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As the train pulled away from Penn Station, the early September sunlight filtered through the windows.  I put on my sunglasses and looked out.  Over the loudspeaker the conductor announced: New Jersey Transit local for Newark... Elizabeth... New Brunswick... Princeton Junction... Princeton.  Li-kai Chang.  Seeing you after fourteen years... right in the middle of everything else I have to do... I glanced at the diamond ring on my left hand... damn, now I have to take you to Li-kai’s wife...

Years ago Li-kai and I lived not far from one another on 36th Street in Taipei.  Our parents had known each other for a long time and in some ways I had gotten to know Li-kai very well.  There was something very different about his family though: Li-kai’s father had two wives.  In other words, Li-kai had two mothers.  His father had four children, all by his second wife and Li-kai was the eldest.  The children called Chang’s first wife ‘Da-ma’ -- which means ‘big mother’ -- and the second ‘Hsiau-ma’ -- meaning ‘little mother’. 

At that time in Taiwan neighbors would often gather around the street and prattle.  Many afternoons Hsiau-ma walked through the neighborhood wearing a colorful dress clinging to her body.  Right after she turned the corner, some women would murmur... I have more cloth covering my arm than she has on her entire body... the colors on her face would put an artist’s pallet to shame... I bet she spilled her perfume bottle... stay away from that slut... that she-fox…

In those days I actually pictured Hsiau-ma as a beautiful woman during the day who turned into a hairy fox at night.  Sometimes when we accidentally played near Li-kai’s home, Hsiau-ma would come out and gesture at us kids, “Get out of here!  You dirty little things!”  I usually ran away very fast for fear that she would do something dreadful to me - whatever a she-fox would do to a kid.

Every other day or so, Da-ma would visit our home with Li-kai.  She always wore a loose dark dress.  With a shy smile, she would nod and ask my brothers and me, “Hi.  How are you?  What are you doing?”

My recollection of Li-kai is of a boy who always followed his Da-ma, hand in hand, an old lady and a child.  Two figures moving slowly - you would see one and then the other.  Li-kai was always clutching a piece of candy, a toy, or a comic book - obviously treats from his Da-ma, but he never offered to share.  Often, he dressed in white.  Since neither my brothers nor I were neat, Li-kai stood out like a shining Buddha at a roadside temple. 

My mother used to chat with Da-ma in our living room.  Once in a while they would urge Li-kai to join my brothers and me.  “Don't just sit here.  Go, go play with them.” 

Most of the time Li-kai kept to himself.  He sat close to Da-ma with an indifferent look.  Da-ma would hold Li-kai close and caress his hair, “This child gets along with me so well... I tell you, that woman doesn’t deserve any children.  I feel sorry for all of them, but what can I do?  At my age I can only handle this one.  And this one... how perfect he is!”

When we reached school age, Li-kai began to outshine all of the kids in our neighborhood. Mother constantly compared us with him. “Look at Li-kai.  Besides doing so well in school, he has such a sense of justice!  He argues with his father and his own mother for Da-ma... if it weren’t for him, Da-ma would’ve run away to a convent a long time ago!  And you kids,” Mother would sigh, “don’t even deserve to shine Li-kai’s shoes!”

In those days, we neighbors considered the Chang family rich.  The wives often offered advice to Da-ma.  “You have to protect yourself.  Your old man has been so unfair.  Save as much money as you can on the side.” 

“How come your old man took her to Mrs. Wang’s banquet last Sunday?  How can a crow perch in a phoenix’ nest?  Da-ma, you are the real Mrs. Chang, not her!”

“With that slut, God knows how many years your old man will survive.”

“I ran into her in Lee’s Jewelry Shop yesterday.  Boy, the way that she-fox spends money you’d think she owns a gold mine!”

“Be careful Da-ma.  After your old man’s gone, you’ll be all alone and have no one... you’ll have to protect yourself.”

“I have Li-kai,” Da-ma answered.  “I won’t be all alone.”

“But Li-kai is her son!”

“Yes, but all she did was give birth to him!  Go ask Li-kai who fed him when he was hungry?  Who bathed him when he was dirty?  Wiped his tears when he got hurt?  Was his own mother ever there for him?”

“You should adopt him officially then.”

“I wanted to but my husband said it’s nonsense.”  Da-ma lowered her eyes.  “He said either way, Li-kai would be a Chang and I’d only cause trouble in the family.”

“You cause trouble?”  One sneered.  “He’s forbidding you to light a candle while he pours gasoline on an open flame!”

Many years went by.  Li-kai finished college and won a scholarship in biochemistry at University of Chicago.  Five minutes of firecrackers exploding in the Chang’s yard announced the news to the neighborhood.  The uproar on 36th Street lasted for about an hour that night. 

“Isn’t Li-kai something?”  Hsiau-ma smiled at the neighbors.  “My son has certainly honored the ancestral name of Chang!”

We did not see Da-ma for the entire summer.  Mother pondered aloud, “I hope Da-ma is taking it okay with Li-kai’s going abroad and all.”  We stopped by at the Changs a few times but saw only Li-kai’s father and Hsiau-ma.

“Da-ma is resting upstairs,” Li-kai’s father said.  “She has not been feeling well.”

Hsiau-ma poured Mother a cup of tea, “Da-ma knows very well that she can’t be that selfish and ask Li-Kai not to go.”  She smiled,  "Oh, she’ll be fine!”

The last Sunday before Li-kai’s departure, he and Da-ma came to our home.  Mother exclaimed, “What happened to you, Da-ma?!  Have you been ill?”

I remember that afternoon in our living room.  Pale and weak looking, Da-ma gazed sadly upon Li-kai as she softly rocked herself.  The two sitting side-by-side on the couch reminded me of an oil painting by Degas.  Penetrating the windows of our living room, the late August sun enveloped the pair in an aura that accentuated his youth and her age. 

As usual, Li-kai spoke to Mother alone as if my brothers and I were absent from the scene.  “Mrs. Lin, I want first to thank you for having been so kind to Da-ma over the years. Tomorrow I’ll be on my way to the United States and I don’t know when I’ll return.”  He paused for a moment.  “If you don’t mind, Mrs. Lin, please keep an eye on Da-ma for me while I’m gone. Also, may I use your address for the mail that I’ll send to Da-ma?”

Without further explanation everyone in the room seemed to understand why he needed to use our address instead of his own. 

“Of course.  Send whatever you want here.  Consider this your second home.”  Mother patted him on the shoulder,  “You’re such a good son.”

As if he were used to that kind of compliment, Li-kai lowered his eyes.  In their dialect, he spoke gently to Da-ma as he might to a child, “See, Mrs. Lin will help take care of you while I’m gone... I’ll return in just a few years.  If not, you can come to the U. S. and visit me.”  Da-ma’s slender body rocked even harder.  Extending his arm around her, Li-kai held her firmly. 

Finally Da-ma burst into tears, “I know you must go... but you young men, you think there’s always time... what do they have that we don’t have here?  What if something happens?  What if I never see you again?”  

Li-kai’s silence was palpable.

“Aiya, Da-ma!” Mother dabbed her eyes.  “How can you say such silly words?  Time passes quickly.  You’re still strong... and can’t you see, Li-kai is only doing what he has to!”

“... you all say that... he must go and I must not stop him... you know,” she dried her face and looked at Li-kai again as if in final farewell, “You are all I’ve got!”

Mother continued, “Of course Li-kai knows that.  But Da-ma, do you know what an honor it is for Li-kai to receive such a scholarship?  If either of my sons got one,” Mother pointed directly at my brothers, “I’d be so proud I’d personally carry him there in a sedan chair if I had to.”

Quietly Da-ma said, “But I am very proud of Li-kai.”

After a moment of silence, Da-ma reached into her pocket and took out something wrapped in a white handkerchief.  She unfolded the handkerchief carefully.  In the center was a square jadestone mounted on a gold band.  

“My father gave me this ring as a talisman when I married... it brought you into my life...” As Da-ma was speaking, she slid the ring onto Li-kai’s right ring finger.  “Now,” she tapped it gently, “all the bad spirits will stay away, and nothing but good fortune will come to you.”

Li-kai took his hand back, “It feels odd... I don’t know... what if I lose it?”

“Wear it all the time then.”  Mother answered.  “This is a very precious gift.  Let it make contact with your flesh.  Let it absorb your chih, your strength and spirit.  Over time the jade will become a part of you...”

“Please,” Da-ma pressed.  “It’ll make me feel better to know that you’re wearing this ring in a far away place where I cannot be with you.”

Li-kai nodded and said nothing.

As they were leaving, Mother murmured to Li-kai, “Da-ma is very lucky to have you...”

Li-kai frowned so deeply that his forehead wrinkled. “Not at all,” he said and lowered his eyes, “what else can I do?  My own father committed this injustice... I am the oldest son - what else can I do?”

That was the first and only time I heard Li-kai comment about his father.  As if preparing for his destiny, Li-kai shrugged and said, “Well, somebody has to do it.”

For many months after that, my brothers and I became very quiet whenever our Mother praised Li-kai.  And his somebody has to do it became a slogan in our family.
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Many years passed.  Children grew up, teenagers became adults, elderly grew older, yet Li-kai did not return.

During those years, it became customary for Da-ma to drop by our home at a little after ten in the morning every six days or so, rain or shine.  First, we heard the doorbell ring lightly as if the visitor’s finger had released the button after only a moment of contact.  Then a hesitant hand pushed open the gate door to our yard.  When the door opened halfway, Da-ma peeked in. 

“Come in, come in!”  While Mother extended her welcome, Da-ma murmured, “Hi, how are you?”

A pair of friendly eyes and an embarrassed smile, Da-ma always cleaned her shoes on the doormat before entering.  “Hi, how are you?  How are you?”  My brothers and I stopped our conversation and nodded back while Da-ma walked to the chair facing the window.  Mother poured Da-ma a cup of tea, “How nice of Li-kai.  He writes you so often.”

“Yes, yes indeed.  Every week.” Da-ma then sipped her tea and looked back and forth between Mother and the mailbox outside. 

Soon the squeaking of bicycle brakes announced the mailman’s approach.  The noise got louder as he went from door to door.  The anticipation in the room halted all activity.  Often Da-ma leaned forward and broke the stillness by asking no-one in particular, “Will he make a stop here today?  Will there be a letter for me today?” 

On the days the mailman did have letters for our home, the bike squeaked to a clumsy halt at our door.  He lifted open the metal cover of our mailbox and dropped the mail inside.  Da-ma got up and rushed out.

Then perhaps six days or so later Da-ma returned to our home.  If the weather was pleasant, she waited in the yard chatting with Mother and the other women.  As soon as the mailman appeared, Da-ma would wave her arm and shout, “Is there a letter for me?”

Sometimes the mailman shouted back, “No, I’m sorry. There isn’t.”

The chatting usually began again only after Mother had comforted Da-ma, “Maybe one will arrive tomorrow.”

Other women agreed, “Yes.  Maybe tomorrow.”

Then tomorrow Da-ma came even earlier.  Sometimes it took a few tomorrows.  When the letter finally arrived, we saw the mailman in distance waving his arm with a red, white and blue-rimmed envelope in his hand.  

“Airmail letter!”  He shouted to the crowd, “Airmail letter for Mrs. Chang!”

The word echoed from one neighbor to the next, “Airmail letter for Da-ma... airmail letter for Da-ma!”

Da-ma beamed with pleasure.  Many times Mother instructed one of my brothers, “Hurry.  Go get it.  Hurry.”

Da-ma immediately opened the letter and read it out loud to the neighbors.  Big wide strokes marked Li-kai’s handwriting, “Dear Da-ma, how are you?  I trust all is well.  Received the embroidered tablecloth you sent.  It is beautiful and now my bare room looks much livelier.  Just finished my exams, and now I am on spring break.  The weather is getting warmer, and I need to make plans for the summer.   I would like to go to New York and find a job.  At any rate, I will be very busy.  Don’t worry.  I will take good care of myself...” 

Sometimes Li-kai included a couple of photographs of himself - alone and without a smile.  He was in front of a building; he was leaning against a tree; he was standing next to a car...  We were happy to share Da-ma’s joy.  For those who had missed the news during the day, we gave an update at dinner: Guess what?  Li-kai is going to New York for the summer.… He is looking for a job.…

So, for fourteen years, Li-kai’s spirit lived closer to us than he himself had ever done when he was at home.  


On a holiday or Da-ma’s birthday, Li-kai would include an American $20 bill by registered mail.  In Taiwan, registered mail required the addressee’s personal seal, so Li-kai had one made especially for Da-ma and put it in our father’s study.  Each time when the mailman shouted, “Registered airmail from the U.S.A. for Mrs. Chang!”, the dogs barked, the children cheered, and my brothers jumped and rushed into Father’s study to look for the seal... 
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For weeks during the fourth winter after Li-kai had left, Da-ma came to our home every morning.  She sat on the chair that faced the window; she stood in the yard next to the mailbox; she walked to the corner of the street and gazed in the direction the mailman usually appeared.

The mailman dared not boast anymore.  Every morning he shook his head at Da-ma and a group of anxious neighbors, “Sorry.”  He lowered his eyes with shame as if he had done something wrong himself, “...there is no mail from the U.S.A.”

Our dinners then became forums for discussion: Mail delay ...he is too involved with his studies... he is ill... he has a girl friend... he has had a car accident... 
Finally, one Saturday morning Da-ma took Mother’s sleeve, held on and would not let go. “I shouldn’t have let him go!  It’s so far away, and he’s so alone... there has been no letter to his father either... something must’ve happened...” Da-ma’s body shrank into itself, “Without Li-kai, how can I go on?”

My brother Leh suggested, “Couldn’t you go to the United States and find out what’s going on?”

Mother turned to him, “Are you losing your mind?  Without knowing any English?  How can Da-ma go to a foreign country by herself at this age?  You know quite well she’d get lost even going beyond our street!”

“Well, just trying to help.”

“Let’s see... is there anyone we know in the U.S. who lives near Li-kai?”  Mother pondered. “There must be a way...”

In those days few homes in Taiwan had telephones, so no-one ever thought of asking Li-kai for his phone number.  What could we do?  While Mother turned and stroked Da-ma, she saw me sitting nearby with my English book 900 Useful Sentences in English.

 “What if... yes!”  Mother’s eyes widened, and she gestured me, “Come, Liang, come here.”  She explained to me that I would write a letter in Da-ma’s name and send it to Li-kai’s neighbor in the United States.  Mother sensed my hesitation, “Can you come up with a better idea?”   

She knew I couldn’t. 

With Da-ma’s nose glued to my pen and Mother’s neck straining to examine my work, I executed my commission.  One sentence from Da-ma, another from Mother, then again from Da-ma... Tell the neighbor how worried I am.  Tell him what a perfect son Li-kai has been.  Tell him he is all I’ve got.  Tell him how far away Taiwan is...  

I wrote as fast as I could to keep up.  Then, for hours I looked through the reference book for the most beautiful sentences.  At the end of that afternoon I sent a letter to Li-kai’s neighbor in Chicago:

Dear Apartment #16 Tenant,

You do not know me, so allow me to introduce myself: I am Li-kai Chang’s mother.  Li-kai live in apartment #18, next door to yours.  I am 68 years old and live in Taipei, Taiwan, thousands of miles from you.  Li-kai is my only son.  He is so perfect every mother dream to have him.  He live in your country for four years and write to me every week.  My only joy is to receive and read his letters.

Now I write you because I did not hear from Li-kai for over a month.  That is not like my son.   Something must happen to him.  I cannot sleep, I cannot eat, I imagine the worst.  This is first time Li-kai make me worry like so.

Dear Neighbor, can you please go to apartment #18 and check Li-kai for me?  I am waiting, wondering and worrying so much.  I am a helpless mother.  Please find out and tell me what happen to my son.  And please accept my deepest gratefulness in advance.

Best regards,

From a mother live on the other side of the world

I read the letter back to Da-ma and Mother in Chinese.  Da-ma sobbed hard, “Yes, yes.  That’s exactly what I wanted to say...”

Mother also dabbed her eyes.  “Aiya," she patted me on the back,  “I didn’t know you could write like that!  And in English!”

About two weeks later, two letters from the United States arrived at our home on the same day.  One was from the neighbor, the other, from Li-kai.  To our pleasant surprise, Li-kai’s neighbor was also an old woman; her children had left home and her husband had died two years before.  She answered Da-ma with a long and affectionate letter.  At the very end, she wrote, “I will keep an eye on Li-kai for you and you can be sure that he will never again FORGET to write you...”

Mother urged me to reply right away, but I cringed inwardly at the thought of another emotionally afternoon with Da-ma and Mother.  “I have some studying that I must do,” I said while avoiding any eye contact. "Now that we know Li-kai is all right, I’ll write back later.”  A few days later, I wrote and thanked the neighbor.  Short and polite.

     
With almost illegible handwriting, Li-kai wrote Da-ma, “I am very sorry that I made you worry like this.  I have been ill, but I am fine now.  From now on, I will write you regularly no matter what...” Less then a page of words, and no mention of the letter I wrote nor of the old lady who lived in apartment #16.  The following day I heard Da-ma telling Mother, “I’m so happy that my Li-kai is well.  I’m sure he’ll keep his word and never make me worry again.  He knows he’s all I’ve got...”
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 Another eight years went by.   During that time the city widened 36th Street; rice paddies turned into stores and apartments; the once plain and quiet neighborhood grew into clamorous prosperity.  While everything else was changing before our eyes, the weekly letters from Li-kai remained the same.  

Over the years Da-ma dreamed of visiting Li-kai in the United States.  Often we heard her speak to Mother of, “The day when I go to the United States to visit my Li-kai...”  Da-ma’s wishes changed as the years went by: After Li-kai finishes school.  After he gets married.  After they buy a home.  Maybe when they have a child, I’ll go and help my daughter-in-law.  Maybe after their second child, I’ll...

 Li-kai always answered: Not yet.  Let’s wait for a better time.

No one remembered exactly when Da-ma inverted her dream.  “Wouldn’t it be nice if Li-kai and his family could come back to Taiwan?   How I wish I could see him again and hug my grandsons...” 

Li-kai then answered: Of course.  I will make plans as soon as the time is right...

On a Saturday morning last December, after Da-ma finished reading us the latest from Li-kai, she folded the letter and said to Mother, “Remember that time when I was worried sick about not receiving any letters from Li-kai?  Well, it has been nine years exactly... now, I can count on his letters arriving as I can count on the sunrise and sunset...” Sliding the letter into her long dress, Da-ma turned to sit sideways as if her pocket held something fragile.  She rested her hand on the pocket and smiled.  “Time and distance have not changed my Li-kai a bit...”

“Wow!” Leh marveled after Da-ma had left. “Nine years times fifty-two weeks - that makes a total of 468 letters!  That man is a letter machine.”  

My other brother Chuan added, “468 letters and no visits - the invisible letter-writing man.”

Mother scolded both, “Don’t talk like that!”

Leh answered, “But Mom, if I were gone for that many years, would you be content with only my letters without seeing me once?” 

Chuan chimed in, “Wouldn’t it be easier just to come home and pay you a visit?”

Mother paused for a moment.  “I’m sure Li-kai is planning to do that.”

From Li-kai’s 468 letters we learned that he received his Ph.D. in biochemistry; found a job; got married; his wife Mei-ling had a Master’s in biology; they had a son, Kuang; Li-kai found a new job in Princeton; Mei-ling also found a job in the area; they had another son, Tung; they bought a home; bought a Honda, a leather sofa, a new television; Li-kai had a few fatty cysts removed from his back; their maple tree grew new leaves; leaves turned red, fell, and new leaves grew again... 

As Leh was nearing completion of his Bachelor’s in business in Taipei, Mother suggested that he write Li-kai for advice on whether he should go abroad to continue his studies.  She said, “Li-kai would be the perfect person to tell you.”

“Really...” Leh muttered while walking away, “Haven’t you been reading his letters?  You would want your son to get advice from a guy who spends all his time watching a maple tree grow?”

After finishing my studies in art, I started to work in an ad agency.  In the beginning, I was full of dreams and determined to do well.  I became close to one of my colleagues, and a year later we were engaged.

But as time moved on, I found I could not get beyond the daily routine, neither at work nor with my fiancé.  I began to feel trapped and restless.  Mother sensed it but did not suggest I ask Li-kai for advice.  She kept quiet for a while but finally suggested, “Do something.  Your father and I will support you any way we can.”

It was my college friend Ying-ying’s letter that impelled me to come to New York University.  “New York is our city,” she wrote, “it is fascinating and its diversity is beyond anything I had imagined.  After a year of living in this city, I am no longer that frog who lives in the bottom of a well and thinks that the whole universe is just that little piece of sky above him.  As a fellow artist, Liang, I advise you to do what you can and get out of your well...”  

In the spring when Da-ma learned that my school would be close to Princeton, she thought it would be a good opportunity to send gifts to Li-kai and his family.  The challenge was: what?

Almost every other day or so, with a glow on her face which we had not seen for years, Da-ma consulted Mother about her ideas: how about a jade Tiger and Rabbit for my grandchildren’s birth signs?  A watch for Li-kai?  How about Mei-ling?  An ebony dining room set?  An embroidered silk painting?  A four-panel screen decorated with birds and flowers representing the seasons?

On a sunny Sunday morning in July, seven neighborhood women gathered in our home and voted that Da-ma should find out the ring size of the daughter-in-law she had never met.  

“Buy her a diamond ring!”  They urged.

Weeks before my departure Chuan escorted Da-ma to make a withdrawal.  Mother then accompanied her to a department store to buy the watch and the jade Tiger and Rabbit and then to many jewelry stores until they finally settled on a shining diamond mounted on a gold ring.  

My brothers and I had read about that famous diamond The Light of India, so we thought it was only proper to dub Da-ma’s The Light of 36th Street.  Overnight the name was spread to every corner of our street.  For days our home was like a fish market with women strolling in to ask Da-ma if they might see the ring.  “What a good mother-in-law you are!  If I were Mei-ling, I would be absolutely beside myself!”

The afternoon before my departure, Mother came to my room.  She said to me, “Write often.”  After a few seconds, she added, “Don’t be gone for fourteen years without coming back.”

At first, I thought: Fourteen?  And then: Of course, Li-kai.  How could I not come home for fourteen years?  What has Li-kai been thinking?
After supper Da-ma came.  She sat down on the sofa and pulled me close to her.  Through the dark dress I felt her bony knee.  Lifting my left hand and seeing a mere mark on my ring finger, Da-ma was astonished.  “What happened?”  She asked.

Mother sighed and answered for me.  “She returned the ring last week.”

Looking into my eyes, Da-ma said, “If it doesn’t feel right... better now than later.  If I were your age and had your education...” She paused for a few seconds, “In my days I was told: If you married a rooster, stick with the rooster; married a dog, stick with the dog...”  Her grip got tighter.  “Good.  Be free.  Take charge of your own life!”

After collecting her thoughts, Da-ma slid The Light of 36th Street onto my ring finger, “Please give this ring to Mei-ling for me.”  She held my hand in her warm palms. “Tell her and Li-kai that I really wish to see them and their children.”

Late that night, as I was chatting with my brothers, the radiance of the ring attracted my thoughts.  My mind went back to the night when I returned my engagement ring.   

“Are you sure?” my fiancé asked.

I blew on The Light of 36th Street and rubbed the diamond up and down my sleeve.  I then stretched my fingers in a beautiful pose.  “Mother,” I said, “doesn’t The Light of 36th Street look better and brighter than that ring I had?  Maybe I should keep this one for myself.”

“This is not something you joke about, Liang," Mother looked into my eyes, “You’ve been dragging yourself through the mud.  The worst thing is to live a life full of regrets.  Once you’ve made a decision, move on.  In any case,” she tapped me on the forehead, “whatever else you need to do can wait.  Delivering this ring to Li-kai’s wife is your first priority.”  

Leh grinned and whispered,  “What if Da-ma kept the ring here and told Li-kai to come home and get it?”
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 After a week of settling in in New York, I contacted Li-kai.  Over the phone I told him that the ring and other gifts were safe and sound.  When I mentioned that I would have a few days free before school started, Li-kai invited me to spend Labor Day weekend at his home.  He told me how to take the train and that he would meet me at Princeton Junction.   

The September sun seemed to move along with me as I speed at 65 miles per hour over the train tracks.  The Light of 36th Street generated a dazzling radiance on my finger.  I sighed and touched the ring gently: Be good... we’re almost there.  I then closed my eyes and sank deep into my seat. 


I recognized Li-kai after fourteen years only because of his sole Asian face in the crowd.  Li-kai caught my double-take, “Have I changed that much?”  He smiled and at the same time sized me up.  “How time flies!  You’re all grown up.”

He helped me with my bag and led the way to the parking lot, asking me this and that about Taipei.  He tilted his head to listen.  For the very first time in our lives, he treated me as if I was his equal. 

Li-kai drove without speaking.  The silver Honda passed through streets of Princeton: trees, houses, gas stations, a church...  I turned and took another look at him: bald, overweight and ordinary.  The jade ring on his finger caught my eye.  Not as bright as I had remembered, but it helped providing a link between this person sitting next to me to that young man in our living room years ago in Taipei.

I turned my head and looked out the window. 

“And you said Da-ma is doing well?”  Li-kai asked.  I gave him a positive smile and thought this might be a good time to show him The Light of 36th Street.  Having rubbed the diamond a few times on my sleeve, I stretched out my arm.  “Look,” I motioned with my hand.  “Da-ma hoped Mei-ling would like this ring.”

Turning his head, Li-kai followed the gleam on my finger with astonishment as if to ask: What?  That’s my wife’s ring you’re wearing?
  The Honda veered a bit, and a sudden honk startled Li-kai.  His eyes darted back to the road, and within a second the Honda was going straight again.

“You see,” I explained, “I promised your Da-ma to keep the ring on my finger until I meet Mei-ling.”

Without turning his head this time, Li-kai nodded.  “Oh, of course.”  He moved the car to the fast lane and accelerated.  We came to a quiet street and Li-kai parked in front of a two-story beige home.   He turned to me, “Are we ready?”

   
Over the years we in Taipei had come to know Li-kai’s wife and sons through the letters and silent photographs he had sent.  Now those fragmented images were going to come to life as we walked in the door...

Mei-ling shouted, “Kuang, get back here!  Tung, put that down!  Kuang, I’m talking to you!  And you, put that down, I said!”

“Hey, guys!”  Li-kai set my bag down and summoned his family.  “Calm down!  Come on, guys!  We have a guest!”  Like the futile honk of a taxi in New York traffic, Li-kai’s voice went unheard.

Again he tried, “Mei-ling!”

Mei-ling turned and let go of her boys.  She came to me, “Oh, hi... so you’re here!”

Kuang ran to my bag and knelt on the floor, “What do you have in here?”

Tung ran after his brother, “I wanna, I wanna, too…!”

Finally, when we were somewhat settled in the living room, I felt the anticipation from the couple.  From my handbag I took out the Tiger, the Rabbit and the watch and handed them over to Li-kai.  At last, under their stares, I removed my stunning friend of many weeks.  

As I handed the ring over to Mei-ling, I tried to make eye contact with her. “There was one thing Da-ma wanted me to tell you,” I said.  Transfixed by the ring, Mei-ling’s eyes did not meet mine.  So I turned to Li-kai,  “Da-ma would like very much to see you and your family.”

The moment Li-kai heard that, he looked away.  

I restrained the urge to snatch back the ring.   What’s the deal?
Mei-ling was making every effort to squeeze the ring onto her finger.  “It’s too small.”  She knitted her brow,  “How come?  It’s too small!”

Li-kai said, “You told me size seven.”

“But this can’t be a seven!”  Mei-ling continued her efforts.  “She must have bought the wrong size.”

“Da-ma would never make a mistake like that,” Li-kai pronounced.

“Oh no, of course not!”

When Mei-ling finally got the ring onto her finger, “Really...” she extended her arm straight and spoke to no-one in particular, “is this maybe... half a carat?”

Later that afternoon in the Changs’ home, I looked around and tried to mesh reality with letters and photographs.  There’s that leather sofa, the television set, the oak table, the embroidered table cloth....  As my eyes continued to roam... oh, yes, there is that maple tree in the backyard!

On the mantle in the living room, I saw photographs.  Kuang, Tung, a wedding picture, Mei-ling and her parents, Li-kai’s father and Hsiau-ma, and in the center, a snapshot my brother had taken of Da-ma years ago in our living room.

Mei-ling prepared supper in the kitchen; Li-kai worked in the garage; Kuang and Tung seesawed in the backyard.  I came to the kitchen and asked Mei-ling if I could be of any help. 

“It’s too tight.  It’s just too tight!”  Mei-ling pointed at her finger where The Light of 36th Street had created bulges.  

I felt that I had to answer, “I know for sure the ring is a size seven.  Maybe it’s the heat.  See, my fingers are also swollen.”

“I don’t know.”  Mei-ling shook her head.  “It was just too good to be true that, just like that, I’d get a diamond ring from Da-ma and, just like that, it’d fit right.”

I was surprised by her tone.  “But why?  Da-ma definitely wanted to give you something precious.  She thinks the world of you.”  Recalling my earlier not-so-successful attempt, I added,  “She wanted me to tell you and Li-kai that she truly would like to see you and your sons.”

Mei-ling stopped and turned to me, “Da-ma wants to come here?”

I nodded.  

She threw a chicken in the sink and then turned the water and garbage disposal on.  The din abruptly filled the room.  A moment later, Mei-ling turned both of them off.

“Why does Da-ma want to come here?”  She tossed the chicken onto the chopping board.  “What does she want from us?”

I was taken aback.  “All I know…” I ventured, “is that Da-ma misses Li-kai very much.  She also wants to meet you and your boys.  She is dying to give Kuang and Tung a big hug.”

“I don’t know,” Mei-ling said, shaking her head and pounding the chicken with her fist. “ I just don’t know.  Da-ma frightens me.”

“Frightens you?”  Tiny Da-ma? 
“You have no idea how Da-ma comes between Li-kai and me.  She looms like a goddess over this house.”

Goddess?  My expression must have shown disbelief.  As Mei-ling reached for the cleaver, she exclaimed, “Seven years of marriage!” She turned to me, “It has always been Da-ma this and Da-ma that.  Really, I often ask Li-kai: Aren’t the boys and I your family?  Why do you often act as if we have nothing to do with you?”

While my mind followed Mei-ling, my eyes watched the naked chicken being pounded and squeezed.  Moments later I gathered my thoughts.  “I wish you could meet Da-ma in person... she is not what you think at all.  She is very sweet, and very harmless...” I considered as I spoke, “... if only you had seen them together... Li-kai and his Da-ma... their bond was so precious...”

“That’s exactly what I mean!”  Mei-ling cried out as if she had hit the jackpot.  “Can’t you see?  Because of that precious bond, Li-kai has never been free!”

Free?  From what?  “But Mei-ling, why must that bond and his freedom conflict?  As far as I know, Da-ma’s love for Li-kai is entirely unconditional.”

“Love!” The sheen of the cleaver fell to the chopping board, and the chicken met her destiny.  “An imprisoning love!”

I said nothing.

“If I had known this beforehand, I’d never have married him.”  Mei-ling threw the chicken into the sink again. “Whatever the issue is, if it involves his Da-ma, I can’t do anything right.”

As I was pondering what to say next, the door opened.  “Mommy, Mommy!” Kuang ran in and shouted, “I didn’t do it!  I didn’t... Tung fell down himself!”

Behind him, the crying Tung and his father came in.  "He pushed me..." Tung held his left arm up and walked over to his mother.  “Hurt!  Kuang pushed me...”

“I did not!”  The boy turned to his little brother, “You liar!”

“Hush!”  Mei-ling scolded while putting down the cleaver and stooping to examine Tung’s elbow.  “Look at this dirt... what kind of brother are you?”

“He’s lying!  I didn’t push him, he’s lying!”

Mei-ling pointed to the kitchen sink, “Go wash your hands, both of you!”

“But, Mommy...”

“One more word from you... it’s upstairs to your room!”

Stepping out of the way as the boys approached the sink, I saw Mei-ling wince as she yanked at The Light of 36th Street which was still on her finger.  

“This ring is much too tight,” she cried.  “It hurts!”

She reached over Tung and ran her finger under the water; then she soaped it up - nothing worked.  Rather than step forward to give his wife a hand, Li-kai stood at a distance and watched in silence.  

Mei-ling turned to him,  “I bet you’re getting a kick out of this.”  Then she turned to me.  “Doesn’t this remind you of the Monkey King’s headband?”

In China, every five-year-old knows the fairy tale of Monkey King: With Buddha’s assistance, a Monk tricks the Monkey King into putting on a beautiful gold headband that can never be removed.  Afterward, whenever the Monk recite a spell, the Monkey has a dreadful headache until he does whatever the Monk wants.

Mei-ling put her face about five inches from mine, “Can’t you see?  I am that Monkey.”

“Don’t you ever talk like that!”  For the very first time I saw Li-kai explode. “You, too, will get old one day and will have to depend on your daughters-in-law!” 

“I’ll depend on no-one,” Mei-ling shot back.  “For your information, the day my sons get married, I’ll stay as far away from them as I can.  I’ll never interfere with their lives.”

“Interfere?  What’re you talking about?  Da-ma’s thousands of miles away and to her,” Li-kai’s hand swept around the room, “to her, you three, are no more than a bunch of words and photos!”

“Did you see that?”  Mei-ling asked me.  With her arm in the air, she imitated Li-kai.  “His famous words: You three.”

“Four!”  Kuang pointed around the room.  “Mommy, Daddy, Tung and her!”

I smiled and took his hand.

Mei-ling took some ice and a stick of butter and concentrated on getting the ring off.  At last, The Light of 36th Street surrendered and freed the finger of her new mistress.

“Stay away.  You and your spell.”  Mei-ling slammed the ring on the kitchen table, “I-don’t-want-you!”

She walked away and turned at the base of the stairs, “I knew it.  Anything at all.  As long as your precious Da-ma’s involved, we’ll end up like this!”

“It’s impossible to please you!”  Li-kai shouted and I could count the veins on his neck.  “Totally impossible!”  He stormed out of the room slamming the door behind him.  

The Chang boys looked at each other.  A few seconds later Kuang said to his brother, “Let’s go watch TV!” Pushing each other with four wet little hands, they ran to the family room.

The clock ticked and pointed to a quarter after six. The chicken sprawled in the sink; The Light of 36th Street lay on the table, and I stood in the middle of the Changs’ kitchen. 
I was not acquainted with the chicken, so I confided to The Light of 36th Street: Look at you... do you hate me?  The day after tomorrow, I can pack my toothbrush, say goodbye to the Changs and never come back... what about you?
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The door opened and Li-kai walked in.  “Are you hungry?” he asked.  “Let me see what she has here...” In front of the sink, Li-kai frowned and stared.  A moment later he rolled up his sleeves, but when he was about to reach for the chicken, the phone rang.  Mei-ling must have also answered upstairs; Li-kai frowned more deeply and put the receiver back without a word. 

“May I help?”  I asked.  

“Oh, sure,” he said. “Here, why don’t you cook the rice and I’ll handle the chicken and vegetables.”

“Daddy, I’m hungry.”  Tung appeared in the doorway.

“I want cookies.”  Said Kuang and pulled up a chair to reach the cabinet.

“Dinner will be ready soon...” Li-kai said to his boys. “Alright, alright... take one.  Just one, you hear?”

As we were about to finish preparing the food, Mei-ling walked in with her purse on her shoulder and keys in her hand. “Sue-yee has asked me to play mahjong at her place.”

“We have a guest,” Li-kai said, “Can’t you tell those friends of yours that you’re not free tonight?”
“I’ll be fine, I’ll be fine,” I said and pointed to the family room. “I can watch television.  Or play with the boys.”


“Why don’t you come with me?”  Mei-ling suggested.  “You play four rounds and then I’ll play four rounds.”

“No, I don’t know how to play.”

Mei-ling raised her eyebrows. “You don’t know how?  But everyone I know in Taipei plays.”  


Facing the sink as if he were talking to the chicken, Li-kai said, “Who says that everyone in Taipei wastes their time playing mahjong?”  He poured soy sauce over the chicken.  “Da-ma for one, has never touched that thing in her entire life.”

Cover your ears, Liang.  Here it comes... 

“Your Da-ma, your Da-ma!”  Mei-ling shouted, “She’s perfect, she’s a saint!  Are you satisfied?  Are you happy now?”

“Time for supper, time for supper,” I announced managing a weak smile.   "Kuang, Tung! Come, wash your hands and get ready for dinner.”  The Chang boys ran to the kitchen while Mei-ling walked out.  

“No, thanks.” she said,  “I enjoy wasting my time on mahjong more than sitting here listening to him.” 

“Where’re you going, Mommy?” The Chang boys asked.  “I wanna go, too... I wanna go!” Mei-ling gave her boys a pat on the head and walked out without a word.

After supper I offered to do the dishes but Li-kai stopped me.  “Nonsense,” he said, “you’re our guest.”

When Li-kai took his boys upstairs for their baths, I followed them to the guestroom.  Closing the door behind me, I threw myself on the bed and let out a long sigh.... let me sleep, let me sleep, let me sleep... 

Waking up and finding myself surrounded by darkness, I sat up, rubbed my eyes and looked around: Where am I?  On the desk next to the bed stood a photograph.  I peered at it.  Kuang and Tung smiled at me... Aah... right.  Princeton.  The ring.  I closed my eyes and fell back on the bed... please.  When I wake up again let me be back in Taipei...
My throat hurt and felt dry.  Too much soy sauce on that chicken.  I need water.  A tall glass of ice water.  What time is it?  Will Li-kai or Mei-ling still be up?  Better not take the chance.  Didn’t Ying-ying mention that tap water’s drinkable here?  There’s water in the bathroom... no, no way.  I’ll be fine.  Don’t need it... 

I finally surrendered, however, for I could think of nothing but water.  I tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen.  Through the dim light in the family room, I saw dirty dishes in the sink. Then, I heard laughter from the television.  A sudden brightness froze me for a second.  Next to the switch, I saw Li-kai.  He looked surprised, “I thought you were sleeping!”

Is this how a thief feels when caught?   “I was thirsty...” Picking up one of the dirty glasses, I started to wash it.

“Mei-ling isn’t home yet.  Want to watch television?  There’s a good movie on.”

“No, I feel tired... it’s almost midnight.  By the way, I would like to go back to school tomorrow instead of Monday.  Can you take me to the station?”

After a moment of silence, Li-kai said, “Sure, whenever.  Just let me know when.”  He glanced at the clock.  “How about a little chat?  There’s so much I need to catch up on.”

I lowered my eyes and stared at the empty glass in my hand.  

“Tell you what,” Li-kai offered, “I’ll make a fresh pot of tea.”

The television was now off.  Li-kai and I sat opposite each other in the family room.  The night was deep and the air still.  I looked around and started to count my own heartbeats...

“If in any way Mei-ling and I offended you today, I apologize... I hope your decision to leave earlier is not because of us.”

 “Oh, no,” I answered quickly. “I just have so much to do... well, you know how it is, the first week in this country and all.”

“I was hoping that we’d have more time...” Li-kai began to ask about my parents, my brothers, the changes in Taipei, my impressions of New York.  Then he told me how it was for him fourteen years ago when he first arrived in Chicago. “It was in September... I remember how the maple leaves were turning gold and red, all over the hills..."  

I said that after settling in at school, I would like to visit some cities on the East Coast. 

“I imagine you’ll have a lot to write home about... please thank your mother for me for being so kind to Da-ma.... I suppose you’ll have to report to Da-ma about this visit...” Li-kai smiled and leaned forward.  “What do you plan to tell her?”

Something about your maple tree?   

“I don’t know yet.”

Still with a smile, Li-kai tilted his head,  “Should I be worried?”

“About?”

“Well, what you saw this afternoon...” He hesitated for a moment.  “I hate to say it but things haven’t been good between Mei-ling and me for some time... it seems that the more Da-ma expresses her wish to come, the more Mei-ling and I fight.”

After a moment of hesitation I asked,  “Why does Mei-ling resent Da-ma so much?”

“Resent her?” Li-kai looked away for a moment, then shook his head. “Who knows?  Why does the sun come up in the east, not the west?  All I can tell you is that we’re two unhappy people living a life that’s not getting anywhere.”

For years in my mind Li-kai was everything admirable and grand.  But happy?  I reached for my tea.  “Why aren’t you happy?”

Looking through me as something that seemed to exist only in his mind, Li-kai hesitated and then went on. “Do you have any idea what it was like growing up in a home that had two mothers?”  Without waiting for my answer, he continued, “You all knew that my father openly shamed Da-ma for her infertility by making a mere concubine her equal.”

I nodded.

“I was the firstborn son and because of me Da-ma lost her last claim to my father's attention.  I was a trophy that Hsiau-ma could boast about and use to bargain with my father.  She needed to secure her position and knew what hurt Da-ma the most: What is your contribution to the Chang family?  Later, having my brothers and sister helped to increase Hsiau-ma’s power even more.”

He stopped for a moment.  “I sensed Da-ma’s despair at a very young age.  As a child I often heard her telling your mom and other people: I have one foot in the grave... what’s the point of going on?  Really, what was Da-ma’s alternative?  She could barely read and write... where could she go?  I remember clinging to Da-ma when I was young.  I was very ill but that did not stop Hsiau-ma from going out to play mahjong.  Every time I opened my eyes, I saw Da-ma’s worried face...”

Shaking his head, “I remember one time a dog bit my sister on the arm when Hsiau-ma was on her way to a banquet.  I was only about ten years old.  Hsiau-ma handed me a few bills and told me to walk my sister to a neighborhood street-doctor... she never had time for any of us. While Hsiau-ma was so preoccupied with climbing up the social ladder, Da-ma was always there for us...”

I nodded again and remembered how Da-ma gave treats to us neighborhood kids, too. “She was always kind and generous.”

“My perfect son... Da-ma’s image of me for 37 years,” Li-kai smiled sarcastically.  “When I was five, I told Da-ma that I would be a general who would win every battle; at ten, a billionaire; at fifteen, a scientist who would invent drugs that would save millions of lives... now,” he extended his hands, “I cook, I do laundry and I clip coupons.”

“... and that’s all bad?”

“No, unless that’s all one has in life.”  He looked at me for a moment,  “I lost my drive at some point.”

I looked back and saw no emotion.  “What happened?”

Sinking into his chair sighing, Li-kai repeated my question. “What happened?”

He dropped into a long silence, perhaps wondering if he could confide in me.  At last Li-kai said, “Da-ma was devastated when I decided to accept the scholarship.  That was when I realized that the life Da-ma had in mind for me was to find a job in Taipei, marry a neighborhood girl, and have a couple of children so that she could move in with me... I found myself trying in vain to explain to Da-ma what I had to do - not just to fulfill my dreams and ambitions... I had an urge... I needed desperately to get out, to leave things behind, to breathe... do you know what I’m talking about, Liang?”

I nodded.  “I know.”

“That summer, that whole summer...” Li-kai continued. “While I was so busy preparing to come to the United States, Da-ma was lying in bed... her heart trouble, her arthritis, her stomach ulcer... seemed all to come upon her at the same time... she would go without any food for days... none of the doctors I brought home could tell me what was wrong with her... I knew everything would be fine if only I changed my mind about leaving... but Da-ma, how could I?”  

Li-kai’s tone of voice made me half believe that Da-ma was in the room.

“The day I left home... Hsiau-ma chatted and laughed with people who came to say goodbye, while Da-ma hid herself from the crowd and refused to see anyone or accompany me to the airport.  I looked for her from room to room before I got in the taxi.  I forced myself to focus on what was ahead of me and wouldn’t allow anything to stand in the way of what I thought I had to do... as the taxi drove away, I remember looking back and saying to myself: I promised to write... Da-ma, and I’ll see you in a few years... what else could I do?”

Li-kai looked at me as if I knew the answer.  He paused for a moment, “Although I missed Da-ma very much, it was hard to write her... how could I make her understand what my dreams were and what my life was really like in the United States?  But the thought of how I was her only outlet, how she’d sit in your living room and wait for my letters... it made me feel bad... feel guilty enough to write.”

“And you wrote so much.”

“At some point,” Li-kai shook his head, "I began to write her like I eat and sleep – don’t think about it, just do it.”

Li-kai sank back into his chair again, “In the fourth year of my studies, my back was seriously injured in an accident.  For days I couldn’t move, sleep or do anything.  I was alone, no health insurance and no-one I could ask for help.  Night after night I lay on my back on the floor in my apartment, listening to the clock ticking and looking around... piles and piles of books I had to study for my comprehensive exams... letters from Da-ma to be answered... a picture of a girl I had liked very much and then after two years... you’re not my type, she said and got engaged to someone else...”

He continued after a moment.  “As I was looking and pondering, I felt that I was suspended in time... I started looking at my own life from a distance... what’s the point?  Who’d care if I drop everything?  I was alone... so alone.  I lost my confidence... didn’t know how to connect with the world again... I began to feel bitter...”

Lifting his right hand and pointing at his ring finger, Li-kai told me, “I remember asking this jade ring then:  So, is this the good luck you’ve brought me?  I could hardly convince myself to get up every morning... it was about that time that an old lady came and knocked on my door.  As if she were serving justice for all mothers, she waved the letter you wrote for Da-ma at me: ‘Read this, young man.  What do you have to say for yourself?’”

“You should remember that letter,”  Li-kai gave me a look. “Da-ma wanted me to write and thank you.  You have no idea how much I hated you then.  I swear, for months that old lady was peeking through her eye-hole and waiting for me.  Every time I walked by her apartment, she’d open her door and jump out: ‘Have you written to your mother?’  As soon as I was physically and financially able, I moved.”

“I’m sorry... I had no idea...”

“For the very first time, I wrote my father to ask for help.  You know what he wrote back?”  Li-kai smiled at me across the room: “A tiger does not sire a dog - you must learn to be as tough as I am...”

Still, all I could say was: “I’m sorry... if my letter caused you any embarrassment.”

“In a strange way... it helped me get back to reality,” Li-kai said and dropped into another silence.  “I’ve saved that letter to this day as a reminder of my obligation... a connection to my past...”   

Without giving me a chance to ask, Li-kai resumed, “I’ve heard enough of Da-ma telling people that I was her compensation for her husband’s wrongdoing, her reward from Heaven.  That letter in a way tells the whole story between Da-ma and me.  After that, every Sunday morning for ten years, while other people went to church, I sat in front of my desk and wrote letters.  Look at my life – what’s there to write about?  It was like telling bedtime stories to a child... but even Kuang and Tung get bored when I tell the same story twice.  I’m afraid that in a way Da-ma and I have become a burden to each other.”

“Perhaps,” I said, “Da-ma would understand more if you let her know what’s on your mind?”

“Where do I begin?”  Li-kai leaned forward and rubbed his hands, “After all the years... and that’s how I repay her?”

“You’ve repaid her a lot.”  The image of a young boy holding hands with an old lady came to my mind. “What would Da-ma’s life be if it weren’t for you?”

Sinking into his chair, Li-kai said, “...the other day, I was sitting in the backyard by myself. I noticed the sunset, the breeze, the trees... I found myself thinking: Wouldn’t it be nice if Da-ma could see all this?”  He looked down and sank deeper.  “Well, you saw how Mei-ling is... she sometimes reminds me so much of Hsiau-ma.”

I looked away and picked up the cup to finish my tea. 

“For years I made it no secret that I despised my father.  Each time Hsiau-ma put on an act and made a big fuss over something about Da-ma, I’d give my father a look: Serves you right. Really, who in the world would think that a good life is having two wives under the same roof?  Just picture how it would be if I had two Mei-lings and four Kuangs and Tungs in this house."

I thought for a second and started to laugh.  

Li-kai looked embarrassed, “That bad?”

“Tell me, how did you and Mei-ling meet?”

“We both often worked late at the laboratory... but we didn’t pay much attention to each other until...” Li-kai stopped for a moment. “Mei-ling was very smart and did well in school.  One professor assigned us to work on a project together.  It was not an easy project and we both wanted to do well.  For months, after spending the whole day together, we’d call each other at night to share new findings.  We went on and on over the phone... some nights, I found myself unable to wait until the next morning to speak to her again...”

He stopped for a moment.  “Sometimes Mei-ling would invite me to her apartment for dinner.  While I was tired and could barely hold a conversation, I watched her talking and moving quickly about in that tiny kitchen of hers and within a few minutes there was food on the table!”

I smiled.

“The project finally came to an end... I remember that afternoon after turning in our paper, the two of us walked off campus and stopped at a street corner.  As we were saying good-bye, I realized that if I wanted to continue to see her or call her, I’d need a good reason... after the experience with first girl... you know,” Li-kai paused for a moment, “I became more reserved... so I stopped even calling her.”

I waited for him to continue.  But at last I asked, “Did you miss her?”

“I don’t know...” he shrugged, "It was so long ago."

"I remember the picture you sent of you two in the lab, Da-ma wrapped it in a handkerchief and carried it in her pocket for weeks.  She showed it to all of us again and again and asked,  ‘Isn’t my future daughter-in-law pretty?  She’s also a scientist!’”

“As long as the person I planned to marry was also from Taiwan, Da-ma would’ve been happy.”

“What then, made you propose to Mei-ling?”

Li-kai shrugged again.  “There wasn’t really any proposal, not formally, I mean.”  After some thought, he explained, “I received a call from Mei-ling a month later.  She had had a car accident... one of her legs was broken and she was in the hospital.  She looked bad... and weak.  As I was helping her get around and deal with the insurance, the garage, the court... I felt good, you know, needed...”

I nodded.

“When it was time for the hospital to release Mei-ling, I didn’t see how she could get by with one leg in a cast and without a car.  So I suggested that she stay in my apartment...” Li-kai extended his arms and concluded his story.  “Three months later Mei-ling and I decided that life would be easier and more economical if we combined our scholarships and shared one car and one apartment...”

“Besides all those... all those practical reasons,” I pondered as I spoke, “did you and Mei-ling ever feel that you two could be happy together?”

“Now, I would say no.  But Liang, you’re asking me a question that’s entirely a function of time.  Mind you, at that time Mei-ling and I were two foreign students.  After years of feeling lonely, being poor, getting hurt and constantly facing pressure... having a warm body next to me every night...”

“Are you saying that any warm body would have done at that time?”

“No...” he lowered his eyes, “of course not.”

After some hesitation he continued, “So much has changed, you know.  Mei-ling turned out to be very different from the woman I thought I had married... we’ve done a good job hurting each other and don’t know how to talk to each other any more...” Li-kai said, “Mei-ling has this idea that I care more about Da-ma than about her and the boys.”

“Do you?”

“Of course not!”  Li-kai looked up, “At times... I wished things were that simple... Mei-ling being the way she is... it was hard to make her understand anything that was beyond black and white.  Why did Da-ma bear things without a fight?  Why did I have to write Da-ma every week?  Why didn’t I like any of her mahjong friends?  It was like...” Extending his arms, Li-kai asked me, “Well, tell me, how do you explain the ocean to a frog?”

I sat still and said nothing.

“When I realized that I couldn’t talk to Mei-ling, make her understand, or change her, I started to create an ideal daughter-in-law in my letters to Da-ma.  I made up story after story... guess I made matters worse, and now I don’t know how to get out of it... you see, Liang,” he said, “If you take faith out of a religion, then you have only ceremony left... if you take feelings out of a marriage, what do you have?”  

He gazed at me from across the room and smiled, “Wouldn’t it be nice if I had my father here to blame?”  He waited for a moment, “Could Da-ma take it if she found out that her perfect son has turned out to be just as powerless as his old man?  Now at least she has a hope, a fantasy.”

The seconds ticked by in silence.  At last, I asked Li-kai what would happen if he went back to Taipei and saw Da-ma. 

“I’ve thought about that many times.  The question is: What’ll Da-ma think when she sees me?  How long should I stay?  Will she be able to take it when it comes time for me to say good-bye again?  I doubt that I could have left her fourteen years ago if I’d been the way I am now.”

“Are you saying that you’ll never see Da-ma again?”

“The problem is, how can I?”  Li-kai extended his arms and created a distorted shadow on the wall behind him. “Will I be able to live with myself?”

We heard the garage door opening and knew it was Mei-ling.  Getting up from my chair, I picked up the empty tea cup and glanced at my watch - half past two. 

Li-kai asked, “Do you still want to leave early?”

“Well,” I thought for a moment then nodded, “I think so.”







(7)

I woke up to a room full of sunlight.  Lying on my back and looking around... the golden wood furniture, the beige lace curtains, the sunshine and the breeze... 

Mei-ling was drinking coffee in the kitchen.  “Good morning,” she greeted me with a smile. “The boys woke me up.  I hope they weren’t too noisy for you.”

I smiled.  “No, I slept fine.”

“Li-kai told me that you’re leaving today.  I hope it’s not because of anything we’ve done.”

“Oh, no,” I answered too quickly, “It’s just I need to get back to school early after all.”

Kuang and Tung were fighting over something in the family room, and we could hear Li-kai trying to separate them.   

“Lucky you,” Mei-ling shook her head. “You’re single - no dealing with fighting kids.”

Again, I smiled and asked to use the phone to notify Ying-ying of my change of schedule.  Please be home, please.  Ying-ying was surprised to hear from me.  “I thought you weren’t coming back until tomorrow.  What happened?” She asked.

“Hey, I miss you,” I said and hung up before she had a chance to reply.

After breakfast I returned to the guest room to pack my things.  A few moments later I heard Mei-ling downstairs shouting, “Where’s the ring?!”

My heart skipped a beat: Where’s The Light of 36th Street?  Heavens, I’d forgotten all about her... I rushed downstairs.  Standing in the middle of the kitchen, Mei-ling called, “Li-kai!  Did you pick up the ring?”

A few moments later Li-kai appeared.  “You said you didn’t want it.”

“You have it then?”  Mei-ling and I held our breath.

He shook his head, “No.”

Mei-ling immediately turned her inquiring face to me.  

“No, no,” I replied, “I haven’t seen the ring since you put it on the table last night.”

“And then we began to make dinner,” Li-kai said. “Who’d even think about the ring after all that?”

The three of us stood still and took turns looking at each other.  “So,” Mei-ling asked, “where is the ring?”   The air in the kitchen got colder and thicker by the moment... finally, Mei-ling broke the stillness by posing the question in all of our minds, “Kuang and Tung?”

The three of us rushed to the family room.  The television was on and toys were all over the floor.  Li-kai turned off the television, he and Mei-ling each snatched one boy, “Did you take the ring?  Tell me, did you take it?”

“No, no!”  Both boys shook their heads left and right. “I didn’t take it, I didn’t!”

At last, Tung cried out, “Daddy, it hurts!”

After letting go of the boys, Li-kai and Mei-ling exchanged a blank look and then both turned and looked at me. 

“I didn’t take it.  Really, I didn't.”  I found myself sounding like little Tung seconds ago.  “Come to think of it, it was gone when I set the table.”

“Who could pay any attention to a ring at that moment?”  Li-kai focused on Mei-ling.  “I was furious and went outside... and then realized that I couldn’t just leave like that.  Liang is our guest from Da-ma.  You walked away and didn’t bother to prepare dinner, so I came back  - somebody had to do it."

Somebody has to do it.  There you are, Li-kai.
“All I wanted was to get dinner ready as quickly as I could.  The ring was the last thing on my mind.”

Mei-ling picked up a Teddy bear and a soccer ball from the couch and dropped them on the floor.  She then threw herself on the space she had made and folded her arms. “Okay.  You didn’t take it.  She didn’t take it.  And the boys didn’t take it.”  She made a face, “I wonder how many legs that diamond ring has.”

Enough to run for her life?
“Mommy,” Tung smiled, “what’s a diamond ring?”

While Mei-ling seemed too upset to respond, Li-kai knelt and looked Tung in the eyes.  “A diamond ring is a small ring with a shining glass on top.  See,” he pointed at the jade ring he had on his finger, “it’s almost like this ring Daddy has... it’s a present from your grandma in Taiwan for your mommy.  Did you see something like that on the kitchen table last night?”

“No!” Kuang answered quickly for his little brother. “We didn’t see it.  We didn’t take anything.”

“Come on, think hard.” Li-kai pulled Tung’s face closer.  “It’s okay if you took it.  Just tell Daddy where you put it.”

Again Kuang answered, “We didn’t take anything, we didn’t!”

Tung, too, answered, “We didn’t...” and struggled to free himself.  “Daddy!”

Li-kai let go of the boy and leaned on a corner of the coffee table to get up. “Well,” he gestured wearily around the room, “the ring may be buried in here somewhere.  Let’s look for it.”

“Listen you boys.”  Mei-ling got up from the couch. “We’re going to search and find out whether you have told us the truth.  If you’ve lied to us...” Before their mother had finished, the boys ran away.  

If my mother had been there at that moment, she would have taken one look at the Chang’s family room and gasped:  Aiya!  How can one find a needle in the sea?  Toys, books, newspapers, furniture, clothes... Li-kai crawled on the floor and poked his head everywhere... Mei-ling bent over and stuck half of her body into a toy chest... I knelt by the television set and stretched to look behind the couch... 

A while later I stood up straight and looked around.  What am I doing here?  What would my brothers say if they could see me now?

It’s 9:15.  Should I call Ying-ying and tell her that I’ll be late?  Late until when?  What if we can’t find the ring?  Oh, Light of 36th Street!  Please show up... this is your new home...
 “If only Da-ma had bought the ring a size larger,” Mei-ling said, “none of this would’ve happened.”

Li-kai turned, “Don’t you blame this on Da-ma.”

“Who’s blaming her?  I’m just saying what’s on my mind.”

“And what’s on my mind is,” Li-kai said, “if you had acted nicely and treated that ring with proper respect, then none of this would’ve happened.”

“Me, act nicely?  Me, treat that ring with proper respect?”  Mei-ling cried out, “Li-kai Chang!  Are you being fair?  You think I would’ve acted like that if I had been treated right?”

Glancing at me, Li-kai got up slowly.  “I’ll look for the ring in the kitchen.”

Soon after he left, Mei-ling approached me. “You can tell me what happened, you know.  Did you see him take the ring?”

I shook my head and stepped back a bit.  “No, I didn’t.”

“He must’ve taken it.   He’s doing it to spite me.”

“I think he would’ve told you if he had picked it up.”

“No, you don’t understand!” Mei-ling said.  “By hiding it and not telling me, he can watch me go crazy.”

“There’s a good possibility that the boys have taken the ring, don’t you think?”

“Yes, that is possible.” Mei-ling said, “but you have no idea how irrational Li-kai can get over things like this...”

“I don’t know.”  I shook my head again, “I just can’t picture Li-kai doing such a thing."

“That’s because you don’t live with him... when we first married, I had no objection to his writing Da-ma.  But you know what?  He wouldn’t let me take my time and say what I wanted to say.  As if I were a five-year-old, he checked every letter I wrote.  You can’t talk like that to Da-ma, he’d say.  Every Sunday he’d prepare a draft for me to copy - have you ever heard of such a thing?  What’s more, every time he took a picture, he’d say:  Sit up straight and smile - this one is for Da-ma.  Isn’t that enough to drive anyone insane?”

I nodded, “That is too much.”

“Yes!”  She threw up her hands as if she had found an ally.  “I’ve gone crazy because of his Da-ma.  So I decided to do nothing.  This is my home, I don’t want any intruders and that’s that!"

“But, Mei-ling...” I picked up a red racing car slowly.  “Why do things have to be this way?  What if you invited Da-ma into your life?  That might free Li-kai from all his worries... and who knows?  He might feel thankful and start being good to you.”

“Being good to me?” Mei-ling dropped a handful of Leggos into the toy chest. “Forget it. I gave that up a long time ago.  Sure, I can invite Da-ma to my home and, sure, I can be nice to her.  But, why should I?  Two years ago my parents came from Taipei for a summer and you should’ve seen how Li-kai treated them!  Do you think a three-foot sheet of ice forms in one cold day?  To tell you the truth, to this day my parents and my sister are still wondering why I married him.”

“Really?”

“I tell you, if I had the chance to do it over...” Mei-ling shook her head, “Unlike Li-kai, I came from a simple and happy family... take my advice, Liang, don’t marry someone just because you think that you can change him and make him happy.  My mom had always told me and my sister: Marry your own kind...”

“Yes,”  I nodded,  “my mom often told me that, too.”

“But we thought how old-fashioned that was, right?  Of course we wouldn’t listen and, of course, we wanted to learn our own lessons, right?”  Mei-ling sighed, “When I first met Li-kai, he appeared to be very lonely and unhappy... when I got to know him more, I thought of him as a person with a strong will whom I could depend on...”

She stopped for a moment, “I’m very much of a tell-it-like-it-is person.  But Li-kai?  I could never tell what was on his mind.  When we first married, I found myself spending much of my time and energy trying to guess his thoughts and emotions: Why wasn’t he happy?  What made him so quiet?”  She concluded, “Only now I’ve learned that that’s just him and no-one can do anything about it.  Really, Li-kai enjoys isolating himself completely, and inflicting all that unnecessary pain on himself.” 

Mei-ling straightened the cushions on the sofa, “No way am I going to let Li-kai’s dark personality affect my life.”  Seconds later, she added, “And no way will I let my boys grow up like their father, either.”

I put the racing car into the toy chest and closed the lid... how many more years are they going to live like this?  

We tidied up the entire family room.  The Light of 36th Street was nowhere in sight.

                                                                          (8)

We found Li-kai sitting looking contemplative by the kitchen window.

“How relaxed you look.” Mei-ling said in a higher pitch. “Has your memory come back? You know where the ring is now?”

Li-kai pointed around the kitchen.  “I’ve searched.  Not many places to look in here.”

“So that’s it?  I should forget about the ring?”

“Well, before we go any further, we need to come up with a plan,” Li-kai said. “It was no more than an hour between when you slammed the ring on the table and when we sat down for dinner.  It’s very clear that the ring was gone when dinner was served.  During that hour, I’m sure the boys came into the kitchen and they must’ve taken the ring.  But after their shower I checked their pockets as usual - there was no ring.  So the question is:  Where were the boys before dinner?  Before their shower?"  


Mei-ling said to her husband, “If you’re so sure that the boys took it, then why don’t you punish them until they tell you where the ring is?”

“What for?  Just because they moved it doesn’t mean they’re hiding it.”

I glanced at the clock, “Sorry.  I have to call my roommate again.”

And, of course, Ying-ying complained. “What’s going on?  I’ve changed my plans for you and how long do you want me to wait?  I’ve better things to do, you know?”

“Alright, alright,” I told her, “just leave today for me and wait for my call... please?”

The moment I hung up, Li-kai said, “Oh, sorry.  I didn’t realize why you were calling.  You don’t have to stay with us, you know.”

My heart leapt and then faltered.  “How can I leave without knowing where the ring is?  What can I tell your Da-ma?”  And, aiya, there’s also my mother!
“Are you saying that if we don’t find the ring, then you’re going to stay here with us?” Li-kai asked.

“I think...” I murmured, “I think I should at least... stay until the entire house has been thoroughly searched.”

Mei-ling scoffed, “This is a three-bedroom house plus a basement - how long would that take if someone has hidden the ring deliberately?”

“Tell you what,” Li-kai said to me, “take the 10:45 train as you had planned.  The ring became our responsibility after you gave it to us.  If it’s still in the house, we’ll find it sooner or later and it makes no difference whether you’re here or not.  But, if the ring is outside...” he shrugged. “In either case, there’s no point keeping you here.”

“How rational, how considerate,”  Mei-ling laughed.  “Is this your Da-ma’s precious ring that we’re talking about?  You mean that you’re capable of being calm and sensible knowing that the ring is really missing?  You mean you’ll actually help me look for it after she’s gone?”

Though Li-kai opened his mouth for a second, he thought better of it.  He got up and said to me,  “Hurry.  Go get your stuff and I’ll drive you to the station.”

Not daring to make eye contact with either, I murmured,  “I need to call my friend again.”

This time, Ying-ying was cool and resigned,  “Okay, whenever.”

I quickly gathered my things and went back downstairs.  Mei-ling was sitting by the kitchen table, looking furious.  Next to her, Li-kai held a camera in his hand and said to me, “Come to the living room and let me take some quick shots of you and the boys.  Da-ma would be delighted if she saw you in our home with them.”

Helplessly following Li-kai into the living room, I asked Mei-ling, “... care to join us?”

“What do you guys take me for?” Mei-ling glared at both of us. “You think I’m a five-year old?”

She got up and headed upstairs.  At the end of the hallway, Mei-ling stopped, turned and faced me.  “Go ahead.  Go have your picture taken.  Go write his Da-ma and tell her that I love the ring and everything is fine!”  As she walked upstairs, we heard Mei-ling grumbling, “God knows what you two were talking about so late last night... all I know is she was the last person to see the ring and... she could barely part with it yesterday!”

I stood like a fool until Li-kai put down his camera and touched my arm, “Come on, let’s go.”

After taking a few steps mechanically, I stopped.  “What did she want?  To check my bag?”

Li-kai said, “It’s late.  Let’s go.”

Princeton’s streets looked the same as the day before.  After a couple of blocks, I rolled down the window to let the air in.  Li-kai finally broke the silence, “I want to thank you very much for coming... for me, it was like... after all these years of avoiding Taiwan, Taiwan has come to me...”  After a moment of hesitation, he continued, “When you write Da-ma, just tell her that you have given Mei-ling the ring.”

And then you will make up stories and tell her that everything is fine.
Looking at the road, Li-kai continued, “I will keep looking for a while.  If I can’t find it, then I will tell Da-ma that the ring is lost.”

I turned and looked at him. 

“I’ve decided to go back to see Da-ma at Christmas.  I’ll go by myself first... you know, things have gotten bad... gotten out of hand.  I’ll take one step at a time... that’s what I’ll do, we’ll see what will happen.”

As we waited for the train, “Hey, Liang,” Li-kai asked, “if I invited Da-ma here, would you come and visit us again?”

Before I had a chance to answer, he said, “I’m very sorry about what has happened... Mei-ling has a quick temper and I’m sure she didn’t mean it... sorry she took it out on you.”

“I don’t know...” I looked down. “I’ll be busy... you know how it’s like the first year.”

“Sure, I understand.” A moment later, Li-kai smiled,  “How I wish I could be in your shoes now... being young and single and all, you know, to start over...”

I looked back at him.

“Things haven’t been good... at home... and at work.”  He looked away for a few seconds and smiled again,  “Sometimes I wonder... maybe I’ve reached my limit...”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t get what I want anymore... I mean at work... no-one will give me a chance.”

“You mean a promotion?”

“Not even that,”  he paused for a moment.  “For years I’ve been trying to move to the business side and not spend my whole life in the lab.  I’ve tried very hard to make the change...”

The train appeared in the distance, and we watched it approach in silence.

“Well,”  I finally said, “keep trying...  I’m sure you’ll make it someday.”

  
He smiled and nodded.  


I found a window seat and settled down.  Through the tinted glass I watched Li-kai, hands in his pockets, standing still in the milling crowd.

The perfect son... will I ever see you again?
I took a deep breath and sank into the seat.  Closing my eyes I felt an emptiness on my ring finger.  Only then did I realize that neither ring belonged there.  Not The Light of 36th Street, nor the engagement ring I once had.
I wish you both luck... wherever you are.
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