New Moon 


By Ann Liang Mark

A Mozart concerto, a cup of hot tea, alone, she sinks into the living room sofa.  Her daughter and son had told her weeks ago they would like to spend Thanksgiving with her this year.  “Don't worry, Mom,” they patted her on the shoulder, “we’ll handle everything.”

The two of them did the cleaning and the groceries the day before.  This morning, they started in the kitchen and have been at it for almost two hours.  She can hear the noise they are making but was told to stay away, to put her feet up and wait to be served.

 She sips her tea and looks out the window to the blue sky ... when was the last time the three of us spent such a holiday together?
The divorce.  

 
On the day he moved out, she took the kids to the park and then the mall.  The three of them walked in and out of the stores, had soda, ice cream and pizza.  Finally, she sat on a bench and stared.

“Why aren’t we going home?” Her daughter asked.  “I’m tired.”

Head in her lap, her son said quietly, “Me too.”

She took another look at her watch.  It was almost closing time.  “Alright, let’s go.”

As their car was turning the corner, she saw her home in complete darkness.  She took a deep breath.  This is it.  Before entering, she told her kids, “Let’s play a game and not turn any lights on tonight... see if we can do things in the dark."  That night, she lay in bed watching the sky turn from dark, to gray, to pale blue.  At last, she put on her robe and walked downstairs into the half-empty living room.

There she was after the fiasco.  A foreign, jobless, middle-aged woman alone with two young children.  There were nights as she sealed a reassuring letter to her parents in Taipei that she wished she could tuck herself and the kids into the envelope as well.  And there were mornings she wished she could stay in bed for the rest of her life. 

Life went on, regardless.

She got up every morning at 4:30 to catch the first bus to town.  After having punched in and out at two jobs, she rushed home and started another full schedule.  Downing her food like fuel, she started to clear the table while her seven-year-old was still struggling to nab a pea with his chopsticks.  In one motion, she swept the pea from the plate into his mouth.  “Hurry up.”

Swimming, karate and soccer practice; piano lessons; Boy Scout meetings; Parents Association; birthday parties and Chinese school...

Many Saturdays after Chinese school and a trip to McDonald’s, she would watch television with the kids while waiting for their babysitter.  She would leave home at around 9:00 and work through the night for that extra time-and-a-half.  Coming home early Sunday, she would sleep for about three hours and get up mid-morning to fix the kids breakfast.  Then it was a day for groceries, laundry, cleaning and homework.  Often while sitting in the car and waiting for a traffic light, she would close her eyes and tell her children, “Wake me when the light turns green.”

One night, while urging her children to bed, she found herself facing a huge full moon hanging over the trees in her backyard.  She froze, realizing what day it was.  Moving to the window, she stared, lost in memories.  Moments later she collected herself and called out to her children, “Come here.  Come look at the moon.”  She explained, “Today is the Moon Festival.  It's a very big holiday in China…”

 While peeking through the window, the ten-year-old told her little brother, “I know what Moon Festival is about.  Our Chinese teacher told us the story last week... there’s a pretty lady who lives in the moon... tonight in China families get together and celebrate, like at Thanksgiving... and the children will eat mooncakes…”

Two small earnest faces looking up bathed in the bright moonlight.  Fixing their gaze on the moon, they sighed.  “Wow... so big’n bright…”

She cringed.  What am I doing?  What kind of childhood am I giving them?

Before the divorce, as each Chinese holiday approached, she had joined her in-laws in making sweet dumplings, leaf-wrapped zongzi, mooncakes, and so on.  Only after her daughter was born had she begun to feel the joy of holidays.  Year after year, she would hang lanterns, make baskets, watch fireworks, eat mooncakes, sew costumes, cook turkeys, bake cookies, decorate trees, buy gifts ...  then one day, everything stopped.  She got divorced.

She had excuses.  Most of the Chinese holidays happened on weekdays - the children had to go to school and she had to work.  Besides, how was she supposed to know what day was what on a Western calendar?  As for those Western celebrations, adopted traditions do not sink deep into a foreign heart.  Where was she supposed to find the time, money and energy?  Survival took precedence.  Hurry up.  Get it done and over with. 
Over the phone from Taipei her brother shouted: “Do you realize this is New Year’s Eve?  What’s the matter with you?!”

Her friend advised, “Just do it like me.  Create a family tradition and give the kids good childhood memories, that’s all.”

She tried.  But as each holiday approached, she became overwhelmed and depressed.  Finally, she said to her friend, “Would you ask a beggar to learn gourmet cooking and embroidery?”

Years went by.  Whenever conversations around her turned to preparations for holidays of any kind, she would drop her eyes like a guilty child and wait for the subject to change.  Then she started to notice how happy her children seemed while waiting for their father to pick them up to spend time with him on holidays.  Through the living-room window, she saw them run to him, hop into his car, and disappear at the corner without looking back.

Having overcome the initial moment of feeling wronged, she then realized that she would have an entire day to herself.  Closing the drapes and returning to bed, she pulled the cover up to her forehead, and shut everything out.

It was usually late at night when her children came home from their father’s festivities.  Walking into the darkness, they tiptoed upstairs and slowly opened her door, “Mom?”

She turned and saw two young faces full of concern and guilt.

I’m going to do it.  I’m going to do it better than their father!  So there she was again.  Buying cookbooks and collecting recipes. When the next holiday finally came, she couldn't find the cookbooks, had to work late, and came home with a miserable flu.

Her children come out from the kitchen smiling. “All done,” they announce.  As she gets up and walks towards the kitchen, they stop her. “No, no, no.  Put on your jacket and let’s go for a ride.”

She looks at the two young adults.  

They explain. “We’re going to show you something... leave the radio and the lights on. We'll be right back.”  Upon reaching the main road of their development, her daughter stops the car, makes a U-turn and heads back.  As the car turns at the corner,  “Look, Mom.” Her son taps her on the shoulder and points at their house.  “Tonight, our home is not the quietest and the darkest on this street... not any more.”
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