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PROLOGUE

I was walking with my father on Eighth Street in Chi-
natown, Oakland, toward the dim sum restaurant where Ma-Ma
was waiting. Every few steps, I had to remind myself to slow
down in order to stay with him.

Behind us, by just a few blocks, was the flat where we’d lived
forty years, a lifetime ago. Around the corner, on Webster Street
near Seventh, is where our family restaurant, the New Eastern
Cafe, used to be.

It was spring, and my father had been extremely sick last
summer; he had a whole doctor’s checklist of ailments. Now, |
was asking about his gout. “How’s your foot?” I said.

“The same,” he said. Then he added: “I sure can’t lift a hundred
pounds any more. Old days, I'd carry sacks of potatoes ...”

“And onions,” | said, remembering the red net sacks.
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“And rice,” he said. Always there was rice.

That’s all we said to each other on our two-block walk to the
Jade Villa, but I felt excited by the simple exchange. It seemed to
be as much as we’d ever said to each other.

I thought about a remark my brother-in-law, Dave, had made
once when we were talking about language barriers. Dave is a
Caucasian who had it none too easy being accepted by my par-
ents, who wanted their five children to marry five Chinese. And
here was the first child running off with a bok-guey—a white
devil.

Dave told me he felt okay. “I don’t really know how your
mom feels about me,” he said. “And your dad . . . your dad would
be a great guy to know. He seems like a regular, fun-loving guy.
I would love to be able to talk with him.”

“Yeah,” I said to Dave. “Me, too.”

Over the years, I've talked with my parents many times, but
we’ve never really communicated.

When we talk, it sounds like baby talk—at least my side of it.
The parents say what they will in their native dialect of Can-
tonese. I pick up the gist of it, formulate a response, and am
dumbstruck. I don’t know half the words I need; I either never
learned them, or I heard but forgot them. The Chinese language
is stuck in its own place and time. When we were growing up,
we learned to say police in Chinese: ook yee. That means “green
clothes,” which referred, we’d learn years later, to the uniforms
worn by the police in Canton. There are no Chinese words
for “computer,” “laser,” “Watergate,” “annuity,” “AIDS,” or
“recession.” When the telephone was invented, the Chinese, who
concocted so many things that the rest of the world had to find
words for, simply called it “electric line.”

What I speak, then, is patchwork Cantonese, with lots of holes,
some of them covered up, to no avail, by occasional English
words that they may or may not understand.
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What we have here is a language barrier as formidable, to my
mind, as the Great Wall of China.

The barrier has stood tall, rugged, and insurmountable be-
tween my parents and all five of their children, and it has stood
through countless moments when we needed to talk with each
other, about the things parents and children usually discuss: jobs
and careers; marriage and divorce; health and finances; history,
the present, and the future.

This is one of the great sadnesses of my life. How ironic, |
would think. We’re all well educated, thanks in part to our par-
ents’ hard work and determination; I’m a journalist and a broad-
caster—my yob is to communicate—and I can’t with the two
people with whom [ want to most.

Our language barrier stood, heartless and unyielding, when
we suffered the first death among us. When we most desperately
needed to talk with each other, to console and comfort one
another, words failed us.

And yet, that death led to the first chipping away of the lan-
guage barrier. Through a trusted family friend who acted as
interpreter, | was able to talk with my parents about their lives
in China; about their early years in San Francisco and Oakland;
about their goals for themselves and their family.

I talked to my parents for our entire family, to allow all of us
to have a good, long look over that wall. I also did this for my
parents; to let them sit atop the wall for a moment, to give them
a chance to learn a few things about us, things we’d never been
able to express fully, fluidly, with all intended nuances.

For so long, I had wanted to tell them the most basic things—
why I chose the work that I did; what that work involved; why
[ didn’t marry the Chinese woman they’d wanted me to; why I
married the woman I did. I'd wanted to let my father know that,
whatever hardships he endured, his children admired him, and
that I, in particular, traced my own successes to him. The long
stretches of silences; the clumsy give-and-takes notwithstanding,
I had learned from him.
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And I wanted to explain the conflicts we all felt, growing up
both Chinese and American, and the choices I made, of wading
not only into the American mainstream, but then into the coun-
terculture of the sixties. I wanted to explain the frustrations my
sisters, brothers, and I felt over our obligations to our family
businesses throughout our young lives.

They never understood why most of us ultimately rebelled, in
one way or another. But we had our reasons. We had to deal
with numerous contradictions in the instructions they gave us in
life. We would succeed in school and in white-collar careers, but
we would also spend after-school hours studying Chinese and
working at the restaurant, leaving us little time for homework
and next to none for socializing. We were made to feel guilty if
we wanted to do what others did; to have what others had. We
were torn between obligations to the family and the freedom we
naturally wanted.

I didn’t explain all of this during the conversation with the
interpreter between us. That’s a lifetime of talking. But we con-
cluded the talk with a sense of many missions accomplished.

They learned enough about me, and I learned enough to tell
my story. It is an equally Chinese and American story. It is told
by the son of a mother who always wanted the best for me and
whose influence I sense every day, and of a father who worked
endlessly throughout his life. As it turns out, my brother-in-law
Dave is right. He s a great guy to know.
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FONG

The rice room—the ma: fong—was the generic name for an
area in the back of our father’s restaurant.

From the time of my birth in 1945 until they sold the restaurant
ten years later, the cafe at 710 Webster Street was my home
away from home.

Sometimes, it was just plain home.

Itis a bank now, but when I see the numbers over the doorway,
it’s my place. Outside is where I stood and played with firecrack-
ers and came close to blowing off a thumb. Inside, straight past
the row of tellers, I can still make my way through to the kitchen
and beyond, past the door on the left that led out to the backyard.
Straight ahead was the bank of iceboxes where we stored the
soda pops and beer, and to their right were the cantankerous
generators, the boxes on boxes of canned water chestnuts and
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