Why You Shouldn’t Discuss My Big Toe Aloud
: A Tribute to My Mother 

I spot a small figure trotting along the track from my seat in the football stands
. My body tenses as I can only imagine that all attention is drawn to this figure, oblivious to the surveillance. I cringe
 at the familiar red platform loafers, the high, scrunch-waist pants
, and the hat (Oh, the hat…) 
which she wears so proudly atop her head, as if it were her crown. 
Of course, this crown is worn solely for practical purposes regarding skin cancer and sparkles bright-blue as Minnie Mouse adorns the visor. A Nikon 8600 
camera swings merrily
 from her shoulder as she strolls up to a pimple-faced photography nerd 
on the sidelines to swap the latest ‘hot’ shooting locations and compare lens caps. All too soon, she interrupts this engaging discussion to point her lens at me. 
I silently send a plea to the heavens as two thoughts emerge in my mind:
 1) I’m so bloated right now 
and 2) Can we really be related? 


Through my embarrassment, I have always been able to recognize the strange, yet loving relationship my mother and I have, one full of critical and affectionate banter alike—kind of like the mismatched ensembles she sports on weekends

. One of her most wearisome characteristics is her ability to tear you down in one fell swoop of the tongue. My mother once told me that my big toe resembled a ginger root and feared she might mistakenly cut it off one day. For days afterward (Maybe months, it’s all a blur, really) 
I avoided the kitchen during dinner preparation. Of course, I truly believed her, just as I believed when she said that she would shoot up to the moon if I continued to poke at the scar on her knee. I was obviously very affected by these comments:
 to this day, I still harbor sensitivity towards my big toe and suppress sporadic urges to mash that scar on her knee like a button on a PacMan machine
—if out of pure spite or for my own twisted amusement, I will never know.

As I have always felt the need to please my mom, I suppose subconsciously I followed her footsteps a little too closely. Along with the knowledge of what I’ll look like in thirty years, I can also safely predict that my stubbornness will not subside with parenting. Even at five-foot two, a little Asian woman like my mom can be quite intimidating. The most skilled Broadway performer can be “too dull, not enough jazz hands,” 
if only from our third tier seats and through binoculars. However, her most agonizing scrutiny she reserves for three of her darling daughters; the fourth just receives hugs. My whole life has been based upon affronts like slow feet in a championship soccer game, a B+ in math, a finger-slip in a piano recital, and, naturally, the countless young overachievers I have been compared to in the last week
. I swear, my mom must be well acquainted with every Asian doctor in the Tampa Bay area and their respective offspring, or else I’d feel much more accomplished by now
. 

Yet, I have been surprised from time to time. For my dad’s fiftieth birthday and my sister’s graduation, we threw a massive party at the quiet, unsuspecting
 Philippine Bayanihan Arts Center (It neighbors a lovely retirement home complex
). My mom was to give a speech on behalf of my dad’s blatant middle-agedness. I assumed she would relay the feelings she so clearly articulated daily: 
his untidiness, tardiness, the split-second forgetfulness, bordering on Alzheimer’s, or maybe even the sentimental first traces of a pot belly that would forever signify their transition into old-age. Instead, what really came out of her mouth was a declaration that reversed the mental un-windings of my previous paragraph, an explanation that shocked me silly:

Love is patient; love is kind; 

Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. 

It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 

It does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 

It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things. 

Love never ends. (NRSV, 1 Corinthians 13:4-8) 

I fell into a cushy chair and broodingly stared at my feet. My toes wriggled in agitation and I could have sworn my peep-toe wedges were mocking me.

So I ask myself again: can this really be my mother? I raise my eyebrows at her carefree attire, but smile nonetheless for this perfect Kodak moment. I tolerate the embarrassing habits, the outdated wardrobe, the sniping comments—and for what? So that we can wreak verbal warfare once again, squabbling over the life and times of my bedroom floor?—
I wouldn’t have it any other way. As if on cue, my mother shows me her shot and asks: “Have you gained weight?” 
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