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! ou must not tell anyone,” my mother said, “what I
am about to tell you. In China your father had a sister who
killed herself. She jumped into the family well. We say that
your father has all brothers because it is as if she had never
been born.

“In 1924 just a few days after our village celebrated
seventeen hurry-up weddings—to make sure that every
young man who went ‘out on the road’ would responsibly
come home—your father and his brothers and your grand-
father and his brothers and your aunt’s new husband sailed
for America, the Gold Mountain. It was your grandfather’s
last trip. Those lucky enough to get contracts waved good-
bye from the decks. They fed and guarded the stowaways
and helped them off in Cuba, New York, Bali, Hawaii. ‘We’ll
meet in California next year,” they said. All of them sent
money home.

“I remember looking at your aunt one day when she and
I were dressing; I had not noticed before that she had such
a protruding melon of a stomach. But I did not think, ‘She’s
pregnant,” until she began to look like other pregnant
women, her shirt pulling and the white tops of her black
pants showing. She could not have been pregnant, you see,
because her husband had been gone for years. No one
said anything. We did not discuss it. In early summer she
was ready to have the child, long after the time when it

could have been possible.

g “The village had also been counting. On the night the

baby was to be born the villagers raided our house. Some

were crying. Like a great saw, teeth strung with lights,
files of people walked zigzag across our land, tearing the
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rice. Their lanterns doubled in the disturbed black water,
which drained away through the broken bunds. As the vil-
lagers closed in, we could see that some of them, probably
men and women we knew well, wore white masks. The peo-
ple with long hair hung it over their faces. Women with
short hair made it stand up on end. Some had tied white
bands around their foreheads, arms, and legs.

“At first they threw mud and rocks at the house. Then
they threw eggs and began slaughtering our stock. We
could hear the animals scream their deaths—the roosters,
the pigs, a last great roar from the ox. Familiar wild heads
flared in our night windows; the villagers encircled us.
Some of the faces stopped to peer at us, their eyes rushing
like searchlights. The hands flattened against the panes,
framed heads, and left red prints.

“The villagers broke in the front and the back doors
at the same time, even though we had not locked the doors
against them. Their knives dripped with the blood of our
animals. They smeared blood on the doors and walls. One
woman swung a chicken, whose throat she had slit, splat-
tering blood in red arcs about her. We stood together in
the middle of our house, in the family hall with the pictures
and tables of the ancestors around us, and looked straight
ahead.

“At that time the house had only two wings. When the
men came back, we would build two more to enclose our
courtyard and a third one to begin a second courtyard. The
villagers pushed through both wings, even your grandpar-
ents’ rooms, to find your aunt’s, which was also miné until
the men returned. From this room a new wing for one of
the younger families would grow. They ripped up her clothes
and shoes and broke her combs, grinding them underfoot.
They tore her work from the loom. They scattered the cook-
ing fire and rolled the new weaving in it. We could hear
them in the kitchen breaking our bowls and banging the
pots. They overturned the great waist-high earthenware
jugs; duck eggs, pickled fruits, vegetables burst out and

T T AN A

6
No Name Woman

mixed in acrid torrents. The old woman from the next field
swept a broom through the air and loosed the spirits-of-the-
broom over our heads. ‘Pig.’ ‘Ghost.’ ‘Pig,’ they sobbed and
scolded while they ruined our house.

“When they left, they took sugar and oranges to bless
themselves. They cut pieces from the dead animals. Some of
them took bowls that were not broken and clothes that were
not torn. Afterward we swept up the rice and sewed it back
up into sacks. But the smells from the spilled preserves
lasted. Your aunt gave birth in the pigsty that night. The
next morning when I went for the water, I found her and
the baby plugging up the family well.

“Don’t let your father know that I told you. He denies
her. Now that you have started to menstruate, what hap-
pened to her could happen to you. Don’t humiliate us. You
wouldn’t like to be forgotten as if you had never been born.
The villagers are watchful.”

Whenever she had to warn us about life, my mother told
stories that ran like this one, a story to grow up on. She
tested our strength to establish realities. Those in the emi-
grant generations who could not reassert brute survival died
young and far from home. Those of us in the first American
generations have had to figure out how the invisible world
the emigrants built around our childhoods fit in solid Amer-
ica.

The emigrants confused the gods by diverting their
curses, misleading them with crooked streets and false
names. They must try to confuse their offspring as well,
who, I suppose, threaten them in similar ways—always try-
ing to get things straight, always trying to name the un-
speakable. The Chinese I know hide their names; sojourners
take new names when their lives change and guard their
real names with silence.

Chinese-Americans, when you try to understand what
things in you are Chinese, how do you separate what is
peculiar to childhood, to poverty, insanities, one family,
your mother who marked your growing with stories, from
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what is Chinese? What is Chinese tradition and what is the
movies? .

If I want to learn what clothes my aunt wore, whether
flashy or ordinary, I would have to begin, “Remember
Father’s drowned-in-the-well sister?” I cannot ask that. My
mother has told me once and for all the useful parts. She
will add nothing unless powered by Necessity, a riverbank
that guides her life. She plants vegetable gardens rather
than lawns; she carries the odd-shaped tomatoes home from
the fields and eats food left for the gods.

Whenever we did frivolous things, we used up energy;
we flew high kites. We children came up off the ground over
the melting cones our parents brought home from work and
the American movie on New Year's Day—Or, You Beautiful
Doll with Betty Grable one year, and She Wore a Yellow
Ribbon with John Wayne another year. After the one car-
nival ride each, we paid in guilt; our tired father counted his
change on the dark walk home.

Adultery is extravagance. Could people who hatch their
own chicks and eat the embryos and the heads for delica-
cies and boil the feet in vinegar for party food, leaving
only the gravel, eating even the gizzard lining—could such
people engender a prodigal aunt? To be a woman, to have
a daughter in starvation time was a waste enough. My aunt
could not have been the lone romantic who gave up every-
thing for sex. Women in the old China did not choose. Some
man had commanded her to lie with him and be his secret
evil. I wonder whether he masked himself when he joined
the raid on her family.

Perhaps she encountered him in the fields or on the
mountain where the daughters-in-law collected fuel. Or per-
haps he first noticed her in the marketplace. He was not a
stranger because the village housed no strangers. She had
to have dealings with him other than sex. Perhaps he
worked an adjoining field, or he sold her the cloth for the
dress she sewed and wore. His demand must have surprised,

then terrified her. She obeyed him; she always did as she
was told.
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When the family found a young man in the next village
to be her husband, she stood tractably beside the best
rooster, his proxy, and promised before they met that she
would be his forever. She was lucky that he was her age
and she would be the first wife, an advantage secure now.
The night she first saw him, he had sex with her. Then he
left for America. She had almost forgotten what he looked
like. When she tried to envision him, she only saw the black

- and white face in the group photograph the men had had

taken before leaving.
The other man was not, after all, much different from

. her husband. They both gave orders: she followed. “If you
‘tell your family, I'll beat you. I'll kill you. Be here again

next week.” No one talked sex, ever. And she might have
separated the rapes from the rest of living if only she did
not have to buy her oil from him or gather wood in the
same forest. I want her fear to have lasted just as long as
rape lasted so that the fear could have been contained. No
drawn-out fear. But women at sex hazarded birth and hence
lifetimes. The fear did not stop but permeated everywhere.
She told the man, “I think I'm pregnant.” He organized the
raid against her.

On nights when my mother and father talked about
their life back home, sometimes they mentioned an “outcast
table” whose business they still seemed to be settling, their
voices tight. In a commensal tradition, where food is pre-
cious, the powerful older people made wrongdoers eat alone.
Instead of letting them start separate new lives like the
Japanese, who could become samurais and geishas, the Chi-
nese family, faces averted but eyes glowering sideways,
hung on to the offenders and fed them leftovers. My aunt
must have lived in the same house as my parents and eaten
at an outcast table. My mother spoke about the raid as if
she had seen it, when she and my aunt, a daughter-in-law
to a different household, should not have been living to-
gether at all. Daughters-in-law lived with their husbands’
parents, not their own; a synonym for marriage in Chinese
is “taking a daughter-in-law.” Her husband’s parents could

~
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have sold her, mortgaged her, stoned her. But they had sent
her back to her own mother and father, a mysterious act
hinting at disgraces not told me. Perhaps they had thrown
her out to deflect the avengers.

She was the only daughter; her four brothers went with
her father, husband, and uncles “out on the road” and for
some years became western men. When the goods were
divided among the family, three of the brothers took land,
and the youngest, my father, chose an education. After my
grandparents gave their daughter away to her husband’s
family, they had dispensed all the adventure and all the
property. They expected her alone to keep the traditional
ways, which her brothers, now among the barbarians, could
fumble without detection. The heavy, deep-rooted women
were to maintain the past against the flood, safe for return-
ing. But the rare urge west had fixed upon our family, and
S0 my aunt crossed boundaries not delineated in space.

The work of preservation demands that the feelings
playing about in one’s guts not be turned into action. Just
watch their passing like cherry blossoms. But perhaps my
aunt, my forerunner, caught in a slow life, let dreams grow
and fade and after some months or years went toward what
persisted. Fear at the enormities of the forbidden kept her
desires delicate, wire and bone. She looked at a man because
she liked the way the hair was tucked behind his ears, or
she liked the question-mark line of a long torso curving at
the shoulder and straight at the hip. For warm eyes or a
soft voice or a slow walk—that’s all—a few hairs, a line,
a brightness, a sound, a pace, she gave up family. She of-
fered us up for a charm that vanished with tiredness, a
pigtail that didn’t toss when the wind died. Why, the wrong
lighting could erase the dearest thing about him.

It could very well have been, however, that my aunt did
not take subtle enjoyment of her friend, but, a wild woman,
kept rollicking company. Imagining her free with sex
doesn’t fit, though. I don’t know any women like that, or
men either. Unless I see her life branching into mine, she
gives me no ancestral help.
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To sustain her being in love, she often worked at herself
in the mirror, guessing at the colors and shapes that would
interest him, changing them frequently in order to hit on
the right combination. She wanted him to look back.

On a farm near the sea, a woman who tended her
appearance reaped a reputation for eccentricity. All the
married women blunt-cut their hair in flaps about their ears
or pulled it back in tight buns. No nonsense. Neither style
blew easily into heart-catching tangles. And at their wed-
dings they displayed themselves in their long hair for the
last time. “It brushed the backs of my knees,” my mother
tells me. “It was braided, and even so, it brushed the backs
of my knees.”

At the mirror my aunt combed individuality into her
bob. A bun could have been contrived to escape into black
streamers blowing in the wind or in quiet wisps about her
face, but only the older women in our picture album wear
buns. She brushed her hair back from her forehead, tucking
the flaps behind her ears. She looped a piece of thread,
knotted into a circle between her index fingers and thumbs,
and ran the double strand across her forehead. When she
closed her fingers as if she were making a pair of shadow

geese bite, the string twisted together catching the litj:le
hairs. Then she pulled the thread away from her skin, rip-
ping the hairs out neatly, her eyes watering from the needles
of pain. Opening her fingers, she cleaned the thread, then
rolled it along her hairline and the tops of her eyebrows.
My mother did the same to me and my sisters and herself.
I used to believe that the expression “caught by the short
hairs” meant a captive held with a depilatory string. It
especially hurt at the temples, but my mother said we were
lucky we didn’t have to have our feet bound when we were
seven. Sisters used to sit on their beds and cry together,
she said, as their mothers or their slaves removed the ban-
dages for a few minutes each night and let the blood gush
back into their veins. I hope that the man my aunt loved
appreciated a smooth brow, that he wasn’t just a tits-and-
ass man.

b/
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Once my aunt found a freckle on her chin, at a spot that
the almanaec said predestined her for unhappiness. She dug
it out with a hot needle and washed the wound with per-
oxide.

More attention to her looks than these pullings of hairs
and pickings at spots would have caused gossip among the
villagers. They owned work clothes and good clothes, and
they wore good clothes for feasting the new seasons. But
since a woman combing her hair hexes beginnings, my aunt
rarely found an occasion to look her best. Women looked
like great sea snails—the corded wood, babies, and laundry
they carried were the whorls on their backs. The Chinese
did not admire a bent back; goddesses and warriors stood
straight. Still there must have been a marvelous freeing of
beauty when a worker laid down her burden and stretched
and arched.

Such commonplace loveliness, however, was not enough
for my aunt. She dreamed of a lover for the fifteen days of
New Year’s, the time for families to exchange visits, money,
and food. She plied her secret comb. And sure enough she
cursed the year, the family, the village, and herself.

Even as her hair lured her imminent lover, many other
men looked at her. Uncles, cousins, nephews_, brothers would
have looked, too, had they been home between journeys,
Perhaps they had already been restraining their curiosity,
and they left, fearful that their glances, like a field of nest-
ing birds, might be startled and caught. Poverty hurt, and
that was their first reason for leaving. But another, final
reason for leaving the crowded house was the never-said.

She may have been unusually beloved, the precious only
daughter, spoiled and mirror gazing because of the affec-
tion the family lavished on her. When her husband left,
they welcomed the chance to take her back from the in-laws;
she could live like the little daughter for just a while longer,
There are stories that my grandfather was different from
other people, “crazy ever since the little Jap bayoneted him

in the head.” He used to put his naked penis on the dinner
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table, laughing. And one day he brought home a baby girl,
wrapped up inside his Lrown western-style greatcoat. He
had traded one of his sons, probably my father, the young-
est, for her. My grandmother made him trade back. When
he ﬁnal]y got a daughter of his own, he doted on her. They
must have all loved her, except perhaps my father, the only
brother who never went back to China, having once been
traded for a girl. ' '

Brothers and sisters, newly men and women., had. to
efface their sexual color and present plain miens. Dlsf;urblng
hair and eyes, a smile like no other threatened the ideal of
five generations living under one roof. To focus blurs, peo-
ple shouted face to face and yelled from room to room. Th.e
immigrants I know have loud voices, unmodulated to Ameri-
can tones even after years away from the village where they
called their friendships out across the fields. I hav‘e not been
able to stop my mother’s sereams in public librarn?s or over
telephones. Walking erect (knees straight, toes 1?01-nted for-
ward, not pigeon-toed, which is Chinese-feminine) and
speaking in an inaudible voice, I have tried to turn myself
American-feminine. Chinese communication was loud, pub-
lic. Only sick people had to whisper. But at the dinner table,
where the family members came nearest one another, no
one could talk, not the outcasts nor any eaters. Every word
that falls from the mouth is a coin lost. Silently t!ley gaye
and accepted food with both hands. A preoccupied child
who took his bowl with one hand got a sideways glare: A
complete moment of total attention is due everyone alike.
Children and lovers have no singularity here, but my aunt
used a secret voice, a separate attentiveness.

She kept the man’s name to herself throughouii her
labor and dying; she did not accuse him that he be pun1§hed
with her. To save her inseminator’s name she gave silent
birth.

He may have been somebody in her own household, but
intercourse with a man outside the family would have been
no less abhorrent. All the village were kinsmen, and the

b/
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titles shouted in loud country voices never let kinship be
forgotten. Any man within visiting distance would have
been neutralized as a lover—*“brother,” “younger brother,”
“older brother”—one hundred and fifteen relationship titles.
Parents researched birth charts probably not so much to
assure good fortune as to circumvent incest in a population
that has but one hundred surnames. Everybody has eight
million relatives. How useless then sexual mannerisms, how
dangerous.

As if it came from an atavism deeper than fear, I used
to add “brother” silently to boys’ names. It hexed the boys,
who would or would not ask me to dance, and made them
less scary and as familiar and deserving of benevolence as
girls.

But, of course, I hexed myself also—no dates. I should
have stood up, both arms waving, and shouted out across
libraries, “Hey, you! Love me back.” I had no idea, though,
how to make attraction selective, how to control its direc-
tion and magnitude. If I made myself American-pretty so
that the five or six Chinese boys in the class fell in love
with me, everyone else—the Caucasian, Negro, and Japan-
ese boys—would too. Sisterliness, dignified and honorable,
made much more sense.

Attraction eludes control so stubbornly that whole soci-
eties designed to organize relationships among people can-
not keep order, not even when they bind people to one an-
other from childhood and raise them together. Among the
very poor and the wealthy, brothers married their adopted
sisters, like doves. Our family allowed some romance, pay-
ing adult brides’ prices and providing dowries so that their
sons and daughters could marry strangers. Marriage prom-

ises to turn strangers into friendly relatives—a nation of
siblings.

In the village structtre, spirits shimmered among the
live creatures, balanced and held in equilibrium by time and
land. But one human being flaring up into violence could
open up a black hole, a maelstrom that pulled in the sky.
The frightened villagers, who depended on one another to
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maintain the real, went to my aunt to show her a personal,
physical representation of the break she had made in the
“roundness.” Misallying couples snapped off the future,
which was to be embodied in true offspring. The villagers
punished her for acting as if she could have a private life,
secret and apart from them.

If my aunt had betrayed the family at a time of large
grain yields and peace; when many boys were born, -and
wings were being built on many houses, perhaps she might
have escaped such severe punishment. But the men—hun-
gry, greedy, tired of planting in dry soil, cuckolded—had
had to leave the village in order to send food-money home.
There were ghost plagues, bandit plagues, wars wit.h the
Japanese, floods. My Chinese brother and sister had died of
an unknown sickness. Adultery, perhaps only a mistake dur-
ing good times, became a crime when the village needed
food.

The round moon cakes and round doorways, the round
tables of graduated size that fit one roundness inside an-
other, round windows and rice bowls—these talismen h.ad
lost their power to warn this family of the law: a family
must be whole, faithfully keeping the descent line by having
sons to feed the old and the dead, who in turn look after
the family. The villagers came to show my aunt and 1:1er
lover-in-hiding a broken house. The villagers were speeding
up the circling of events because she was too shortsi.ghted
to see that her infidelity had already harmed the village,
that waves of consequences would return unpredictably,
sometimes in disguise, as now, to hurt her. This roundness
had to be made coin-sized so that she would see its circum-
ference: punish her at the birth of her baby. Awaken her to
the inexorable. People who refused fatalism because they
could invent small resources insisted on culpability. Deny
accidents and wrest fault from the stars.

After the villagers left, their lanterns now scattering in
various directions toward home, the family broke their
silence and cursed her. “Aiaa, we're going to die. Death is
coming. Death is coming. Look what you've done. You've
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killed us. Ghost! Dead ghost! Ghost! You've never been
born.” She ran out into the fields, far enough from the house
so that she could no longer hear their voices, and pressed
herself against the earth, her own land no more. When
she felt the birth coming, she thought that she had been
hurt. Her body seized together. “They’ve hurt me too much,”
she thought. “This is gall, and it will kill me.” Her fore-
head and knees against the earth, her body convulsed and
then released her onto her back. The black well of sky and
stars went out and out and out forever; her body and her
complexity seemed to disappear. She was one of the stars,
a bright dot in blackness, without home, without a com-
panion, in eternal cold and silence. An agoraphobia rose in
her, speeding higher and higher, bigger and bigger; she
would not be able to contain it; there would be no end to
fear.

Flayed, unprotected against space, she felt pain return,
focusing her body. This pain chilled her—a cold, steady kind
of surface pain. Inside, spasmodically, the other pain, the
pain of the child, heated her. For hours she lay on the
ground, alternately body and space. Sometimes a vision of
normal comfort obliterated reality : she saw the family in
the evening gambling at the dinner table, the young people
massaging their elders’ backs. She saw themn congratulating
one another, high joy on the mornings the rice shoots came
up. When these pictures burst, the stars drew yvet further
apart. Black space opened.

She got to her feet to fight better and remembered that
old-fashioned women gave birth in their pigsties to fool the
jealous, pain-dealing gods, who do not snatch piglets. Before
the next spasms could stop her, she ran to the pigsty, each
step a rushing out into emptiness. She climbed over the
fence and knelt in the dirt. It was good to have a fence en-
closing her, a tribal person alone.

Laboring, this woman who had carried her child as a
foreign growth that sickened her every day, expelled it at
last. She reached down to touch the hot, wet, moving mass,
surely smaller than anything human, and could feel that it
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was human after all—fingers, toes, nails, nose. She pulled
it up on to her belly, and it lay curled there, butt in the air,
feet precisely tucked one under the other. She opened her
loose shirt and buttoned the child inside. After resting, it
squirmed and thrashed and she pushed it up to her brea.st.
It turned its head this way and that until it found her nip-
ple. There, it made little snuffling noises. She clenched her
teeth at its preciousness, lovely as a young calf, a piglet, a
little dog.

She may have gone to the pigsty as a last act of respon-
sibility : she would protect this child as she had protected
its father. It would look after her soul, leaving supplies on
her grave. But how would this tiny child without family
find her grave when there would be no marker for her any-
where, neither in the earth nor the family hall? No one
would give her a family hall name. She had taken the child
with her into the wastes. At its birth the two of them had
felt the same raw pain of separation, a wound that only the
family pressing tight could close. A child with no descent
line would not soften her life but only trail after her, ghost-
like, begging her to give it purpose. At dawn the villagers
on their way to the fields would stand around the fence and
look.

Full of milk, the little ghost slept. When it awoke, she
hardened her breasts against the milk that crying loosens.
Toward morning she picked up the baby and walked to the
well.

Carrying the baby to the well shows loving. Otherwise
abandon it. Turn its face into the mud. Mothers who love
their children take them along. It was probably a girl; there
is some hope of forgiveness for boys.

“Don’t tell anyone you had an aunt. Your father does
not want to hear her name. She has never been born.” I
have believed that sex was unspeakable and words so strong
and fathers so frail that “aunt” would do my father myster-
ious harm. I have thought that my family, having settled
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among immigrants who had also been their neighbors in the
ancestral land, needed to clean their name, and a wrong
word would incite the kinspeople even here. But there is
more to this silence: they want me to participate in her
punishment. And I have.

In the twenty years since I heard this story I have not
asked for details nor said my aunt’s name; I do not know it.
People who can comfort the dead can also chase after them
to hurt them further—a reverse ancestor worship. The real
punishment was not the raid swiftly inflicted by the vil-
lagers, but the family’s deliberately forgetting her. Her be-
trayal so maddened them, they saw to it that she would
suffer forever, even after death. Always hungry, always
needing, she would have to beg food from other ghosts,
snatch and steal it from those whose living descendants
give them gifts. She would have to fight the ghosts massed
at crossroads for the buns a few thoughtful citizens leave
to decoy her away from village and home so that the an-
cestral spirits could feast unharassed. At peace, they could
act like gods, not ghosts, their descent lines providing them
with paper suits and dresses, spirit money, paper houses,
paper automobiles, chicken, meat, and rice into eternity—
essences delivered up in smoke and flames, steam and
incense rising from each rice bowl. In an attempt to make
the Chinese care for people outside the family, Chairman
Mao encourages us now to give our paper replicas to the
spirits of outstanding soldiers and workers, no matter
whose ancestors they may be. My aunt remains forever
hungry. Goods are not distributed evenly among the dead.

My aunt haunts me—her ghost drawn to me because
now, after fifty years of neglect, I alone devote pages of
paper to her, though not origamied into houses and clothes.
I do not think she always means me well. I am telling on
her, and she was a spite suicide, drowning herself in the
drinking water. The Chinese are always very frightened of
the drowned one, whose weeping ghost, wet hair hanging
and skin bloated, waits silently by the water to pull down
a substitute.

28/
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The trains used to cross the sky. The house jumped and dust
shook down from the attic. Sometimes two trains ran parallel going
in opposite directions; the railroad men walked on top of the leaning
cars, stepped off one train onto the back of the other, and traveled
the opposite way. They headed for the caboose while the train moved
against their walk, or they walked toward the engine while the train
moved out from under their feet. Hoboes ran alongside, caught the
ladders, and swung aboard. I would have to learn to ride like that,
choose my boxcar, grab a ladder at a run, and fling myself up and
sideways into an open door. Elsewhere I would step smoothly off.
Bad runaway boys lost their legs trying for such rides. The train
craunched past—pistons stroking like elbows and knees, the coal
cars dropping coal, cows looking out between the slats of the cattle-
cars, the boxcars almost stringing together sentences—Hydro-
Cushion, Georgia Flyer, Route of the Eagle—and suddenly sunlight
filled the windows again, the slough wide again and waving with
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tules, for which the city was once named; red-winged blackbirds and
squirrels settled. We children ran to the tracks and found the nails
we'd placed on them; the wheels had flattened them into knives
that sparked. , |

Once in a while an adult said, “Your grandfather built the rail-
road.” (Or “Your grandfathers built the railroad.” Plural and singu-
lar are by context.) We children believed that it was that very rail-
road, those trains, those tracks running past our house; our own
giant grandfather had set those very logs into the ground, poured the
iron for those very spikes with the big heads and pounded them until
the heads spread like that, mere nails to him. He had built the rail-
road so that trains would thunder over us, on a street that inclined
toward us. We lived on a special spot of the earth, Stockton, the
only city on the Pacific coast with three railroads—the Santa Fe,
Southern Pacific, and Western Pacific. The three railroads inter-
secting accounted for the flocks of hoboes. The few times that the
train stopped, the cows moaned all night, their hooves stumbling
crowdedly and banging against the wood.

Grandfather left a railroad for his message: We had to go some-
where difficult. Ride a train. Go somewhere important. In case of
danger, the train was to be ready for us.

The railroad men disconnected the rails and took the steel away.
They did not come back. Our family dug up the square logs and
rolled them downbhill home. We collected the spikes too. We used
the logs for benches, edged the yard with them, made bases for
fences, embedded them in the ground for walkwéys. The spikes
came in handy too, good for paperweights, levers, wedges, chisels.
I'am glad to know exactly the weight of ties and the size of nails.

Grandfather's picture hangs in the dining room next to an equally
large one of Grandmother, and another one of Guan Goong, God of
War and Literature. My grandparents’ similarity is in the set of
their mouths; they seem to have hauled with their mouths. My
mouth also feels the tug and strain of weights in its corners. In the
family album, Grandfather wears a greatcoat and Western shoes, but
his ankles show. He hasn't shaved either. Maybe he became sloppy
after the Japanese soldier bayoneted his head for not giving direc-
tions. Or he was born slow and without a sense of direction.
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The photographer came to the village regularly and set up a
spinet, potted trees, an ornate table stacked with hardbound bo?ks
of matching size, and a backdrop with a picture of paths curving
through gardens into panoramas; he lent his subjects dressy ancient
mandarin clothes, Western suits, and hats. An aunt tied the fingers
of the lame cousin to a book, the string leading down his sleeve; he
looks like he’s carrying it. The family hurried from clothes chests to
mirrors without explaining to Grandfather, hiding Grandfat}_xer. In
the family album are group pictures with Grandmother in the
middle, the family arranged on either side of her and behind.her,
second wives at the ends, no Grandfather. Grandmother's earrings,
bracelets, and rings are tinted jade green, everything and everybody
else black and white, her little feet together neatly, two knobs at
the bottom of her gown. My mother, indignant that nobody had
readied Grandfather, threw his greatcoat over his nightclothes,
shouted, “Wait! Wait!” and encouraged him into the sunlight.
“Hurry,” she said, and he ran, coat flapping, to be in the picture.
She would have slipped him into the group and had the camera
catch him like a peeping ghost, but Grandmother chased him away.
“What a waste of film,” she said. Grandfather always appears alone
with white stubble on his chin. He was a thin man with big eyes that
looked straight ahead. When we children talked about overcoat
men, exhibitionists, we meant Grandfather, Ah Goong, who must
have yanked open that greatcoat—no pants.

MaMa was the only person to listen to him, and so he followed
her everywhere, and talked and talked. What he liked telling was
his journeys to the Gold Mountain. He wasn't smart, yet he traveled
there three times. Left to himself, he would have stayed in China
to play with babies or stayed in the United States once he got there',,
but Grandmother forced him to leave both places. “Make money,
she said. “Don't stay here eating.” “Come home,” she said.

Ah Goong sat outside her open door when MaMa worked. (In
those days 2 man did not visit a good woman alone unless married
to her.) He saw her at her loom and came running with his chair.
He told her that he had found a wondrous country, really gold, and
he himself had gotten two bags of it, one of which he had had made

into a ring. His wife had given that ring to their son for his wedding
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ring. “That ring on your finger,” he told Mother, “proves that the
Gold Mountain exists and that I went there.”

Another of his peculiarities was that he heard the crackles, bangs,
gunshots that go off when the world lurches; the gears on its axis
snap. Listening to a faraway New Year, he had followed the noise
and come upon the blasting in the Sierras. (There is a Buddhist in-
struction that that which is most elusive must, of course, be the ve
thing to be pursued; listen to the farthest sound.) The Central Pacific
hired him on sight; chinamen had a natural talent for explosions.
Also there were not enough workingmen to do all the labor of build-
ing a new country. Some of the banging came from the war to decide
whether or not black people would continue to work for nothing.

Slow as usual, Ah Goong arrived in the spring; the work had
begun in January 1863. The demon that hired him pointed up and
up, east above the hills of poppies. His first job was to fell a red-
wood, which was thick enough to divide into three or four beams.
His tree’s many branches spread out, each limb like a little tree.
He circled the tree. How to attack it? No side looked like the
side made to be cut, nor did any ground seem the place for it
to fall. He axed for almost a day the side he’'d decided would
hit the ground. Halfway through, imitating the other lumber-
jacks, he struck the other side of the tree, above the cut, until he
had to run away. The tree swayed and slowly dived to earth,

creaking and screeching like a green animal. He was so awed,

he forgot what he was supposed to yell. Hardly-any branches

broke; the tree sprang, bounced, pushed at the ground with its arms. -

The limbs did not wilt and fold; they were a small forest, which
he chopped. The trunk lay like a long red torso; sap ran from its
cuts like crying blind eyes. At last it stopped fighting. He set the
log across sawhorses to be cured over smoke and in the sun.

He joined a team of men who did not ax one another as they took
alternate hits. They blew up the stumps with gunpowder. “It was
like uprooting a tooth,” Ah Goong said. They also packed gun-
powder at the roots of a whole tree. Not at the same time as the ban
but before that, the tree rose from the ground. It stoed, then plunged
with a tearing of veins and muscles. It was big enough to carve a
house into. The men measured themselves against the upturned
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white roots, which looked like claws, a sun with claws. A hundred
men stood or sat on the trunk. They lifted a wagon on it and took
a photograph. The demons also had their photograph taken.

Because these mountains were made out of gold, Ah Goong
rushed over to the root hole to look for gold veins and ore. He
selected the shiniest rocks to be assayed later in San Francisco.
When he drank from the streams and saw a flash, he dived in like
a duck; only sometimes did it turn out to be the sun or the water.
The very dirt winked with specks.

He made a dollar a day salary. The lucky men gambled, but he
was not good at remembering game rules. The work so far was en-
durable. “I could take it,” he said.

The days were sunny and blue, the wind exhilarating, the heights
godlike. At night the stars were diamonds, crystals, silver, snow, ice.
He had never seen diamonds. He had never seen snow and ice. As
spring turned into summer, and he lay under that sky, he saw the
order in the stars. He recognized constellations from China. There—
not a cloud but the Silver River, and there, on either side of it—
Altair and Vega, the Spinning Girl and the Cowboy, far, far apart.
He felt his heart breaking of loneliness at so much blue-black space
between star and star. The railroad he was building would not lead
him to his family. He jumped out of his bedroll. “Look! Look!”
Other China Men jumped awake. An accident? An avalanche?
Injun demons? “The stars,” he said. “The stars are here.” “Another
China Man gone out of his mind,” men grumbled. “A sleepwalker.”
“Go to sleep, sleepwalker.” “There. And there,” said Ah Goong, two
hands pointing. “The Spinning Girl and the Cowboy. Don't you see
them?” “Homesick China Man,” said the China Men and pulled
their blankets over their heads. “Didn’t you know they were here?
I could have told you they were here. Same as in China. Same
moon. Why not same stars?” “Nah. Those are American stars.”

Pretending that a little girl was listening, he told himself the story
about the Spinning Girl and the Cowboy: A long time ago they had
visited earth, where they met, fell in love, and married. Instead of
growing used to each other, they remained enchanted their entire
lifetimes and beyond. They were too happy. They wanted to be
doves or two branches of the same tree. When they returned to live
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in the sky, they were so engrossed in each other that they neglected
their work. The Queen of the Sky scratched a river between them
with one stroke of her silver hairpin—the river a galaxy in width.
The lovers suffered, but she did devote her time to spinning now,
and he herded his cow. The King of the Sky took pity on them and
ordered that once each year, they be allowed to meet. On the seventh
day of the seventh month (which is not the same as July 7), magpies
form a bridge for them to cross to each other. The lovers are together
for one night of the year. On their parting, the Spinner cries the
heavy summer rains. -

Ah Goong's discovery of the two stars gave him something to look
forward to besides meals and tea breaks. Every night he located
Altair and Vega and gauged how much closer they had come since
the night before. During the day he watched the magpies, big black
and white birds with round bedies like balls with wings; they were
a welcome sight, a promise of meetings. He had found two familiars
in the wilderness: magpies and stars. On the meeting day, he did
not see any magpies nor hear their chattering jaybird cries. Some
black and white birds flew overhead, but they may have been Amer-
ican crows or late magpies on their way. Some men laughed at him,
but he was not the only China Man to collect water in pots, bottles,
and canteens that day. The water would stay fresh forever and cure
anything. In ancient days the tutelary gods of the mountains sprin-
kled corpses with this water and brought them to life. That night,
no women to light candles, burn incense, cook special food, Grand-
father watched for the convergence and bowed. He saw the two little
stars next to Vega—the couple’s children. And bridging the Silver
River, surely those were black flapping wings of magpies and
translucent-winged angels and faeries. Toward morning, he was
awakened by rain, and pulled his blankets into his tent.

The next day, the fantailed orange-beaked magpies returned.
Altair and Vega were beginning their journeys apart, another year
of spinning and herding. Ah Goong had to find something else to
look forward to. The Spinning Girl and the Cowboy met and parted
six times before the railroad was finished.

When cliffs, sheer drops under impossible overhangs, ended the
road, the workers filled the ravines or built bridges over them. They
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climbed above the site for tunnel or bridge and lowered one another
down in wicker baskets made stronger by the lucky words they had
painted on four sides. Ah Goong got to be a basketman because he
was thin and light. Some basketmen were fifteen-year-old boys. He
rode the basket barefoot, so his boots, the kind to stomp snakes with,
would not break through the bottom. The basket swung and twirled,
and he saw the world sweep underneath him; it was fun in a way, a
cold new feeling of doing what had never been done before. Sus-
pended in the quiet sky, he thought all kinds of crazy thoughts, that
if a man didn’t want to live any more, he could just cut the ropes or,
easier, tilt the basket, dip, and never have to worry again. He could
spread his arms and the air would momentarily hold him before he
fell past the buzzards, hawks, and eagles, and landed impaled on
the tip of a sequoia. This high and he didn't see any gods, no Cow-
boy, no Spinner. He knelt in the basket though he was not bumping
his head against the sky. Through the wickerwork, slivers of depths
darted like needles, nothing between him and air but thin rattan.
Gusts of wind spun the light basket. “Aiya,” said Ah Goong. Winds
came up under the basket, bouncing it. Neighboring baskets swung
together and parted. He and the man next to him looked at each
other’s faces: They laughed. They might as well have gone to Ma-
laysia to collect bird nests. Those who had done high work there
said it had been worse; the birds screamed and scratched at them.
Swinging near the cliff, Ah Goong stood up and grabbed it by a
twig. He dug holes, then inserted gunpowder and fuses. He worked
neither too fast nor too slow, keeping even with the others. The
basketmen signaled one another to light the fuses. He struck match
after match and dropped the burnt matches over the sides. At last his
fuse caught; he waved, and the men above pulled hand over hand
hauling him up, pulleys creaking. The scaffolds stood like a row of
gibbets. Gallows trees along a ridge. “Hurry, hurry,” he said. Some
impatient men clambered up their ropes. Ah Goong ran up the ledge
road they'd cleared and watched the explosions, which banged al-
most synchronously, echoes booming like war. He moved his scaffold
to the next section of cliff and went down in the basket again, with
bags of dirt, and set the next charge.

This time two men were blown up. One knocked out or killed by
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the explosion fell silently, the other screaming, his arms and legs
struggling. A desire shot out of Ah Goong for an arm long enough
to reach down and catch them. Much time passed as they fell like
plummets. The shreds of baskets and a cowboy hat skimmed
and tacked. The winds that pushed birds off course and against
mountains did not carry men. Ah Goong also wished that the con-
scious man would fall faster and get it over with. His hands gripped
the ropes, and it was difficult to let go and get on with the work. “It
can’t happen twice in a row,” the basketmen said the next trip down.
“Our chances are very good. The trip after an accident is probably
the safest one.” They raced to their favorite basket, checked and
double-checked the four ropes, yanked the strands, tested the
pulleys, oiled them, reminded the pulleymen about the signals, and
entered the sky again.

Another time, Ah.Goong had been lowered to the bottom of a
ravine, which had to be cleared for the base of a trestle, when a man
fell, and he saw his face. He had not died of shock before hitting
bottom. His hands were grabbing at air. His stomach and groin must
have felt the fall all the way down. At night Ah Goong woke up
falling, though he slept on the ground, and heard other men call out
in their sleep. No warm women tweaked their ears and hugged
them. “It was only a falling dream,” he reassured himself.

Across a valley, a chain of men working on the next mountain,
men like ants changing the face of the world, fell, but it was very
far away. Godlike, he watched men whose faces he could not see and
whose screams he did not hear roll and bounce and slide like a hand-
ful of sprinkled gravel.

After a fall, the buzzards circled the spot and reminded the
workers for days that a man was dead down there. The men threw
piles of rocks and branches to cover bodies from sight.

The mountainface reshaped, they drove supports for a bridge.
Since hammering was less dangerous than the blowing up, the men
played a little; they rode the baskets swooping in wide arcs; they
twisted the ropes and let them unwind like tops. “Look at me,” said
Ah Goong, pulled open his pants, and pissed overboard, the wind
scattering the drops. “I'm a waterfall,” he said. He had sent a part

The Grandfather of the Sierra Nevada Mountains | 133

of himself hurtling. On rare windless days he watched his piss fall
in a continuous stream from himself almost to the bottom of the
valley.

Or):e beautiful day, dangling in the sun above a new valley, not
the desire to urinate but sexual desire clutched him so hard he bent
over in the basket. He curled up, overcome by beauty and fear, which
shot to his penis. He tried to rub himself calm. Suddenly he stood
up tall and squirted out into space. “I am fucking the world,” he
said. The world’s vagina was big, big as the sky, big as a valley. He
grew a habit: whenever he was lowered in the basket, his blood
rushed to his penis, and he fucked the world.

Then it was autumn, and the wind blew so fiercely, the men had
to postpone the basketwork. Clouds moved in several directions at
once. Men pointed at- dust devils, which turned their mouths
crooked. There was ceaseless motion; clothes kept moving; hair
moved; sleeves puffed out. Nothing stayed still long enough for Ah
Goong to figure it out. The wind sucked the breath out of his mouth
and blew thoughts from his brains. The food convoys from San
Francisco brought tents to replace the ones that whipped away.
The baskets from China, which the men saved for high work, carried
cewboy jackets, long underwear, Levi pants, boots, earmuffs, leather
gloves, flannel shirts, coats. They sewed rabbit fur and deerskin into
the linings. They tied the wide brims of their cowboy hats over their

‘ears with mufflers. And still the wind made confusing howls into

ears, and it was hard to think.

The days became nights when the crews tunneled inside the
mountain, which sheltered them from the wind, but also hid the
light and sky. Ah Goong pickaxed the mountain, the dirt filling his
nostrils through a cowboy bandanna. He shoveled the dirt into a
cart and pushed it to a place that was tall enough for the mule,
which hauled it the rest of the way out. He looked forward to cart
duty to edge closer to the entrance. Eyes darkened, nose plugged,
his windy cough worse, he was to mole a thousand feet and meet
others digging from the other side. How much he'd pay now to go
swinging in a basket. He might as well have gone to work in a tin
mine. Coming out of the tunnel at the end of a shift, he forgot
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whether it was supposed to be day or night. He blew his nose fifteen
times before the mucus cleared again.

The dirt was the easiest part of tunneling. Beneath the soil, they
hit granite. Ah Goong struck it with his pickax, and it jarred his
bones, chattered his teeth. He swung his sledgehammer against it,
and the impact rang in the dome of his skull. The mountain that
was millions of years old was locked against them and was not to be
broken into. The men teased him, “Let’s see you fuck the world
now.” “Let’s see you fuck the Gold Mountain now.” But he no
longer felt like it. “A man ought to be made of tougher material
than flesh,” he said. “Skin is too soft. Our bones ought to be filled
with iron.” He lifted the hammer high, careful that it not pull him
backward, and let it fall forward of its own weight against the rock.
Nothing happened to that gray wall; he had to slam with strength
and will. He hit at the same spot over and over again, the same rock.
Some chips and flakes broke off. The granite looked everywhere the
same. It had no softer or weaker spots anywhere, the same hard
gray. He learned to slide his hand up the handle, lift, slide and
swing, a circular motion, hammering, hammering, hammering. He
would bite like a rat through that mountain. His eyes couldn’t see;
his nose couldn’t smell; and now his ears were filled with the noise
of hammering. This rock is what is real, he thought. This rock is
what real is, not clouds or mist, which make mysterious promises,
and when you go through them are nothing. When the foreman
measured at the end of twenty-four hours of pounding, the rock had
given a foot. The hammering went on day and night. The men
worked eight hours on and eight hours off. They worked on all
eighteen tunnels at once. While Ah Goong slept, he could hear the
sledgehammers of other men working in the earth. The steady
banging reminded him of holidays and harvests; falling asleep, he
heard the women chopping mincemeat and the millstones striking.

The demons in boss suits came into the tunnel occasionally,
measured with a yardstick, and shook their heads. “Faster,” they
said. “Faster. Chinamen too slow. Too slow.” “Tell us we're slow,”
the China Men grumbled. The ones in top tiers of scaffolding let
rocks drop, a hammer drop. Ropes tangled around the demons’ heads
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and feet. The cave China Men muttered and flexed, glared out of
the corners of their eyes. But usually there was no diversion—one
day the same as the next, one hour no different from another—the
beating against the same granite.

Aftfi' tgunneling into ggranite for about three years, Ah Goong
understood the immovability of the earth. Men change, men die,
weather changes, but a mountain is the same as permanence a_nd
time. This mountain would have taken no new shape for centuries,
ten thousand centuries, the world a still, still place, time unmoving.
He worked in the tunnel so long, he learned to see many colors in
black. When he stumbled out, he tried to talk about time. “I felt
time,” he said. “I saw time. I saw world.” He tried again, “I saw
what's real. I saw time, and it doesn’t move. If we break through the
mountain, hollow it, time won't have moved anyway. You trans-
lators ought to tell the foreigners that.”

Summer came again, but after the first summer, he felt less nos-
talgia at the meeting of the Spinning Girl and the Cowboy. He now
knew men who had been in this country for twenty years and thirty
years, and the Cowboy's one year away from his lady was no time at
all. His own patience was longer. The stars were meeting and. would
meet again next year, but he would not have seen his family. He
joined the others celebrating Souls’ Day, the holiday a week later,
the fourteenth day of the seventh month. The supply wagons from
San Francisco and Sacramento brought watermelon, meat, fish,
crab, pressed duck. “There, ghosts, there you are. Come and get it.”
They displayed the feast complete for a moment before falling to,
eating on the dead’s behalf. .

In the third year of pounding granite by hand, a demon invented
dynamite. The railroad workers were to test it. They had stopped
using gunpowder in the tunnels after avalanches, but the dnmons
said that dynamite was more precise. They watched a scientist
demon mix nitrate, sulphate, and glycerine, then flick the yellow
oil, which exploded off his fingertips. Sitting in a meadow to
watch the dynamite detonated in the open, Ah Goong saw the
men in front of him leap impossibly high into the air; then he felt a
shove as if from a giant's unseen hand—and he fell backward. The
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boom broke the mountain silence like fear breaking inside stomach
and chest and groin. No one had gotten hurt; they stood up laughing
and amazed, looking around at how they had fallen, the pattern of
the explosion. Dynamite was much more powerful than gun-
powder. Ah Goong had felt a nudge, as if something kind were
moving him out of harm’s way. “All of a sudden I was sitting next to
you.” “Aiya. If we had been nearer, it would have killed us.” “If we
were stiff, it would have gone through us.” “A fist.” “A hand.” “We
leapt like acrobats.” Next time Ah Goong flattened himself on the
ground, and the explosion rolled over him.

He never got used to the blasting; a blast always surprised
him. Even when he himself set the fuse and watched it burn,
anticipated the explosion, the bang—bahng in Chinese—when it
came, always startled. It cleaned the crazy words, the crackling, and
bingbangs out of his brain. It was like New Year’s, when every prob-
lem and thought was knocked clean out of him by firecrackers, and
!18 could begin fresh. He couldn’t worry during an explosion, which
jerked every head to attention. Hills flew up in rocks and dirt.
Boulders turned over and over. Sparks, fires, debris, rocks, smoke
burst up, not at the same time as the boom (bum) but before that—
the sound a separate occurrence, not useful as a signal.

The' terrain changed immediately. Streams were diverted, rock-
scapes exposed. Ah Goong found it difficult to remember what land
had looked like before an explosion. It was a good thing the dyna-
mite was invented after the Civil War to the east was over.

The dynamite added more accidents and ways of dying, but if it
were not used, the railroad would take fifty more years to finish.
Nitroglycerine exploded when it was jounced on a horse or dropped.
A man who fell with it in his pocket blew himself up into red pieces.
Sometimes it combusted merely standing. Human bodies skipped
through the air like puppets and made Ah Goong laugh crazily as
if the arms and legs would come together again. The smell of burned
flesh remained in rocks.

In the tunnels, the men bored holes fifteen to eighteen inches
deep with a power drill, stuffed them with hay and dynamite, and
imbedded the fuse in sand. Once, for extra pay, Ah Goong ran back
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in to see why some dynamite had not gone off and hurried back out
again; it was just a slow fuse. When the explosion settled, he helped
carry two-hundred-, three-hundred-, five-hundred-pound boulders
out of the tunnel.

As a boy he had visited a Taoist monastery where there were nine
rooms, each a replica of one of the nine hells. Lifesize sculptures of
men and women were spitted on turning wheels. Eerie candles
under the suffering faces emphasized eyes poked out, tongues pulled,
red mouths and eyes, and real hair, eyelashes, and eyebrows. Women
were split apart and men dismembered. He could have reached out
and touched the sufferers and the implements. He had dug and
dynamited his way into one of these hells. “Only here there are

said.

One day he came out of the tunnel to find the mountains white,
the evergreens and bare trees decorated, white tree sculptures and
lace bushes everywhere. The men from snow country called the
icicles “ice chopsticks.” He sat in his basket and slid down the slopes.
The snow covered the gouged land, the broken trees, the tracks, the
mud, the campfire ashes, the unburied dead. Streams were stilled in
mid-run, the water petrified. That winter he thought it was the task
of the human race to quicken the world, blast the freeze, fire it, red-
den it with blood. He had to change the stupid slowness of one

-with sound. “The rock,” he tried to tell the others. “The ice.”
“Time.”

The dynamiting loosed blizzards on the men. Ears and toes fell
off. Fingers stuck to the cold silver rails. Snowblind men stumbled
about with bandannas over their eyes. Ah Goong helped build wood
tunnels roofing the track route. Falling ice scrabbled on the roofs.
The men stayed under the snow for weeks at a time. Snowslides
covered the entrances to the tunnels, which they had to dig out
to enter and exit, white tunnels and black tunnels. Ah Goong
looked at his gang and thought, If there is an avalanche, these are
the people I'll be trapped with, and wondered which ones would
share food. A party of snowbound barbarians had eaten the dead.

eighteen tunnels, not nine, plus all the tracks between them,” he -

. sunrise and one sunset per day. He had to enliven the silent world
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Cannibals, thought Ah Goong, and looked around. Food was not
scarce; the tea man brought whiskey barrels of hot tea, and he
warmed his hands and feet, held the teacup to his nose and ears.
Someday, he planned, he would buy a chair with metal doors for
putting hot coal inside it. The magpies did not abandon him but
stayed all winter and searched the snow for food.

The men who died slowly enough to say last words said, “Don’t
leave me frozen under the snow. Send my body home. Burn it and
put the ashes in a tin can. Take the bone jar when you come down
the mountain.” “When you ride the fire car back to China, tell my
descendants to come for me.” “Shut up,” scolded the hearty men.
“We don’t want to hear about bone jars and dying.” “You're lucky
to have a body to bury, not blown to smithereens.” “Stupid man to
hurt yourself,” they bawled out the sick and wounded. How their
wives would scold if they brought back deadmen’s bones. “Aiya.
To be buried here, nowhere.” “But this is somewhere,” Ah Goon
promised. “This is the Gold Mountain. We're marking the land
now. The track sections are numbered, and your family will know
where we leave you.” But he was a crazy man, and they didn't listen
to him.

Spring did come, and when the snow melted, it revealed the past
year, what had happened, what they had done, where they had
worked, the lost tools, the thawing bodies, some standing with tools
in hand, the bright rails. “Remember Uncle Long Winded Leong?”
“Remember Strong Back Wong?” “Remember Lee-Brother>” “And
Fong Uncle?” They lost count of the number dead; there is no
record of how many died building the railroad. Or maybe it was
demons doing the counting and chinamen not worth counting.
Whether it was good luck or,bad luck, the dead were buried or
cairned next to the last section of track they had worked on. “May
his ghost not have to toil,” mthey said over graves. (In China a
woodcutter ghost chops eternally; people have heard chopping in
the snow and in the heat.) “Maybe his ghost will ride the train
home.” The scientific demons said the transcontinental railroad
would connect the West to Cathay. “What if he rides back and
forth from Sacramento to New York forever?” “That wouldn't
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be so bad. I hear the cars will be like houses on wheels.” The fu-
nerals were short. “No time. No time,” said both China Men and
demons. The railroad was as straight as they could build it, but no
ghosts sat on the tracks; no strange presences haunted the tunnels.
The blasts scared ghosts away. ‘

When the Big Dipper pointed east and the China Men .detonated
nitroglycerine and shot off guns for the New Year, which comes
with the spring, these special bangs were not as loud as the daily
bangs, not as numerous as the bangs all year. Shouldn’t the New
Year be the loudest day of all to obliterate the noises of the old year?
But to make a bang of that magnitude, they would have to blow up
at least a year’s supply of dynamite in one blast. They.arranged
strings of chain reactions in circles and long lines, banging faster
and louder to culminate in a big bang. And most importantly, there
were random explosions—surprise. Surprise. surprise. They had
no dragon, the railroad their dragon. .

The demons invented games for working faster, gold coins for
miles of track laid, for the heaviest rock, a grand prize for the .ﬁrst
team to break through a tunnel. Day shifts raced against night shlfts,
China Men against Welshmen, China Men against Irishmen, Chfna
Men against Injuns and black demons. The fastest races were China
Men against China Men, who bet on their own teams. China Men
always won because of good teamwork, smart thinking, and the need
for the money. Also, they had the most workers to choose teams
from. Whenever his team won anything, Ah Goong added to his
gold stash. The Central Pacific or Union Pacific won the land on
either side of the tracks it built.

One summer day, demon officials and China M?n translators
went from group to group and announced, “We're raising the pay—
thirty-five dollars a month. Because of your excellent work, the”Cen-
tral Pacific Railroad is giving you a four-dollar raise per month.” Tl?e
workers who didn’t know better cheered. “What's the catch? salc'l,
the smarter men. “You'll have the opportunity to put in more time,
said the railroad demons. “Two more hours per shift.” Ten-hour
shifts inside the tunnels. “It’s not ten hours straight,” said the
demons. “You have time off for tea and meals. Now that you have
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dynamite, the work isn’t so hard.” They had been working for three
and a half years already, and the track through the Donner Summit
was still not done.

The workers discussed the ten-hour shift, swearing their China
Man obscenities. “Two extra hours a day—sixty hours a month for
four dollars.” “Pig catcher demons.” “Snakes.” “Turtles.” “Dead
demons.” “A human body can’t work like that.” “The demons don’t
believe this is a human body. This is a chinaman’s body.” To bar-
gain, they sent a delegation of English speakers, who were sum-
marily noted as troublemakers, turned away, docked.

The China Men, then, decided to go on strike and demand forty-
five dollars a month and the eight-hour shift. They risked going to
jail and the Central Pacific keeping the pay it was banking for them.
{\h Goong memorized the English, “Forty-five dollars a month—
eight-hour shift.” He practiced the strike slogan: “Eight hours a day
goud for white man, all the same good for China Man.” :

'The men wrapped barley and beans in ti leaves, which came from
Hawai'i via San Francisco, for celebrating the fifth day of the fifth
month (not May but mid-June, the summer solstice). Usually the
way the red string is wound and knotted tells what flavors are in-
side—the salty barley with pickled egg, or beans and pork, or the
gelatin pudding. Ah Goong folded ti leaves into a cup and packed
it with food. One of the literate men slipped in a piece of paper
with the strike plan, and Ah Goong tied the bundle with a
special pattern of red string. The time and place for the revolution
against Kublai Khan had been hidden inside autumn mooncakes,
Ah Goong looked from one face to another in admiration. Of course,
- of course. No China Men, no railroad. They were indispensable

labor. Throughout these mountains were brothérs and ‘uncles with
a common idea, free men, not coolies, calling for fair working con-
ditions. The demons were not suspicious as the China Men went
gandying up and down the tracks delivering the bundles tied to-
gether like lines of fish. They had exchanged these gifts every year.
When the summer solstice cakes came from other camps, the recipi-
ents cut them into neat slices by drawing the string through them.
The orange jellies, which had a red dye stick inside soaked in lye,
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fell into a series of sunrises and sunsets. The aged yolks and the
barley also looked like suns. The notes gave a Yes strike vote. The
yellow flags to ward off the five evils—centipedes, scorpions, snakes,
poisonous lizards, and toads—now flew as banners.

The strike began on Tuesday morning, June 25, 1867. The men
who were working at that hour walked out of the tunnels and away
from the tracks. The ones who were sleeping slept on and rose as
late as they pleased. They bathed in streams and shaved their
moustaches and wild beards. Some went fishing and hunting. The
violinists tuned and played their instruments. The drummers beat
theirs at the punchlines of jokes. The gamblers shuffled and played
their cards and tiles. The smokers passed their pipes, and the
drinkers bet for drinks by making figures with their hands. The
cooks made party food. The opera singers’ falsettos almost perfor-
ated the mountains. The men sang new songs about the railroad.
They made up verses and shouted Ho at the good ones, and laughed
at the rhymes. Oh, they were madly singing in the mountains. The
storytellers told about the rise of new kings. The opium smokers
when they roused themselves told their florid images. Ah Goong
sifted for gold. All the while the English-speaking China Men,
who were being advised by the shrewdest bargainers, were at the
demons’ headquarters repeating the demand: “Eight hours a day
good for white man, all the same good for China Man.” They had

< probably negotiated the demons down to nine-hour shifts by now.

The sounds of hammering continued along the tracks and occa-
sionally there were blasts from the tunnels. The scabby white
demons had refused to join the strike. “Eight hours a day good for
white man, all the same good for China Man,” the China Men ex-
plained to them. “Cheap John Chinaman,” said the demons, many
of whom had red hair. The China Men scowled out of the corners
of their eyes.

On the second day, artist demons climbed the mountains to draw
the China Men for the newspapers. The men posed bare-chested,
their fists clenched, showing off their arms and backs. The artists
sketched them as perfect young gods reclining against rocks, wise
expressions on their handsome noble-nosed faces, long torsos with
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lean stomachs, a strong arm extended over a bent knee, long fingers
holding a pipe, a rope of hair over a wide shoulder. Other artists drew
faeries with antennae for eyebrows and brownies with elvish pig-
tails; they danced in white socks and black slippers among mush-
room rings by moonlight.

Ah Goong acquired another idea that added to his reputation for
craziness: The pale, thin Chinese scholars and the rich men fat
like Buddhas were less beautiful, less manly than these brown mus-
cular railroad men, of whom he was one. One of ten thousand
heroes.

On the third day, in a woods—he would be looking at a deer or
a rabbit or an Injun watching him before he knew what he was
seeing—a demon dressed in a white suit and tall hat beckoned him.
They talked privately in the wilderness. The demon said, “I Citizen-
ship Judge invite you to be U. S. citizen. Only one bag gold.” Ah
Goong was thrilled. What an honor. He would accept this invi-
tation. Also what advantages, he calculated shrewdly; if he were
going to be jailed for this strike, an American would have a trial.
The Citizenship Judge unfurled a parchment sealed with gold and
ribbon. Ah Goong bought it with one bag of gold. “You vote,” said
the Citizenship Judge. “You talk in court, buy land, no more china-
man tax.” Ah Goong hid the paper on his person so that it would
protect him from arrest and lynching. He was already a part of this
new country, but now he had it in writing,

The fourth day, the strikers heard that the U. S. Cavalry was rid-
ing single file up the tracks to shoot them. They argued whether to
engage the Army with dynamite. But the troops did not come. In-
stead the cowardly demons blockaded the food wagons. No food. Ah
Goong listened to the optimistic China Men, who said, “Don’t panic.
Well hold out forever. We can, hunt. We can last fifty days on
water.” The complainers said, “Alya. Only saints can do that. Only
magic men and monks who've practiced.” The China Men refused
to declare a last day for the strike.

The foresighted China Men had cured jerky, fermented wine,
dried and strung orange and grapefruit peels, pickled and preserved
leftovers. Ah Goong, one of the best hoarders, had set aside extra
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helpings from each meal. This same quandary, whether to give away
food or to appear selfish, had occurred during each of the six famines
he had lived through. The foodless men identified themselves. Sure
enough, they were the shiftless, piggy, arrogant type who didn’t
worry enough. The donors scolded them and shamed them the
whole while they were handing them food: “So you lived like a
grasshopper at our expense.” “Fleaman.” “You'll be the cause of our
not holding out long enough.” “Rich man’s kid. Too good to hoard.”
Ah Goong contributed some rice crusts from the bottoms of pans. He
kept how much more food he owned a secret, as he kept the secret of
his gold. In apology for not contributing richer food, he repeated a
Mohist saying that had guided him in China: “ The superior man
does not push humaneness to the point of stupidity.”” He could

- hear his wife scolding him for feeding strangers. The opium men

offered shit and said that it calmed the appetite.

On the fifth and sixth days, Ah Goong organized his possessions
and patched his clothes and tent. He forebore repairing carts, picks,
ropes, baskets. His work-habituated hands arranged rocks and twigs
in designs. He asked a reader to read again his family’s letters. His
wife sounded like herself except for the polite phrases added pro-
fessionally at the beginnings and the ends. “Idiot,” she said, “why
are you taking so long? Are you wasting the money? Are you spend-
ing it on girls and gambling and whiskey? Here's my advice to you:
Be a little more frugal. Remember how it felt to go hungry. Work
hard.” He had been an idle man for almost a week. “I need a new
dress to wear to weddings. I refuse to go to another banquet in the
same old dress. If you weren't such a spendthrift, we could be build-
ing the new courtyard where we'll drink wine among the flowers and
sit about in silk gowns all day. We'll hire peasants to till the fields.
Or lease them to tenants, and buy all our food at market. We'll
have clean fingernails and toenails.” Other relatives said, “I need a
gold watch. Send me the money. Your wife gambles it away and

 throws parties and doesn’t disburse it fairly among us. You might

as well come home.” It was after one of these letters that he had
made a bonus checking on some dud dynamite.
Ah Goong did not spend his money on women. The strikers
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passed the word that a woman was traveling up the railroad and
would be at his camp on the seventh and eighth day of the strike.
Some said she was a demoness and some that she was a Chinese and
her master a China Man. He pictured a nurse coming to bandage
wounds and touch foreheads or a princess surveying her subjects;
or perhaps she was a merciful Jesus demoness. But she was a pitiful
woman, led on a leash around her waist, not entirely alive. Her
owner sold lottery tickets for the use of her. Ah Goong did not buy
one. He took out his penis under his blanket or bared it in the woods
and thought about nurses and princesses. He also just looked at it,
wondering what it was that it was for, what a man was for, what he
had to have a penis for.

There was rumor also of an Injun woman called Woman Chief,
who led a nomadic fighting tribe from the eastern plains as far as
these mountains. She was so powerful that she had four wives and
many horses. He never saw her though. 7

The strike ended on the ninth day. The Central Pacific an-
nounced that in its benevolence it was giving the workers a four-
dollar raise, not the fourteen dollars they had asked for. And that the
shifts in the tunnels would remair eight hours long. “We were plan-
ning to give you the four-dollar raise all along,” the demons said to
diminish the victory. So they got thirty-five dollars a month and the
eight-hour shift. They would have won forty-five dollars if the thou-
sand demon workers had joined the strike. Demons would have
listened to demons. The China Men went back to work quietly. No
use singing and shouting over a compromise and losing nine days’
work.

There were two days that Ah Goong did cheer and throw his hat
in the air, jumping up and down and screaming Yippee like a cow-
boy. One: the day his team broke through the tunnel at last. Toward
the end they did not dynamite but again used picks and sledge-
hammers. Through the granite, they heard answering poundings, and
answers to their shouts. It was not a mountain hefore them any more
but only a wall with people breaking through from the other side.
They worked faster. Forward. Into day. They stuck their arms
through the holes and shook hands with men on the other side. Ah
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Goong saw dirty faces as wondrous as if he were seeing Nu Wo, the
creator goddess who repairs cracks in the sky with stone slabs; some-
times she peeks through and human beings see her face. The wall
broke. Each team gave the other a gift of half a tunnel, dug. They
stepped back and forth where the wall had been. Ah Goong ran
and ran, his boots thudding to the very end of the tunnel, looked at
the other side of the mountain, and ran back, clear through the
entire tunnel. All the way through.

He spent the rest of his time on the railroad laying and bending
and hammering the ties and rails. The second day the China Men
cheered was when the engine from the West and the one from the
East rolled toward one another and touched. The transcontinental
railroad was finished. They Yippee'd like madmen. The white
demon officials gave speeches. “The Greatest Feat of the Nineteenth
Century,” they said. “The Greatest Feat in the History of Mankind,”
they said. “Only Americans could have done it,” they said, which is
true. Even if Ah Goong had not spent half his gold on Citizenship
Papers, he was an American for having built the railroad. A white
demon in top hat tap-tapped on the gold spike, and pulled it back
out. Then one China Man held the real spike, the steel one, and
another hammered it in.

While the demons posed for photographs, the China Men dis-
persed. It was dangerous to stay. The Driving Out had begun. Ah

© . Goong does not appear in railroad photographs. Scattering, some
" China Men followed the north star in the constellation Tortoise the

Black Warrior to Canada, or they kept the constellation Phoenix
ahead of them to South America or the White Tiger west or the
Wolf east. Seventy lucky men rode the Union Pacific to Massa-
chusetts for jobs at a shoe factory. Fifteen hundred went to Fou Loy
Company in New Orleans and San Francisco, several hundred to
plantations in Mississippi, Georgia, and Arkansas, and sugarcane
plantations in Louisiana and Cuba. (From the South, they sent word
that it was a custom to step off the sidewalk along with the black
demons when a white demon walked by.) Seventy went to New
Orleans to grade a route for a railroad, then to Pennsylvania to work
in a knife factory. The Colorado State Legislature passed a resolu-
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tion welcoming the railroad China Men to come build the new state.
They built railroads in every part of the country—the Alabama and
Chattanooga Railroad, the Houston and Texas Railroad, the South-
ern Pacific, the railroads in Louisiana and Boston, the Pacific North-
west, and Alaska. After the Civil War, China Men banded the
nation North and South, East and West, with crisscrossing steel.
They were the binding and building ancestors of this place.

Ah Goong would have liked a leisurely walk along the tracks to
review his finished handiwork, or to walk east to see the rest of his
new country. But instead, Driven Out, he slid down mountains,
leapt across valleys and streams, crossed plains, hid sometimes with
companions and often alone, and eluded bandits who would hold him
up for his railroad pay and shoot him for practice as they shot Injuns
and jackrabbits. Detouring and backtracking, his path wound back
and forth to his railroad, a familiar silver road in the wilderness.
When a train came, he hid against the shaking ground in case a
demon with a shotgun was hunting from it. He picked over camps
where he had once lived. He was careful to find hidden places to
sleep. In China bandits did not normally kill people, the booty the
main thing, but here the demons killed for fun and hate. They
tied pigtails to horses and dragged chinamen. He decided that he
had better head for San Francisco, where he would catch a ship to
China.

Perched on hillsides, he watched many sunsets, the place it was
setting, the direction he was going. There were fields of grass that
he tunneled through, hid in, rolled in, dived and swam in, suddenly
jumped up laughing, suddenly stopped. He needed to find a town
and human company. The spooky tumbleweeds caught in barbed
wire were peering at him, waiting for him; he had to find a town.
Towns grew along the tracks as they did along rivers. He sat looking
at a town all day, then ducked into it by night.

At the familiar sight of a garden laid out in a Chinese scheme—
vegetables in beds, white cabbages, red plants, chives, and coriander
for immortality, herbs boxed with boards—he knocked on the back
door. The China Man who answered gave him food, the appropriate
food for the nearest holiday, talked story, exclaimed at how close
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their ancestral villages were to each other. They exchanged informa-
tion on how many others lived how near, which towns had China-
towns, what size, two or three stores or a block, which towns to avoid.
“Do you have a wife?” they asked one another. “Yes. She lives in
China. I have been sending money for twenty years now.” They
exchanged vegetable seeds, slips, and cuttings, and Ah Goong carried
letters to another town or China.

Some demons who had never seen the likes of him gave him
things and touched him. He also came across lone China Men who
were alarmed to have him appear, and, unwelcome, he left quickly;
they must have wanted to be the only China Man of that area, the
special China Man.

He met miraculous China Men who had produced families out
of nowhere—a wife and children, both boys and girls. “Uncle,” the
children called him, and he wanted to stay to be the uncle of the
family. The wife washed his clothes, and he went on his way when
they were dry.

On a farm road, he came across an imp child playing in the dirt.
It looked at him, and he looked at it. He held out a piece of sugar;
he cupped a grassblade between his thumbs and whistled. He sat
on the ground with his legs crossed, and the child climbed into the
hollow of his arms and legs. “T wish you were my baby,” he told it.

- “My baby.” He was very satisfied sitting there under the humming
. sun with the baby, who was satisfied too, no squirming. “My daugh-
© ter,” he said. “My son.” He couldn’t tell whether it was a boy or a
'girl. He touched the baby’s fat arm and cheeks, its gold hair, and

looked into its blue eyes. He made a wish that it not have to carry
a sledgehammer and crawl into the dark. But he would not feel
sorry for it; other people must not suffer any more than he did, and
he could endure anything. Its mother came walking out into the
road. She had her hands above her like a salute. She walked tent-
atively toward them, held out her hand, smiled, spoke. He did not
understand what she said except “Bye-bye.” The child waved and
said, “Bye-bye,” crawled over his legs, and toddled to her. Ah Goong
continued on his way in a direction she could not point out to a
posse looking for a kidnapper chinaman.
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Explosions followed him. He heard screams and went on, saw
flames outlining black windows and doors, and went on. He ran
in the opposite direction from gunshots and the yell—eeha awha—
the cowboys made when they herded cattle and sang their savage
songs.

Ggood at hiding, disappearing—decades unaccounted for—he was
not working in a mine when forty thousand chinamen were Driven
Out of mining. He was not killed or kidnapped in the Los Angeles
Massacre, though he gave money toward ransoming those whose toes
and fingers, a digit per week, and ears grotesquely rotting or pickled,
and scalped queues, were displayed in Chinatowns. Demons believed
that the poorer a chinaman looked, the more gold he had buried
somewhere, that chinamen stuck together and would always ransom
one another. If he got kidnapped, Ah Goong planned, he would
whip out his Citizenship Paper and show that he was an American.
He was lucky not to be in Colorado when the Denver demons
burned all chinamen homes and businesses, nor in Rock Springs,
Wyoming, when the miner demons killed twenty-eight or fifty
chinamen. The Rock Springs Massacre began in a large coal mine
owned by the Union Pacific; the outnumbered chinamen were shot
in the back as they ran to Chinatown, which the demons burned.
They forced chinamen out into the open and shot them; demon
women and children threw the wounded back in the flames. (There
was a rumor of a good white lady in Green Springs who hid China
Men in the Pacific Hotel and shamed the demons away.) The hunt
went on for a month before federal troops came. The count of the
dead was inexact because bodies were mutilated and pieces scattered
all over the Wyoming Territory. No white miners were indicted, but
the government paid $150,000 in reparations to victims’ families.
There were many family men, then. There were settlers—abiding
China Men. And China Women. Ah Goong was running elsewhere
during the Drivings Out of Tacoma, Seattle, Oregon City, Albania,
and Marysville. The demons of Tacoma packed all its chinamen
into boxcars and sent them to Portland, where they were run out of
town. China Men returned to Seattle, though, and refused to sell
their land and stores but fought until the army came; the demon
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rioters were tried and acquitted. And when the Boston police im-
prisoned and beat 234 chinamen, it was 1902, and Ah Goong had
already reached San Francisco or China, and perhaps San Francisco
again.

In Second City (Sacramento), he spent some of his railroad
money at the theater. The main actor’s face was painted red with
thick black eyebrows and long black beard, and when he strode onto
the stage, Ah Goong recognized the hero, Guan Goong; his puppet
horse had red nostrils and rolling eyes. Ah Goong's heart leapt to
recognize hero and horse in the wilds of America. Guan Goong
murdered his enemy—crash! bang! of cymbals and drum—and left
his home village—sad, sad flute music. But to the glad clamor of
cymbals entered his friends—Liu Pei (pronounced the same as Run-
ning Nose) and Chang Fei. In a joyful burst of pink flowers, the
three men swore the Peach Garden Oath. Each friend sang
an aria to friendship; together they would fight side by side and
live and die one for all and all for one. Ah Goong felt as warm as
if he were with friends at a party. Then Guan Goong's archenemy,
the sly Ts'ao Ts'ao, captured him and two of Liu Pei’s wives, the
Lady Kan and the Lady Mi. Though Ah Goong knew they were
boy actors, he basked in the presence of Chinese ladies. The
prisoners traveled to the capital, the soldiers waving horsehair
whisks, signifying horses, the ladies walking between horizontal
banners, signifying palanquins. All the prisoners were put in one

: bedroom, but Guan Goong stood all night outside the door with a

lighted candle in his hand, singing an aria about faithfulness. When
the capital was attacked by a common enemy, Guan Goong fought
the biggest man in one-to-one combat, a twirling, jumping sword
dance that strengthened the China Men who watched it. From afar
Guan Goong's two partners heard about the feats of the man with
the red face and intelligent horse. The three friends were reunited
and fought until they secured their rightful kingdom.

Ah Goong felt refreshed and inspired. He called out Bravo like
the demons in the audience, who had not seen theater before. Guan
Goong, the God of War, also God of War and Literature, had come
to America—Guan Goong, Grandfather Guan, our own ancestor
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of writers and fighters, of actors and gamblers, and avenging execu-
tioners who mete out justice. Our own kin. Not a distant ancestor
but Grandfather.

In the Big City (San Francisco), a goldsmith convinced Ah Goong
to have his gold made into jewelry, which would organize it into one
piece and also delight his wife. So he handed over a second bag of
gold. He got it back as a small ring in a design he thought up him-
self, two hands clasping in a handshake. “So small?” he said, but
the goldsmith said that only some of the ore had been true gold.

He got a ship out of San Francisco without being captured near
the docks, where there was a stockade full of jailed chinamen; the
demonesses came down from Nob Hill and took them home to be
servants, cooks, and baby-sitters.

Grandmother liked the gold ring very much. The gold was so
pure, it squished to fit her finger. She never washed dishes, so the
gold did not wear away. She quickly spent the railroad money, and
Ah Goong said he would go to America again. He had a Certificate
of Return and his Citizenship Paper.

But this time, there was no railroad to sell his strength to. He lived
in a basement that was rumored to connect with tunnels beneath
Chinatown. In an underground arsenal, he held a pistol and said,
“I feel the death in it.” “The holes for the bullets were like chambers
in a beehive or wasp nest,” he said. He was inside the earth when

the San Francisco Earthquake and Fire began. Thunder rumbled

from the ground. Some say he died falling into the cracking earth. -

It was a miraculous earthquake and fire. The Hall of Records burned
completely. Citizenship Papers burned, Certificates of Return, Birth
Certificates, Residency Certificates, passenger lists, Marriage Cer-
tificates—every paper a China Man wanted for citizenship and
legality burned in that fire. An atthentic citizen, then, had no more
papers than an alien. Any paper'a China Man could not produce had
been “burned up in the Fire of 1906.” Every China Man was reborn
out of that fire a citizen.

Some say the family went into debt and sent for Ah Goong, who
was not making money; he was a homeless wanderer, a shiftless,
dirty, jobless man with matted hair, ragged clothes, and fleas all over
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his body. He ate out of garbage cans. He was a louse eaten by lice.
A fleaman. It cost two thousand dollars to bring him back to China,
his oldest sons signing promissory notes for one thousand, his young-
est to repay four hundred to one neighbor and six hundred to an-
other. Maybe he hadn’t died in San Francisco, it was just his papers
that burned; it was just that his existence was outlawed by Chinese
Exclusion Acts. The family called him Fleaman. They did not
understand his accomplishments as an American ancestor, a holding,
homing ancestor of this place. He'd gotten the legal or illegal papers
burned in the San Francisco Earthquake and Fire; he appeared in
America in time to be a citizen and to father citizens. He had also
been seen carrying a child out of the fire, a child of his own in spite
of the laws against marrying. He had built a railroad out of sweat,
why not have an American child out of longing?




