Two Lives

SHIRLEY GEOK-LIN LIM

Shirley Geok-Lin Lim (b. 1944 in Malaysia) once told Contemporary Authors:
“I'was born in a tropical colony of the British Empire. The English language
was only one of three (Malay and Hokkien being the other two) languages that
surrounded me but it is my language of choice. . . . Much of my writing life is
composed of negotiating multiple identities, multiple societies, multiple
desires, and multiple genres. I have published poetry, short fiction, criticism,
and autobiographical essays, and I worked on niy novel (Joss and Gold, pub-
lished in 2001; in 2006 she published Sister Swing) for a long time. I am an
Asian, a Westerner, and a woman, and I have known desperate hunger, in the
presence of which one must be committed to speak. . . .” She has also published
a menoir Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian-American Memoir
of Homelands (1997). Lim received her B.A. at the University of Malaysia,
Kuala Lumpur. She immigrated to the United States in 1969 and became a
U.S. citizen. In 1971 she obtained an M.A. and in 1973 a Ph.D. from Brandeis
University. She has taught at the University of Malaysia, in Australia, at the
University of Hong Kong, at several units of the City University of New York,
and at the University of California, Santa Barbara. She has received nunierous
awards. As you read, watch for signs that Lint learned valuable lessons from
her unpleasant experience of being a daughter far from her family.

INO ONE WHO HAS NOT LEFT EVERYTHING behind her—every acquaintance,
tree, corner lamp post, brother, lover—understands the peculiar
remorse of the resident alien. Unlike the happy immigrant who sees the
United States as a vast real-estate advertisement selling a neighborly
future, the person who enters the country as a resident alien is neither
here nor there. Without family, house, or society, she views herself
through the eyes of citizens: guest, stranger, outsider, misfit, beggar.
Transient like the drunks asleep by the steps down to the subway, her
bodily presence is a wraith, less than smoke among the 250 million in
the nation. Were she to fall in front of the screeching wheels of the
Number Four Lexington line, her death would be noted by no one,
mourned by none, except if the news should arrive weeks later, twelve
thousand miles away.

A resident alien has walked out of a community’s living memory,
out of social structures in which her identity is folded, like a bud in a
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tree, to take on the raw stinks of public bathrooms and the sh
shadows in parks. She holds her breath as she walks through the Amer.
ican city counting the afternoon hours. Memory for her is 5 great
mourning, a death of the living. The alien resident mourns even ag she
chooses to abandon. Her memory, like her guilt and early love, is invol-
untary but her choice of the United States is willful.

For what? She asks the question over and over again. At first, she
asks it every day. Then as she begins to feel comfortable in the body of 3
stranger, she asks it occasionally, when the weekend stretches over the
Sunday papers and the television news does not seem enough, or when
the racks of dresses in the department stores fail to amuse. Finally, she
forgets what it feels like not to be a stranger. She has found work that
keeps her busy, or better still, tired. She has found a lover, a child, a tele.
phone friend, the American equivalents for the opacity of her child-
hood. The dense solidity of Asian society becomes a thin story. At some
point, she no longer considers exchanging the remote relationships that
pass as American social life for those crowded rooms in Asia, the
unhappy family circles. And were those rooms really that crowded, the
family so intensely unhappy?. . .

It was the waste of time I minded most, a sludgy feeling that took
over October and November. In September, almost a year after my
arrival at Brandeis, Father had written to say he had been diagnosed with
throat cancer. He was seeking medical care in Malacca. “Don’t come
home,” his letter ended, “I don’t want you to interrupt your studies.”

I told no one. Food stuck in my throat whenever I thought of
Father. The thought was like a fishbone, sharp and nagging. I couldn’t
speak of him.

Another short letter arrived from China without a return address.
read it over and over in the safety of my room. “I am doing well,” it
said. “My white blood cells have gone up, and [ am feeling stronger.”
The small black-and-white photograph that fell out of the envelope
showed that he was lying. The shirt draped over his body like a sheet
over a child, although his face was old and sad.

For a few months, the letters came from China without a forward-
ing address: he was staying near the clinic in Canton, noted for its can-
cer cures. He wrote irregularly. Like a careful student, perhaps because
he was lonely, he sent the laboratory reports on his white blood count.
His letters were optimistic to begin with. The white blood-cell numbers
had improved; he was enjoying this Chinese city he had never seen
before, visiting parks, zoos, and museums, with a new friend also
undergoing treatment at the clinic. Then a letter arrived complaining of

homesickness. He wanted to be home with the family; he missed
Malaysian food.
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When Thanksgiving came, the Castle emptied out. Julie and Carol
returned to Brooklyn and Missouri. On Friday I picked up a letter from
my mailbox. The rice-paper-fine acrogramme rustled as [ spread it out
to read the ball-point print that smeared across the crumpled blue sur-
face. It was a letter from Second Brother, and 1 was immediately afraid,
for Second Brother had never written to me before. “We buried Father
two weeks ago,” he wrote.

I stared at the words and calculated the time. Two weeks ago,
and a week for the aerogramme to cross the world to reach me in
Massachusetts. It was unimaginable that Father, the source of what-
ever drove me, that total enveloping wretchedness of involuntary
love, my eternal bond, my body’s and heart’s DNA, had been dead
for almost a month. The world had a hole in it, it was rent, and i
would never heal.

Maggie came knocking at my door justas I finished reading Second
Brother’s letter. An orphan left with a trust fund, she was slowly com-
pleting her graduate studies, while spending most of her time volun-
teering to help with the animals in the zoo. She wanted to know if I had
had any pumpkin pie yet for Thanksgiving. Would I go with her to the
cafeteria for a piece of pie? I was still holding Second Brother’s blue
aerogramme in my hand.

“My father’s dead,” I said to her. Why was I telling her this? Would
I have said the same thing if the janitor had knocked on the door to fix
the radiator? “He died three weeks ago.”

“Oh,” she said. “I'm sorry.” I could see that she was. Tall and big-
boned, Maggie was deep water, quiet-spoken, all reserve.

I paid for my pie and coffee at the cafeteria and watched her eat.
She left the crust and scraped the brown gooey filling carefully with her
fork till it was all gone. My throat hurt. Then I returned alone to my
room. | knew Maggie would never visit me again. I had been too
painful for her.

At first I didn’t cry. It wasn’t Father’s death that drove hardest at
me, it was that he had been dead for more than two weeks already, and
I hadn’t known all that time that he had gone. “We didn’t think you
should come home,” Second Brother wrote. The grief and the guilt lay
beyond tears. Months later, in Brooklyn where I was sharing a studio
apartment with Charles, the Brandeis graduate student whom I would
later marry, I woke up in the middle of the night, my face drenched
with tears. [ had wept in my sleep for Father.

A month after the news of Father’s death, Second Brother sent me a
package of papers from Father’s belongings. Father had kept all my old
school record books, annual school certificates of achievement, exami-
nation diplomas, yellowed letters of recommendation from high school
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teachers, and Malaysian citizenship documents. On an unmailed aer,.
gramme sheet, Father had scrawled in a shaky hand, “I want you to
come home now.” ‘

My brother also sent me a diary Father had kept in the last weekg of
his life. Only a few pages were filled, and all the entries were addresgeq
to me. In the early entries, he wrote he was hopfaful he w.ould recover,
and he did not want me to return home because it was so important fo
me to continue my studies. In the second to last entry, he asked that |
hurry home; he didn’t believe he had much time le.ft and he wanted tq
see me. In the very last entry, addressing me as his dear daughter, he
wrote that although he knew [ would do so, still he asked that I promise
to take care of my brothers and sister, Peng’s children. The entry was
very short and the handwriting erratic. My father had willed his chil-
dren to me.

The day I received the package, I emptied my bank account and
sent the few hundred dollars in it to Peng. With it, my letter promised
that I would send her as much as I could each month. For a long time,
every U.S. dollar rang as precious Malaysian currency for me to remit.
A ten-dollar shirt? I paid for it and guiltily counted the groceries the
money could have bought for Father’s family. I disapproved of my
growing consumerism. The pastries that gleamed, sugar-encrusted, at
Dunkin’ Donuts, which I eyed longingly, would buy copy books for my
half-brothers. For the next few years, I carried my father’s ghostly pres-
ence through department stores and restaurants. His sad smile was a
mirage of poverty. I saw my half-siblings ragged and hungry whenever
I glanced at a sales tag, and every month, I made out a bank draft to
Peng and mailed it out as an exorcism.

An exorcism I could not explain to Charles, my American husband.
How could one eat well if one’s family was starving? For Chinese, eat-
ing is both material and cultural. We feed our hungry ghosts before we
may feed ourselves. Ancestors are ravenous, and can die of neglect.
Our fathers’” children are also ourselves. The self is
magoric; it leaks and slips awa
cousins, that signify the meanin
extended community.

In writing the bank drafts

paltry, phantas-
y- It is the family, parents, siblings,
g of the self, and beyond the family, the

. I remained my father’s daughter, return-
ing to Father the bargain we had made. This is the meaning of blood—

to give, because you cannot eat unless the family is also eating. For

years, I v.voke up nights, heart beating wildly. Oh Asia, that nets its chil-
dren in ties of blood so binding that they cut the spirit.



