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    Introduction



    Artists who paint in water color are brave, adventurous, and willing to push themselves and their work as they boldly embrace the unknown. A water color artist starts with a vision, but from the moment they put that first stroke on the canvas, and with each stroke that follows, the vision will shift. Water color is a fluid art form that drips, runs, and moves. Intuition plays a great part in the execution of the water color. Through skill, time, and practice, artists are able to control the strokes better, but it will never be exact. Once the stroke is made, the artist must follow that new path and see where the next stroke will take them. Sometimes there is fear, but there is also freedom.


    I have lived my life as a water color artist.


    This book is my next stroke.


    A Water Color Dream is a memoir of time, and faces and places. I have so many stories to share of experiences with some of the most interesting, famous, and beloved celebrities that I’ve met or worked with in my decades as an actress and successful entrepreneur in Hollywood. It’s not that I purposely seek out famous people to connect with but for some reason it just happened; somehow the famous or talented (or both) were attracted to me as well. The experiences are true, but they may not always be in the precise chronological order. There is no past, present, or future in the Chinese language, only the experience. These recollections fuse reality and maybe just a little fantasy, blending both elements to describe the extraordinary life I have had the privilege of living.


    I’ll start by going through my childhood and the many challenges a young dreamer faced in growing up in the tumultuous Far East, the discipline of my father, and moving to New York, where my life as an artist really started. I’ll show you how a combination of a dream, a gift, a lot of luck, hard work, and faith in the Higher Power led me to success at an early age as a dancer and eventually an actress. I’ll take you through my trailblazing, barrier-breaking path as one of the pioneering Asian-American actors, and the amazing shows and films I worked on — some of the biggest and most influential — along with some of the greatest entertainers of all time: Elvis, John Wayne, Jimmy Stewart, Doris Day, Jeff Bridges, Bette Midler, and many, many more. I’ll give you a look into my constant search for a father/protector figure and how it led to many interesting relationships, none bigger than my time with Frank Sinatra. I’ll show you a side of Ol’ Blue Eyes that most haven’t seen. I’ll take you on a spiritual journey to an ashram that changed my path forever. I’ll also examine the other facets of my life, into marriage, a fashion business, real estate, other relationships with people of prominence, motherhood, and more, all while trying secretly to keep God at my center.


    All of these memories are like the water colors I paint. I like water color painting because of its unpredictability. The accidental splash or movement that happens in water color can sometimes result in the best part of the painting. Yet water color is very demanding in that you have to know exactly what strokes you have to put down first and what follows. It is an expression of the playful self to embrace each happening with a fresh face and new energy. It does not always have to be a “been there, done that” portrayal. I’d rather have “maybe I’ve been there, but it’s different every time I look back.” I let the water colors do their own thing for better or for worse.


    Join me as I look back on what I’ve painted so far, and as I prepare to take the next stroke.

  


  
    Film and TV Credits



    Over the course of my career, I have earned over eighty film and TV credits…and I continue to work today. Credits are taken from IMDB.com.



    1961: Flower Drum Song — Dancer (uncredited)


    1962: The Horizontal Lieutenant — Oriental Spy (uncredited)


    1963: Perry Mason (TV Series) — Juli Eng


    1963: Take Her, She’s Mine — Miss Wu


    1963: Under the Yum Yum Tree — Suzy (uncredited)


    1964: Breaking Point (TV Series) — Niki


    1964: My Favorite Martian (TV Series) — Leilani


    1964: The Lieutenant (TV Series) — Hoa Luu


    1964: The New Phil Silvers Show (TV Series) — Johnny’s Mother


    1965: How to Stuff a Wild Bikini — Native Girl


    1965: I Spy (TV Series) — Girl


    1965: John Goldfarb, Please Come Home! — Harem Girl (uncredited)


    1965: Mr. Novak (TV Series) — Mexico — United Nations Assembly


    1965: The Sword of Ali Baba — Nalu


    1965: The Wackiest Ship in the Army (TV Series) — Beautiful Native Girl


    1965: Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea (TV Series) — Su Yin


    1965-1967: The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (TV Series) — Reiko/Jasmine


    1966: 7 Women — Chinese Girl


    1966: My Three Sons (TV Series) — Terry Wong


    1966: Paradise, Hawaiian Style — Pua


    1966: Women of the Prehistoric Planet — Linda


    1967: Caprice — Su Ling


    1967: Island of the Lost — Judy Hawiiani


    1967: Laredo (TV Series) — Jem Sing


    1967: Off to See the Wizard (TV Series) — Judy Hawiiani


    1967: The Wild Wild West (TV Series) — Reiko O’Hara


    1968: Insight (TV Series)


    1968: The Green Berets — Lin


    1970: Family Affair (TV Series) — Ming Lee


    1970: The Name of the Game (TV Series) — Miss Takashima


    1971: Cade’s County (TV Series) — Mimi Drake


    1971: Sarge (TV Series) — Akiko


    1972: Cannon (TV Series) — Lavonne Rowan


    1972: Mission: Impossible (TV Series) — Penyo


    1972: Stand Up and Be Counted — (uncredited)


    1972: The Smith Family (TV Series) — Nancy


    1973: Hawaii Five-O (TV Series) — Alia


    1973: Owen Marshall, Counselor at Law (TV Series) — Miss Shirado


    1973: The New Perry Mason (TV Series) — Nhi Khanh


    1974: Airport 1975 — Carol


    1974: Ironside (TV Series) — Laurie Li


    1974: Judge Dee and the Monastery Murders (TV Movie) — Celestial Image


    1974: Three the Hard Way — Empress


    1975: Deadly Hero


    1975: Paper Tiger — Talah


    1976: Damien’s Island — Momi


    1976: Hot Potato — Detective Sgt. Pam Varaje


    1977: Future Cop (TV Series regular) — Dr. Tingley


    1977: The Rockford Files (TV Series) — Daphne Ishawahara


    1977: Wonder Woman (TV Series) — Mei Ling


    1978: The Yin and the Yang of Mr. Go — Tah-Ling


    1980: Father Damien: The Leper Priest (TV Movie)


    1983: Ryan’s Four (TV Series)


    1984: A Touch of Scandal (TV Movie) — Woman in Restaurant


    1985: Airwolf (TV Series) — Carol Oshiro


    1986: Down and Out in Beverly Hills — Sheila Waltzberg


    1986: Trapper John, M.D. (TV Series) — Dr. Julie Lok


    1987: Steele Justice — Xua Chan


    1988: Noble House (TV Mini-Series)


    1990: A Girl to Kill For — The Counselor


    1992: Unbecoming Age — R.J.


    1993: Mr. Jones — Mrs. Chang


    1993: Snapdragon — Hua


    1994: Compromising Situations (TV Series) — Li Miau


    1996: Baywatch Nights (TV Series) — Lili


    1996: Comrades: Almost a Love Story — Aunt Rosie


    1996: Widow’s Kiss (TV Movie) — Dr. Joyce Sabata


    1997: Tell Me No Secrets (TV Movie) — Mrs. Ching


    1997–2001: Star Trek: Voyager (TV Series) — Mary Kim/Kim’s Mother


    2000: The Michael Richards Show (TV Series) — Woman #3


    2000: Unauthorized: The Mary Kay Letourneau Story (TV Movie) The Judge


    2002: Golden Chicken — Kam’s Aunt (as Irene Tsui)


    2003: Lost at Home (TV Series) — Brenda


    2003: The Division (TV Series) — Madame Lin


    2004: Strong Medicine (TV Series) — Mrs. Fong


    2005: CSI: NY (TV Series) — Madam Tuki Song


    2006: The Heart Specialist — Mrs. Olson


    2007: Alibi — Chu Fan


    2009: Cold Case (TV Series) — Da Chun Lu


    2011: Fred 2: Night of the Living Fred (TV Movie) — Mrs. Rhee


    2011: Law & Order: LA (TV Series) — Christina Yu


    2012: Sleeping Dogs (Video Game) — Mrs. Chu (voice)


    2019: Caregiver (Short Subject) — Mrs. Sugita


    2019: Over the Moon (Animation) — Grandma

  


  
    Chapter 1



    When I was born, I had huge bulging eyes and dark skin. I didn’t look like any of my cousins who had porcelain skin and almond eyes. My relatives would come by to look at me. They would glance at me, then at my mother again, then at me, then her again, and laughingly whisper, “Oh you adopted her.” Mom just laughed, giving me the biggest head-to-toe hug. I could feel her love coursing through my little body. I was happy.


    It was a dentist that was engaged to one of my aunts who brought me into the world. Mom said when the “doctor” brought me to her bedside, my big eyes were wide open, looking all around the room. Even though she was told infants can’t see, she knew I could. She knew I was going to see the world. I was already getting started.


    This teasing about my eyes went on for some years, whenever relatives visited. I have a lot of relatives as my mother was one of six sisters. I was lovingly called “Eyeballs Tsu, Little Coal Balls.” I was a curiosity. My mother never objected, was never upset. She just laughed along with her sisters and aunties.


    The home where we are born is often physically ingrained in us. After more than sixty years I can still recall the stairway in the 6th District house off Avenue Joffre in the French Concession of Shanghai. The staircase had carved banister posts shaped like an “S.” The banister top was built from beautifully buffed mahogany which made for a really awesome curved slide. It was my favorite place to play. I was a monkey child who would climb up on my tiptoes, swing my leg over, and hug the banister with my belly and little arms, sliding for the ride of my life. My mom would be screaming from the next room, “Get down right now, Shao (Little) Wei Wu!” My belly would still be tingling from the brush with the mahogany. I loved it!


    Then came one afternoon I wanted to try something new. I slid my body (or was it my head?) through the banister shaft. I quickly realized that I was stuck. I couldn’t loosen myself from the grip. I screamed and cried. Mother came running to me and pushed and pulled to get my head out of the shaft. The more she tried, the more I was stuck. As I kept kicking and screaming, she called the rest of the family to figure out what to do. It was quickly decided that a carpenter had to be summoned to saw a section from the shaft and release the screaming three-year-old. Moments later I had stopped screaming and my body went limp from exhaustion. Mom held me for comfort and my limp little body miraculously slipped through the shaft quite easily to the other side. “Hallelujah!” everyone cried in unison.


    “Hallelujah!” sounds the same in Chinese.


    Another thing I remember about growing up is the trolley. There was a long green one and a double-decked red one. On its back it had a fishing pole with a wheel that touched wires overhead that sparked and made popping sounds. I called the green single-decker trolleys “baba cars” which meant “daddy cars” and the red double decker ones “popo cars” or “grandmother cars.” I pointed to them every time they hissed by on their steel wheels, smooth as a boat on an endless track, among the bobbing and bumping cars and bicycles, along the big boulevard past our gated compound.


    My father named me “Wei Ho.” Ho (or Wu) means “peace.” “Wei” is a character taken from our family book. All girls in my generation have Wei in their first names. My sister is named Wei Shin. Shin is for “prosperity.” My father also chose my English name “Irene,” which also means “peace.” He showed it to me in a huge dictionary he kept on his bookshelf. However, mother said that Irene was also a Greek queen who murdered her husband and married her son.


    Apparently, she was not so peaceful.


    I remember one day when I was older and we were living in our New York apartment. My aunts had been visiting all afternoon and again, and they were talking about how I looked different than my siblings. In the evening, when we were finally left alone and the house was quiet, I blurted out to my mother, “Mom, was I really adopted?”


    “You silly girl, of course not!”


    Then my mother told me she was near thirty when I was born. That was ancient in those days. She’d been married already for so long and no children…tongues were wagging! But Dad was adamant about not having any children until he could provide for his future son’s college education. Dad was prepping for a big career with the Chiang Kai-shek government. Working for the newly built railroads in Kunming, China was the most prestigious job for a young man returning from university in the U.S.


    “Excuses, excuses,” Mother thought. “I cannot endure the well-meaning, but teasing relatives and nosy neighbors any longer. I’m going to have a baby one way or the other.” Mom’s sister, Dr. Ling Lin Da, lived next door. We called her Dr. Linda. She told Mom that the sperm contained in a condom was still alive and stayed alive for about a day under certain conditions. If Mom could collect the sperm and bring them over to her house next door, she would gladly introduce my father’s sperm to my mother’s egg. My father’s sperm was put into a turkey baster and Dr. Linda emptied the baster into my mother…and I was conceived.


    I was a turkey baster baby. That baster was my Big Bang.


    That was pretty brazen of her to disobey her husband’s wishes and have a kid on her own, so to speak, back in the forties. She used him as a sperm donor. Where was the wifely respect for the man’s wishes? He wanted his first child to be a son. The fact that she had a baby without his consent and that the baby was a girl explains the strained relationship and strange stability of the arranged marriage they had for over sixty years.


    After she told me this, she grasped my wimpy shoulders, gently shook me, and gave me the biggest hug. Her happy story of how I came into this world made my heart feel so wide. The corner of my mouth turned up, and I smiled the biggest smile.


    “I love you, Mom.”


    “And I love you, Shao Wei, from here to eternity.”


    Then another big hug.


    This love would last me a lifetime and more.

  


  
    Chapter 2



    In the 1930s, before WWII, the Japanese invaded China, swept aside all Chinese opposition — Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist forces in the south and Mao Tse-tung’s Communists in the northwest — and took vicious control of the nine northern districts of Qingdao. Ling Tsuan Hua (Lin Xiao), my mom’s father and my grandfather, had been an admiral in Chiang Kai-shek’s service at the naval base on the south side. The Russians, British, Japanese, and Germans had fought each other and Chiang Kai-shek for control of Qingdao and all the seas of western China south to Taiwan and Hong Kong.


    The Japanese occupiers made the Chinese admiral the head of the Provisional Government. Grandpa Lin was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Grandpa did the only thing he could to ensure the safety of the civilians and the city of Qingdao. He cooperated to keep the Japanese from imposing control on the Chinese population by massacre and other atrocities. That same year, 1932, the Japanese used Nanjing like the Germans used Guernica, to test new weapons and tactics. He didn’t want the Japanese to do the same thing to Qingdao. Yes, a Chinese admiral with no navy worked with the Japanese occupation. And of course his politically ambitious wife, my Grandma Ling Li Hua, thought it would be an advantageous move for his political future. She was certain that, after the war, Chiang would reward his honorable soldier for such self-sacrifice.


    Chiang kicked out the Japanese after the war, with the aid of the Americans, but the Communists were marching down from the north. The civil war between Generalissimo Chiang and Mao’s Communists that had been overshadowed by the war against the Japanese now overwhelmed China.


    My grandfather on my father’s side, a high-ranking member of the Chiang party, warned my mother’s father, Admiral Lin, that he would be the first one to be executed when Generalissimo Chiang arrived victoriously backed by the U.S. He was right. Grandfather Lin was executed by Chiang in Qingdao for treason. Grandpa Lin was a victim on both sides; he was Judas for the Japanese and Generalissimo Chiang’s scapegoat. Grandpa Lin was a soldier while Grandfather Tsu was a politician.


    Grandma Lin raised all seven of her children after the tragic death of her husband. My mom and her two sisters were given German names by their governess. They named my mom Dulcie and her sisters, Linde and Lida. Grandpa Lin’s December 26th birthday was celebrated every year until Grandma passed away in 1990 at age one hundred in Washington D.C. She even received a congratulatory letter from President George Bush Sr. I have seen a photo of her riding side-saddled with my grandaunt and others at the turn of the century. They were called the “Fight Till Your Death Brigade” women revolutionaries. They were the real woman warriors!


    Chiang was married to the beautiful and Wellesley College-educated Soong Mei Ling. They said she loved power. I remember that it was His and Her power. Her oldest sister Soong Ailing was married to H.H. Kung, the Generalissimo’s crooked financier. They say she loved money. The middle sister, Soong Ching Ling, was married to Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the founder of the Republic of China. They say she loved China.


    The Generalissimo’s love of power and money did a great thing for the other side of my family by paying off their war bonds. He made one of my granduncles filthy rich. That’s why we called him Uncle Richissimo! That granduncle was the laughing stock in town for years because he would buy war bonds by the barrel at a penny on the dollar. They would be stacked up to his ceiling. People visiting would always be uncomfortable. “I like the smell of the paper,” he was famous for saying. Out of the blue, the good Christian Chiang Kai-shek cast money on the bondholders and my granduncle was instantly rich. He never left China after the Communists took over. They didn’t persecute him, but put him to work teaching Chinese chess — of which he was a master — from city to city. So yes, he loved the smell of paper…and the clacking of the tiles.


    When the Communists were taking over China, my father arranged to have his family, along with Hou Po (his mother), leave China aboard a large ship out of Shanghai bound for Taiwan.


    I have very little recollection of Taipei except that the whole place stank because it had open sewers on either side of the streets. We lived in a Japanese house built on stilts. They built them that way so the house wouldn’t sit in the wet, stinky water. However, there were large creatures living on the walls. They were huge lizards lurking above our beds while we were sleeping or our dining table while we were eating. They were waiting for little leftover morsels. Sometimes they would fall, and the maid would beat them with a broom to chase them away. These lizards would also sometimes lose their tails and the maid would curse when that happened. I would scream, “Mom, Mom…” but she never came because she was always too busy caring for my sister Florence. The maid would hush me up, saying, “Be quiet or the lizard’s tail will wriggle into your ears tonight.” I cried and cried, and I would try to stay awake as long as I could so the tail would not get into my ears.


    What a terrible lie to tell a child!


    Luckily, we were only there for a short time before my father decided to move us to Hong Kong. He remained in Taiwan to serve the Chiang government. Whether it was for money, or for his rumored other family that was whispered about when we children were not within ear shot, we were always one country away from Dad.


    He always said it was for safety reasons.


    Hong Kong was very much a British Crown colony at the time and rather international, sophisticated, and physically stunning. School in Hong Kong began with a faulty start. The first couple of grades I spent in a Confucius school where we had to line up to get beaten on our palms every day after school. Mom would ask how come I was always so late walking home. I told her one or two of the boys would get twenty or even thirty whacks with a wooden ruler on their palms and the girls maybe got five to ten. Our palms would burn like fire for a long, long time. Mom took me out of that sadistic school and enrolled me in Heep Yunn, a private prep school.


    All the prep schools in Hong Kong were private and boys and girls were separated. I went to a parochial school that emphasized more Chinese instead of all English like Mary Knoll or King George V. It was a great school. I loved my teachers, and I did well. We had great outings and I made a lifelong best friend in Helen Chan. We were both Girl Guides (scouts). Two days a week we would wait on a little hill next to the school building for a vendor to come by with freshly baked French rolls, crunchy on the outside and soft white inside. French rolls never tasted that good again.


    There was one bad thing about Heep Yunn: our uniforms. In the summer, we wore one- piece, thigh-length outfits that were white on top and blue on the bottom. It would look like a white blouse with buttons down the middle and attached to blue culottes below. Now can you wrap your head around how we had to get out of them to go to the bathroom? We either had to unbutton the top and the waistband and wriggle out of the whole thing, let it hang around our ankles, or try to squeeze our butt out of one side of the culottes. No easy matter. Sometimes we would see girls with toilet paper hanging out from their tangled culottes walking around school. Winter was no better, as we had to wear “cheongsam,” a form-fitting Chinese dress with a side zipper and frog buttons to the neck. Again, when going to bathroom, we’d either have to unbutton and unzip everything or wriggle our butt out from the side slits.


    Yves Saint Laurent would have loved it!


    It was also at this school that I would get my first real experience with religion. Unbeknownst to me, my mom had signed me up to be baptized. One day my teacher said I was to report to the chaplain to have my baptism in the Episcopalian church (Church of England). I was taken to a room behind the chapel. They undressed me and dunked my whole body into the freezing water in a stone vessel that looked like a coffin. The chaplain mumbled a series of words. My teeth were still chattering when they asked me what my Christian name was, so they could enter it into some big book. I didn’t comprehend any of what they were saying. The only name that came into my head was “Mary.”


    So, Mary it was!


    Mom and Grandma were devout Methodists or Baptists, so Sunday school, Christmas, and Easter were big days growing up and I loved it. I never let on to anyone, but faith remained the core of my being as I wandered through my Hollywood years. I didn’t really have a dad present in my life, but I had my manager Fred, Jesus, and miles of intuition that I think must have helped my underdeveloped teenage frontal lobe make some big decisions on my own. As you’ll soon see, I had to grow up in a hurry.


    Thank you Jeezzus!

  


  
    Chapter 3



    When I was either eight or nine years old, I saw a poster at a bus stop for the movie The Red Shoes. It was hypnotic! I tried to pose in front of our mirror, arching my back like a ballerina, head tilting to one side, eyes gazing downward in sensual abandonment. Then there were the red satin toe shoes! Not even the ladies down the corner had red nail polish quite so potent and seductive. I would visualize my little feet in those red satin shoes. How they would arch like the ballerinas, my toes squeezing into the points. Then I would magically be able to glide with swift little steps across the stage. I stared at the poster whenever we passed the bus stop until I projected myself into it.


    I wanted to be a ballerina!


    Luckily I had an aunt who was a ballerina. Ballet was acceptable in our family because it was set to classical music, a class art form. I would beg Mom to take me to Auntie Alice’s house on weekends so she could show me a few steps. I’d come home, stand in front of the mirror, and I’d practice and practice and practice. Plie, port de bras, or bras bas. Finally I asked Mom if she would take me to a ballet school in Tsim Sha Tsui. I pleaded that it wasn’t that far and if she took me there I could take a bus home.


    And that’s what we did! This little ballerina took a bus home two nights a week. I lived for my ballet classes (plus a little more training with my auntie on weekends). During my last semester at Heep Yunn, I choreographed a whole ballet number for a graduation production. I chose the music and cast three of my schoolmates. Mom made the costumes and my teacher Mrs. Dragon applied the makeup because she always had a lot of makeup.


    You can do anything when you’re young because you don’t know what fear is. The study of ballet was a turning point in my young life. I may not have realized it then, but I loved expressing myself through my body with a single-minded focus. It is no accident that later in life I found hatha yoga to be my lifelong pursuit because it lets you experience the union of body, mind, and spirit. It is also that same creative impulse that drives an actor, musician, or athlete. It’s sublime.


    When I was eleven, my ballet teacher enrolled me in a big contest put on once every four years by the Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet from England. At the time, I didn’t know how I did, as I was way too nervous. I was just glad it was over. Three or four weeks later I found out that I was the only one chosen to be in their program out of all of contestants from the Commonwealth in Southeast Asia.


    Next stop…London!


    Then my father came in from Taiwan and had a meeting with the Sadler’s Wells people in a high-rise office in Hong Kong.


    “You have to realize that for your daughter, it’s like going into a convent,” they told him. “She is going to eat what we feed her, sleep when we tell her. She will have rehearsals five to six hours a day plus her regular school. Also, and this has really nothing to do with her ability, but she has to measure up to the weight and proportions that we require for the Royal Ballet.”


    At eleven, it was very hard to tell what I would look like at sixteen. Furthermore, they said, “There is no guarantee that she’ll be a prima ballerina or in the corps de ballet. In which case she’ll be like an indentured servant to the Royal Ballet for about seven years to pay them back.”


    Father looked at me with my scared dark face and my big round eyes. “This scrawny little stick will never look like a ballerina,” he proclaimed.


    I was crushed. They wanted me but my own father rejected me on the spot. I hung on to my mom’s fingers and bit my lips to stop the tears. My mother didn’t say one word on our bus ride home. She too was heartbroken. She explained to me later that it was not entirely my father’s fault. It was not possible for me to go to London because we had already applied to go to America, and it had taken us seven years waiting for the Refugee Relief Act to clear us. We were finally granted to enter the U.S. as political refugees. All that meant to me was that I wasn’t going to Sadler’s Wells. It was my first major heartbreak. For years after, even when I was in Hollywood and working in films, I would wonder what my life would be like if I had gone to London.


    My mother told me once she had wanted to be a dancer, but she was born in the wrong time. She was even a little jealous of my ballet lessons, I think. She took up ballroom dancing and was great at the fox trot, waltz, and even tango. She had a young, tall dance partner who had the face of her father. His name was David.


    I wished David was my father.


    Speaking of my father, he was highly respected for his intellect, charm, and sense of humor. Dad was of average Chinese height. He was five foot eight or nine, and very handsome. He was either idolized, envied, or despised by his compatriots. He was a brilliant, conflicted man. Mom said he was an abused child, that his dad would be so cruel that he would lock him in a tiny closet for hours when he was still little. His uncle couldn’t even stand his own brother’s abuse of the child and said one day, “Your son is brilliant and I’m going to send him to university in America!”


    So, he did. My father graduated with high honors from Jiao Tong University in Shanghai and received his master’s degree in Economics from the University of Illinois in 1936. Later on, he was the controller at the Council for United States Aid in Taipei for many years.


    When my father visited us in Hong Kong, he would take me to afternoon tea at the Peninsula Hotel, Hong Kong Jockey Club, or The Repulse Bay Hotel so I could see which side of the plate the forks, knives, and spoons were set, how the napkins were folded, and how you spread the napkin on your lap. He said, “Just watch me. You pick up whatever I pick up.” I would watch how to pick up the spoon to stir the tea, how he laid his fork down, how he would pick up the teacup. I was a good mimic. Maybe that’s how I started acting; I just copied.


    He would never trust the water in China. He only drank boiled water. And the knives and everything in the restaurant would have to be cleaned. He would ask for an orange and he would peel it, cleaning his knife and fork with the inside of it. “Because the inside of an orange has never been exposed to the outside.” Of course, he also always lavished me with gifts when he visited us in Hong Kong. I must’ve had half a dozen watches by the time I was ten years old.


    I really didn’t know how to use a watch.


    Beyond these experiences, I don’t remember much about my relationship with my father as a child. Let’s just say I did not know my father at all. We never really spoke to each other. Even if he did want to say something to me, he usually spoke through my mother. He never lived in the same household with us, and there were very few dinners together or any outings except the times he took me to the clubs for tea.


    He also did not speak much at family gatherings. He was a silent man who kept everything to himself. He was emotionally damaged from childhood, a sad fact I learned about later. I’ll never forget once when we were in his room. My parents were sitting on the edge of the bed and I was on the floor just observing a rare moment of watching the both of them together. I gently touched his shoes to be a little closer to him, then reached out to touch his arm or shoulder. Out of nowhere he pushed me away hard, sending me halfway across the room, where I hit my head on the opposite wall. I let out a wail and was picked up by Mom and my nanny as he banished me to the kitchen. I couldn’t understand at all why I was punished. Mom told me later that it was because I had touched his shoes, and they were dirty. He was a germophobe. But how was I to know? I was like six or seven.


    I spent all of my early life trying to win his love and approval, wondering if I could ever measure up. I craved his attention and the love he could not give. I remember when my sister and I were grown up and my sister was already a lawyer. She actually thought we should disown our father, if there was in fact such a way we could do it. We also secretly wished that Mom would divorce Dad and marry another suiter, which there always were. She was attractive and a wonderful dancer and painter. We thought she deserved so much more, but, alas, it was only our fantasy. She loved this brilliant, strange, abused man!


    Not letting me go to London hurt badly but it was just another little tear to the heart of a little girl who never knew her dad. I survived and thrived.


    Especially when we got to America!

  


  
    Chapter 4



    It must have been close to midnight in February of 1957 at the wharf in Tsim Sha Tsui, Kowloon when the S.S. President Wilson pulled away from the dock. My mom, sister, and I were still clinging onto the railing of the ocean liner as I craned my neck to catch the last glimpse of my best girlfriend from fifth grade who had been standing on the dock for almost four hours. The ship let out several huge bellows like some giant sleeping dragon ready to leap into the night. It was at once both horrifying and exciting.


    It was the most anticipated night of my young life. I was sad and terrified to leave my best friend, my school, my teachers, my home, my street, my ballet teacher, my girl guides, everything with which I was familiar. But still, I was excited to go to America! The three of us stumbled forward in semi-darkness into the dark and chilly night to look for our cabins. We went down many staircases and endless hallways before Mom matched the cabin number to a scrap of paper she was clutching in her hand. It was small and had a bunkbed and a single bed. Mom thought I should be on the top bunk and my sister below because it would be safer as she was still small and may fall out of bed. Mighty fine; the top was my choice anyway!


    Immediately after (semi) unpacking I dashed out the door. I couldn’t wait to explore the new world of an ocean liner for the next twenty-eight days. It might as well be a lifetime! I tried to remember every staircase, whether they had shiny brass railings or just equally beautiful mahogany banisters, and the carpet colors and patterns in every hallway, and the fancy landings with chandeliers. I must have climbed five or six stories, though some I could not get through. I remember going up to where there were doors that were too heavy for my twelve-year-old arms to open. I stood on my tippy toes to see the darkness outside and listen to the roar of the pitch-black ocean beyond. I could feel the slow rolling movement that made my legs kind of wobbly and suddenly I felt kind of sleepy. In an instant I felt unsafe and scared, and I started scrambling down the stairs to find our room. As fast as my feet could move, I was flying down those stairs, hallways, and landings. Not really knowing where I was going, I started feeling dizzy and lost. Then I heard my mom yelling out my name, “Wei Wu Wei Wu ah…”


    “Mom, Mommy, I’m here, over here!”


    She kept repeating my name and I kept walking closer to her voice until we ran into each other and she grabbed me and held me tight.


    The passage from Hong Kong to Yokohama was rough, and my mom spent the first five days in bed. She would go to the bathroom and then back to bed. I, on the other hand, would go up the stairs to the shuffleboard deck and lounges where grownups were talking about serious things or complaining about something.


    Why can’t they just have fun?


    Maybe ten days later I worked up enough nerve — or maybe my curiosity finally got the better of me — and I went all the way up to the top deck. The moon was full and bright. I heard guitar music and a guy singing with some intermittent laughter.


    Oh my, they are having so much fun, I so wish I could be next to them.


    Every night I would sneak up there and get a little closer. Surely, they would not mind me there. I was twelve already, almost a teen. I did get close enough to see the guy singing. He was so handsome. He was perhaps seventeen or eighteen and had dark wavy hair like a photo I saw in a magazine in the hair salon where my mom had me get a hair bend every six months or so (my great fear was that they would not have black bobby pins in America so I begged everyone to get me black bobby pins to take with me!). The singer wore a shirt with sleeves rolled up and jeans. His face would be etched into my memory forever. I saw him for the last time on that trip when we were coming down the gangplank in San Francisco. I looked at him so intently and willed that I would see him again when I was big.


    And I did! I met him again in Hollywood many years later. His name was Mario Machado and he became a sportscaster. We even became friends and I asked if he came to America on the President Wilson. He said he did but that he never saw me. Underage and awkward girls are invisible to guys!


    The most magical moment — next to the handsome singer — was when the ship was approaching the Golden Gate Bridge. I thought we would never make it under the bridge; it seemed way too low for our big ship. As we came closer and closer, I was clutching tight to the coins my mom gave me to throw under the bridge when we sailed past for good luck. It was said if you do so, you will return to the City of the Gold Mountain.


    Sure enough, I came back less than five years later, but that’s a story for another chapter…


    After a five-day train ride from San Francisco we arrived at the Grand Central Terminal in Manhattan. It was definitely a grand place, but I was not the least bit interested. I was lovesick for the singer who never knew I existed. We were greeted by the son of my mother’s friend who was traveling with her two kids on the same ship. We changed trains and headed straight upstate to Larchmont, New York where my distant Aunt Rose lived. It was decided amongst the family that we were to live with her as she was all alone and had a big house in Larchmont.


    Aunt Rose was no ordinary woman. She was in fact the wife of the former vice president to Chiang Kai-shek. It was not for long because Mao was already marching down from the north and Chiang was retreating to Taiwan. She must have been in her sixties or seventies but stood tall and had a great carriage, short, steel-grey hair, and the ability to speak good English. Of course, she too graduated from Wellesley along with the Soon sisters, one of whom was married to Chiang. She lived a military life. She got up at six every morning, cleaned up, went for a half hour walk and sat down to breakfast at exactly at 7 a.m. She took diner at 6:30 p.m. after watching the news. She would watch some other programs, then lights out and she would go to her bedroom. On Saturday nights we were allowed to watch some musical shows with entertainers like Perry Como or George Gobel.


    Mom enrolled me in Mamaroneck Junior High School and Florence, my sister, in elementary school. The first Americans I met in school were the nicest and friendliest people. America in the late fifties — at least in Mamaroneck — was sprawling and clean, not congested like Hong Kong. There were no poor people, beggars, or pickpockets on street corners. Americans were generally sweet and nice to foreigners. They went out of their way to help me, like walking me to the next classroom or to the bus stop. They wrote nice things for me in my yearbook: “Welcome to America! I hope you will succeed! I wish you a real good time…and eat a lot of fries! You are beautiful! Don’t worry about English 101.” They all went out of their way to help me even though I could hardly tell them apart. The girls were either Carol something or Betty something. Americans all looked alike to me!


    They also all wore bras which made me beg Mother to buy one for me.


    “Shao Wei, what for? You don’t have anything to put into a bra.”


    “Mom, please, I just need the straps so they will show on my back. How can I face the lunch counter with no straps showing through my blouse another day? I know they are all laughing at me.” I feigned a bit of tears and got my bra straps the very next day!


    Less than a year later we moved to Manhattan so Mom could start looking for a job. We moved into a thirteen-room apartment with Master Wong, a famous artist whose specialty was painting goldfish, who was also my mother’s professor in China. He was now teaching at the Art Institute in Manhattan. Looking back, it was amazing seeing him practice every day and to be surrounded by his work. He also had paintings and screens from some of the most famous Chinese painters, which he had saved, around his house. They had been smuggled out of China when the artists went in hiding, some in South America and some elsewhere, and he didn’t want their work to be confiscated by the Communists. The museum-caliber pieces were of Zhang Daqian, known for his brilliant landscapes (called mountain and water paintings), and one of Xu Beihong, famous for his paintings of horses. The most impressive piece might have been the bold and powerful black-inked lotus of Qi Baishi painted on a five-sectional gold screen with black lacquer frame. There were quite a few times my mother would yell at me for roller skating around the house, almost crashing into the gold screen which was used as somewhat of a room divider. It was way too surreal!


    Thinking about it today, it’s hard to fathom that these world-class works of art were actually hanging about on the seventh floor of a rather dilapidated old apartment building at 157th Street and Riverside Drive in Manhattan. I wonder what their fate was after we moved or after Master Wong passed.


    The move to Manhattan also meant another school for me. This time it was George Washington High School in Upper Westside Manhattan. It was an enormous school with all kinds of different looking people. The girls wore big hoop skirts and had pennies in their loafers. Some smoked cigarettes and “made out” with boys behind the stairs. I made no friends. It was like Grease!


    It was also where I would first be introduced to dancing on stage.

  


  
    Chapter 5



    Mrs. Levis was born in Shanghai, China. She taught modern dance at George Washington High School. She had studied with Martha Graham and Florence Humphrey. The spritely woman walked about in a long black skirt and scoop-necked, long-sleeved leotard with black ballet slippers, and had her gray hair held back by her steel-rimmed glasses in a knot by the nape of her long neck. She approached me one day and asked if I would like to be in her new production of Finian’s Rainbow, to which I replied, “I don’t speak English very well.”


    “You don’t have to speak. The character is a deaf mute. She speaks with her feet.”


    I looked down at my feet and up at her and said, “Oh, okay.”


    The next afternoon I watched the rehearsal in the dark auditorium and felt strangely comfortable. As I watched the lead character Susan’s feet glide across the stage, I tried to emulate her every move and felt my feet twitch and turn on the dark concrete floor beneath my seat. Quite frankly, I was exhausted after watching her number. Several afternoons a week I watched the rehearsals and my teacher would show me some of the numbers to practice on my own. Mrs. Levis would sign me out of my classes when necessary and I had this feeling that I was somehow unique and special, not trapped in the mundane shuffling from classroom to classroom.


    I was happy and surprised that my years of ballet lessons were recognized by my prestigious instructor and I started thinking maybe I could develop them into a professional career. It also showed me that dance was universal and not bound by traditional racial boundaries. This was really the first moment I had crossed over, though unintentionally. It would happen again much later in my acting career. Although I never had a chance to go on, it definitely gave me the feeling that I could be a dancer!


    While in Manhattan, I continued ballet classes at Carnegie Hall whenever I could after school. I took up jazz (like what they did in West Side Story) in the hopes that more dancing parts would come along. Sure enough, the more I worked on my dancing, the more opportunities arose. An actual paying dance job appeared one summer through my boyfriend’s sister, who was a glamorous model type. The show was with the touring Keigo Imperial Japanese Dancers for four weeks. They needed two replacement girls in Quebec in a hurry after two dancers dropped out after a tour in Mexico City.


    I was elated! I was truly going to be a professional dancer! They were in such a need they even took my Korean girlfriend who didn’t dance much. I convinced my mother to buy me a white hat box and matching train case. I put my name in Gold Dymo on the front and was taken to the airport. It was my first plane trip anywhere!


    We were to open in a nightclub in Quebec. As soon as we arrived, we went straight into rehearsal, learning two jazz numbers and two traditional Japanese numbers which was no easy feat. Especially having to wear the heavy wigs (katsula) harpooned to our head with chopsticks, and shuffling about in the Japanese platform sandals (zories). My katsula fell off my head a couple of times in rehearsal. I laughed hysterically to the displeasure of Bill, the choreographer, who commanded that I hold on to my head while in those numbers. That just led to more giggles.


    Everything was so new to me as a fourteen-year-old, from sweeping off an entire table of cocktails with my kimono bottom to hurrying out of the nightclub every night, bowing and whispering, “No speak Engrish.” God forbid the customers learn that I was really only fourteen and my Korean girlfriend was sixteen! I befriended the drummer who painted me a beautiful picture of Southern California where he had a home with a white picket fence and trees with avocados. He said he would invite me there and marry me. I had some very warm dreams of Southern California until my roommate said that he was gay and lived with Ishi, the wardrobe mister. My roommate herself was a klutz who would constantly lose her contacts and had the habit of leaving them in water glasses, which I almost drank a few times.


    Beyond learning how to dance Japanese, I also learned that men always said they loved you and that women could be hazardous.


    Once the trip was done, I went back to school, starting the tenth grade. School would never be the same again…


    Not long after I returned, Mother went down to Washington D.C. with my sister to enroll her into grade school because the school in our neighborhood was getting seedy. Florence had a schoolmate that killed herself while they were reading Sylvia Plath.


    They were only gone for a weekend, but while they were gone one night, I was asleep in my twin bed facing the wall in my room across from Mom’s. All of a sudden, I felt a warm body pressing into my back. Before I could scream, he had his hand across my mouth and whispered, “Shh, don’t be scared, you silly girl. It’s only me, your big brother Paul. I’ve been dying to hold you for so long.”


    Paul was a medical student from Singapore whom my grandma had adopted. Not legally, but there were always some young students hanging around our house to freeload because Grandma lost both of her sons and always wanted some male energy around instead of just the six daughters. She liked young men.


    And Paul liked me.


    He continued to press into my behind. He lowered my pajama bottoms and pushed his way into me. Oh my God, is this how it’s done? It kind of hurt, but it was not altogether unbearable. During it, I saw (or sensed) that the old professor was peeping through the crack in my door. The doors never closed completely in those old apartment buildings; they have too many coats of paint.


    When it was done, I jumped out of bed and dashed into the bathroom across the hall. I grabbed Mom’s handheld mirror to examine myself. I must look different now, I thought. My mother will surely know when she comes back. My face is all strange now. And what am I to do with Old Master Wong? He surely saw me in my bed with Paul. He’ll tell Mom!


    Later in the day, I snuck into his room and looked through his diary which he wrote in every single day of his life. Sure enough, it was right there, written on the last entry. I agonized on what to do. I snuck back into his room the next day and carefully cut out that page in his book. I have never done anything like that in my whole young life and I felt terrible.


    I moved to the little maid’s room next to the kitchen to be far away from Mom and old Master Wong. I had a little privacy. I listened to the radio and read fashion magazines. I would pinch my nose with hair clips and put a little Scotch Tape on my eyelids to make myself more western looking, like in the fashion magazines. I’d do my hair in different ways, and I snacked on saltine crackers. I knew that I would not go to NYU or City College like my cousins. They went there not so much to get an education but to find a husband. By their second year they would find a boyfriend, the third year they would be dating, fourth year engaged, and then they’d get married upon graduation. Their mothers would give them a big wedding with all the relatives and red envelopes full of money. Of course, they would all be virgins.


    I felt different than my cousins. I didn’t want to go to college to meet a husband. I’m not sure exactly what I wanted but I knew what I didn’t want. I thought I could perhaps be an artist, but my mom thought that I would starve. “What about an architect?” I asked. Dad told Mom, “Who would hire a Chinese woman architect? It’s a man’s job.”


    I was already a professional dancer. To my family that was a bit unusual and risqué. But I had already dreamed myself into a different universe. I wasn’t sure what it was or how to get to that new universe, but I was going nonetheless.


    Sooner than I thought.

  


  
    Chapter 6



    I was in line at P.J. Clarke’s with some friends from school. It was a popular place for burgers but there would always be a big line. A man standing in front of us in the line unexpectedly turned around and stared at me. Then he asked if I was Tahitian?


    What? Tahitian?


    “Do you speak Tahitian?”


    “What? No.”


    “Well, we are looking for a Tahitian to do a commercial. Here’s my card. Would you like to come to my office tomorrow?”


    I took his card and passed it around to all my friends. They looked and were impressed that he was a real agent. “He’s even on Madison Avenue. Maybe you should go see him.”


    After school my friends and I hopped on the subway and went to his office. It was indeed a real agent’s office. He even had a secretary and lots of photos and posters on his wall. He asked me for a photo, but I only had one from the park that my mom’s friend took. It was okay, as I was in shorts and my dancer legs looked good. He gave me some pages with lines and sketches. He said it was a storyboard for Wish-Bone “Tahitian Isle” salad dressing.


    “Learn the lines and sound Tahitian and come back here tomorrow.”


    “Okay, thank you, Mr. Agent.”


    I got to thinking when I got home and talked to my friends again. I knew that Tahitians spoke French, and I
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