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EDINBURG, TEXAS. NOVEMBER 1996


I discovered that I became a starter wife from a light switch.


Not a light bulb, like I had a big idea. A light switch. A light switch in my apartment that I flipped on and off but the living room remained dark, and that darkness caused a pricking, tingling sensation in my hands and feet.


When I left the apartment two hours earlier, the lights worked, the heater ran, and Cameron—my husband of sixteen months—was doing homework on our bed. Lately we kept fighting about investing in the boat his father planned to purchase. I said no, and we had been giving each other the cold shoulder for days. Tired of our never-ending arguments, now I wanted reconciliation. This particular day, around dinnertime, I went to seek marriage advice from my classmate, a fellow Taiwanese student. Before leaving, I stood before Cameron and said good-bye. If he heard me, he acted otherwise. So I wrote I love you, Cam on a Post-it note and left it on the inside of the front door. It wasn’t there now.


Now I had to feel my way to the bedroom.


Felt the bed.


Felt one pillow.


Felt a chill.


I didn’t need to keep feeling anymore. Didn’t need to avoid bumping into the desk, or the chairs, or Cameron’s bike. They weren’t in the dark with me.


In the dark, there was no warmth.


No gas for the heater.


No electricity.


No telephone.


No food.


My heartbeat quickened and thundered in my ears.


What happened? Am I in the wrong apartment? Must be. All the units look the same on the outside.…


I felt my way out of the apartment and double-checked the gold number nailed to the door: 21. My apartment, no mistake.


NO!—no, no, no, no, no! Where’s Cameron?


I tucked my hands under my armpits in the November evening chills. My legs trembled as I paced in a circle in small steps. The windows of other units in the building glowed in golden light. Through my next-door neighbors’ blinds, I noticed them sitting around the coffee table, Seinfeld playing on TV, the waft of their gumbo dinner in the air. It looked warm and inviting where they were. I stood in the cold, dark night, staring past my door into the abyss. For tonight’s dinner I’d planned to make chicken stir-fry. Cameron would’ve enjoyed it on the couch right there, over there, there, there, there, where it was nothing but emptiness now.


The black of the apartment reminded me of a summer night, three months earlier, when the power had gone out in the entire complex. That night Cameron drove back to his parents’ home, in the next town, for an air-conditioned room. I didn’t go with him because I would’ve rather eaten dog food than see my in-laws. To say they were bad people would be telling only half the truth. A big part of the problem was me—I avoided them to avoid speaking English.


I was born and raised in Taiwan and was only confident speaking Mandarin Chinese. On this fateful night, I was a fresh-off-the-boat immigrant—having been in the U.S. for only sixteen months—and heavily dependent on Cameron’s Chinese-speaking prowess for almost everything. For example, underwear shopping: he had to tag along to tell the lingerie store clerk I wished to get my size measured in the metric system. America’s customary system didn’t mean anything to me. Another time, I accidentally cut my finger with a rusty utility knife while opening a package. Cameron had to explain to the emergency room nurse why I needed a tetanus shot. For me to carry on English conversations wasn’t just a linguistic challenge or an intellectual evaluation; it was an insurmountable task.


Of course, avoiding my in-laws couldn’t possibly be healthy for my marriage. But there were other contributing factors to my shaky relationship with Cameron too. To say it was all my doing would be giving me more credit than I deserve. After all, there are always two people in a relationship; one simply can’t start a marital war alone. However, I’ll say, my short marriage to Cameron helped shorten the emotional distance between him and his father.


Glad to have helped!
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Upon discovering the non-working light switch, I realized I needed to overcome my dependence on Cameron as my mouthpiece, as well as the fear that crippled my ability to communicate with English speakers, and go immediately to the apartment office in the next building to talk with the manager.


“Hi, I’m Allison.” My voice shocked myself more than it did the manager, Jane—an overweight woman in her late fifties whose eyes at this moment were as huge as tennis balls. She’d never heard me speak. In fact, she’d probably never really looked at me before. I was always behind Cameron, who did all the talking with his proud Texan accent and charismatic humor. But the real surprise was hearing myself say the name that my tenth-grade English teacher had given me the way Americans do, without mixing up the L and R—one of the English-language learning curves that most Chinese people struggle with. Not Ayhreesong. I said Allison. The parting of my lips + the tip of my tongue kicking off the back of my upper front teeth + the soft dropping of my tongue + short hissing sss juxtaposed with the nasal ending = Allison. I said that.


Jane took off her reading glasses. “Forgot somethin’?”


I shook my head. “Cam—Cameron gone.”


“Well, o’course. So should you. Why you still here?”


I knew what she said but didn’t understand what she meant. I blurted out “yes” but immediately felt idiotic and frustrated to be stuck with it. “My house, cold.” I pointed in the direction of my apartment and hugged myself. I shivered exaggeratedly and chattered my teeth purposely.


Jane shook her head. “K—ma’am, I’m confused. Why you still here anyway? Weren’t Cameron’s parents here earlier to move you guys out?”


Weren’t Cameron’s parents here earlier to move you guys out?


Weren’t Cameron’s parents here earlier to move you guys out?


Weren’t Cameron’s parents here earlier to move you guys out?


I—got—moved—out?


“Really?” I exclaimed, not caring about mixing up my L and R.


Jane pushed her office chair away with her bottom and walked to a wall cabinet behind her seat. She fished out a key from rows of hooks and waved it in the air. “See? Number 21. Your apartment. Cameron turned in the key.” She put her other hand on her hip and leaned forward. “Question, ma’am: Why you still here?”


I was still here, in the apartment manager’s office, in Edinburg, in Texas, in the U.S.A., and I was mighty lost.


“Sorry,” I said, my scalp starting to feel numb. “Please, one week”—I held up my index finger—“I find help. I want stay—myself.”


I hoped she would not only understand but also have mercy on me. My cheeks and earlobes were burning. My throat was tight, as though I were dry-swallowing a pill. And my head was so heavy I could only look down at my shoes. At this point, everything about my life shared the same theme of emptiness: empty apartment, empty pockets, empty hands—palms up—asking for empathy.


Maybe Jane detected an unusual sense of urgency in the abandoned foreigner on her premises; maybe she fathomed the depth of my trouble and grasped the serious reality that, at this moment, she was the only one who could make the situation a little more bearable for me. Whatever it was, she slumped into her chair, clicked her tongue, pushed a pile of papers on her desk from one side to another, stroked her temple, and then, with her seemingly softened heart, said, “Ay—you stay.”
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Back at the apartment, I didn’t take off my shoes before entering. No need now. It wasn’t sacred ground anymore, as Chinese culture had taught me what a home was. I’d convinced Cameron to leave his shoes by the door whenever he came back to this place—our place. He probably didn’t do it earlier when he and his parents were here deliberately ruining my life. This space was likely soiled now.


From now on, my life would be divided into before and after becoming a starter wife. My steps would chart a seam between two periods on my life’s timeline: one ending, one beginning, right here where Cameron left nothing behind.


But that wasn’t entirely true. He did leave behind the bed we’d bought together at a yard sale. I lay on it and curled into a ball. The utilities couldn’t be reconnected at this late hour. No heat. No light. Through the naked mattress, a biting chill seeped into my kidneys, my lungs, my head. I probably would see my breath if I could see anything, but I couldn’t even see my fingers when I waved them in front of me. I didn’t see it coming, all of this—Cameron teaming up with his parents for the blindside—and now I was in the dark, not knowing what to do next. It was just me here now. A twenty-three-year-old immigrant with a three-year-old’s English vocabulary. A newlywed, dumped.


I could cry.


I could curse.


I could scream.


But whatever I did, I would do it all alone.


I—what a lonely word to be left alone with!
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Four years prior, in 1992, I was a freshman at Fu-Jen Catholic University in Taipei, Taiwan. One rainy December night I walked down the street with an umbrella, past a bus stop, and heard a panicked cry behind me.


“Stop. Stop. Hey—STOP!”


Two unlucky Caucasian young men were chasing the last bus of the night that rolled away without them. An African man slowly caught up to them, his white cane tapping in puddles. Obviously frustrated, one of the Caucasian guys threw his backpack on the sidewalk by my feet. I was shocked and confused. Should I pick it up and return it? Remain still? Offer him my umbrella?


I peeked at him from under the umbrella rim. He was Bruce Willis’s doppelgänger with full brown hair. Fit, about five foot ten. A crooked nose. Straight-as-a-wall teeth. Penetrating brown eyes. In that precise moment when I caught him looking into my eyes too, my body caught fire, and I had a distinctive revelation that he would someday be my husband. I can’t explain where it came from—a tiny thought that percolated through my mind and instantly caused my face and ears to turn hot. I became so shy I struggled to make eye contact when he spoke to me.


“Excuse me, my friend here”—he pointed at the African man—“is going to the school for the … for people with … um … can’t-see eyes. He missed the bus.”


I nodded sympathetically.


“Can you call a taxi for him? My Chinese is …” He sighed and looked away.


I couldn’t look away now if I tried. I couldn’t even blink. That handsome face … Gosh, I had fallen in love with a stranger! Not madly, yet, but the attraction was undeniable. Even though I suspected the feeling was mutual, I had no way of finding out.


I was a nineteen-year-old Taiwanese Mormon girl who spoke pathetic English; he was a twenty-year-old American Mormon missionary who spoke scattered Chinese. Scattered Chinese prevailed, in our case. But it wasn’t even the language barrier that kept me guessing if the attraction was mutual. It was because this guy, Elder Cameron Chastain, was required to abide by the church rule forbidding missionaries from getting involved in a romantic relationship during their two-year service. They were expected to serve the Lord with all their heart, might, mind, and strength.


Following that night at the bus stop, I frequently spotted him and his mission companion—the other Caucasian young man I saw that night—walking on campus, usually outside the Foreign Language building, where my classes were. Maybe they had been there every day and I’d just never noticed. Now that I had seen him talking with people in the courtyard, I could no longer sit in the classroom without glancing out the window, looking for him, wanting to see his face and hear his voice. In my notebook I scribbled his name and sketched images of him and dreamed of replacing anyone who occupied the space next to him, who held his time and attention when I couldn’t.


Every Sunday, Cameron, his companion, and a group of students from my school who also belonged to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (nicknamed The Mormon Church) rode the same bus to church. A bus in Taipei on a Sunday usually carried what seemed like double the number of passengers than its maximum capacity. Those who didn’t get a seat wrapped their wrists around the ceiling hoops and stood like a thick jungle of trees, their backpacks and handbags smacking into one another like branches in the wind.


It was a battle parting the sea of bodies to get to the back of the bus, but I had to. Stepping on toes, rubbing chests with strangers, inhaling body odor and garlicky breaths, I had to get to the back so I could daringly stare at Cameron from a distance, through the cracks of silhouettes. While he talked to people, I studied the movement of his mouth and imagined the words he said. His slant-lipped smile made me swoon. If the sea of passengers between us was the string that connected two plastic cups—Cameron’s mouth pressed into one; my ear to the other—would I hear “I love you” too?


Yeah, I would do anything to be near him, but being too close to him made my heart jumpy and my mind foggy and I broke out in a hot sweat even on a wintery day. It happened whenever we attended the same event or were simply in the same room for single young adult activities at church, Sunday school class, and scripture study in my dorm lounge. The worst was when I asked him to help me with my English homework one day. I couldn’t stay away from him like I did on a bus, obviously. I sat next to him at a cafeteria table, his companion across from us, memorizing Chinese words from flashcards.


Cameron carried a pen in his shirt pocket. He used it to write down new Chinese vocabulary he learned in a pocket-size spiral notebook. Watching his fingers wrap around the pen, firmly and tight, I wished I were that pen—that lucky little thing—to be touched by him that way. To be tucked in his shirt pocket, close to his heart. To go home with him, live with him. To be the one thing he couldn’t leave the house without. And I fantasized about him writing in his diary that I was his wildest dream.


After editing my paper for my English class, Cameron taught me a Bible message: To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven … A time to love, and a time to hate.…


This time to love and to hate concept was fitting and pertinent in our relationship. In that moment, I only felt love. Never had I thought there would be a time when he would walk out of our marriage, leaving me homeless, penniless, and voiceless in a foreign land. No, I couldn’t fathom a time when he would make such a hateful choice.
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After serving six months in my college town, Cameron completed his mission and returned home to Texas. On his departure day, I lay in a dry bathtub in the dorm and counted. One more hour before he boards the plane. One more minute. His flight is taking off. He’s been away from Taiwan for a minute now. An hour. Two. Three. He’s gone.… And every second he flew farther away, I ached more in the head, in the eyes, in the nose, the ears, the mouth, the heart, the stomach, the arms, the legs, and I didn’t know how to go on with life. All I knew was to fill the bathtub with tears and snot and dangling saliva from my mouth that repeatedly wailed, “Cameron … Cam.…”





PART TWO


Faith
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My mama was the first one in her clan who married an outsider and moved out of the farming village. My baba was an honorably released Frogman—the equivalent of a U.S. Navy SEAL—from a poverty-stricken, gang-infested, brothel-rampant fishing village. After his two-year male citizen’s obligatory military service, Baba worked as an electrical engineer. He didn’t speak Hakkanese, the dialect spoken in Mama’s village. But because everyone in Mama’s clan was a polyglot, fluent in Chinese, Japanese, Hokkien, and Hakkanese, communication with Baba wasn’t a problem. When my parents got married, my maternal grandfather, Ah-Gung, gave them a Japanese garden house as a wedding gift.


Ah-Gung was born in 1922, during Japanese colonialism in Taiwan. At the time, the Japanese government wanted Taiwanese children to learn trade skills such as farming, fishing, and welding, to become laborers. I imagine Ah-Gung’s parents made tremendous sacrifices and handsome offerings to government officials for him to go to school with Japanese children, to learn math, science, social studies. Having grown up during the global economic downturn, Ah-Gung lived by the rule of extreme frugality. Instead of throwing out fermented tofu, he used it to make soy custard. He patched holes in his yellow cotton undershirts that he had worn for decades. They used to be white, my grandmother, Ah-Po, said.


Ah-Gung was the director in the Tax Commission Department, possibly one of the highest governmental positions a non-Japanese citizen could achieve at the time. Through a lifetime of scrimping and saving, he became a wealthy man, owning residential land, farmland, mountain land, and commercial districts all over my hometown, Hualien. He funded his relatives’ children’s education, leased out farmlands to landless farmers, hired unemployed neighbors to raise bees, to work in his rice fields, and to tend to his gardens and orchards, growing vegetables, herbs, bananas, persimmons, and wax apples.


In the Hakka village where Ah-Gung was a highly respected patriarch, he kept the clan tightly united by opening up his compound to his two brothers’ families.


Born in 1947, my mama grew up in an environment where her uncles, aunts, and their families all lived under the same roof and took care of one another. There was no difference between cousins and siblings. Everyone was a brother or a sister. Everyone fought through life’s challenges together. Generation after generation, the clan stayed strong as one big tribe. One unbreakable chain of love.


Mama’s highest academic achievement was sixth grade. According to my grandmother, Ah-Po, it was right after World War II, when kids needed to help rebuild. “Your ma was the oldest child. She had to help me around the house and take care of her little brothers and sisters too.” Mama’s was the typical story many Taiwanese people in her generation—the baby boomers, as they are called in America—would tell. Victims of history, sacrificed in the name of war.


Mama had a barrel-shaped body, compass-drawn round face, willow-tree-leaf-shaped brows, round eyes with double crease eyelids, full lips that smiled into a heart shape, black mushroom-shaped hairdo.


When I was four, one day I pointed at her chunky arm—dotted with four round textured vaccine scars—and asked, “Ma, why are your arms like elephant’s legs?”


“Thanks to you,” she said, “my pre-pregnancy figure took a walk and got lost forever.”


That answer was as confusing as why the animal in the backyard and the meat in the stir-fry dish were both called chicken. But I had no reason to doubt her words, no matter how perplexing they were. Everything she said, I believed.
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Mama told me to tell people I was five years old when I was really only four. She didn’t teach me to lie. The Chinese have two methods for calculating their ages. One is how everyone else does it—counting the days, months, and years of a person’s life starting from his birthdate. The other way is to add a year to a person’s actual age, making it his nominal age. Because a person’s life started before his birth—when he grew and developed as a fetus—the Chinese round up the full-term gestation to a year and declare this time to be so significant and monumental, it shouldn’t be forgotten or discounted. Hence, when I was four, my nominal age was five.


However, Mama didn’t tell me I was born. She claimed to have witnessed the baby me popping out of a boulder and decided to take me home. It sounded as if I had been a stray puppy on a street and she just happened to be in the mood for a pet that day. But she refused to tell me how I got into a boulder or why I didn’t look like a boulder if I came out of one.


I was four—okay, five—when I started wondering about my life’s purpose. My parents weren’t spiritual, so my understanding of religion came solely from TV shows, which centered around the Buddhist teachings of:


1. Life is a sea of suffering.


2. My suffering in this life is to pay for the debts I owed in my previous life.


3. If I do evil, I’ll reincarnate into an animal in the next life, to be abused by humans. More intense suffering.


By age seven (and eight) I desired to find answers to my questions:


1. How did I acquire any debts before birth?


2. Who was my creditor, and how would I know where to find him/her in a world of billions of people?


3. How much did I owe? How will I know when I pay it off?


4. If I pay off all my premortal debts, will my life be suffering-free?


5. Is life after life supposed to be a continuum of suffering? If so, am I supposed to believe that every human being signed up for endless, joyless, meaningless mortal experiences? What’s the point, then?


6. Why does the word happiness even exist in human languages and expressions if life is all about suffering? Who organized this bewildering, depressing plan anyway?


I asked Baba and he said, “Stop asking. You’re too stupid to understand.”


I asked Mama and she said, “Can you trade your words for rice? No? Questions like that don’t feed an empty stomach, do they now? Think about practical things!”


Yep! It felt as though I were talking to two water buffalos.


I convinced myself that the answers to my questions would naturally come later because some knowledge and skills came with age. I believed that was how Baba knew how to ride a motorcycle and Mama knew how to cook on a gas stove. I would know my life’s purpose in time. I just had to wait.
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Baba was an electrical engineer who frequently went on week-long business trips. Mama was a stay-at-home mom who hardly stayed home. Before I started kindergarten, most days my sister, Dee, and I were left home alone without toys, books, or food.


Dee is twenty-three months younger than I am. At the time we weren’t toilet trained and often wore the same pants that we had wet the night before. She followed me around in the yard and on the street, and I led her to our next-door neighbor when I was hungry. A middle-aged woman in that house fed us lunch, taught us how to use the toilet, and let us play with her dog. At night when Mama came home, a yelling match commenced through the fence.


“Your kids stunk up my place. I washed their soiled clothes and fed them too. What have you been doing? They’re like orphans!”


Mama chucked potted flowers toward the neighbor’s voice and screamed, telling her to go to hell. “Mind your own business! Nobody asks you to take them in!” she roared with such rage that her face turned red, sweaty, and distorted.


The next morning, I held Dee’s hand and maneuvered through the household trash the neighbor had thrown over into our yard, then wandered off to the street.


Whenever Mama finished a fight with Baba, she yelled at me. “I should’ve suffocated you when you were a baby! If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have to stay in this crappy marriage!”


At age four, I couldn’t read, couldn’t count past one hundred, couldn’t ride a bike, but I sure as heck could tell people with a firm conviction: “My mama is angry because I’m alive.”
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Sometimes Mama left Dee and me with our grandparents, Ah-Gung and Ah-Po, three miles away, then woke us up at night to take us home. When I started school, Mama didn’t know what grade I was in. Oblivious, I thought all mothers were physically and emotionally unavailable, until one day I went to a classmate’s house to play and saw her mom hugging her.


Hugging!


How shocking!


Mama had never touched me that way, no. Never patted my head and said, “I’m proud of you!” when I continuously won first place in schoolwide writing, drawing, and calligraphy competitions. Never patted my back and praised, “You’re amazing!” when I received the Model Student Award year after year. The only time she made physical contact with me was a slap across my face when I, at seven, asked her to teach me how to zip up my uniform jacket.


I don’t remember being born, of course. Mama would be the one to remember it for me. But what’s the point of remembering someone else’s life events for her, if not to share the memories with her?


On the first day of second grade, my teacher sent home a survey for homework—a sheaf of stapled double-sided pages with Chinese characters and checkboxes. I could read the first two questions: What’s your name? When’s your birthday? I studied the two characters that made up the word birthday, dissecting them to find the meaning of each character: birth, day. I was stuck on birth, so I went to the backyard to find help.


Colorful butterflies danced on jasmine shrubs that climbed over the fence. An autumn breeze spread its fragrance across the yard. Groves of phoenix trees swayed gently, as if drunk in the perfumed air. Mama squatted on a concrete pad in front of a garden faucet, hand washing an avalanche of dirty laundry in a tin tub.


“Ma, what’s birthday?”


She didn’t answer, didn’t even look up at me. She scrubbed a shirt vigorously with a plastic brush, then kneaded it. Bubbles formed under her hands. She flipped the shirt inside out and scrubbed it again. Her head bobbed with each of her hand movements.


I repeated my question. She still didn’t respond. So I asked again, “Ma, what’s—”


“Stop!” she growled. “You missed the New Year by a day!” She splashed foamy water at me and barked, “You’re a loser from the beginning. Go away!”


I dashed back into the house, all the while wondering if, by “the New Year,” she meant January 1 or Chinese New Year. Also, if I missed it by a day, did she mean December 31 or January 2? But what I really missed was her point. If she wanted to tell me when my birthday was, she would have. I wouldn’t have to decipher her words. What she made clear was that I was a loser from birth. That was the one thing she remembered for me—her memory of me on the day I was born.


I couldn’t read the rest of the survey questions, so I asked Baba for help that night. When he said, “Okay, question number five. Who do you trust the most?” I asked what trust meant. He used the example of a person I’d feel safe watching over my snack while I went to the bathroom. Then he asked, “Baba or Mama?” I could see that there were four checkboxes for question number five, but I didn’t question him. I looked at my fingers and whispered, “Mama.” I wondered if he checked the correct box on the survey form.


In retrospect, I see that I trusted Mama the same way a dog is loyal to its owner. Dogs don’t run a background check on their owners to decide whether or not to love them. They don’t care about their owners’ gender, race, age, marital status, financial standing, or criminal history. They’re nonjudgmental, faithful, and true.


Indeed, I was like a stray puppy Mama had brought home.





10


When I was twelve, Baba met two missionaries from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Taichung Park, two hundred miles away from home. It took a year for Baba’s contact information to be forwarded to the missionaries in our hometown, Hualien. On December 4, 1986, two Caucasian young men knocked on our door. Baba was so stunned he could’ve fainted. He explained that he had completely forgotten about the encounter. But how could he ever forget having met two foreigners, especially when they were practically the only white people we saw outside of American TV shows and movies? Nevertheless, he forgot, was dumb-struck when they showed up, but politely invited them in.


Taiwanese people believe that as long as a houseguest is in sight, his well-being is the host’s responsibility. From the moment the guest is welcomed into the home, the host makes sure the room temperature is right, the couch cushion is comfortable, the treat tray is stocked, and steamy water or tea is served. The host will entertain till the end of the visit. Then he’ll stand by the front door and watch, making sure his guest is safe, till he is out of sight. Only then is he released from the hosting duty—the kind of duty that originates from the cultural understanding of respect and courtesy.


My parents were rarely in the same room unless they intended to start a fight. Naturally, this night, Baba called me and Dee, instead of Mama, to the living room to meet the missionaries. He expected us to take Mama’s place as the hostess, I knew. I also knew the drill. Without him asking, within a minute, we sisters set up the coffee table with caramel candy, roasted peanuts, shelled sunflower seeds, and boiling water in ceramic mugs.


Both missionaries were taller than the door frame. Probably having learned from painful experience, they ducked, reflexively, while walking through the door.


How interesting! I thought. These are the first people who unknowingly bow to Baba as they enter his house.


One of them, blond twenty-year-old Elder York, was from Utah. The other, brown-haired freckle-faced Elder Copinga, was from Idaho.


“Ni hao,” they said.


I didn’t know how to respond.


Taiwanese people didn’t greet one another with “ni hao.” Instead, they asked, “Have you eaten?” Other people’s well-being was the most important thing they cared about. They were practical and wanted to know if they could take care of others by feeding them, clothing them, making them comfortable.


The missionaries stretched out their hands—bigger than my face—and we girls shook them with uncontrollable giggles. Taiwanese people didn’t shake hands. We knew how to do it only because we watched MacGyver, The Cosby Show, and The A-Team on Saturdays after school.


Dee pointed at the black name tags on our guests’ shirt pockets. “Why do you both have the same name, ‘Elder’?”


“Oh, it’s not our name,” Copinga said in Chinese with wrong tones for most of the words. “It’s a title we use in the church. Like, I call your baba Mr. Hong. Mister is a title.”


“But why ‘Elder’? You aren’t even old,” I said.


They smiled, showing perfectly straight teeth. “It’s a church position, an office in the organization we belong to. In Chinese, mister is what? First born? Born first? What? Why?” York put his hands up in the air with an I wonder so hard facial expression.


“Oh, I know!” I said. “Mister in Chinese means ‘first born.’ Because men came first, before women. Right, Ba?” I looked to Baba for validation, but he didn’t acknowledge my answer. Instead, he cracked sunflower seed shells with his gapped teeth and chewed the seeds so hard his pulsating temples looked as if an artery was about to burst. His eyes were on the Travel Channel on TV, and I knew it was his way of telling the Elders they weren’t welcome. But, of course, the missionaries didn’t get the message. They stayed and told us about Adam and Eve in the Garden.


“God created Adam before he created Eve, so it’s basically the same story as the Chinese mister thing, right? Yeah!” Copinga put his right palm in the air, and I promptly high-fived it—I had seen Kirk Cameron do it in the TV show Growing Pains.


It was fascinating, Christians’ version of the Creation. From Chinese folktales I learned that a creature—a snake with a woman’s face—made humans with clay, but I’d never heard of anyone worship this goddess. Instead, we made offerings to our progenitors. In fact, the focal point of our living room was a floor-to-ceiling mahogany ancestral altar. Delicate carvings of dragon and phoenix framed panels of our forefathers’ names and places of origin, handwritten in calligraphy, standing neatly in display. Traditionally, the adult firstborn son carried the responsibility of keeping the altar in his home and worshipping the ancestors. He was expected to follow the daily ritual of burning incense and, with ascending smoke, sending prayers to the ancestors. In return, the forebears would bless him and his household with prosperity, in Baba’s case—posterity.


Baba wasn’t the firstborn son. Hosting a duplicate of the ancestral altar in our home was either his way of challenging his brother’s birthright or his last measure of hope for a son. Mama gave him no son. No one to carry the surname for him. No one to worship him after he died. It was Baba’s verbal weapon whenever my parents fought: Mama, a disgraceful curse.


To me, the belief of son-carries-name-and-worships-ancestors was dark and heavy. Because, really, who was I to Baba and the ancestors? Where did I stand on our pedigree chart? I wished men who discounted, disrespected, and disregarded women’s worth could help me understand this: Without women, where do sons even come from?
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A week later the Elders returned with a movie—slides neatly arranged like dominos in a circular projector tray shaped like a Bundt pan. Before we started the movie, the missionaries asked where Mama was.


“She’s washing dirty clothes,” Dee said.


“Please, you invite her to watch the movie with us?” York said.


“Don’t bother!” Baba shouted. “She stays unseen.”


The missionaries passed each other a look, then York said, “Um—okay. But should we at least ask her if she wants to stay unseen?”


“I’ll go.” Dee leapt out of the couch and bolted to the back of the house. In a minute she skipped back with Mama trailing behind. Both Elders stood. They nodded at Mama and stretched out their hands.


“You shake, like this.” Dee took Copinga’s hand and swung it forcefully from side to side. Everyone laughed except my parents. They were cold-hearted. Although I don’t think they were unhappy with the missionaries. The real problem was themselves. They were unhappy to be in the same room. But Mama sat down to watch the movie with us anyway.


The Elders turned our living room wall into a screen for the projected images. York played a cassette in a tape recorder that was the narration of the movie. At the end of each scene there was a beeping signal, and Copinga would manually change the slide so the image and the sound would synch.


We watched the story of Joseph Smith. The narrator had a fruity voice, and the plot was captivating. But at some point, while the narrator continued to tell the story, the image on the wall not only remained the same, but slowly moved upward, and eventually stopped at the ceiling, distorted by the chandelier like shattered glass. When the cassette ended and Baba turned the chandelier back on, we crumpled into hysterical laughter.


Both Elders had fallen asleep!


Our laughs woke them into a state of embarrassment. For a second they looked disoriented, scanning the room and studying our faces, as if trying to remember where they were.


“Oh, oh, oh—sorry,” they said, bowing to Baba. But Baba’s silence was clearly a loud declaration: he wasn’t interested in Joseph Smith, wasn’t interested in the Book of Mormon, wasn’t interested in learning how to have an eternal family. He didn’t want to be married to Mama forever, he said. “I hate her. I hate daughters!”


He’d said that all my life, ho-hum. But the Elders froze in speechless astonishment; their only moving body part was their eyeballs, which slowly turned away from Baba’s direction. Mama didn’t utter a sound, but maybe she was crying inside. It’s deafening sorrow when someone cries without any sound. Maybe she wanted to run away from the pain and humiliation as she had done countless times before, whenever she and Baba finished a fight. No matter how fast she ran, though, the shadow of the fact that Dee and I needed a mother would always keep up—on her right or on her left, before her or behind her—and she always came back. But maybe it wasn’t Dee and I who pulled her back. Maybe the shadow that followed her was the fact that even though her marriage was toxic, deep down, Mama always loved Baba and wanted him to love her back. Now I see that the only way for Mama to get rid of the shadow—to understand the profound meaning of staying—was to stand under the overhead sun, bright as God’s love.


Through the missionaries’ message I learned that love is a divine quality, a shared attribute between God and us. Everything God does is out of His infinite love for us, and we have the ability to do likewise, to love our neighbors as ourselves. That knowledge brought me peace, joy, and hope that perhaps Baba would soften his heart and love me the way God does. And if he did, he would willingly give me the ultimate gift a father could ever give—loving my mother.


I asked for nothing more than having that simple wish come true.
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Unless Baba summoned us, Dee and I had to stay upstairs to do homework whenever houseguests were over. A month after the Elders’ first visit, on the night of January 13, 1987, Baba took an unexpectedly long time to talk with the missionaries in the living room before calling for us. Dee turned off her desk lamp, I turned off the radio, and we giggled our way down the stairs.


“Big-Noses here have something to tell you,” Baba said, one hand pointing at the Elders, one hand tossing his motorcycle key into the air and catching it. “I’m going for a ride.”


Dee and I brought out treats and water, then sat together on the couch, across the coffee table from the missionaries. “What will you teach us today, Elders?” I asked.


Both of them burst out crying. Copinga’s face was so red, his freckles were invisible now. York wiped his nose with his sleeve and said, “Sorry, your baba—” He choked on the word baba, then went back to crying.


“Did he yell at you?” I asked. “That’s okay. He yells at me all the time.”


“Because you’re fat,” Dee said.


“YOU are!” I slapped her on the shoulder.


“Sisters, please!” York said. “Please remember to love one another.”


Copinga inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly. “Your baba—uh—your parents are … divorced.”


Dee and I looked at each other and shrugged.


“We’re so sorry,” York said.


“Why?” Dee rested her chin on the heel of her hand. “Why are you sad?”


“Because your family is torn apart now.” York started bawling again. Copinga followed. “We’re so sorry for your pain. Sorry …”


Wow! I thought. The outsiders feel compassionate and empathetic toward Dee and me for the pain we might feel. They’re crying for us!


I had never seen any grown men cry before. The Elders, tall as oak trees, sobbed like small children, their high-pitched cry a sewing machine running at full speed. Were their tears speech? Should I speak with weeping too? I didn’t know what to say. No adults had ever taught me how to respond to wailing men. In fact, there weren’t any adults in the house right now when I needed guidance. I didn’t know where my parents were. Then it dawned on me that it had always been like this: Dee and I left home alone, practically raising ourselves and figuring life out on our own. Now I was the hostess. How could I let my guests be sad in my house? And all this crying! Why was this house filled with endless sorrow?


I got tissues for the Elders and patted them on the back. “It’s okay. Don’t cry.”


The Elders didn’t know this event was a long time coming. In my fourteen-year-old mind, I believed Mama was finally released from emotional prison, no longer having to fear Baba chasing her out of the house, into the alleyway, with a butcher’s knife, cursing in a drunken rage. The divorce was practically the best thing that could ever happen to her. Then, again, I knew nothing about marriage. How foolish of me to assume Mama was excited to cut ties with Baba!


That morning when I was in school, Baba had forced Mama, at knifepoint, to sign the divorce papers with the agreement that he had full custody while she had no visitation. After Mama moved out, Baba took a step further and forbade us sisters to contact or visit Mama or her side of the relatives, threatening to break our legs if we did. No one told me the rationale behind the arrangement that sounded more like a punishment to Mama, leaving her with absolutely nothing after nineteen years of marriage. But maybe she wanted it that way. She wasn’t the nurturing type; this might be liberating to her. Baba wasn’t the fatherly type either, though. So did it really matter who had full custody? Dee and I would continue to be neglected anyway. However, I never would’ve guessed that in merely nine years, I would follow Mama’s path to the crushing grief of a divorcée. Except, she took her broken heart to her mama; I took mine to Mama’s funeral.


This night while Dee and I were doing homework, Baba told the missionaries to never come back. Funny how my life was turned upside down within hours. Earlier that day I could hardly sit still in class, imagining the fun visit my family would have with the Elders that evening. I went home, and three people in my life—Mama and the missionaries—would never be in the same house, discussing and learning about God, ever again. The same living room where the gospel teachings nurtured my spirit would soon be turned into a battlefield.
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