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When I was three, my family left the familiar warmth of Taiwan for the cold 
strangeness of Japan. I still remember the plane ride: the huge animal noises of the 
engines; how I hugged my mother so tightly. I remember the drive from the airport: 
the sharp rubbery smell and the worn plastic seats of the cab; the radio playing songs 
I couldn’t understand. My father sat up front with the driver, and in the backseat my 
mother held me next to her and spoke softly, whispering warm air against my head. I 
didn’t really listen to her. I stared at the outside, my face pressed against the same 
window as my sister’s, the two of us blowing fog onto the glass in our excitement. 
 
Those first weeks in Japan, we stayed on the American army base. My father was 
always away, taking care of the business that had brought us there, so my mother and 
sister and I were left alone in our little rented room. And, even inside, you could feel 
that it was winter; you could feel the bitter cold—something we three had never 
experienced before. To keep warm, we pulled chairs to the kerosene heater and shut 
the door on the rest of the world. Mornings, we spent playing cards and watching 
television, but, afternoons, we spent by the window, watching the snow. My sister and 
I were amazed by its beauty, by the sparkle and glitter of it in the air and on the 
ground. But our mother—raised on a farm, and Chinese, as my sister and I never could 
be, not even then—found the sameness of white on white, the color of death for her, 
frightening, and oppressive. Throughout those weeks we waited for my father, we 
watched the flakes pile into drifts, but my mother wouldn’t let us out the door to touch 
it.   
 
The morning that changed things, I woke to my mother’s happy singing. She lifted me 
out of bed and dressed me in thick layers. My sister, already bundled and waiting, 
stood next to us, stamping her feet impatiently. Then my mother took me by the hand 
and put out her other hand for my sister to hold. We three went outside, together; my 
mother led the way. Her feet were brave, stepping steadily over the snow and her 
hands around mine and my sister’s were firm, even though she must have been afraid 
to lose us in so much white. That day—which would turn out to be our last day 
waiting for my father, and our last day on that base—we played in the cold until we 
were hungry and tired and then we stretched ourselves flat to look up at flakes falling 
new and pure from the sky. The snow, at first a fluffy soft whiteness, grew sharp and 
terrible as I watched, but then I blinked and in that instant it faded and grew gentle 
again.  

 
 


