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Loyalty, Betrayal, & Revenge

“You won’t even be Chinese after your wife’s attorney gets
through with you, Raymond.” Sylvia Beacon-Yamaki said,
flipping the pages of Darleen’s proposed divorce settlement.
Raymond wondered if someone could be a lapsed Chinese, in
the same way people become lapsed Catholics. If Darleen took
away her family from him and he ceased having the opportunity
to be the dutiful Chinese son, would that make him a lapsed
Chinese? Raymond made a mental note to ask his Jewish
friend, Sam, who was one of those legendary good-boy Jewish
sons and who had recently divorced a dark-haired Jewish
woman to marry a blond Catholic woman.

What good was a good Chinese son without a Chinese family
in which to practice his legendary Chinese filial duty? What
would Raymond do—go around telling people, “‘Hi. my name
is Raymond Ding. I used to be Chinese. but my wife got custody
of my ethnicity”? Raymond wondered if this was cultural diver-
sity at its worst.

Raymond Ding’s Chinese name translated into English was
like all Chinese boys’ names were supposed to be—something
grandiose and epic, like the name given to a hole-in-the-wall
Chinese greasy spoon nestled at a crowded intersection, with
chipped Formica tables and unmatched duct-taped Naugahyde
chairs. New Golden Gardens. Golden River Palace. Riverside
Palace Inn. Chinese restaurants are not called “Bob’s Place.™
Name and fortune are related. Raymond’s name told a tale of a
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brave warrior, truthful and loyal to his fellow warriors and the
gods, a strong foundation, a fortress of shining light, majestic
mountain peaks, a fast car with a 7/70 warranty and a lifetime
Die Hard battery. This truthful, loyal, and brave one would
marry, and his wife would bear him male children so that his
name would be passed on to the next generation. We are immor-
tal, the family name implied. Actually, Raymond didn’t know
what his Chinese name was, the name his grandmother had
called him in a language he forgot a year after he started public
school.

Perhaps not being Chinese was an option in America. Cer-
tainly it was easy enough to change your mind and decide to be
some other Asian ethnicity, such as Japanese, Korean, Viet-
namese, Thai, Cambodian, Malaysian, or even a different kind
of Chinese, such as Taiwanese. What non-Asian would know?
Or Raymond could even be Chinese from Little Rock, Arkan-
sas, where folks would refer to him as “Say, Ray—Ray Bob
Daing” and his accent would mark him unmistakably as Ameri-
can. He had once met a Korean immigrant who had learned
English in North Carolina. Her talk was, for the most part,
perfect English—some confusion with r’s and I’s, an occasional
h thrown in behind an a, and a wandering accent on polysyl-
labic words that made her sound like Nancy Kwan in The World
of Suzie Wong, with Richard Petty as her English teacher. But
when she drawled, people knew she was an American. When
Raymond spoke, with no accent, they just noticed that he spoke
pretty good English. In the schoolyard, kids used to taunt him.
“What are you—Chinese, Japanese, or American Knees?”
they’d chant, slanting the corners of their eyes up and down,
displaying a bucktoothed smile, and pointing at their knees.
When Raymond, not liking any of the choices, didn’t answer,
they’d say, “Then you must be dirty knees.”
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Sylvia Beacon-Yamaki was one of those hyphenated-by-
marriage women. Raymond concluded from her name that she
liked Asian men and therefore would not be too judgmental
about any failures on his part when she exercised her duty as
his attorney. He had met her when they volunteered at an art auc-
tion to raise funds for an Asian community mental health clinic.
Now, six months later, he had appeared at her office after five,
without an appointment. He didn’t know any other attorneys.

She remembered him. She ushered him in, took off her
blazer, kicked off her shoes, and motioned for him to sit next to
her at the conference table. When Raymond uttered the words
“My wife, Darleen, and I are getting divorced. I might need
your help,” Sylvia realized he was seated too close, her blouse
was too tight, her skirt too short. He placed the opposing attor-
ney’s settlement papers on the table in front of her and stared
at the floor. Was he looking at her red toenails?

“I’ve got a couple of beers in the refrigerator,” she said. It
was the right thing to say. In the office kitchen, under the
fluorescent lights, Sylvia read the proposed settlement and
Raymond explained his marriage.

Darleen’s first words to him had been “Say, Ray.” When he
looked back on that moment, he wanted to offer others this
advice: “Never marry your first Chinese girlfriend.” Raymond,
at thirty, had just finished his graduate degree in public admin-
istration at Berkeley. Darleen, at twenty-six, had an M.B.A.
degree and was working for a bank while she studied for the
CPA exam. Her roommate was a classmate of Raymond’s and
had convinced Darleen that the Asian guys in the public admin-
istration program were less nerdy than the ones in the business
school. After a meeting of a minority students’ coalition, the
three of them went to a Chinese restaurant, where Darleen
ordered in Cantonese. The owner of the restaurant knew her

13
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father and didn’t charge them. Darleen insisted on paying and
left a twenty-dollar bill on the table, but the owner ran after her
and gave her a bag of lichee candy. in which Darleen later
discovered her twenty-dollar bill. The food, the money. the
family honor, were played out to perfection in a classic Chinese
morality play.

Raymond recognized all the right cultural signals. Darleen
and her family would give him the large Chinese American
family he’d never had. Her two older brothers and sisters had
already married, in order of birth. He and Darleen would be the
next. They would fall in love. get married, and have children—
preferably male children—who would be given fabulous red-
egg parties on their one-month birthdays. Raymond moved to
West Covina, a suburb east of Los Angeles, to join the family
and be Chinese. He felt lucky. Believing in luck and fate was
very Chinese.

Darleen’s father owned two upscale Chinese restaurants that
catered to a white clientele. While Raymond was looking for a
job in public administration, Darleen’s father offered to let him
be the night manager at General Chan’s Palace restaurant.
After all, Raymond had real college training in administration,
employee relations, and management. Raymond tried to ex-
plain that his training was more in the public sector, specifically
in issues relating to affirmative action and human rights. Dar-
leen’s father puffed on his cigar. “Perfect! We serve the pub-
lic.” Raymond thought managing a small minority-owned
business right out of graduate school couldn’t hurt his résumé.
Things fell into place.

Raymond had left the restaurant a couple of times, once to be-
come an affirmative action officer at a community college, then
later to work as an investigator for Orange County's Depart-
ment of Human Rights, but he lost both jobs to budget cut-
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backs. Each time he came back to the restaurant, and each time
Darleen’s father matched his salary in the “‘outside’ world.

It was as if at the exact moment he married Darleen, whoever
oversaw good Chinese boys had tapped him on the shoulder
and said, “Son, your time has come. Follow me. Your dead
mother would have wanted it this way.” Ancestors for seventy-
five generations back had nodded in agreement. “Good boy,
good boy, good boy.” they had chanted as he was led away.

Away. That was the key to the whole matter: away from
what? Raymond knew exactly what he had given up and what
he had been led away from. For Darleen, the marriage had been
something she was directed to, a destination, the beginning of
a life branching out in all directions from the common root of
their union. But Raymond was already perched on the tip of
one of the branches, and the ancestors were sawing it off and
planting it in the ground, saying, “Good boy. Grow new roots
and we’ll forget about your girlfriends who weren’t Chinese.
You didn’t know what you were doing. You were young. Too
much rock and roll.”

“Too moochie moobies,”” as Grandma would say about the
grandson who strayed too far.

Loretta Young was the only white woman Grandma approved
of. She watched The Loretta Young Show every week on televi-
sion, and she never forgot that earlier in her career, Loretta
Young had saved Chinese orphans and fought Japs with Alan
Ladd in the movie China. In The Hatchet Man, Loretta Young
was a Chinese daughter, her eyes taped and latexed into an
“Oriental” slant. Edward G. Robinson was the tong hatchet man
who was ordered to kill her father—who happened to be Ed-
ward G. Robinson’s good friend—because he betrayed the tong.
Friendship was one thing, but betrayal was a whole other thing.
Before chopping his friend’s head off, Edward G. Robinson
promised to raise Loretta Young as if she were his daughter.
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Business was business, and a promise was a promise. In the end,
all Chinese stories came down to loyalty, betrayal, and revenge.

Things fell into place until Darleen’s father became Burl Ives
and Darleen became Elizabeth Taylor and Raymond became
Paul Newman in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Raymond realized
what Darleen’s brothers had known all their lives—in a family
business, there is no free will. The only freedom Darleen’s
father offered her brothers was to give them their own restau-
rant to manage. They were destined to work in the restaurant
business whether they wanted to or not. One of them once said
to Raymond, “If I weren’t paying myself such a high salary, I'd
quit.” But you couldn’t quit family.

The freedom Raymond’s father had given him as an only
child hadn’t prepared him for working within the patriarchy of
a large Chinese family business. Neither had his studies in
public administration prepared him; the courses he would have
needed were all in the psychology department. In Darleen’s
family Raymond became just another son, another brother. He
had no other social life.

His life at the restaurant became separate from Darleen’s life
and from their life together. At work under bright lights, his life
was on constant display, surrounded by background music, the
constant chatter bouncing off the walls as he moved between
tables, and the metallic and ceramic noise of the kitchen. He
came home after closing, craving a darkened and silent ano-
nymity, and moved about the house without turning on the
lights. Sometimes he pretended he was alone and unmarried.
He stopped cooking for himself and Darleen, stopped eating
meals at home, stopped listening to music. and watched televi-
sion with the sound off. He never answered the phone: any call
at home was for Darleen.

She was comfortable with Raymond’s silence, which was just
like her brothers’. Her brothers never spoke of work because it



