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right classes, that he buy the rig
ore difficult than he’d anticipae
He discovered, for instance, that he wasn’t on the class list fg
ewo of his courses, and that for one of them, e_nrollment

already closed. To address these problems, he did what he d
when his tuition didn’t arrive, and when his other two clas
turned out to meet at the same time: he found his way to th
Foreign Student Affairs Office, where gaily colored Cammy

would help him.
Ralph had noticed by then that she was pretty, or figured she
must be, as about half the men with affairs to discuss with he
)
didn’t seem to be foreign students. (“Fan club,” explained Ol
Chao, idiom book in hand.) With her big barbarian frame and
long nose and hairy forearms, though, she just wasn’t Ralph'
type (the hair bothered him especially — like a monkey’s,
thought); and anyway, he was too exhausted to be thinki
about such things — having come, he belatedly realized, to th
c_ompleu; other side of the world. Mile after mile, he’d travel
li after li, by boat and by train, only to have to get himself going
His degree, his degree!
‘A.nd 50 to C,ammy he was grateful, nothing more.
Tank you,” he said. “Tank you.” One day he helped fix het
Eencll iharpcner, and when she said “Tank you,” he answere€
‘Sure! ‘;And aitcr that, whenever he said “Tank you,” she
:::’!z:d ?“fi! t00. This came with a wink, and a kind 0
ays look that made Ralph's pants bulge — lucky thing he
was .sull carrying that hat around.
mlzﬂdheaconfrsc this phenomenon with love? Not yet-
Ch.lHCSCAp"gr\[ayo:h::;TTg; is-l; dmug,hr her to say thank you If§
whether she had reason to rhznkn}?'W! Whmev.e.r she o 1.
shay!” Ralph tried to get b el
he told her. “Sh-yeh, gsh- C;lg P cotrea “Sh-)’Gl;:i
Own pronunciation ;’Ig,lltyen(;[ 3 cpncemmtcd on his
Shanghainese hiss. So lttle of what Lz o’ ocd b
e of what he knew counted heré

courses, that he attend the
books. All of this proved m
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as alone, a feeling of pg
passed through him w;::nh}: ::vas working, he was fine,
turned too permeable. W rk, he did not go to the Fore:
having launched into his wo ’but rather to the stone-step
Srudeac I Ofﬁc;,‘zy:lng?mdicd at the erfdless o;k tab]
library, where he stu the end of the hall in his rooming he,
ol 5 klm‘?‘l:ﬂcr:t on the blackboard by the stove, he P
rdo et . hi . Between equations,
:1:(1l ZI’I( problems with his da::lmbaeussco l:d . Lhceqwholc ;oim,
lled that their tests woul it fair? Who knew? Th
marvel f to five decimal places. Was it air? ; 1
instead of ica. They forged on, mostly spca.kmg Mandarin, s,
b Amerf:)a.‘for impersonations of certain pmfessors. L
their B’_&'l here Ralph spent his free time too, leam_mg
Thepicheniem three dishes now — boiled rice, egg rice,
! coo_l:;’He m“}::::]g(:hrown several successful shui jiao—mak.
ianngd pf:‘mcse,gl:ss classmates were or_ynisz a ;2:’:;:3::'; cg:l:;lg
icing up, to
P In: l(()at]ll:el: :f::ef;:;ﬂ"msg: hS’d discovered supper for
mdpnr::czaGc;neral Lee’s, and also banana splits with extra nuts
:ndo marshmallow sauce (the specialty of the I_unchconertc doxn
the street). Also, he’d bought a lamp for his room, from de
secondhand store next to the grocery he used to go to. Already
he had a history in America, Now he went t0 a new, Chcafh“
grocery, even though the first grocer was friendlier than ; e
second, and had been so nice as to count his change out slowly,
one coin at a time.
Erom his doorway, the first grocer scowled at him.
The problem sets got harder,
His lamp turned out to haye 5 short in it.

His problem sets started to come back red.
More red.

Who had ever ¢,

gineer?

ought the rice barre| could become an en-

New York lose its gleam, He drifted through its streets as if
through ap h:

in 2 s hausted, dusty land, po detail of which had
changed in 5 thousang years,
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OLD cHAO summed thing up. “If cats have mice to eat, they
don’t chase flies,” he said. Meaning, You wouldn’t be in love,
l.mlechmg, if your sclloo_lwork were going better.
‘This, during problem review. As Old Chao popped an aspirin,
:}p)zmnck alook at Old Chao’s homework sheet. Not a single
“You've gotten completely hutu” — muddle-head
o > ed — Old
ig:: :/:lnt l::‘ (A large man, he was usually careful to be del-
B“-! m; Hy chem v;:ls blunt.) “You should know better.”
(el Jian — rel 5 would know what they wanted to
k“‘”’. Rapommh r}{o:;zhokfehdw stars and slfy,‘ for instance.
mﬂn:’:ﬁms. Tang er as Yang Guifei incarnate —
i ofmby"“sd:n}'::l:lr:san for whom an emperor went t0.
star. Like 2 stay 1;1 e o stuck dreamily to, “She is like 2
bird i the sl g o O €15 “She s ke a bird, Like
him. Her (il s;:f::gkdld she seem big and barbarian 10
on het arms hag yapcheq hi her nose especially; and the haif
their own loving d‘Pihtor;v 15 eyes having laid in a supply of
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“Think o[' your parents,” urged Old Chao. His shirt pocket
stretched with its load of mechanical pencils. “Think of your
father. If he hears what you’re doing, it will kill him.”
Ralph mooned harder, with oedipal glee.

Now he had had some experience pitching woo before. For
instance, during the War, after the pipelines were blown up, he
and his classmates had ferried water up to the girls’ dorm, each
leaving his bucket at the door of 2 particular resident. The par-
ticular residents had fluttered gratifyingly in response. But this
was America he was in now, which meant who-knew-what.
Rescarch: as his classmates grappled on with Finite Element
Analysis of Structures, Ralph began watching Americans and,
his English having improved, even talking to Americans — who,
he was surprised to discover, actually liked to sit back, and
scratch their sandy chins, and tell him what they thought a young
Chinaman should know. This was how he learned that the ceil.
ings in the White House were ready to fall down, as well as
other things. That he ought never put a bumper sticker on a
new car. That when dames had dandruff, it was often just flakes
from their hairspray.

The last of these wisdoms came from an old man in the
luncheonette.

“Dames?” chewed Ralph.

“Holy Jesus,” said the man, going on to explain not only what
a dame was, but other basics. What was wrong with politics
(dames); what was wrong with the Yankees (dames); and what
Was wrong with America.

“Dames?” said Ralph.

“Dough,” said the man. He gripped his sandwich so hard, its
contents bulged. “That’s all anyone understands in this country.
Dough, dough, dough.”

“Dames too?”

“Dames got it the worst. You know what dames understand?”
“ ”»
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5 family disappeared the way hj e
?“‘. P l:‘s ;'fo:n:,h:n c,:,wd, oi-’ into a clutch of wilderneg;
inmmsoh‘mse kidnapper’s hidden cove. Suddenly no more letter
Who knew why, who knew what had }IEPPCHCd? Their stoy,
was an open manhole he could do nothing to close.

Yet he dreamed about saving them anyway — of a simp),
ending, the missing lid found. The filial son, smashing apart
rock mountain prison. The filial son, talking things out wi,
Mao. (Sure, Mao said, he understood, after all he had paren;
t00.) The filial son, offering his wife Cammy in sacrifice, whjs.
E.u I'm sorry as men drew their muddy fingers down her 1

&.-y, he dreamed. Still, after all these months, Cammy,
This, when he could sleep. Other times he thrashed all night,
thinking nnh his body | dry, racked, beside itself.

ankles on his elbows and wrists

- 2 ™.

B
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¢ back courtyard, with the servants, breaking a rooster’s
neck. He was lopping off its head with a cleaver — ruining the
meat! the servants yelled. So much talk! The kitchen help chat-
tering, chattering, chattering . . .

But here was a thing to be happy about. Now the servants
chattering have become a choir in a silent movie, a line of O
mouths — or @ school of fish, blub blub. And his father striding
wp— underwater, he has turned boneless, a ballet dancer. His
black gown clings, his shoes have been ruined.

Ralph, in New York, kicked one of his hard leather wing tips
across the room.

His downstairs neighbor knocked his immediate protest with
2 broom handle. High-strung, this neighbor was. When Ralph
tossed and turned, he did too, he said. He wanted Ralph to buy
a rug. A rug! Ralph sent his other wing tip to join the first, and
toed one of his slippers besides, imagining his father being tor-
tured. Not that he hoped his parents were tortured. He hoped
they weren’t so much as touched, he hoped nothing happened,
nothing. He saw a hairy Communist swagger into his father’s
study, belch, spit on the floor, pick up a scroll ... . and already
Ralph was outraged. Fingerprints! The scoundrel’s left finger-
prints!

Ralph could also envision different scene, though. The man
swaggers in, belches, spits. Ralph’s father goes on grinding his
ink. Now the glint — a cleaver. Ralph’s father quotes from the
classics. The Communist is breaking Ralph’s father’s neck.

But that wasn’t what has happened, that couldn’t be.

This is what Ralph would have liked to think about instead:
2 chicken cooked and cooling. The servants stalking mosquitoes
at twilight, crafty, pouncing on the window screens. As a result
of their efforts, the screens bulge toward the courtyard. Ralph’s
father is always telling them not to hit so hard, all they need to
do is press a bit. He demonstrates, elegant. Mosquitoes prove
; e, easily overcome. still the servants swat gustily.
down! It's as much power as they'll ever enjoy.

the fa
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i . What to do, what to
like mile uport Tl: T.‘fcod::;nghr finally, feebly. Having
about just Ying :;k’;hat spring, he was only scheduled fo
with his C:’}:"szf]’ anyway. If he stayed out of the lobby,
::’eufil‘l:, w:mn’t chances good that people would forget aboy

him? Except for the professor working with him on his master's

thesis. But Pinkus, luckily, liked him-
least used to. ¥

9;0:: .:::n you want me to lie?” Pinkus said now, stroking
his scraggly gray beard. “When they ask, you want me to say |
don’t know where you are?” This was in Pinkus’s narrow, paper-
stuffed office.

“Probably that question no one ask it,” said Ralph.

“But in case they do, you want me to lie.”

It was the sort of ahgmmn when every car in the city seemed
to be having lr_oublc with its horn. The window was open only
a c:ack, but still the din resounded. Eeceep. Eeeeeep.

Not that I don’t wish you good luck,” Pinkus said. “G.
ikt el said. “Good
you don't lc, there are oy ie. Let me tell you, even if
other hand, if you lie, ;n":p wc:"u call you a sneak. On the
He paused. “I'm jugt telling you wh you a sneak, it’s worse.”
Ralph bit his lip, “If | seng :Itol know._,,

home, MMunists catch me,” he

f

in prison, maybe eyen kili:i‘lph explained

: - i
Maybe they'l] kij| & be put
Ralh hestaed, “pgpppr STy they iy
us sig « 5
said. “If yoy e W
RKlph sto0d . o 5h00l, you yopse 248 this o »
i g K SOUe e, g
1ons. You unders, m;z:,f‘“v Watch o::eh""'c' Ir
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g iy N
eq r(:"'xh,:f «Noy" said Ralph.
‘bby “'hr,,‘ wEyen in their own countries, some men are not at home.”
Orge, DUt “Not home?”
,,: ot abo:l “You read the newspaper?”
masfprvl «Chinese paper. Once a while.”
5 «Look. Maybe I'm paranoid. But the way things are going,
pretty soon everyone’s going to be a spy or a Commie or both.
> Strol; Do you know what I'm talking about?”
e g ¢ 8 Ralph shook his head.
W, Papey ! “You should read the newspaper. We all have to be a little
9 careful.” Pinkus explained how when times got ugly, things got
" ier for some people than for other people.
“People don’t like you?”
“It’s a matter of religion.”
Y seemeg “People don’t like you because of your religious?””

Pen only «“Where've you been, Antarctica?” said Pinkus. “The Ger-
mans, for example. The Germans don’t like us. ‘Because of our
SPH

. “Good

1, even if ‘Ah,” said Ralph. “I get. You Jewish guy.”

. On the Pinkus worked his paper clip into a pretzel. ““You should read

worse.” the newspaper,” he said again. “That’s good advice, take it,

to need it, I can see.” He tossed the paper clip onto

me,” he b r; now he stroked his beard some more. “All right,
' he y on, as if to himself. “If they ask, they ask.

features .

e from

| be put

g 2
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IN
THE BASEMENT

By AuGUST he’d moved nine times,
Chinese friends. They and the universi
to his universe, but only as a point of
anyone anymore. Not that he lived

in a spiral away from his
ty still formed some center
origin; he hardly ever saw
so far, Henry Chao, and

George Lee had all come
around pretty often a¢ the start. With

o €re were roma;
aowonacarinachu:chdra rge Lee eloped,

:;n: ;::):;, Ralph’bemme for them 5 funny sget of ear:]:lxat Lc':nr:

e his,siad €sson aboyt falling for foreign d'evils. And for

11CEs Now, travel plans, Old
wing. Geo,

€, th € another lost fapm;]
cept for moon-f, % ly.
Of Ralph, byt ¢y, by:‘:r;l no; anu, t::‘:’ not only kept track
‘P!

2o mew e
e O R S E g2 L BMRGT R
S o - - -




image16.jpeg
36

; dn’t he worn his watch? S
i :a:eln:(;invlf:sy ;:nced at his; but when he say, 5 "d’i
& dm"sc:i said, “So you're a few minutes late, forg, soﬂ‘“

ﬁl:l ll::ve, ’railro;d trains, we have to run on time?” W,?y.k
He said this quickly, though, like a man on a sc:hed\{k dﬂzjh
Ralph stared at Pinkus’s new office, twice the size of his o|g ‘ is #

one, with five big windows spread over two wglls: zon'
“So is there something I can help you with?” Pinkus said ;n‘"
Over his head hung a clock. ; 3 :
Pinkus tried again. “Is there something you'd like to ask me> for
Something you'd like to tell me?”

What could Ralph have said then? He shook his head, shamed.
“What is this, twenty questions?”
“[ like,” managed Ralph, “finish my Ph.D.”
“You'd like to finish your Ph.D.”
. »
“But your visa. How’d I know that? Your visa, right?”
“Visa.”
“Please explain to me one thing,” said Pinkus. “Please explain
to me how this happened, with your visa.”
Ralph shook his head.
“You don’t know?”
“Don’t know.”
“You don’t know, or you won’t say?”
“Don’t know.” 4 g
Pink tched his chin,
Student Offs s chin. “Ttell you who to call. The Foreign
“Cannot do.”
“You've asked them already?”
Ralph hesiated, “Yeurn
You've asked them?”
“Yes.” :
i R st
P couldn’t i : x
andlookedou:u;g: Al Pinkus swivelled in his
10 lef. Then again,lfe o righe, " “nother,
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as well have been asking him for a date. Perhaps he should
approach one of the children, Ralph thought. They seemed less
intimidating, particularly the youngest, a plain girl with bed-
springs of bright orange hair. But though he followed her home
afew times, he never said anything, thinking he could be arrested
for that, and then he would be deported. No, it had to be Pinkus
himself. Once he trailed Pinkus to the cleaners, once to the
grocery store; and once he got so far as to start casually down
the sidewalk when he saw Pinkus round the corner at the far
end of the block. This would have brought them face to face if,
five doorways from his goal, Ralph hadn’t crossed the street.

Above him, the moon hid bright-faced in the trees.

He took another loop around Pinkus’s neighborhood. He
peered through the windows. Some people, he noticed, had taken
their Christmas trees down, others still had them up. He took
another turn around. And then, partly to warm up, partly to
avoid seeing a certain policeman for a third time, he ducked into
a bar.

Now this was a daring thing, almost enough to make up for
his earlier lapse of nerve. He had always known about bars —
Shanghai was full of them — but he had never actually been
inside one before. Ralph shook his head. So many people in so
little space that everyone had to stand up, with nothing to eat
but peanuts and pretzels. And why didn’t they turn some more
lights on? Pressed against the radiator, he eyed a man banging
i against the rim of his empty glass. Once, twice.
ing? Ralph winced, turned his attention to another
wing a woman over to his stool. She gave him
to play with; he tried to put his hand through
, right there, for a long time.
for a long time.
his slow way back to the door, where
man with a walking stick.
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hungry, he realized. Hj;
the old facts. He sat y;
is mouth. He tried to spjr.
hat now? He walked hjg
d on each knee. He rocked
Dark tracks trailed his

them plaster-dust white,
on, streaking. So what.
s hair had been streaked

cy. White but warm, a day
ged through the streets,
the broad blue sky, the

ed them. He ignored the
and three-footers
‘Excuse me, mister?
alph shuffled aggres-
prised face — pink as

n ruder.
 This spring was 2

ob ly what. Rice, but

Even the paper
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doing the testi
k red? And who was Stingy
What test? Was ':‘m (:,sh“ he really wanted to know. Why,
And Wl i the P’d‘v a black coat migrated hig
o in coming- He squintcd at it.

ffering, that a person should
:‘h;::‘ mﬂd Lepe __ these are houses of the mind, in which
whole peoples have found shelter. Ralph was not religious in
pual.wmﬁuolhudship.sod‘ grew up, SOME 1O test
and prod, others to look in on him. Interested in himself, he
believed himself a subject of interest; sO that when, after months
and months of calling, Theresa finally found him slumped there
:"f!‘*bﬂﬁ-hlphbdiﬂed}ﬁmxlfmnomuch rescued

purpose to S
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together, ’

the night, quiet, her
:kmd ﬁh::“mmh

the i blessings —
:Gb:,“ninmhﬁumdpl-.e
without calculation to others, she was in
alfold. Her falling in love was typical. She
hndippeduhoolmauwidaherhomzwork,m :
the school play; and in return was intmdxmd!o
mate’s brother, a man gentle, handsome, and

Not to say rich, which pleased their mother; and the
displeased their father that his wife talked of such
seemed that Theresa’s sister and her beau were going
allowed to marry. No one had actually said so; but neif
anyone matchmaking, and her lover’s letters were p
arrive. Theresa tried to hint — she wouldn’t mind if
married first.

No one would hear her. Her sister spent hours in the p
by the carp pond, composing replies. Her sister read p
searching out lines to quote. She admired her beau’s hand
His absence bloomed in her until she grew absent herselfy
ternaturally agreeable,

Finally the news came that Theresa was engaged, to a Shai
banker's son. There was only onc hitch —_ her fiancé had
to see her. d

“Since when do boys come look

Their father dropped |
type.”

" fretted their mothefs
his observatic bomb
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doughnut shop on

k.

h’s finishing his Ph.p_

jtself; with the fall of the Nation,)
d become as illegitimate as he 4
‘they stood with the Immigration ),
a5 winter trees. What no ey
aving kept the technical studep
g to have to do something v,
back to school. Sign-up session;,
e else. No, he wasn’t a Con.
status.” As for how he got tha

-style, white gown with
1 the side chapel of a college
-wreathed social hall
it sleeted. Yet Ralph
were delighted with
sts, with each other;
the majority were
ipher was a drun-
g the pictures up
ch of them with
them together,
-headed ghost.
e later. Yet at
else. It was 3
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ABOY
WITH HIS HAND§
OVER HIS EARS

I1’s AN American story: Before he was a thinker, or a doer, or
an engineer, much less an imagineer like his self-made-millionaire
friend Grover Ding, Ralph Chang was just a small boy in China,
struggling to grow up his father’s son. We meet him at age
six. He doesn’t know where or what America is, but he does
know, already, that he’s got round ears that stick out like the
sideview mirrors of the only car in town — his father’s. Often
he wakes up to find himself tied by his ears to a bedpost, or else
he finds loops of string around them, to which are attached dead
bugs. “Earrings!”” his cousins laugh. His mother tells him some-
thing like, It’s only a phase. (This is in Shanghainese.) After a
while the other boys will grow up, she says, l::dshould ignore
them. Until they grow up? he thinks, and instead — more sen-
sibly — walks around covering his ears with his hands. He
presses them badc,hopinstomind:emwbnnshml&pm.
Silly boy! Everyone teases him except his mother, who pleads

"IW: ot the way.” She frowns. “Are you listening?”
He nods, hands over his ears.
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“How can you listen with your hands over your ears?”
l:'l:d( and.hlzt: Until ﬁizlly, irked, she says what his tutor
always says, “You listen but don’t hear!”” — distinguishing, the
‘way the Chinese will, between effort and result. Verbs in English
i i , why should a listening person
not hear? What's taken for granted in English, though, is spelled
in Chi re a verb construction for this purpose.
eans, one listens and hears. Ting bu
to hear. People hear what they
they can; that’s the understand-

there are limits.

Ralph yet, butstill Yifeng —
His mother wheedles, pa-

she promises, she’ll
. If he doesn’t,
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But his father will talk destruction and gloom if he wants to.
Degeneracy! he says. Stupidity! Corruption! These have been
his lifelong enemies; thanks to them he no longer holds office.

“Too much rice wine,” muses Ralph’s mother.
This is in a small town in Jiangsu province, outside Shanghai,
a place of dusty shops and rutted roads, of timber and clay —
a place where every noise has a known source. Somewhere in
the city, the girl who will become Helen hums Western love
songs to herself; on a convent school diamond, Know-It-All (that
is, Theresa) fields grounders from her coach. Ralph, though —
Yifeng — is on his way home from his job at the Transportation
Department. His mother knows this. As his father prepares to
write an article — he has an inkstone out, and a wolf’s hair
maobi — his mother prepares to speak up.
His father announces that he’s going to write about Degen-
eracy! Stupidity! Corruption!
“America,” his mother says then.
His father goes on grinding his ink. Yifeng simply cannot be
going abroad.
“But it seems, perhaps, that he is.”
Silence. His father’s hand hovers over the inkstone, circling.
He presses just so hard, no harder. He holds his ink stick upright.
A fellowship from the government! Field training! His son,
an advanced engineer! No one knows what’s possible like a
father. His ink blackens; and in the end he can’t be kept from
making a few discreet inquiries, among friends. This is how he
discovers that things are indeed more involved than they at first
WWYlfenghasscoredmcnmcnduon:hcde.
he is one of the ten picked to go.
- a back door,” says his father.
,” pleads his mother.
th s away. “Opposites begin in one another,” he
% vdaqingqmg,qtdﬂbual —onegenmﬂon
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anyway, his stomach burbling with fool
vately, not through the government, and not
tnining,buxformdmmdy:A-dl 2
as everyone agreed. He could bring back a

“Your father would like to give you this,” she told
dock.As’l’ﬁsfndm-snmdolﬁnmdehqhih&,
nueslﬁpsinﬂ.edhnnee,daeugu;bomby&e -
slid a wristwatch into Yifeng’s hand.

Yifeng nodded. “I'll remember him always.”

It was hot.

1. L will cultivate virtye. (A true scholar being a good sch
as the saying went, there was no carving rotten wood.)
2. I will bring honor to the family,

What else?

stopped.
6. Iwill on no account have anything to do with girls.
On 7 through 1o, e Was stuck until he realized that numbef

6 about the Birls was so Important it counted for at Jeast fouf
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«Naaame,” she said, writing it down. S
foreign students who could read and writ
but who-just couldn’t get the conversation. N-A-] :

“Name Y. F. Chang.” (His surname as he pronounced it
sounded like the beginning of angst; it would be years beft
he was used to hearing Chang rhyme with twang.)

“English-name,” said Camm- E-N-G-L--SH-N-A-ME.

« Chin-ese,” he said, and was about to explain that Y.
were his initials when she laughed.
“Eng-lish-name;” she said again.
“What you laughing?”
Later he realized this to be a very daring thing to ask, that
never would have asked a Chinese girl why she was laughi
But then, a Chinese girl never would have been laughing,

like that. Not a nice Chinese girl, anyway. ‘What a country

was in!
“P'm laughing at you.” Her voice rang, playful yet decper

he would have expected. She smelled of perfume. He could
begin to guess her age- “At you!”

“Me?” With mock offense, he drew his chin back.

co¥ou vishe sd again i Med Sou P MER: They were
ing! In English! Shuo de chu — he spoke, and the words
out! Ting de dong— he listened and understood!

‘English name,” she said again, finally. She showed him
typewriter, the form she had to fill out.
“No English name.” How to say initials? He was sorty
disappoint her. Then he brightened. “You give me.”
“[-give-you-a-name?”
“Sure. You give.” There was something about speaking
ish that carried him away.
"l’ll-hangronlo-lhis-form—overmgh(,”
“Thal-way'you-ﬁnd-a~n3me-you-llke-
tomorrow.”

Too ‘mu(h, he didn’t get it. Anyway, he waited, staring
exercising the outsider’s privilege, to be rude. How colorful

she tried to tell
bener—you-can-rcll-
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was! Orange hair, pink face, blue eyes. Red nails. Green dress.
And under the dress, breasts large and solid as earthworks.
He thought of the burial mounds that dotted the Chinese
countryside — the small mounds for nobodies, the big mounds
for big shots. This woman put him in mind of the biggest
mound he had ever seen: in Shandong, that was, Confucius’s
rave.

g‘M;aanwllile, she ran through her ex-beaux. Robert? Eugene?
Norman? She toyed with a stray curl. Fred? John? Steve? Ken?
“Ralph,” she said finally. She wrote it down. R-A-L-P-H. “Do
you like it2”

“Sure!” He beamed.

Walking home, though, Ralph was less sanguine. Had he been
t00 hasty? He did this, he knew; he dispensed with things, trying
to be like other people — decisive, practical — only to discover
he’d overdone it. His stomach puckered with anxiety. And sure
enough, when he asked around later he found that the other
Chinese students (there were five of them in the master’s degree
program) had all stuck with their initials, or picked names for
themselves, carefully, or else had wise people help them.

“Ralph,” said smooth-faced Old Chao (Old Something-or-
another being what younger classmates called older classmates,
who in turn called them Little Something-or-another). He looked
it up in a book he had. “Means wolf,” he said, then looked that
up in a dictionary. “A kind of dog,” he translated.

A kind of dog, thought Ralph.

For himself, Old Chao had Henry, which turned out to be the
name of at least eight kings. “My father picked it for me,” he
said,

It would have been better if Ralph sounded a bit more like
Yifeng; in the art of picking English names (which everyone
seemed to know except him), that was considered desirable.
But 5o what? And who cared what it meant? Ralph decided
that what was on the form didn’t matter. He was a man with
a mission; what mattered was that he register for the right
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