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[A}] I grew up listening to my Chinese mother whose English is grammatically incorrect. Some
people say they don’ t understand my mother’ s English and even describe it as “broken.”
This makes it sound as if it needs to be fixed. I’ ve also heard other terms used for her
English, such as “limited” English. Actually, when I was young, my mother’ s “limited”
English limited my view of her. There were times when I was ashamed of her English. Because
she did not express her thoughts perfectly, I considered her thoughts imperfect. I had plenty of
evidence to support that idea. People in stores did not give her good service, pretending not to
understand her or even acting as if they did not hear her.

I have been thinking lately about my mother’ s English. Some of my friends tell me they
understand 50 percent of what my mother says. Some say they understand 80 to 90 percent.
Some say they understand none of it as if she were speaking Chinese. To me, however, my
mother’ s English is perfectly clear and natural. It is my mother tongue. It is the language that
helped shape the way I saw things, expressed things and made sense of the world as a writer.
For example, people might come up with “nightfall” or “dusk” when they are asked to
describe the word “sunset.” However, my imaginative mother tongue allowed me to see a
burst of colors against a dark sky, the moon rising, and the lowering of a curtain of stars
whenever [ heard the word.

When 1 first started writing fiction, 1 used wittily crafted sentences that would finally prove I
had mastery over the English language. However, I later started to consider who the readers of
my stories would be. The reader I decided upon as a model was my mother. With her in mind, I
began to write stories using all the “Englishes” 1 grew up with: the simple English I spoke to
my mother, the “broken” English she used with me, and what [ imagined would be her
meaning if she could speak in perfect English. I wanted to reveal what language ability tests
could never find out: her observations and insights. I knew I had succeeded when my mother
finished reading my book and said, “So easy to read.”
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