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Truth becomes fiction when the fiction’s true; Real becomes not-real where the unreal’s real.

— Cao Xueqin, The Story of the Stone

Tell all the truth but tell it slant.

— Emily Dickinson
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Celestial Railroad 

Beset by labor shortages, Crocker chanced one morn to remark his houseboy, a slight but perdurable youth named Ah Ling. And it came to him that herein lay his answer. 

— American Titan, K. Clifford Stanton 

1. 

It was like riding in a treasure chest, Ling thought. Or one of the mistress’s velvet jewel cases. The glinting brasswork, the twinkling, tinkling chandelier dangling like a teardrop from the inlaid walnut ceiling, the etched glass and flocked wallpaper and pendulous silk. And the jewel at the center of the box — Charles Crocker, Esquire, Mister Charley, biggest of the Big Four barons of the Central Pacific Railroad, resting on the plump brocaded upholstery, massive as a Buddha, snoring in time to the panting, puffing engine hauling them uphill. 

It was more than two years since the end of the war and the shooting of the president — the skinny one, with the whiskery, wizened face of a wise ape — who had first decreed the overland railroad. His body had been carried home in a palace car much like this, Ling had heard Crocker boast. Ling pictured one long thin box laid inside another, the dead man’s tall black hat perched atop it like a funnel. People had lined the tracks, bareheaded even in the rain, it was said, torches held aloft in the night. Like joss sticks, he reflected. 

For a moment he fancied Crocker dead, the carriage swagged in black, and himself keeping vigil beside the body, but it was impossible with the snores alternately sighing and stuttering from the prone form. “Locomotion is a soporific to me,” Crocker had confessed dryly as they boarded, and sure enough, his eyes had grown heavy before they reached Roseville. By the time the track began to rise at Auburn, the low white haze of the flats giving way to a receding blue, vegetal humidity to mineral chill, his huge head had begun to roll and bob, and he’d presently stretched himself out, as if to stop it crashing to the floor. Yet even asleep Crocker seemed inexorable, his chest surging and settling profoundly as an ocean swell, the watch chain draped across it so weighty it must have an anchor at one end. Carried to the Sierra summit, he looked set to rumble down the lee side into Nevada and Utah, bowling across the plains, sweeping all before him. 

Ling knew he should be looking out the window, taking the chance to see the country, to see if the mountains really were gold, but he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off the steep slope of his master’s girth. My gold mountain, he thought, entertaining a fleeting vision of himself — tiny — scaling Crocker’s imposing bulk, pickaxe in hand, following the glittering vein of his watch chain toward the snug cave of his vest pocket. 

Ling didn’t own a watch himself, of course, but shortly after he entered service Crocker had had him outfitted with a new suit from his dry goods store, picking it out himself. The storekeep had been peddling a more modest rig — “a fustian bargain, as it were!” — that the big man dismissed out of hand as shoddy. He settled on a brown plaid walking suit instead, waving aside the aproned clerk to yank the coat sharp over Ling’s narrow shoulders. “There now!” Crocker declared, beaming at him in the glass. “Every inch a gentleman’s valet.” He taught Ling how to fasten only the top button of the jacket, leaving the rest undone, to “show the vest to advantage,” and advised him he needn’t bother with a necktie so long as he buttoned his shirt collar. “Clothes make the man,” the circling clerk opined, sucking his teeth. “Even a Chinaman.” And then, of course, there must be a hat, a tall derby, which Ling balanced like a crown, eyes upturned. As a finishing touch Crocker had tucked a gold coin, a half eagle, into Ling’s vest pocket — a gift, though the cost of the outfit itself would come out of his wages — where Ling could swear the thing actually seemed to tick against his ribs like a heartbeat: rich, rich, rich. 

He patted it now, as he finally turned to take in the scenery — the pale halo of sere grass along a ridge, the stiff flame of a cypress, the veiled peaks beyond — wondering despite himself if the mountains might glister through the flickering pines. 

2. 

Gold Mountain. Gum Shan. Ling had never even laid eyes on gold before he left Fragrant Harbor. It had made him feel furtively foolish. There he was, sent to find it and he’d never seen it in his life. What if he didn’t recognize it? How yellow was it? How heavy? What if he walked right by it? “How can you miss it, lah!” Aunty Bao had snapped, over the snick of her abacus. “There’ll be a mountain of it, stupid egg!” But Ling wasn’t so sure. They came from Pearl River. If it were really full of pearls, he wanted to tell her, he wouldn’t be sailing to Gold Mountain. 

“Besides,” Big Uncle insisted, “you have seen gold before.” They were in his cabin on the “flower boat,” the moored junk that housed the brothel Big Uncle owned and Aunty Bao — palely plump as the pork buns she was named after — managed for him. Yes, Big Uncle was saying, a grandfather had made his fortune prospecting in Nanyang. The old man had had a mouthful of gold teeth. As an infant, Ling had even been given gold tea, a concoction made by pouring boiling water over a piece of gold, supposed to ensure luck. Didn’t he remember? Ling tried. For a second a vast, bared smile, glistening wetly, rose up before him and with it a feeling of fear, an impression, as the lips drew back, that beneath the flesh the man himself was made all of gold, that behind the gold teeth lay a gold tongue clanging in a gold throat. But the only “grandfather” he could actually recall was a broken-down old head swabbing the decks who had already lost those teeth, pulled, one by one, to pay for his opium habit. All that was left was a fleshy hole, the old man’s lips hanging loose as an ox’s, his tongue constantly licking his bruised-looking gums. 

Still, Big Uncle pressed, “Gold is in your blood, boy!” 

Perhaps, Ling thought, but he’d learned to doubt his blood. 

His people were of that reviled tribe of sea gypsies known as Tanka, “egg folk,” after the rounded rattan shelters of their sampans. Forbidden by imperial edict to live on land and only grudgingly tolerated in ports and coastal villages, for generations they’d made a thin living as fishermen, mocked for their stink by the Han Chinese. Latterly they’d made an even more odious, if also more lucrative, reputation smuggling opium for the British and pimping out their women to them for good measure. Ling’s mother had been one of these haam-sui-mui, or “saltwater girls.” “A lucky one,” Aunty Bao observed with a moue of envy, a beauty plucked from the brothel by a wealthy foreigner and established in her own household. Only his mother’s luck had run out fast. She’d died in childbirth, and her protector, Ling’s father, had settled a generous sum on Big Uncle to take the infant off his hands. All Ling had left of her was her name. He had grown up on board the flower boat along with the other bastards, a clutch of them grudgingly provided for until they could be disposed of profitably, the girls as whores, the boys as coolies (a C or P daubed on their chests in pitch for Cuba or Peru, where they’d labor in the sugar plantations or mine guano). 

The only children Big Uncle kept were his lawful sons by Aunty Bao. Their father styled himself a respectable Chinese comprador — frogged brocade jacket over ankle-length changshan, silk cap smoothed tight over shaven head — grooming his boys to run the family business, even if that business consisted of a brothel, an opium den, a smuggling fleet. Big Uncle’s sons were plump and well dressed — on land they could pass for Cantonese — but more than anything Ling envied them their father’s name. As a small child he would watch them following the big man, listening as he taught them his trade (“Opium and sex belong together; the one enhances the other.” “Or at least prolongs it,” Aunty Bao pouted) and Ling began to trail them in turn, imitating their deference, their attentiveness, until the oldest boy, thinking he mocked them, shoved him to the deck with a thud. Big Uncle had turned at the sound and casually, as if stretching, struck the bully about the head. Ling recalled glimpsing the heavy leather wrist guards of a hatchet man beneath his silk sleeves. “They’re worthless if they’re crippled,” Big Uncle noted calmly over Elder Brother’s sobs, patting Ling’s shoulders and examining him. “How are you?” he asked, and Ling, eyes wide but dry, piped up, “Well . . . father!” And the man smiled on him from beneath his sleek mustache. 

Young Ling had no hope, even as he searched the faces of the white ghosts who frequented the brothel, of finding his own father. The man had given him up, after all. But he still wanted a father, needed one. To be fatherless in China, he understood, was to be poorer than the hungriest peasant. 

He had made himself useful about the boat, running errands for the girls, waiting on their customers. His specialty was preparing opium for the men: pinching and rolling the doughy pills between his small fingers, holding them over the lamp on the needle until they began to smoke and bubble, then deftly depositing them in the bowl of the waiting pipe. Over time, squatting at their feet, he began to pick up shreds of their language — English mostly, but also phrases of Portuguese and French, Italian and Spanish — to go along with his Cantonese. It got to be a performance, men calling him “little parrot” and tipping him in coin (from which Aunty Bao took her customary cut). Once he saw Big Uncle watching him, and a few days later the man gave him a gift, a pet cricket folded up in a tiny cage made from a carved bamboo cylinder. He cherished it, peering in at it though the narrow bars, falling asleep to its ringing song, like a prayer or a promise. He wept when it fell silent, hiding for days, thinking he’d be beaten for letting it die (though Big Uncle never asked about it again). 

Aunty Bao must have seen his hopes in his face. When he grew taller, she insisted he leave — “He’ll fall in love with one of the girls, lah! Bad for business!” — and so Big Uncle sent him on his way, though not to Peru or Cuba but to “Big City,” San Francisco. He already sold girls from his nursery to supply the brothels on Gold Mountain. The boy with his pocketful of English might do well there too, he reasoned. 

“Off to your own kind,” Aunty Bao crowed, but Ling, despite his misgivings, went willingly enough, eager to prove himself a dutiful son. “Your passage is paid,” Big Uncle told him, “a position arranged.” Ling had bowed, promised to send money, and the old gangster nodded complacently. That was when he’d told him gold was in his blood. Ling was fourteen years old. He knew nothing of America, nothing of mining — pictured himself drawing gold from the dirt like the apothecary straining over that old grandfather, yanking the gold from its roots, brandishing a nugget in a pair of pliers, wet and a little bloody — but he vowed to strike it rich and return in triumph. (His ideas of gold were to be even more confused when, on the voyage out, the captain had lowered the dory to recover an odd floating rock, as it seemed, the color of pale tea. Ambergris! the crew exulted. Floating gold! Though later Ling was to learn it was whale puke.) 

Outside the carriage window, the trees — sharp firs poking through their layered foliage like the spike impaling receipts on Crocker’s desk?

— fell away as the train ascended a ridge and the view opened before him. The distant peaks shone in the morning light, not gold, of course, but brilliant white, and as they climbed he watched the flakes tumbling past the window, mixed with sparks and smut from the smokestack. 

Snow, and it was June. 

The flurry whipped and twisted like a swarm, so blithely nimble, even as he felt the train grow taut, girding against gravity. And then an updraft swooped in and sent it spiraling back into the sky. 

Beneath the thunderous thrill of it all — Ling was used to accompanying Crocker about town, but never before into the field — lay a thrum of unease. He contemplated the idle men waiting at the end of the line, the striking Chinese, and wondered why Mister Charley had brought him along. 

3. 

He’d been with Crocker for a little over two years by then, since 1865. His first job off the paddle steamer in Yee Fow — Second City, as the Chinese knew Sacramento — had been at a laundry on I Street, one of the shanties backing onto China Slough, hauling boiling kettles from the stove to the great half-barrel tubs where his boss, Uncle Ng, a wiry Cantonese, sat smoking and working the soaking linens between his red callused feet, every so often tapping the ash from his pipe — “soodah!” as he pronounced it — into the suds like so much seasoning. 

Ng wore a wispy beard and a sleepy mien, heavy-lidded, his head seemingly propped on the long-stemmed pipe clamped between his teeth, but he had a dark mole the size of a pea above the bridge of his nose, a third eye that seemed to squint whenever he furrowed his brow. His queue he coiled around his head to keep out of the laundry water (at first glance, vision bleary from lye, Ling had been scandalized to think Ng had cut his hair, imperial law requiring the queue as a mark of fealty), but he let a single strand sprouting from his mole grow long and silky, believing after the Chinese tradition, if against all experience, that it brought him luck. 

Ng was an inveterate gambler, tucking his coins into his ears for safekeeping and absenting himself each evening and part of most days to play the lottery or dominoes or “precious dice,” whatever he could find. He’d bet on which starling would rise off a roof first, back one cockroach over another in a race, so long as there was someone to wager against. He would return invariably with tales of perspicacious wins and unforeseeable reverses, but it seemed to Ling as if they mostly evened out, which might have been the extent of Ng’s luck. 

Not surprisingly, he was an indulgent boss, often leaving Ling unsupervised as if he were a partner, not an employee. Even when he was present during the day he was often stretched out, snoring, on an ironing platform, catching up on sleep from the night before. Ling took him for a fool — easy to see why he’d never amounted to more than a laundryman — but the old man’s neglect was mostly benign. Early on, with a sly show of solemnity, he confided his “mystery” — a few crumbs of blue from an ink block added to the rinse water to make the “white whiter”?

— but otherwise he offered little direction beyond a couple of quick stabs with his pipe stem, once at the wall of tightly wrapped parcels stacked like bricks, then at the heap of plump, sagging bundles tied up in sheets, their knotted corners twitching in the breeze like ears. “These clean, those dirty. You . . .” The pipe stem swung from one to the other. But when he found Ling a few days after he started with his hands blistered from washing, he clucked over them, dressed the wounds himself. “Why. You. Think. I. Use. My. Feet?” he asked, punctuating each word with a tacky dab of salve. 

The other member of their household was a surly young woman who told him to call her Little Sister, though she seemed two or three years his senior. “Or I could call you Little Brother,” she offered pertly, seeing his hesitation. He blushed at the slang for penis. “Pleased to meet you,” he said, and she smiled thinly. Her hair was parted in the middle, swooping down over her ears in two glossy black wings after the Tanka fashion, but when he asked, Haam-sui-mui? she grimaced. 

“They call us ‘soiled doves’ here.” Not Tanka then, by her accent, which was the same as Ng’s, but at least her profession was familiar. 

“Half the laundries are brothels,” Ng explained cheerily. “Good business! There’s a dozen fellows to every woman in the state.” Ling thought of the ship he’d arrived on, packed so tightly with men they shared their bunks — three tiers, eighteen inches between — in shifts. He’d heard one sailor joke, Add some oil and they’d be sardines. And yet his abiding memory of his passage was of loneliness, despite (or perhaps because of ) the cramped quarters, shunned as he was by many of the other sojourners for being Tanka. In San Francisco, though, surrounded by ghosts, he’d felt the disembarking crowd of Chinese draw tight together, himself among them, Han and Tanka, Cantonese, Hakka and Hoklo all as one. 

Little Sister slept past noon, but when she emerged on Ling’s first day, Ng set her to teaching him the “eight-pound living” — ironing — which she consented to, grumpily. 

“You?” Ling asked, surprised. 

“Who you think had your job first?” she snapped, winding her hair into a tight bun and securing it with a chopstick. 

“Then why not just get another girl?” 

“Girls are expensive. You’re cheap!” The mannish jaw that clenched gave her face a sullen cast, unhinged into a wide, wanton grin when she laughed. 

“Very funny.” 

Her face closed, and she went back to lining up the flatirons on the stove, hefting them one at a time to spit on their shiny surfaces until the saliva skittered on the hot metal and she was ready to apply it to the shirt stretched out across the board before her. 

“You see?” 

He nodded. 

She pressed the iron back and forth firmly, shoving the wrinkles along like waves until they fell off the edge of the board. 

“See, lah?” 

He nodded again. 

She took a dainty sip from the bamboo beaker at her side and blew a fine spray of water onto the cloth before her, the iron sweeping over it with a little sigh of steam. 

“I thought we were supposed to clean them,” Ling joked, but she ignored him, directed another jet of water at a stubborn crease. He caught a pink flicker of tongue between her teeth. 

She moved forcefully but gracefully in her loose clothes, with a slight swinging rhythm that carried from her wrist to her hips and down to her dainty feet. She had rolled back her wide sleeve and he could see the sinews in her forearm — as taut as a man’s — rolling under the skin. When he looked up she was staring at him, and the next time she spat with greater vehemence. She made the work look easy, handling the hot irons so nimbly that they seemed to glide over the clothes, her body behind them swaying and fluid. 

He would never have imagined that someone could iron lewdly, and yet he couldn’t help as he watched her thinking how else she used those hips, those forearm muscles, that mouth. 

“Your turn,” she said, clanking her iron back on the stove. 

The irons were heavier and hotter than he’d thought watching her?

— he cried out when he grazed his knuckles on a plate, stuffed them in his mouth to suck; she held out a rag for him to bind around his hand — and within minutes he was sweating, the drops dripping down his nose onto the linen, where he erased them with the hot iron, embarrassed to seem weaker than her. She had taken up a needle and thread. 

“Too slow!” she scolded, without seeming to look up from her stitching. “Keep moving or the shirt will scorch.” 

He felt his cheeks burning, heated with the work and the shame of it. Women’s work; but surely that should make it beneath him, not beyond him. When he paused to take a gulp of water, she shook her head. “You’re supposed to spit.” But when he tried the water just dribbled down his chin, or erupted from his mouth, not as a spray but as if he’d thrown up. 

Wiping his chin, he thought he caught a smile on her face, but a moment later it was gone, like a wrinkle pressed away, her face smoothly indifferent. 

“Here!” 

She bit off the thread she was sewing, took the iron from him, and set to work again, drawing in a mouthful of water and expelling it with a little puff. 

“How do you do that?” 

“What? This?” And this time she hit him squarely between the eyes. 

“Ai-ya!” He wiped his face on his sleeve. When he was done he found her standing on tiptoes before him, mouth open for him to study her tongue, her lips. He examined how she pursed them, the lithe curl of her tongue between them, and rehearsed the same motion tentatively inside his own mouth, all the time aware of her warm breath on his face, moist and honeyed like steam off tea. 

“Now you.” She dropped back onto her heels with a little thud. 

He worked on until his arm and back ached, but with concentration, by the time the pile was done he was able to direct a spurt of water in the approximate direction he intended. He looked over at her, but she was lying back among the dry clothes, eyes shut, asleep he thought, though when he flopped down beside her she leapt up at once. 

“What are you doing?” she demanded. 

“I’m finished.” 

“Finished?” She pointed to the clothes all around them. “There’s no finished.” 

He unwound the strip of cloth from his hand, clawed from gripping the iron, and massaged his fingers. “But I’m tired.” His palm smelled sourly of metal. 

In answer she pointed to the ceiling, where among the rough beams he saw a metal hook gleaming dully. 

“That’s for when you’re tired.” It took him a moment to understand; he’d been studying the faint spray of freckles across her cheeks. He’d heard of scholars tying their queues to such hooks, so that if they fell asleep over their books they’d be jerked awake. Uncle Ng must have heard the same story. 

“Aren’t you going to help?” he asked. “You need the practice. Besides,” she said, closing her eyes again, “I earn my keep.” 

He had thought they were becoming friends, but when Ng returned and asked about his progress she gave a scathing report of him — lazy and weak, a shirker. He felt betrayed, leapt to his own defense. “See,” the old man cried. “He’s a good boy.” And then he struck her across the face. “You teach him better.” Ling took a step back, but the girl stood fast, one cheek white, the freckles stark as a constellation, the other flushed red, freckles vanished as if struck off by the blow, until Ng dismissed her. “Go do your work.” 

She entertained each evening in a narrow lean-to adjoining the laundry, a door with a shutter in it — closed if she was engaged, open for viewing if she was available — leading to the alley alongside. Ling slipped out back late that night after Ng had headed off to his regular appointment at a gambling den and approached it, his mouth dry. He meant to apologize for getting her in trouble. The wicket was open, a smoldering square of lamplight in the gloom. After a glance up and down the alley he crept forward and peered in. She was sitting on the side of her bed in a white shift — silk, from the ivory glow of it, and so finely embroidered he knew she must have “borrowed” it from a customer. The walls around her had been papered at some point with old newspapers for insulation, the indecipherable headlines surrounding her. She was still sewing, making alterations and repairs to cleaned clothes during the lull between customers, hunching low over the work — her hair untied, swinging forward like a dark curtain around her face to meet the swoop of her needle — as if to make it out in the greasy light. He could see the ridges of her backbone through the thin cover of the gown, and then she cried out softly and put her finger to her mouth. In doing so she glanced over at the shutter, her face accusatory as if he’d made her do it, and he fled. 

He hadn’t known her for a moment. She had painted her face, a dainty red bow in the center of her wide mouth making her lips seem pursed in anger. He wondered, fleetingly, if it resembled his mother’s face. 

He wandered the streets, trembling, his skin tight and feverish, for what seemed like hours, meeting nothing but male faces until he persuaded himself she couldn’t have recognized him. When he returned the moon had risen like a button in the sky and the shutter in her door was closed. 

Ling’s own “room” was a splintery corner screened by hanging laundry. He’d lain awake, watching the clothes sway back and forth in the breeze until they rocked him to sleep, and even when he woke in the dingy morning light he thought he was still dreaming. From his pallet he could see a pair of bound feet and calves beneath the drifting hems and tails. He watched her — for it was her — move around, start a fire, set a kettle to boil (its stiff iron spout reminding him of his erection), and fill one of the laundry tubs until steam billowed from it. He figured she was preparing for the first load of wash until she dropped her shift — he saw it crumple around her clenched feet before she kicked it into the laundry pile — and stepped into the water. It must have been very hot, because she lowered herself slowly — dimpled thighs, flaring buttocks (Look away, he thought, but he couldn’t), slim back and bony shoulders speckled with moles — until her round face came into view, shiny with sweat and tight with pain. He held his breath in secret sympathy. She set about herself roughly then, with a washcloth, shoving it first between her legs and over her breasts as if they belonged to someone else, pummeling her body as if — already he couldn’t think of it any other way — it were a load of laundry. He wanted to go to her suddenly, to stay her hand, take the cloth from her and use it more gently. 

Only after she had dashed scoops of water over herself from a bamboo dipper did she allow herself a moment to lean her head back on the edge of the tub, silken ribbons of lank hair dripping on the boards. The tightness around her eyes and mouth eased, like creases loosened by steam, and he saw how young she was. When she rose from the water, glistening like silver, he found himself looking away at last, even before she wrapped herself in towels, helped herself to a bowl of rice porridge, and retreated to her room. 

He lay back and stared at the shivering spangles of light reflected off the slough onto the sheets around him. 

He’d seen women naked before, of course. He used to spy on the girls with their men at the brothel, but he never imagined himself with any of them. They’d mothered him when he was small, bossed him when he was older, stirred no desire in him (though he missed being surrounded by women in this bachelor city). He watched them in an effort to picture his mother and father together. The men rarely had a face, though. It was just the back of their heads he saw, their hair light brown or blond or tinged with red, tied off in the short, tarred ponytail of a sailor. 

He ladled porridge for himself and ate it staring at the new stack of coins set next to the ashy stems of incense on the faded red shelf they used as a shrine. Little Sister had left a kettle on the fire, and when the steam began gushing from its spout he set about filling the first of the morning’s laundry tubs, grating soap into it. He soaked and scrubbed and rinsed and wrung half a dozen more loads under Uncle Ng’s cloudy eyes (the old man had stumbled in shortly after Little Sister had retired and swept the offering of coins into his hand) before his boss loaded him with string-and-brown-paper parcels of clean laundry and beckoned him — “Come, boy” — to follow him out into the city on his delivery route. 

Ling had been thrilled at first by the bright bustle of the streets — the hollow thunder of boots on boardwalks, the shivery jangle of harness, or spurs, or coin, and over them all, momentarily seeming to silence every other sound, the steam whistles of the paddle wheelers announcing a fresh surge of disembarking passengers through the streets like a foaming tide. Everything seemed to shine under the high white sun. He craned his neck to squint up at the three-story buildings, marveled at the plate glass, the names of stores and businesses emblazoned in gold as if on the very air, alongside his own gape-mouthed reflection. But most of all he stared at the white ghosts striding or riding by: “So many it’s like Yu Lan,” as someone had said when they’d arrived in San Francisco, meaning the Ghost Festival, when the gates of hell swung open for hungry spirits to walk abroad. Ever since he’d learned his father’s race, Ling had found himself shy around foreigners and yet drawn to them in the streets or in Big Uncle’s opium den, staring at them as if he might guess at what his father looked like, what he might have inherited from him. For years he’d studied his nose in the mirror, wondering if it would grow big as a devil’s, but it had remained small and flat, to his relief; it was at best a dubious distinction to be Eurasian. Only in the hinges of his eyes, where the lids folded, he fancied he saw a crease of his heritage. He felt the same fascination now, except at home he’d been invisible, one face in the crowd; here he felt as if he were subject to stares himself, the ghosts meeting his gaze and scowling, until Uncle Ng cuffed him and told him to keep his eyes to himself. 

Ling had concentrated on the packages clutched to his chest — Ng had a baying pole slung over his shoulders with more parcels dangling from it — cradling the laundered clothes from the filth of the city, the glossy clods of horse manure, the dust lacing the warm air. If he had owned such linens, he thought, he would never have worn them. But he had trudged back to the laundry more circumspectly at the end of the day, staggering under the pole himself now, malodorous sacks of dirty washing hooked on notches at either end, swaying heavily with each step. 

That had been only mildly humiliating, though, compared to the gauntlet of ghost boys he and Ng had had to run. They capered alongside, holding their noses or making monkey noises, pelting the two Chinese with horse apples from the roadway. Most of all they enjoyed darting close to tug on Ling’s queue — Ng, he noticed too late, had tucked his in his collar — sometimes so hard that Ling found himself toppling. A Yankee yank, they called it, never mind their Irish accents. It was as if they were mocking his foolish notions of kinship. He wanted to fight back — Ng had a laundry bat tucked in his belt like a truncheon — or at least shout back, but Ng hissed at him to be quiet, to keep his head down and put the end of his queue in his pocket, and he had to content himself with swinging his carry pole in wary circles to ward them off. 

“Don’t let them provoke you,” Ng advised, waving a hand before his face. “They’re only flies.” 

Which makes us dung, Ling thought, getting a whiff of his burden. 

4. 

And so this was his life. Washing in the mornings, deliveries every afternoon while the clothes dried, ironing at night. And always, always thinking of Little Sister, especially evenings when Ng set him to watch the shop. He’d shown him the cleaver he kept under the counter in case of trouble, a confidence that had made Ling swell with importance, though Little Sister herself had only sneered. “You in charge? Wa!” She fingered the chopstick holding up her hair. “I can look out for myself.” Many of her clients saw so few women that they were shy and mannerly with her. Besides, she reminded him, she peddled opium in addition to her other services, which settled the more boisterous among them, though he had seen her in her bath scrubbing at bruises as if they were stains. Still, Ng’s behest made Ling feel protective of her, obliged him to listen to the noises from her crib — fleshy smacks, low chuckles, and a panting giggle that must have been hers — hefting the cleaver, as if hoping for a scream, an excuse to burst in. He never heard her laugh like that during the day, and he couldn’t help but imagine those muffled, complicit sniggers directed at him. He pressed his hands to his ears, the blade of the cleaver cool at his temple. Every night of his childhood he’d nodded off to the slap of skin, indistinguishable from the lap of water against the hull of the flower boat, but he couldn’t sleep now until her work was done and she slipped out of her room to urinate softly — “Sodah!” — into the latest tub of stained clothes they were soaking (an idle defiance, since all their laundry water came from the slough that served as sewer for half the town). 

The glimpse of her bathing, repeated most mornings, made him feel he knew something of her, something secret — he still watched, though he looked away whenever she gave Ng her earnings, handing them over brusquely as if she were paying for something — and it made him tender toward her, even as she continued to be surly with him, surlier, if anything, in response to his efforts at friendship. Ng didn’t allow her out — not safe for females on the streets, he claimed — and Ling figured she envied him his freedom. Not that she could have gone far on her bound feet. He tried to bring her small gifts, mooncakes or the sour plums she favored, and citrus, which he plucked from the trees. Oranges she placed on the little kitchen shrine, but lemons she especially prized (only later did he grasp that she used slices of them as a contraceptive; he could never eat lemon chicken again). In the evening, bent into the steam of a mutton broth, their faces flushed, or gnawing on fried chicken feet, he told her stories of the operas he saw and dreamed of taking her to, until she roused herself reluctantly and went in to her work. 

He ironed at night, when it was cooler — she’d deemed him tolerably skilled after a few days, and he’d straightened with pride until he realized there’d be no more call for her instruction — working until the ache in his shoulders seeped into his soles. But when he still couldn’t sleep he sat up sometimes trying to fashion a kite by candlelight from the brown paper they wrapped the clean laundry in. It tore too easily, or his hands, so accustomed now to the heavy iron, were too clumsy for the delicate work. But then he hit on the idea of fitting a light frame inside an unclaimed shirt, starched for stiffness. 

Little Sister watched him launch it one morning from the plank jetty behind the laundry, snorting at his efforts. But when he finally got it aloft, the breeze off the slough catching it, he was pleased to see her head tilt up to the light, her long pale neck exposed. 

“Ah, the Chinese flag,” she mocked, but when he teased the line to make the kite dip, a perilous maneuver, and it almost plunged to the water, he heard her cry out. He arrested the swoop with a sharp tug and was rewarded by her relieved laugh. 

He waited until it climbed high enough for the wind to fill it again, the kite pulling on the line like a fish. 

“Here,” he called, and held out the reel of thread to her. 

She came forward — hesitantly, he saw from the corner of his eye. They both watched the kite, the shirt dancing as if a ghost possessed it, arms streaming in the wind, and he felt her hand groping for his, taking the reel. 

He’d run a stick through the hole in the center of the bobbin and she let the spool spin free, the wind taking the kite higher and higher. It shone so brightly in the sunlight he had to squint to follow it. Ling wondered if Uncle Ng, wherever he was in the city streets, staggering back from a night of gaming, might see it and guess where it came from. He imagined himself wearing the shirt, gazing down on the city from above. Further along the bank, a distant figure, no more than a shimmering silhouette against the dazzle of the water, practiced tai chi, oblivious. 

And then she gave a little sigh and Ling saw that the thread had run out and snapped, the loose end swirling up into the air like a thin skein of incense. Far above, the shirt, carried away on the breeze, dwindled, its empty arms flailing against the sky. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, but when he tore his eyes from the kite and looked at her she was trembling with excitement, her face alight. “Where will it fly?” she breathed, but all he could think was that it would eventually flutter into the dirt. 

He lingered, reluctant to draw the morning’s water and head back into the dank fug of the laundry. 

“Why do you stay?” he asked abruptly. 

She shrugged. “Even if I could run, even if he didn’t send a hatchet man after me? All Chinese girls on Gold Mountain are whores. There’s 

nowhere to go.” She glanced at him. He was watching the turbid water lick the pilings of the pier. “The question is why you stay.” “I’m not,” he assured her. “I’m going to find gold. As soon as I’ve made my stake.” 

She made a face. 

“What?” 

“Nothing. Just be sure you do.” 

“I will!” 

“Good!” 

She was still gazing intently after the kite, a hand shielding her eyes from the glare off the slough, and he stayed with her, staring, even though he could no longer pick it out against the sky. 

When he answered her hungry questions about the world beyond the laundry, he told her of the city as if it were a great adventure, but in reality the streets alternately scared and enraged him. Uncle Ng had been only too glad, he noticed, to let him take over the delivery route, sending him out by himself within a few days. “You have good English,” Ng noted, which was true at least relatively: Ling was always adding to his modest (if also profane) vocabulary picked up around the flower boat’s customers, whereas Uncle Ng’s English was so poor that he still kept a sign on the counter with different-sized circles carved into it (half cent, cent, three cents, half dime, dime, quarter, half dollar), which he pointed to with the stem of his pipe to tell his customers how much they owed him. “Better you go,” the old man concluded. Ling wasn’t so sure; his English seemed good to him only for understanding the epithets hurled at him by insolent boys — Chink, heathen, Celestial, slant-eyed son of a bitch, pigtailed bastard. At least he couldn’t understand the barks of the stray dogs that chased him down the streets, snapping at his queue or the sacks of laundry hanging from his pole. 

It bothered him too that he must step down off the boardwalk and into the muddy street whenever he saw a ghost coming toward him. The same street that they spat tobacco in, that their horses and mules pissed and shat in. His “thousand-layer” shoes grew spongy and clotted. He dodged
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