Marriage of Convenience
Myrtle (桃金娘科植物), a young Chinese woman (28 years old) works at a Chinese university. She is the manager of foreign teachers. She successfully recruits Henry, an older American (58 years old) to teach English and music. After working together for a year, they fall in love with each other. At first, he does not think it is a good idea to say anything because of their age difference. He finally decides it should not be up to him, but should be up to her. Before she decides, she has a conversation with Ping, an older girlfriend (35 years old) who had lost her husband to cancer two years earlier after being married only two years. She told Myrtle that there are no guarantees; Henry could live many years, or either one of them could die tomorrow. Ping says she has no regret; because she loved her husband, she would do it again even if she knew it would last only one day. (“If you truly love him, go for it, honey: one of you could die tomorrow, or he could outlive you thirty years. You gotta take it now.”)
Myrtle takes Henry as a guest to visit her family in their village for Spring Festival. He learns how important Chinese traditions are. He learns about marriage in China and the importance of family. He learns how the wife traditionally lives in the husband’s home with his parents. He learns how the parents traditionally select who their children will marry and what kind of work they will do.

They decide to marry. She is fearful of how her parents will take the news; she takes an empowerment course and decides to tell her parents.

Myrtle’s parents are very angry, because Henry is one year younger than her father, is a foreigner, and is not rich. They threaten to kill themselves, so Myrtle promises she will not marry him. Myrtle and Henry decide to maintain their relationship in secrecy.

For the next couple of years her family keeps telling her she should get married; also, Myrtle would like to have a child. But what if her baby looked like Henry? How could she bring a foreign baby to her parents? She could marry a younger Chinese man, or even a younger foreigner to please her parents, but what would that do to the love relationship with Henry? And would that be fair to the other man she would marry but did not love?
They come up with a plan. When she was in school, one of her foreign English teachers was a gay man. There are many stories in the Chinese news about gays having problems with their families and business associates. This is true even though modern China laws protect gays’ legal rights in society. They decide to find a foreign gay man who would like to marry a woman so he can look good for his family and his work. It would be a “marriage of convenience.” Also, Henry could find a lesbian who needs the same thing. This way, it would no longer a threat for her parents if Henry and Myrtle are seen together.
They visit some of the outstanding gay bars in Shanghai and Beijing and find the ideal persons: both the gay and the lesbian have same-sex partners that they have kept hidden from family and business, and desire “safe” partners for marriages of convenience. After a rough but successful introduction of the gay foreigner to the parents, the marriage ceremonies are held, the families are delighted, and the businesses’ worries are placated.
A year later Myrtle takes their baby boy to the parents, who are delighted, even though he clearly “has the father’s foreign look.” The “husband” as usual is on a business trip, but had recently put in a couple of necessary appearances to please the parents. The first minor problem is the parents notice the “father” does not seem to be a good father, but Henry seems to have a good time with the baby.
The big problem arises when the gay man decides to come out of the closet. He and his Chinese partner had already adopted a young Chinese girl who was several years older than the marriage. It is solved when the “husband” gets a divorce from Myrtle. The parents welcome Henry as a good substitute father for the baby. As he is now making good money in China and is very supportive of Myrtle, they are willing to “go with the flow” and accept Henry as a good friend of the family. As the baby grows up, she learns to call Myrtle’s father Yiyi (grandfather), and calls Henry Baba (father) instead of the more traditional Bobo (uncle) or Yiyi. Even this does not upset the parents.
The mother dies from a silent stroke. The father, who is already sick, is also on his death bed. Before he dies, he tells Myrtle that all along he knew the truth, but wanted her to know that in his heart he had finally given their loving relationship his blessing. Before then, it was important for him to act properly according to tradition to keep the family from shame.
The time shifts to Tomb Sweeping Festival. The now united family of three, along with other relatives, are tending the parent’s tombs on a hillside. They somberly and tearfully lay the gifts, say their blessings together, then light the firecrackers. As they walk back down the hill they smile, get playful, and laugh and play together.
