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Ding. This short, gentle chime is soft as a timid tap on a xylophone, and yet I'm
supposed to hear it in spite of the racket we all make when our after-dinner fun is
reaching a climax. It’s difficult making out that chime, and I dread having to do it.

To give you an idea of the commotion: it’s prime time on the television in my
parents’ room; my younger brother bangs on the guitar in his room across the way;
and farther down the hall my youngest brother listens to an FM station. My chil-
dren, who are about the same age as my nephews, cry, laugh, and squabble, then
chase each other from room to room playing hide-and-seek. Adults, children, and
kitchen maid, all doing their own thing, produce a chorus of outcries that bring the
commotion to a head, reminding me of a huge pot of motley stew cooked to perfec-
tion. And that’s precisely when I'm supposed to block out the noise and detect that
ding. I'm used toit, but still. .. . Lately, my ears are tired of straining, and sometimes
I only think I hear the chime. Yes, that must be the bell. I go out and open the front
gate, but no one’s there beneath the light. I close the gate and go back inside, feeling
like a fool in the presence of the others, even the teenage kitchen maid.

This place where I live is not “our house,” it’s “this house.” It’s my parents’ home.
But I’'ve been married off and strictly speaking, if I'm to be living with a family, it
should be my husband’s. My parents knew the man I loved was poor, but they were
only too happy to give our marriage their blessing. They opposed the idea of our
renting a room, though. The least they could do was board us for a few years, they
said, and after we had saved up we could buy a place of our own. We pretended
we couldn’t refuse. Actually, everyone in my family is nice to us, and there was
nothing to complain about. So we moved into the spacious guest room. My older
brother and his wife live here too, and I'm sensitive to her situation as an outsider,
but we don’t feel we have to tiptoe around her. My father is still the man of the
house, and I'm his precious only daughter. Like me, Sister-in-Law wants a place for
themselves, and devotes herself to saving up what my brother earns. And so we're
sisters-in-law, we’re partners in guilt, and that’s made us buddies.

I have to confess that I've experienced none of the grief or regrets that come
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with living with one’s parents. Still, it’s awful waiting for my husband in the
evening. Each of us produces a distinctive chime. Father is slow and dignified, the
bell ringing just like his voice. My older brother likes to push down hard on the
button, then give the gate a kick. Younger Brother presses the button in a kind of
frenzy, the way he plays his guitar, not letting up until someone opens the gate. My
youngest brother is hopelessly ignorant of things such as doorbells; he rattles the
gate for dear life, exasperating the entire family. “Good grief, here comes the young
master!” says Mother. “The joker—get out there before he breaks down the gate!”
she tells the maid, who drops what she’s doing and dashes out. Lucky her, she’s the
welcome delegate—for everyone except my husband, that is. Even my sister-in-law
remains plopped in front of the television. It’s an accomplishment when she ven-
tures as far as the edge of the veranda to greet her husband. The maid knows all,
and does well by us.

It’s my job, though, to recognize when it’s my husband ringing the bell, and to
open the gate for him. I'm not exactly sure when I inherited this duty. Maybe when
we realized he pressed the button so lightly no one else could hear him; it does
take acute hearing. Whenever I hear that distinctive, faint ding, I feel sorry to the
bottom of my heart. My poor husband, cowering at his in-laws’ gate, forcing him-
self to touch the bell ever so lightly. With the long face of a girl holding back tears,
I go out, and there he stands. But my tears do not gush forth. For the man I see
standing there certainly doesn’t look timid. Instead he is pride itself, as hard and
cold as tempered steel. So cold it occurs to me his faint touch on the bell is not timid
but deliberate, something he does to play tricks on me.

I fell in love with a warm and tender man whose face looked slightly sad. Be-
cause I still think of him that way, I always feel a tinge of bashfulness at the gate.
But it’s not the same for him, and we proceed inside to our room.

Eventually the commotion dies down. Mother has unilaterally decided her son-
in-law doesn’t like noise. So the first thing she does is turn down the television.
Then she goes from room to room saying, “Shhh, your brother-in-law’s home,” and
the guitar and radio fall silent—my two younger brothers are very understanding.
Even the children pipe down, and finally my children come into the guest room,
which is to say, our room.

In comes the maid with my husband’s meal tray. The dinner served to Father
and Elder Brother is a smart, appetizing presentation, and my husband’s is no
different. But Mother follows it in to make sure none of the side dishes has been
left out. And then comes the standard apology: “It’s not much, but help yourself.”
“Please,” my husband says, “You make me feel like a guest.” To which Mother
replies, “My son-in-law will always be an honored guest in our home.” On occa-
sion she brings out from hiding a bottle of whiskey that has the most beautiful
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