a surprising twist. In 2019, a reporter named Connie Wang contacted me to tell me she’d discovered that an extraordinary number of Asian parents in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s had named their baby daughters Connie, after me! What? I’d had no idea my first name would be carried forward—to spawn a sisterhood of Connies. It may be difficult to believe, but I didn’t know I’d had such a profound impact on Asians. I was flabbergasted. And my head is still spinning.


It was a gigantic cherry on top of my cake. Here’s why. I could never declare success for myself. That’s probably a woman thing combined with a Chinese thing. I have always been proud to be Chinese, but at the same time, I knew we Asians were perceived by some as different, as foreigners, as second-class citizens. I was shocked that those Asian parents had seen me as someone who had broken the race barrier. Someone who was accepted. Someone whose name they wanted to carry on.


Throughout my career, I had striven for acceptance and equality and to be taken seriously, but I’d never assumed I had achieved any of those goals. Suddenly the Connie Generation declared success for me.


What a journey. I was bold, yet humble. I think that dichotomy was a Chinese thing. What a festival for shrinks!


As we say in television news, all that’s coming up. My family. My glorious highs and deep lows in the news business. My beloved husband, Maury. Our precious son, Matthew. The Connie Generation and so much more. Don’t go away.















CHAPTER 2



Tradition


To understand how I became the person I did, let’s roll back the videotape to pre-Communist China, where my parents were born and raised with antiquated mindsets and ancient traditions that shaped my life.


My father was the oldest son of six children, born in Suzhou in 1909. His parents named him Chung Ling Jai-pao (in Chinese the family name, Chung, comes first). Suzhou was an ancient cultural city built in 514 BC, considered the “Venice of the East” because so much of the city was covered with lakes, streams, and canals. Artistic, elaborately carved bridges arched gracefully over the canals. It was a spot so spectacular, Chinese emperors vacationed there.


Daddy took his status as number one son seriously even though his older sister was the true firstborn. But she was a girl. In chauvinist Chinese society daughters were considered expendable. They weren’t quite stuffed in bags with rocks and tossed in the river, but you get the point.


My grandfather owned a jewelry business that sold to foreign buyers, and he needed someone to interpret for him. He sent his number one son to school not only to learn English but also for a broader education. In 1915, at age six, my father began learning with a tutor. At nine, he was enrolled for third grade at the Atkinson Academy, a private Methodist school that required tuition. He thrived, skipping grades and becoming managing editor of the yearbook.


Attending Atkinson changed the course of my father’s life. Headmaster Dr. Tsiang, a graduate of the University of Minnesota, ignited a spark in Daddy when he spoke on graduation day. Dr. Tsiang told the students he hoped they would go abroad and see the world. Travel, he said, would not only broaden their minds but also help their wider understanding of humanity. Daddy vowed right then that if he ever had a chance to venture out in the world, he’d grab it. Fresh out of high school and equipped with his proficiency in English, my father set his sights on America.


Mommy was born Mah Pih-liang in 1911 in the ancient metropolis of Nanjing, one of four great capitals of China during dynastic rule and one of the most important cities in the world, a center of tourism, culture, education, arts, and history.


Mommy’s father owned and operated a paper factory. Her mother was the manager of the employees, all of whom lived at the factory. It was common for the working class to eat and sleep at their workplaces. My maternal grandmother had live-in maids, cooks, and nannies at home. Since paper was an essential commodity and controlled by local strongmen, Mommy’s father was powerful in Nanjing. So much so, according to family lore, he was like a Mafia boss.


Mommy’s parents, the Mahs, had been childless for a decade. So when she came along, she was spoiled and coddled, especially by her father. Her grandmother insisted my mother’s feet be bound in gauze, an ancient Chinese custom that dates back to the tenth century. Tiny feet, as small as three to five inches, were inexplicably desirable, like the tiny waists imposed on women in Victorian England. Bound feet were seen as essential for a marriageable daughter in the upper echelons of society. But my mother, at five years old, bitterly complained, “It hurts!” Despite her grandmother’s fears that “no one will marry her because she has big feet!” her father insisted he’d support his daughter if no man would have her. End of binding.


Much as she didn’t want her feet bound, Mommy did not want to go to school either. Her father relented on that too. Middle- and upper-class Chinese girls typically didn’t get much education anyway. Their role in society was to bear children, sew, knit, crochet, do needlepoint, enjoy mah-jong, and never lift a finger. She could not read or write Chinese, and in later years, my mother hid the fact as best she could. She was embarrassed and suffered great self-loathing for her illiteracy.


Mommy was pretty, with a round face, a small nose, a perfect heart-shaped mouth, lips painted with raspberry lipstick by Elizabeth Arden, and the most amazing soft, supple, flawless skin with no lines or wrinkles even into her nineties. She wore her hair pulled back in a classic bun at the nape of her neck.


She loved jewelry—earrings, rings, brooches, hairpins for her bun. Wherever she went, she always wore lovely earrings. They were clip-ons, not pierced, because of a horrible incident in China. One day when she was walking on a street in Shanghai, a thief came up from behind her and yanked her earring off—splitting one of her earlobes. None of her daughters, including me, ever had her ears pierced. The story spooked us.


Mommy’s deep voice belied her five-foot frame. Her hands, arms, and body were strong too, matching her personality. There was never any doubt where she stood on any issue because she was definitive and unwavering. When she told me to do anything, all I needed was the look on her face to know she meant business.


These two forces of nature didn’t come together by chance in a love marriage. Mommy was only twelve and Daddy only fourteen when they were forced by their parents to become engaged. It was a classic arranged marriage, common in China at the time. They had never set eyes on each other and did not even meet for the first time until five years later, on the day they were married.


Both sets of their parents were Moslem and needed to be certain their children would carry on the family heritage with a suitable partner. China’s relationship with Islam dates back as early as the seventh century, when Silk Road traders from the Middle East intermarried with the Chinese. In those blended families, the Moslem religion often melded with Confucian practices. Whatever my Moslem ancestors in China were practicing was different from the practices of the rest of the Islamic world. Our parents never knelt on prayer rugs. My mother never wore a veil. They never knew any Chinese men who had more than one wife. There were no religious traditions practiced in my family besides good old basic values: honesty, respect for elders, humility, and obedience to parents.


While that obedience to their parents was paramount, neither of my parents was happy with their arranged union. Tradition forced them to obey their parents’ wishes. My father even dared to strongly object, but he was summarily overruled. As the number one son in the family, he knew he could not rebel; as he put it, “I surrendered.” My mother never discussed the matter with me.


As an engagement gift, her future father-in-law, a jeweler, gave her a special ring made of deep-green jade, a rare stone because of its intense, rich color. Expert jeweler that he was, he’d fashioned it into a graceful oval held by prongs set on a thin, classic gold band. My mother cherished it.


The moment of truth arrived on October 4, 1928, when my parents wed in Nanjing. My mother, seventeen, wore a traditional Chinese embroidered jacket (which I still have) and a satin culotte skirt. My father, nineteen, also wore traditional Chinese attire. His father had saved a piece of 24-karat dark gold for her wedding ring. The gold was so thick and soft, I could see where the ring was joined together. My father did not wear a wedding band.


After the ceremony, the newlyweds boarded a carriage for the bumpy 120-mile journey from Nanjing to Suzhou, where my mother joined her new family of strangers. Chinese women were expected to spend the rest of their lives with their husbands’ families, living with their in-laws.


My mother, a sheltered teenager, left the warm security of her adoring parents, brother, and sister, forced into a relationship with a fellow who wanted nothing to do with her. I can only imagine how sad and terrified she was. Her parents sent along a dowry of jewelry, silks, and more. And even though there was a staff of maids, servants, and cooks at her new husband’s home, her father also sent along Mommy’s favorite maid to wait on her in case the new family did not take proper care of his beloved daughter.


My father’s childhood home now became hers—a big house with a front gate, a walled-in courtyard, and a grand front door opening to a large living room. All six Chung children and their growing families were under one roof. Maids and cooks lived in rooms beyond the dining room and kitchen.


Mommy was lonely and feeling the sting of her mother-in-law’s resentment. She’d sensed it from the moment she stepped into the house. My sisters told me they’d had the impression that our paternal grandmother did not want to share her son with this new young woman. Also, it did not sit well with her mother-in-law that Mommy had arrived with her own personal handmaiden to a household filled with servants. Even my father admitted his own mother was domineering and not particularly nice. When I look at my grandmother’s photo, it astonishes me how much a picture can convey. I can see the mean in her face.


Another key matter that fueled my grandmother’s animosity was that she blamed my mother for not producing a grandson.


My parents’ first baby, born in 1931, was a girl, Yu-hsiu, my oldest sister.


Three years later came my second-oldest sister, Yu-jen. My grand-mother was already muttering, “Where’s my grandson?” Clearly two girls in a row was unacceptable.


Baby number three was a girl who died of strep throat at the age of one. Infant mortality was common in those days.


Baby number four was again a girl, Yu-chien, my third-oldest sister. Oh no! The news was met with great distress. As far as my grandparents were concerned, it was all my mother’s fault. (They did not know, as many don’t, that it’s the sperm that determines the gender of a baby.)


When my mother was pregnant with baby number five, she had to rush home to Nanjing because her mother had suffered a stroke, but she did not make it before my grandmother passed. My grandfather urged Mommy to stay in Nanjing to have her baby, but Mommy was adamant that she return to Suzhou. If her baby was a boy, her mother-in-law could see for herself that her grandson was not switched at birth. Sure enough, it was a boy. Tragically, he died as an infant. I don’t know what illness he had. That loss, on the heels of the death of her mother, caused Mommy unbearable pain.


In a year, my mother was pregnant again with baby number six. My father, who was working in Shanghai at the time, had a ghostly dream that baby number six was wrapped in a white shroud. It turned out to be prophetic. The new baby, a coveted boy, died as an infant too. I don’t know what caused his death either.


The loss of those two baby boys prompted my traditional Chinese family to take a dramatic step. Someone, I don’t know who, decided that my third-oldest sister would be dressed as a boy. We have photos of her standing in front of a desk, with a boy’s buzz cut, a shirt, and boys’ shorts. She looks exactly like a boy. It was an experience she never wanted. As the story goes, when she went to school, she came home crying, upset that she could not go to the girls’ lavatory. The family relented and dressed her as a girl. Nobody talked about it, but it had a profound effect on her the rest of her life.


While my mother was spending the first decade of her marriage making babies, my father was commuting between their home in Suzhou and Shanghai, seventy-five miles away, working for his father’s jewelry company. I don’t know how or why he left his father’s business, but at some point, he attended a special training institute for intelligence to become a spy. A spook! For his cover job, he packed a pistol and held the rank of lieutenant colonel in the Military Police. But in reality, he served as an intelligence officer for the Nationalist Chinese (pre-Communist) government of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. The Chinese equivalents of the Central Intelligence Agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and the Military Police all fell under one umbrella intelligence agency. Daddy kept the nitty-gritty of his work a secret from everyone, including my mother. My mother hated that he would never tell her where he was or what he was doing. That spurred her distrust of him, which was amplified when she discovered he was a philanderer.


While she was home in Suzhou, he spent months at a time in Shanghai, a big, bustling, cosmopolitan port city, much like New York City, with all the attendant vices. It had been taken over by foreigners hundreds of years earlier, after the two Opium Wars, which China lost to the British and the French. British and French enclaves lured my father into a fast life. With his wife and three children home in Suzhou, my dashing and debonair father, the spy, was enjoying liquor, unfiltered British cigarettes, and lots of women.


I have a favorite photo of him from those days, dressed like a Brit in a starched dress shirt, tightly knotted tie, and fur-collared coat. He had thick black hair, clear-framed glasses, a strong, prominent nose, and a mustache.


Once my mother traveled to Shanghai to see him for a few days, leaving the children home with nannies. She was to meet him at a restaurant for lunch. When she got there, she told the maître d’, “I’m Mrs. Chung. Please seat me at Mr. Chung’s table.” The maître d’ looked at her, perplexed. “But Mrs. Chung is already sitting at the table.” My mother was livid. A girlfriend!


At another point, my father landed in the hospital for a long stretch. Mommy went to visit him during his recovery. What was his illness? Two of my sisters speculated that it was a venereal disease. I don’t know. China had a long history of concubines, of philandering males who faced no consequences. Male dominance, female subservience. My mother felt there was little she could say or do. She was married to this man, and there was no way she could change that. Her choices were zero. But those incidents fueled a seething anger. She begrudged the fact that she had to stay married to him forever, which she did.


Daddy had ideas for their future she could not have imagined. He hit a turning point when he was accompanying the Polish chargé d’affaires to a hotel in Chongqing, China. Daddy was waiting in a hotel lobby for the Polish official when he spotted two Chinese teenagers speaking fluent English. Their mother, a beautiful Chinese woman wearing American clothes, got off the elevator. She spoke Chinese to her husband, who was wearing a Western-style suit. The couple spoke English to their children. That did it. Then and there, my father told me, he plotted out a way to bring his family to the USA to learn to speak English and, as he put it, “live happy lives.”















CHAPTER 3



The Exodus


The story of the Chung family exodus from China is etched in my mind, but not because I experienced it myself. From my earliest moments of awareness, I gleaned bits and pieces of the daring escape that had led my family to their new lives in America. And I was acutely conscious of the capstone of that terrifying journey—that because of their migration, I became the lucky one, the only one to be born a US citizen.


But it wasn’t until I read the detailed memoir that my father meticulously typed out on his manual typewriter that I fully grasped the enormity and complexity of their journey—much less his and my mother’s unwavering bravery throughout their harrowing odyssey. Daddy must have understood that it was only as I grew older that I could fully understand what they had endured. What shocks me each time I revisit those delicate onionskin pages is that at every step of the way, any one of a thousand different outcomes could have ensued. And if any of them had, it is quite possible I might not even exist.


The migration of the Chungs began in 1937, spurred by the Second Sino-Japanese War, as Japanese forces encroached on Suzhou. A declaration of martial law meant all movement in the city had ceased. Luckily, Daddy’s work as an undercover agent for the Chinese military gave him special status. His connections allowed him to finagle rickshaws to spirit away my parents and sisters, along with my paternal grandparents and several other members of my father’s family—a dozen people in all. All along the way, bombs exploded around them.


Next they boarded two boats—one to carry the Chung family, the other to transport their cargo, fifteen suitcases packed with their important stocks and documents and their precious lifetime possessions, including a green jade stone that weighed twenty pounds. As they traveled along the canals, a bomb blasted the cargo boat, obliterating it and everything they owned in an instant. Luckily, the Chung family escaped unharmed.


As they made their way over the next twenty-six miles to Wuxi City, bulletins from the front lines revealed that Suzhou had been lost to the Japanese. The Chungs had escaped just in the nick of time.


My father’s “sources,” as he called them, arranged for a special bus to take the family to Nanjing. Air raids and bombs hastened the buses’ departure before the family arrived. Thinking fast, Daddy dispatched two Military Police officers in a jeep, ordering them to seize the bus and force it to return. When it did, the Chung family boarded and off the bus sped again, dodging aerial attacks by Japanese planes and arriving safely in Nanjing in the middle of the night.


With martial law in force there, too, all shops were closed, adding to the precariousness of daily life. How would they access provisions, the basics necessary to survive? My father learned that the Chiang Kai-shek government would be clearing out of Nanjing and that the Chungs could soon evacuate too.


Military Police officers helped the family board rickshaws with what few belongings they had left. It was a quiet night—no air raids. They traveled easily and quickly onto main highways, transferring to two carriages, riding two hours to the harbor. Next they boarded a cargo ship. There were no rooms, so the dozen of them spread out in a corner of the deck as the ship quietly sped out of Nanjing at dawn.


Mercifully, they had escaped Nanjing just before Japanese forces invaded the city in a devastating six-week campaign of horror known to history as the Rape of Nanjing. Japanese imperial soldiers savaged as many as three hundred thousand Chinese, many by decapitation, mutilation, and burning alive. Thousands of Chinese women and girls were sexually attacked and gang-raped.


As my family steamed toward Hankou, the captain turned off the lights to avoid detection. But when he stopped the ship to help a sister vessel with engine trouble, the Japanese spotted them idling in the middle of the river, and the bombing began.


Still, they managed to arrive safely in Hankou, where they settled into a cramped rental apartment. Two or three times a day, air attacks sent them all running. My father was determined to relocate to a safer part of the city, a little colony known as the French settlement. Despite an edict from the French consulate that only white people could live there, my father managed to persuade officials to let the family move in.


Nine months ticked away in Hankou as China withered under the protracted war. Soon it became obvious to Daddy how important it was to evacuate farther inland. What did everyone want to do? He explained his plans to his parents and extended family: he would take my mother and three sisters to his next assignment in Chongqing, the wartime capital of Chiang Kai-shek’s government. Did the others wish to join them?


Their answer was no. They decided instead to return to an unknown future in their hometown of Suzhou, even though it was now fully under Japanese control. Daddy dutifully arranged for his parents and relatives to travel on circuitous routes to avoid running into violence and provided money and tickets for each leg of their journey. This was no easy feat, given all the security clearances and exit permits that would be necessary.


Neither was it easy for my parents and sisters as they left Hankou. Their journey to Chongqing was rife with miserable obstacles, from the blistering heat in a ship that ran aground to a listing ship they feared would capsize. When they arrived, they were able to breathe a sigh of relief. They’d moved thirteen times over the past year. Perhaps now they could rest easy for a bit.


But not for too long. My father recommitted to bringing his family to the United States. Until he could accomplish that, he set about Americanizing his wife and daughters as best he could while still on Chinese soil. He commissioned a tailor to sew American-style dresses for my sisters, and to complete the outfits, he bought lace-up leather shoes in the style of the 1940s. He took the family to Western-style restaurants so they could learn how to use knives and forks. And they went to a movie theater to see the animated Disney classic, the quintessential American movie, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.


In the meantime, Mommy became pregnant with baby number seven. When she went into labor, a doctor could not get to her side in time, leaving my father to deliver the girl. Tragically, the baby died not long after from an illness unrelated to her birth.


My father’s work made him privy to intelligence that the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek found valuable. Communiques he intercepted showed that some American diplomats favored Communist Chinese forces led by Mao Tse-tung, who were vying for control of China. Officially, the US was encouraging Chiang Kai-shek to partner with the Communist Chinese. Neither side trusted the other. The fragile alliance between the two ideologies did not last long. The Chinese Communists were making inroads with the Chinese peasantry, gaining their confidence as Communist forces overpowered the Japanese in guerilla skirmishes. Which side would win?


My father was not about to wait around to find out. He intensified his search for a way out of the country. While he did, my mother gave birth in 1942 to baby number eight—Yu-yen, my fourth-oldest sister.


The war situation was increasingly dire. Generalissimo Chiang refused to negotiate with the Japanese or to surrender. By 1944, my father had fortuitously shifted to the Passport Division of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which enabled him to obtain the necessary papers for my mother and sisters to travel. Then he learned that Chinese cadets would be sent to the United States, where they’d be trained to fly by US Air Force pilots. He did not know how to fly a plane, but he cleverly figured that he could be their administrator. He managed to have himself immediately commissioned as a captain in the Chinese Air Force. Here was his golden opportunity to travel to the US on official business. There was only one key question: Could he bring along his family?


He requested special permission from Generalissimo Chiang, even though he knew it was a long shot. Somehow my father defied the odds. The word came down: yes. That opened up a new host of challenges. Now Daddy had to obtain a matrix of exit permits for the family from Chinese officials, as well as visitor visas from the US government. His years of dealing with Chinese bureaucracy and official applications greased the way to success.


With the help of Chinese aviation officials, the Chung family got seats on a commercial flight from Chongqing to Calcutta, India, the only route by air to the outside world. Unthinkably, four passengers were yanked off the plane to make room for them. It was Christmas Eve, December 24, 1944.


Days later, they boarded a train to Bombay, where my father met the seven hundred Chinese Air Force officers and cadets he would oversee as an executive officer in the US. With the help of American authorities, he arranged for the family to join him on the USS General William Mitchell, a transport ship that was traveling to the US. A perfect exit strategy! Well, almost. This plan was scuttled with one edict from the captain, who refused to allow my youngest sister to board the ship because she was a toddler.


The only path seemed to be for my father to proceed to the US alone. He made arrangements for my mother and the girls to stay in Bombay until he could find a way to get them to the US. During those war days, Chinese men were notorious for abandoning their families, promising to send for them later and then vanishing forever. Would my father be one of those selfish men?


No, Daddy was devoted to his family, as evidenced by letters he left for my mother, in Chinese and English, detailing his US contact information for whenever they managed to arrive. He knew my mother was a strong woman and could handle the difficult road ahead.


So while Daddy made his way to America, Mommy found herself trapped in a Bombay hotel with four girls, ages two to thirteen. Here she was, only thirty-three, never having been outside China and unable to speak any other language than Chinese. She rationed the money she had, much of it gathered by selling her own jewelry. She needed about $700 a month for expenses. How long could she make it last?


The challenge of budgeting for daily existence paled in comparison to what happened next. Mommy found out she was pregnant. She discovered that ships to America would not allow children under the age of two to board. She faced an excruciating dilemma.


One day she told my older sisters that she was going to the hospital. The ten-year-old was to take care of the two younger girls at the hotel—and the oldest, thirteen, was to accompany Mommy. She had no idea how long she’d be gone. It turned out to be two days. When she returned, she announced that she was no longer having a baby.


Over the years, I recall my sisters giving me conflicting answers to my burning question: Did Mommy have a miscarriage or an abortion? For this book, I interviewed my second-oldest sister, Charlotte, who was the ten-year-old my mother assigned to babysit. I pressed Charlotte for the answer. Dear Charlotte, who always was uncomfortable with uttering a word like “divorce” or “cancer,” finally whispered, “Mommy had an abortion.”


It pains me greatly, knowing my mother had to make this decision entirely on her own, with no one to talk to. She proceeded so that she could raise her family in the US. How she arranged the procedure we have no idea. She couldn’t speak English or Hindi—only Chinese.


What might have happened to the Chungs had she not made that unilateral decision? I shudder to think about the magnitude of her actions.


The added tragedy was that the baby was a boy, that coveted boy. My sisters don’t remember my parents ever talking about that baby boy. They said Daddy just knew what had happened.
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Days turned to six long months of limbo in Bombay. On May 8, 1945, my mother and sisters watched the celebrations of victory in Europe when World War II’s Allies formally accepted Nazi Germany’s unconditional surrender. Finally my father sent my mother and sisters a Western Union telegram and wired them tickets through American Express to board a luxury ocean liner, the MS Gripsholm, a repatriation ship chartered by the US State Department to carry American and Chinese diplomats, officials, international missionaries, professionals, and their families to the United States and Canada.


The words “Gripsholm” and “Diplomat” were painted on the port and starboard of the ship, which was operated by a Swedish captain and crew. Fearing Japanese submarine attacks and floating mines, the captain took a longer but safer route, through the Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, and the Mediterranean. He avoided traveling in the Pacific, where the war was raging.


My sisters enjoyed the luxuries of the ocean liner—to a point. As nonwhite passengers, they were permitted to eat their meals only during a second, segregated seating. Their encounter with racism didn’t trouble them—it was just something they noticed.


In August 1945, my mother and sisters and fifteen hundred other passengers on visitors’ visas arrived at Jersey City Pier in New Jersey—not Ellis Island, where immigrants and refugees usually docked. Everyone on board the ship, including the Americans, was immediately examined by a doctor, a standard procedure at the time. Despite their age difference, Charlotte, eleven, and June, eight, were dressed alike and looked like twins. Charlotte’s eyes happened to be a little red, perhaps from an eye infection or conjunctivitis, which could have blocked the family from entering the United States. But the doctor didn’t notice it because he accidentally examined June twice. Ha ha! The family passed through with no issues.


When they finally disembarked, greeting them at the pier was the American secretary of my mother’s cousin, the owner of a New York antique store. The secretary immediately chose American names for my four sisters. Family legend has it that a princess from some foreign country named Joséphine-Charlotte was visiting. And so my oldest sister became Josephine and the next oldest Charlotte. The third was given the name June because that was her birth month. And my fourth sister became Maimie because “mei-mei” means little sister in Chinese. My parents also had American names, Margaret and William, but the secretary had nothing to do with that. I don’t know how my mother became Margaret because no one in my family called her anything but Mommy. My father had named himself William in Shanghai after the popular American actor William Powell.


Next the secretary took the girls shopping. I love the adorable photo of Charlotte and June in the aftermath of the spree, beaming broad smiles in their brand-new matching red gingham checked dresses and white Mary Jane shoes with ankle socks trimmed in lace, clutching matching little purses—the quintessential American girls. Unfortunately, I can’t find the picture to show you.


Four days after their arrival, the United States dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. On August 14 and August 15, 1945, my mother and sisters watched the celebrations of victory over Japan from their New York hotel window. Finally World War II was over.


Not long after, my father sent tickets for the three-day train ride to join him at the US Air Force base in Montgomery, Alabama, where American pilots were training his cadets. There he had rented a three-bedroom rambler on a friendly tree-lined street where all the houses looked alike.


My father was proud to wear a Chinese Air Force captain’s uniform. He enjoyed being in charge. His life was good. Meanwhile, my mother became a traditional, hardworking housewife, one who spent her days cooking, cleaning, and washing clothes—the exact opposite of her privileged life back in China. Josephine and Charlotte helped out by walking a mile each day to shop for the food she prepared. People would trail after them, curious because they’d never laid eyes on a Chinese person before.


Since my father was the only person among all the Chinese Air Force men who had a family with him, my mother generously opened her home to the Chinese cadets for home-cooked dinners. Thankfully, she had watched the cooks back home and was able to replicate their traditional dishes.


Josephine, Charlotte, and June were enrolled in public school. However, because they could not speak English, they were placed in grades well below their ages—Josephine, at fourteen, was assigned to second grade. They were mortified and offended. After three days of humiliation, toughies that they were, the girls went on strike, refusing to go to class. The following week the principal and teachers paid a visit to the Chung family home. Ever the diplomat, my father suggested that the girls be placed in the correct grades and paired with student volunteers who could help them learn English. It worked. In six months, they were fluent.


Around then, my father was transferred to a US Air Force base in San Antonio, Texas. He knew it would not be long before that gig would end. Daddy requested a transfer to the Chinese embassy in Washington, DC, as a Chinese Air Force attaché.


And so, in the spring of 1946, my parents and sisters moved to Washington. That’s when I, entirely because of their bravery and fortitude across thousands of miles, got to be the beneficiary of that journey: the lucky child born on US soil.















CHAPTER 4



Another Girl


Baby number ten was the last hope. Would the Chung family at long last get that coveted boy?


You know the answer. My arrival at Georgetown Hospital in Washington, DC, on August 20, 1946, quashed that dream.


My father called home to break the news to my sisters, who were anxiously waiting by the phone. He gave them an assignment: find their baby sister a name. With just a year in the United States under their belts, the girls were already fans of American celebrity movie magazines like Photoplay, Motion Picture, and Screen Stars, the precursors of People. Giggling and excited, they fished through their stack of magazines and selected a special year-end issue, one that featured a single photo of a different movie star (male or female) on each page. They made a pact to choose a page at random, and whatever movie star appeared on that page would be their sister’s namesake! One of them stuck her thumb in the middle of the closed magazine.


Ready? OK. Flip!


Hello, Constance Moore, a B-list actress/singer with long brown hair whose career mostly consisted of wartime musicals. She also had the distinction of having played the lone female character in a 1939 movie serial, Buck Rogers.


And so, with the addition of a Chinese middle name, I was officially welcomed to the world as Constance Yu-hwa Chung. No one ever called me Constance. From the start, I was Connie. My father affectionately called me Con-Con, often with a smile and a single clap. My mother (who called me “Dahling”) told me I was the only baby of all ten whom my father played with.


When people asked me to translate my middle name, Yu-hwa, I would tell them with a straight face, “It means the melodious ivory keys of a grand piano playing, as a babbling brook weaves its way through a serene garden of gorgeous flowers… soft petals blowing in the wind”—or something like that. Some people actually fell for it.


As a kid, I was terribly timid. When I enrolled at West Elementary for kindergarten, I was terrified to leave home and meet other children. I’d hide behind my mother outside the classroom, crying, begging her to take me home. Eventually I would let go of my mother’s skirts, although some days, I’d start to cry again.


Luckily for me and not so much for her, my sister Maimie attended the same public school. She was four years older and a superb student. The teachers loved her and expected me to follow in her footsteps, but there was no way I could live up to her sterling reputation. Maimie was often yanked out of her third-grade class and told, “Connie is crying again. She wants to go home.” Maimie had every right to disown her wimpy, annoying little sister. But each time, she patiently coaxed me back to class.


My elementary school teachers intimidated me. I was tiny, and from my point of view they were as imposing as the prison matrons in those old black-and-white movies. If I could have burrowed into the inkwell hole in my desk, I would have gladly disappeared. A few years ago, I discovered my report cards from back then. One teacher had written three words that succinctly described my biggest problem, “Speaks too softly.”


Despite my painful shyness, I fantasized about becoming a prima ballerina and performing before audiences around the world, a dream that grew out of my favorite book, Kiki Dances by Charlotte Steiner. I envisioned myself in a tiny tutu and ballet slippers pirouetting across the stage, or wearing tights and leg warmers, practicing at the ballet bar. Every day, following the tutorial pictured in The First Book of Ballet, I stood before a full-length mirror and diligently practiced the five positions. I begged my parents, “Please let me take ballet lessons.” Their answer was swift: “We don’t have the money.” Their definitive no devastated me and I cried a lot. Each sister tried to comfort me, promising, “Someday you will take ballet lessons.” It never happened. I survived.


My four sisters didn’t seem to be dreamers like me. Like the four March sisters in Little Women, each one had a distinctive personality. My oldest sister, Josephine, was sixteen years older than me. Blunt and direct, she’d often remind me she was like my second mother: “I changed your diapers.” During her high school years, she held a part-time job after school and on weekends at Liberty Mutual Insurance Company. Jo never had her head in the clouds, never tried to achieve social status, was always realistic and down to earth. She referred to us as “the bookends”—the strong, stalwart, dependable daughters. Without the two of us holding up the three sisters in the middle, she declared, “they would keel over.”


My second-oldest sister, Charlotte, was sweet and serious but also very stubborn, trying to prove she was as good as number one. I always abided by Charlotte’s rules—there was no arguing with her. She, too, got a part-time job during high school, at Hecht’s Department Store. She scored so impressively on the math portion of an aptitude test that the store waived its rules against hiring Asians and brought her on, in the accounts department. Both Josephine and Charlotte turned their paychecks over to my father to help with the family finances. Years later when I began working, I did the same.


Third in line was my rebellious sister, June. As a teenager, she was always trying to sneak off to the movies. June was the only one of us who wasn’t flat chested. She had genuine perky twins from an early age. When she was brushing her teeth, I’d sneak up behind her and pretend I was going to milk them as if she were a cow. She’d yell at me to scat.


But she did show me exercises that she insisted would help me in my desperate desire to blossom. I crossed my arms, each hand holding the other forearm, and proceeded to rhythmically squeeze my forearms—one, two, three, squeeze, squeeze, squeeze. Despite my faithfully performing my routine, alas, my boobs grew like root vegetables, inward rather than outward.


Maimie, the fourth girl and four years older, was my best-friend sister, closest in age and heart. Every afternoon we did our homework together and then raced outside to get in a round of play. We’d roller-skate, jump rope, or mark the sidewalk with chalk for hopscotch. If Maimie was invited to a birthday party, my mother made her bring me along. And though my sister obeyed, she rightfully grumbled about it. I was a burdensome appendage.
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Though my sisters and I were immersed in American culture, in our family home, we were as Chinese as we could be. At home we spoke English and Chinese, ate homemade Chinese cooking for dinner every night, and, for the most part, associated only with Chinese people. To make ends meet, my parents even took in a couple of Chinese college students as boarders.


My parents spoke with thick Chinese accents—my mother in particular. Often people looked at her cockeyed and told her they could not understand her. Since I did, I’d feel obligated to repeat what she’d said. I cringed from embarrassment for her and for me. My three older sisters also spoke with accents. But since Maimie was only two when she came to the US, she and I talked just like any American.


My father worked at the Chinese embassy until 1949, when the Communist Party under Mao Tse-tung turned the old China into the People’s Republic. That’s when the embassy dissolved, forcing Daddy to re-create himself. Armed with his elegant chiseled wood abacus, he became an accountant for the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). His colleagues marveled at how he could come up with the same answers with a few quick clicks of his ancient, exotic counting device much faster than they could with their clunky adding machines with buttons and handle levers.


In search of better pay, Daddy jumped to become comptroller at the Institute of Scrap Iron & Steel. To supplement that weekday income, he started a weekend job as an accountant, auditor, and bookkeeper at the Brighton Hotel in Washington. It was hard enough for my father to keep up with rent, utilities, food, and other essentials for a family of seven. But because of our race, finding a house posed an even greater challenge. In 1950s Washington, some landlords simply would not rent to Chinese people. Somehow, Daddy managed to find a row house at 1622 Decatur Street, in a white neighborhood in northwest DC.


I loved that house and its perfect little front yard planted with blue hydrangeas, small backyard, and large side yard. Knowing my father was strapped for money and caring for a big family, the kind manager of the Brighton helped fill our house with furniture she no longer needed at the hotel—handsome, classic four-poster beds with headboards, mahogany bureaus, and vanities from the fifties that made our home look warm and cozy. I still have a few of those pieces, and they remind me of my happy childhood.


While Daddy was working, my mother spent her days, as most housewives did, cooking, cleaning, making beds, washing clothes, and even mowing the lawn. Her routine was far from that of her cushy days in China. My sisters helped her with the endless chopping and prep work required for Chinese food. She indulged Daddy’s desire for homemade soup, served, in the Chinese tradition, after the main course at dinner. Labor-intensive specialties made from scratch, like wonton soup, dumplings, and dim sum, were reserved for weekend lunches. Despite nightly delicious multicourse dinners, I refused to eat. I was a rail-thin waif. My mother was incredibly patient, sitting with me after everyone else had left the dinner table and pleading with me to please eat something, anything.


I didn’t eat much at lunchtime either. Every morning my mother made us sandwiches for our school lunch boxes. Sometimes I was hesitant to let any of the other students see what I was eating because I knew that if I was having, for example, a Chinese egg sandwich, the white of the boiled egg would look light brown, having been cooked with beef in soy sauce. Creeped out and curious, the kids asked, “What is THAT?” I found it awkward to explain.


But after school, if my mother treated us to fresh glazed doughnuts from the grocery store bakery, I’d devour one, along with potato chips and a Pepsi. The combination of sugar and salt was irresistibly tasty.
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With money so tight, we could not afford a washing machine or dryer. I watched Mommy scrub laundry on a washboard—every piece of clothing for seven people—and lug it in a hamper up our steep, dark basement steps, through the kitchen, and out the back door to hang on clotheslines to dry. Maimie and I would run between the sheets as they fluttered in the breeze, laughing as we played hide-and-seek. My mother would yell at us in Chinese to stop it, lest we dirty her hard work. Only in the most freezing temperatures would she resort to hanging the wash in our cold basement. Determined to get the stains out of dirty rags, she’d boil them, stabbing them with a chopstick and lifting them to see if the soiled areas had melted away. In deep winter her hands were perpetually rough and chapped. My insensitive father would rudely brag about how smooth and soft his hands were, which was, of course, because he did not do any chores at home.


Witnessing my mother drowning in the drudgery of unending housework left a firm imprint on me. Here was a very smart woman consumed with menial tasks and unable to put her natural intelligence to work. While I inherited her perfectionist tendencies, obsessive, compulsive neatness, and the desire to have everything in life orderly and fastidiously uniform, I knew as a girl that keeping house was not going to be the center of my future life.


I felt my mother was not only unhappy with her lot in life but even more embarrassed that she could not read or write in Chinese, much less English. Unable to jot down a shopping list, Mommy simply made a mental inventory of what to buy. She recognized iconic American brands by their labels: Campbell’s soup, Miracle Whip, Crisco, Green Giant peas and corn and, of course, Wonder Bread. Should I need a sick note for school, one of my sisters or even I, myself, wrote one in adult handwriting and signed “Mrs. Chung” for the unsuspecting teacher.


Though I was only eight years old, somehow I was assigned the difficult job of teaching my mother how to read so she could get her US citizenship along with the rest of the family. For our reading sessions, Mommy would take a break from her daily chores as she and I settled into a soft armchair together. While other mothers typically curled up to read books to their children, here our roles were reversed. I used my stash of children’s books to teach her. Given her frustration and my inability to teach an adult how to read, we both struggled. I could only imagine how uncomfortable she was so I told myself I must muster all the patience I could.


My father encountered other hurdles as he navigated what turned out to be a six-year citizenship process. (Since I had been born in the US, I was automatically an American citizen.) Immigration officials conducted an exhaustive investigation of my family, interviewing our neighbors, the manager at my father’s weekend job, and many others. They asked if we belonged to subversive organizations, had any Communist ties, or had ever made derogatory comments about the US. The most emotionally wrenching requirement for my parents was having to cut off all communications with their relatives in China since they were living under Communist rule.


Despite my mother’s inability to pass her tests, an empathetic immigration official waved her through. On June 13, 1956, the members of the Chung family were extremely proud to raise their hands and take their oaths as American citizens.


Though we lived like a “typical” happy American family, with picnics in Rock Creek Park and trips to Marshall Hall and Glen Echo Amusement Park, we were also keenly aware that certain places, like some beaches, were off-limits because we were not white.


Thankfully, we did not encounter racism close to home. Our wonderful neighbors were instrumental in the Americanization of the Chung family. Our favorites in the row house next door were Miss Esma Maybee, her mother Mrs. Maybee, and Esma’s son, John. Esma and my mother enjoyed a quaint formality when addressing one another. She called my mother Mrs. Chung. Mommy called her Miss Maybee. Esma took Josephine under her wing and taught her how to cook American dishes like meatloaf, roast beef, mashed potatoes, lemon meringue pie, meatballs, and spaghetti. Soon my mother was also making burgers and fries, chili, tuna fish sandwiches, and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on Wonder Bread.


Another group of neighbors, the DeMarco family, inspired my sister Charlotte. When she picked up Maimie from a playdate with their son, she noticed Mrs. DeMarco’s beautiful table setting for Sunday dinner, which included a tablecloth, carefully folded cloth napkins, crystal goblets, and silver flatware. “I said to myself, ‘I’m going to do that when I grow up,’” Charlotte told me. At Hecht’s Department Store, where she worked, Charlotte wandered to the china department, eyeing the formal tableware and memorizing how to set a proper dinner table.


For Western-style meals, we used cheap flatware from the five-and-dime, but my family wanted a fancier set that could be acquired in an enterprising manner. If we saved a certain number of cereal box tops, we could trade them in for one silver-plated utensil at a time. As each new piece arrived, I ripped open the box and announced it with great fanfare. “Another fork! Another knife! A teaspoon!” That’s how we slowly pieced together place settings for twelve.


When it came to American holidays, our favorites were Thanksgiving and Christmas. One time, my mother tried to cook a turkey with soy sauce. It was dreadful. From then on, my oldest sister, Josephine, cooked the bird, following Miss Maybee’s recipe. Our Christmas tree was always placed between the living room and the dining room. The holiday wasn’t a religious celebration for us. All we wanted to do was exchange gifts and sing carols.


The day my sisters brought home not just the new sensation, a television, but a washing machine for my mother was the moment the Chungs moved into the big leagues of 1950s Americana. It was all thanks to Charlotte, who had the privilege of a 20 percent discount because she worked at Hecht’s.


I was more enthralled with the TV than the washer. Already a multitasking female, I had a habit of doing my homework, reading a book I’d borrowed from the library, and watching my favorite TV shows, from The Little Rascals to The Mickey Mouse Club. As they called the roll, I would pretend I was a Mouseketeer: “Annette! Bobby! Cheryl! Connie!” If only I could sing and tap-dance, just like them, I assumed I could be a Mouseketeer too.


When I was nine, we moved—though I was never clear why—to a small house on a hill at 3825 Warren Street, in a white neighborhood in northwest Washington. There I entered a new public school, Phoebe Hearst Elementary. It was scary to switch schools midyear, but having gotten older, I was no longer shy and timid. School became fun for me, which allowed me to emerge from my shell. The academics came easily and so did the social events. Since I loved to dance, I was ready for square dance parties and birthday parties, especially the ones thrown by boys I had crushes on. At one party, I even imitated Elvis, shaking my hips and pantomiming Jailhouse Rock.


Each morning, our class would stand and recite the Pledge of Allegiance from memory. Back then, prayer was allowed in public school, so we’d also say the Lord’s Prayer and the Twenty-Third Psalm. Around this time, the US Supreme Court ruled that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional. District of Columbia schools were ordered to desegregate. There may have been other minorities in my school, but I don’t remember them. What I do remember is being asked by one of the kids, “Can you see the ceiling and floor since your eyes are such tiny little slits?” Without flinching, I replied, “Yes, of course, I can see everything—just fine.” I didn’t think a lot about being different.


We weren’t different from so many other families who came to the US from different cultures. While we were assimilating, we were also holding on to our native culture. We were fortunate to be able to cherry-pick the best of both worlds.


We played Monopoly, Parcheesi, and Pick-Up Sticks but also stayed up playing mah-jong all night.


We listened to Sinatra, Elvis, Doris Day, and Nat King Cole, but our parents took us to see Chinese opera too.


With a used Singer sewing machine, we made all our American clothes, while my mother hand-made us traditional Chinese dresses—those slim-fitting sheaths with modest slits, stand-up collars, and beautiful decorative frogs.


Charlotte transformed our straight Chinese hair into fifties-style bouncy curls using home permanents out of a box, called Toni.


There was one old-school Chinese tradition that was ironclad. My parents expected my three oldest sisters to marry Chinese men. My parents threw “Chinese dance parties,” a not-so-subtle way of parading the Chung sisters before young, eligible Chinese men, most of whom had come to the US for college. Our family would roll up our dining room rug to expose a hardwood dance floor. We’d spin records on our phonograph and jitterbug, tango, samba, cha-cha, and fox-trot the night away, and we’d even form a conga line, snaking through the house. (That’s how I learned to do all those ballroom dances.)


The Chung sisters were not only the hosts but the darlings of the parties—the most sought after. They were chatty, charming, and smart. And they lived up to the Chinese adage about their birthplace: “All the most beautiful women were born in Suzhou.” It wasn’t just hyperbole. They were quite striking. Who would be so lucky as to marry one of them?


Simply being Chinese was not enough for my mother. She stipulated that the men must not be from Canton, a southern region of China. A busybody Chinese woman my mother knew in New York had poisoned my mom’s mind with the idea that Cantonese men clustered in Chinatown and opened such déclassé businesses as restaurants and laundries.


One day, it became clear that my oldest sister, Josephine, and her boyfriend, Bill Chen, were thinking of getting married. Uh-oh. But he was Cantonese! Josephine assured our mother that Bill, who was a biochemist, had no such plans. When they had been married sixteen years and had three daughters, they uprooted to Kissimmee, Florida, where Bill opened a Chinese restaurant and a diner—both successful. Do you think my mother said I told you so?
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