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			Let the Chinaman come. . . . He will give us the benefit of his skill.

			Frederick Douglass, “The Composite Nation,” 1869

			No greater calamity could now befall the United States than to have the Pacific slope fill up with a Mongolian population.

			Theodore Roosevelt, 1882

			After many amazing adventures, he had become a merchant in a city called Mott Street.

			Lee Chew with Joseph Singleton, “Biography of a Chinaman,” 1903

			And tell me what street compares with Mott Street in July?

			Rodgers and Hart, “Manhattan,” 1925
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		Author’s Note

		First, a note on names. No identities or names have been changed, apart from some minor spelling adjustments from Chinese into English. Whenever possible, I used the individual’s preferred spelling, and in cases where names changed across lifetimes—American names, nicknames, baby names (milk names), and names acquired with marriage—I chose the one that was most commonly used.

		The languages and dialects spoken by the majority of Chinese in America—including my family members—during these time periods were Cantonese (Gungdongwa) and Toisanese (Hoisanwa), often colloquially referred to as Samyup (3 Counties) and Sayyup (4 Counties). As there is no commonly agreed-upon standardization for these equivalent to Mandarin’s pinyin, and given that this work is rooted in an oral tradition, I have used a combination of transliteration systems (Jyutping, Yale, etc.), modulated by how it sounds to my own ear. There are exceptions for commonly used proper nouns, like Peking and Huangdi.

		Over the course of my research, I navigated various languages and dialects with the help of others, and when I couldn’t understand something, I continued to observe, and to take in new information. I did this in our ancestral villages in China, where folks welcomed my friends and me into their homes, and over cups of tea shared with us their memories of my family; I did this as I joined the various family and veterans’ associations in Chinatown that my relatives belonged to—some of which only a decade or two before had been closed to women. I interviewed folks who had known my family in these spaces, asking questions over the click of mahjong tiles shuffled across tabletops; other times, gathering in members-only family association rooms to bow before the altars of our common ancestors with offerings of incense, rice wine, and intention—performing three deep bows under a pressed tin ceiling just like my great-grandfather had done in that very room when he arrived in New York City in the late nineteenth century.

		As much as I could, I allowed the family stories to lead the way down a cavernous tunnel—the voice of the original speaker echoing before me. But ultimately, I had to make a choice. Whose story was this anyway? The people who lived it—or my own, and that of my daughter’s and the future generations?

		Since I was not present, or even born, when most of the folks I have written about were alive, I built dialogue based on what surviving family members remembered in retrospect, told from their points of view, and what I could surmise from my own vantage point. Sometimes, I had to imagine their conversations, their multitude of voices, clamoring to be heard, with all of their local color and multilingualism. I have placed such exchanges in italics. Whenever possible, I cross-referenced these stories against the written record, but often the written record itself had to be approached skeptically, especially when nineteenth-century anti-Chinese bias was outright blinding—a real lesson in reading against the grain.

		The deeper that I delved into this rich, loamy terroir, the more I realized that I was writing a narrative that was part ghost book. As I entered my ancestors’ world on Mott Street, their spirits began speaking to me, leaving a trail of breadcrumbs to the story, materializing as letters, notes, even a seal chop bearing my Chin grandfather’s name. My family is a noisy, bothersome bunch—bursting through the walls and hallways as I tried to doze; talking to me through the memories of old friends, eyes brimming with recollection like a teacup about to overflow; egging me on to continue, Write faster—what are you waiting for?; even daring to show up on the sofa, like one great-grandmother—demanding to be heard.

	
		Mott Street Family Tree

		(Wong, Ng, Chin Families)
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			part one

			1970s–Present

		

	
		1

		The Elbow of Mott Street

		Chinatown, New York City

		As I walk past the restaurants, vegetable stands, and open-air shop fronts that line Mott Street—the main artery that pulses through the heart of Chinatown—the sights and smells here are as familiar to me as my grandparents’ kitchen. Roast duck and slabs of salted pork. Vast bins of varying grades of dried shiitakes, baby shrimp, flower teas wrapped in cellophane packages. Plump dried oysters—plucked from their shells and naked, but for some black bearding and a spray of salt—so provocatively laid out that it almost hurts to look at them.

		When I was a kid growing up in Flushing, Queens, before it became the “new” Chinatown, we used to come here nearly every week. Sometimes it was to see my grandmother Rose’s family, or to go shopping for roast pork or Chinese beef jerky, items difficult to make at home. It always involved good food. Giant, elaborate meals of long, pan-fried egg noodles with sliced beef, chicken, pork, and verdant gai lan vegetables as long as my chopsticks. Lobster Cantonese with minced pork and lacy egg whites. A whole flounder steamed from head to tail—topped with a medley of ginger, scallions, and soy sauce—right before we devoured it down to the delicate skeleton, when it was time to flip it over and start again. Chinatown was where my maternal grandfather, Gene Wong, went on his days off to visit friends, place horse-racing bets at the local off-track betting office, and purchase in-season crabs or lobster. The smaller, younger female crustaceans were our favorite: tender, succulent, and if we were lucky, packed with rich, unctuous eggs.

		I didn’t know, on any of the innumerable weekend excursions we took here, that a whole other side of my family, one that I had never met, was just around the corner from our favorite Cantonese restaurant. They were there, even as we marveled at the tiny turtles or Mexican jumping beans, or sucked on sweet hawthorn berry candies or preserved plums from the Hong Kong sweets shop with the Japanese name, or tossed white gunpowder-filled pellets to make snapping noises against the pavement. If I had looked up, perhaps I would have seen them, residing right there in the elbow of Mott Street—37 Mott Street—an apartment building that had been the epicenter of the Chinese community for almost seventy-five years.
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				37 Mott Street c. 1939–1941

			
		
		Built in 1915 after a fire destroyed a funeral parlor and a stable, the red brick building that locals called Sun Lau, or New Building, was considered the height of luxury when it rose from the ashes. The most prominent families of Chinatown flocked to live there, including members of both my maternal and paternal sides. There, they occupied the choicest apartments with views of the cross section of Mott and Pell Streets.

		It’s a bustling three-pronged, panoramic view at the intersection of Mott Street and Pell, and this is where our family’s story in New York begins.

		So many family members have lived in this building—great-grandparents, grandparents and their siblings, parents, uncles, aunts, and, now, my generation. When I last counted, I tallied forty-nine Chins and Ng-Doshims in total, many of whom took their first breaths as wailing newborns here.

		Each wing of the family can trace its lineage back to an ancestor born and raised in the same fertile Pearl River Delta, an ocean and a continent away. Although each of them had lived out west collectively through the eras of Lincoln, Grant, Harrison, and Cleveland, it would take decades for their descendants to settle some three thousand miles away, in the apartment building that stood at the heart of the community they called Tong Yun Gai. It was here on Tang People’s Street that their descendants became neighbors, lovers, classmates, sworn enemies, and eventually, as fate would have it—through my own birth—family kin.

		

		•   •   •

		In the glassy building entrance, I catch a glimpse of myself as I pull out a hefty key and open the door to 37 Mott Street.

		It’s a little like Alice through the looking glass as I enter the lobby—to anyone else it resembles an ordinary entrance with stairs leading to a narrow corridor, but for me it’s a portal to my family and to our history in this country. I feel that rush every time I’m here. Soon, I am climbing the front staircase, the banister worn smooth by the hands of so many generations who lived here from childhood to old age. The stairway walls look like they are covered in a century’s worth of dirt and grime. I often find garbage along the steps or cigarette butts on the windowsills, and if I run my finger along the soot in the screens it’s as if I am temporarily disturbing the building’s sedimentary layers before they settle back down again.

		I arrive on the fourth floor of what was once our family domain. Chins have lived in the building in successive generations for over a hundred years, and aside from a few sporadic paint jobs and some strategically placed security cameras, the place is pretty much as it was when my great-grandparents lived here. The hallway walls are now painted-over bricks that make the place feel a bit like a bunker, and each door along the corridor is a different color and material style—classic painted-over tenement, white suburban prefab, complete with peephole and knocker, some even with patched-up screen doors. The effect is a janky individuality that I find strangely comforting.

		It is a relief, after so many years of visiting this vibrant neighborhood—exoticized by outsiders, journalists, and even, I’ll admit it, by me—to finally have a space to write here. Neighbors still keep their doors open in the summer, so that the smells of home cooking and the ringing tones of our language bounce through the hallways. Cantonese and Toisanese, which my grandfather spoke—a country dialect my grandmother considered backwards, but which I find charming—prevail here. While these southern dialects, with more than double the tones of standard Mandarin, are so familiar to me, I still have difficulty deciphering their meaning. (Once, when a neighbor asked me a question and I answered her in English, she looked at me startled. “You’re not Chinese?” To her, my inability to speak Cantonese or Hoisanwa meant that I must be another ethnicity.)

		I turn my key and enter a small T-shaped apartment.

		The first time I walked into my writing studio, my footsteps audible against the wooden floors, I felt disoriented. I kept feeling like someone was going to shock me awake from my sudden good fortune of being here, and poof, I’d be out on the street again, looking up at the building from the outside.

		When my generation moved in—the fourth to live here—we found old Chinese medicine bottles and “Sloan’s Liniment” in the original kitchen cabinets, with doors that refuse to shut due to a thick century’s worth of paint. The old Acme food storage safe, built into the wall—every unit has one—where my family used to burn lucky paper to honor our ancestors, is now flung open and transformed into a meditation area with a yoga cushion, incense, and a singing bowl.

		I am standing in the kitchen, which doubles as a living space, where my great-uncle and great-aunt raised their family, just down the hall from my grandfather’s apartment, and diagonally across from my great-grandparents’ old unit.

		This was the place where I was going to be writing the story I had been trying to uncover ever since I was a child, estranged from my father and his whole side of my family. Back then, I grappled with so many questions that spilled over to even the folks who raised me. Who were these pioneering family members who came before us? Who were they in relation to each other? Who was I in relation to them?

		Then, as now, the dark shadow of the Chinese Exclusion Act hovers over us all. Chinese Exclusion laws (1882–1943)—the country’s first major federal immigration restrictions that closed its borders to a specific nationality—not only halted the majority of our legal immigration but also blocked Chinese from citizenship for sixty-one years. Coupled with earlier legislation that prevented women from freely immigrating, and had excluded Asians from naturalizing, these laws left a devastating impact on our communities across America for generations. These discriminatory laws shaped the histories of Chinatowns up and down the West Coast and reached all the way east, laying down the foundation for the very neighborhood in which I’m standing, a community that, with the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing anti-Asian violence, has been embattled and shaken to its very core. Still, despite these many years of racism, Chinatown is the only place for me that truly feels like a refuge.

		As a writer, I believe it is important to uncover the truths from our collective past—no matter how painful or unsettling the discoveries. And so much of Chinese Exclusion has felt personal. As I tried to piece the puzzle together, I was forced time and time again to contend with my own feelings of exclusion, even from within my own family. No matter how old I was—a twenty-something writer seeking my father out for the first time, or a professor/mom to a sixth-generation New Yorker—no matter how many times I tried to understand and interview my father, I always found myself here alone, engaging in a solitary dance with the shadowy specter of having been excluded from my Chin side for so very long.

		It wasn’t the only erasure I felt. Growing up, my maternal grandfather, Gene, regaled me with stories of our ancestors on his side, stories about working on the railroad out west that held me in thrall throughout my childhood, well into my school years. In the sixth grade, when my teacher began the lesson on the nation’s first transcontinental railroad, I thought that I already knew everything about it. But when I opened my big textbook on American history, I stared in disbelief at the official photograph. What was this nonsense? Why weren’t we in the picture?

		

		•   •   •

		To understand what really happened, I needed to collect as many of our stories as possible. As a college student, I started interviewing my family members, and made my way out to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ genealogy library in Salt Lake City to look for traces of my railroad worker ancestor. Decades later, I continued the journey as a professor—zigzagging my way across the country to consult archives and experts, and to visit my families’ many places of detention, the border towns where they crossed over, and their sites of greatest achievement. I even moved my family across the globe as a Fulbright scholar to visit the villages in China that we had left behind. Eventually, I uncovered the Chinese Exclusion Act files on each of my major family members—manila folders filled with intrigue, half-truths, and in some cases, outright lies.

		It is a general rule of thumb, among researchers and historians alike, that it is the written record that is the gold standard, and the family stories that are long on twisted falsehoods, embellishment, and tall tales. But when you’re Chinese in America, with roots that stretch back to the Exclusion era, it is the historical record that is a fabulist fabrication, and the oral stories, passed down from generation to generation, like rare, evolving heirlooms, that ultimately hold the keys to the truth.

		At noon, the bells from Transfiguration Church ring throughout the building and the neighborhood, just as they did when my maternal grandmother, Rose, and paternal grandfather, Lung, were children, just as they did for my father and his siblings, and for my cousins a generation later, our family spilling out and taking over this floor. I pause at my writing desk—by the window, overlooking rooftops, fire escapes, and a tenacious understory tree in the courtyard, sitting in the midst of my family’s long history—and note every chime.

	
		2

		The Crown Prince of Chinatown

		

		Chin Family
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		I first saw my father as a pair of feet in Italian leather shoes, bounding down the carpeted staircase of his office building, on one of the oldest streets in Chinatown.

		It was a cold, rainy late afternoon in mid-February. When I arrived, only ten minutes before, I had stood at the threshold hesitating, every button on my black peacoat fastened, my breath fogging up the windows flanking the double doors. No one else in my family knew that I was here, or that I was meeting my father for the first time. If they did, they might have stopped me—and I couldn’t risk losing my nerve.

		I tried to stay calm and take deep, even breaths.

		I had never hidden anything this big from the family who raised me, but I had been waiting my entire life for this moment.

		Finally, I pushed the buzzer.

		His building, the Edward Mooney House—the only townhouse dating back to the American Revolution in all of Manhattan—was a short two-block jaunt from Mott Street that I had walked numerous times before, as a child on family outings, and later, as a young activist in the community. I had no idea back then that if I looked up to the third floor of this red brick edifice, I could see his office, and perhaps even catch a glimpse of this elusive, mysterious man.

		At the barbershop next door, hairdressers were busy fashioning buzz cuts, flattops, and layer upon layer of Jennifer Aniston Friends-style haircuts. A few doors down, a crowd of tourists was entering the soup dumpling restaurant, the city’s first xiao long bao joint, for dumplings so juicy one had to eat them with both a spoon and chopsticks. Pell Street was a scant two blocks long, but it had everything—ATMs, a curio shop, even a Baptist church—though it was so narrow that sometimes trucks had to traverse it with one front and back wheel hiked up on the sidewalk. I noticed that my father’s name had been outside, on the street-level buzzer that I had just pressed, at eye level, the entire time. As a writer, I liked to think of myself as an observant person, but what other important things had I simply walked past dozens of times, lost in my own head?

		Then, finally, I heard the sound of feet running down stairs, and saw those black leather shoes.

		Suddenly, the doors were flung open, and a small face with a thin protective smile was carefully peering down at me.

		I had the sensation that I was meeting someone very familiar yet very odd—it was rather like being studied from across time and down the long end of a very old, unfolding telescope.

		This was my father.

		In that moment, as he stared at me, I knew that I had to be perfect, even if it meant that I had to contort myself into someone completely unrecognizable. Someone who spoke softly and reasonably, who wasn’t loud and impossible—an A+ Asian daughter with perfect emotional pitch who wouldn’t scare him with her anger, or give him cause to push her away.

		The thought of him rejecting me all over again made the surface of my skin buzz like glass just before the cracks appear.

		

		•   •   •

		When I was a child, I had recurring visions of meeting him. I imagined my father showing up at my honors ceremony, or any number of graduation convocations—grade school, middle school, high school—waiting there with a bouquet of flowers in the audience, clapping enthusiastically when they announced my name.

		In Flushing, I pined after him—searching for clues in the few objects he had left behind. A diamond engagement ring my mother kept for years in a box in her dresser drawer, until she finally hocked it to pay the rent. A stuffed toy koala bear he’d given her in the early days of their courtship, the black paws of which I gnawed at and cut my baby teeth on as a toddler. A gold cross given to me when I was still a newborn by my Chin grandmother, a woman whose name I did not know growing up because the rift between the families was so great that I had never met her.

		In other daydreams, inspired by Cecil B. DeMille Technicolor Hollywood films, my father would call for me from his deathbed, like Pharaoh did for Moses. I would rush to him, somehow just managing to make it in time for this, our first and final reunion. In this overblown, gauzy fantasy, despite the fact that my father has other daughters, it is my name that he repeats on his last dying breath.

		Sometimes, while taking a bus home from high school, I’d think I’d seen him from the window, a tall thin man walking out of the local pizza parlor, or putting money in the meter for his car—as if I could inherently pick him out of a crowd of strangers, because he was my father and because I supposedly looked just like him.

		Was it true? Did I really look like him? Did I really sound like him too, “when I was being obnoxious,” like my mother claimed? (“How is it possible she sounds so much like him when we were the ones who raised her?” my grandmother asked.) I just shrugged and chalked it up to my family’s touchy, but very justifiable anger toward him for walking out.

		The only image I had ever seen of my father was a square photograph that my mother produced one day, on a whim when I was in the third grade. I had been told throughout my childhood that I looked just like him, like a Chin, but I did not really know what that meant until that moment. In the photograph, he was sitting cross-legged, ankle over knee, in my grandparents’ mid-century yellow armchair, smiling for the camera.He had the debonair air of a player—a man with cojones, as the boys in my neighborhood liked to say. His expression and posture emanated such effortlessness, as if such willful virility could barely be contained by the simple boundaries of the photographic record, or apparently, even the responsibilities of fatherhood itself.

		I caught a glimpse of the resemblance—the high forehead and cheekbones, the long neck, a propensity for dark circles under the eyes—right before my mother burned the picture with a kitchen match. I lunged at the image, seeking to save it.

		The picture vanished in a brief orange blaze and a lingering curl of smoke.

		Only my grandmother Rose would talk to me about my father and the Chins.

		“You come from a big, big family,” Grandma would sometimes say, usually on a late Friday night, as we sat together in front of the television. We were alone, my grandfather not yet back from his restaurant shift, and nestled together in that same armchair my father had been pictured in before he walked out of the frame. “Too bad they don’t look you up.

		“Your father was much older than your mother—closer to our age than to hers,” she revealed, as the glare of the television credits scrolled up and down her glasses. “He used your mother, then threw her away.”

		Then, sighing, before standing up to get ready for bed. “Oh well. What can you do?”

		I always teared up a little whenever Grandma said things like that, not knowing what to do or how to react. Was I to blame? How could I save my mother and myself from the gaping hole he had left?

		My father never did show up to any of those graduations and honors ceremonies, no matter how much magical thinking I engaged in, so once I hit my twenties, I did the next best thing—I set about stealthily researching my Chin family from afar. If I couldn’t meet Stanley, at least I could start to puzzle together who the rest of my family was. After I graduated from college and became a freelancer at The Village Voice, at the height of the grunge era, I had access to a database. In those last innocent years before the internet, it seemed rather like an oracle.

		I plugged in the only search terms I knew—“Chin,” “obituary,” and the year that my Chin grandfather passed away, “1990” (my grandma Rose had seen it in one of the many newspapers she read)—before hitting enter.

		
			Lung Chin, 84, Is Dead; Leader in Chinatown

			Section B; Page 10, Column 3; Metropolitan Desk

			Lung Chin, a merchant and community leader in Chinatown for more than 60 years, died of cancer on Tuesday at St. Vincent’s Hospital. He was 84 years old and had lived at 37 Mott Street since 1915, several months after emigrating from China. Mr. Chin, a raconteur, was co-manager of two stores, Ying Chong and Sun Yuen Hing. In 1931, he converted Sun Yuen Hing into the Sugar Bowl, the first coffee shop in the neighborhood. . . .

			Mr. Chin attended Stuyvesant High School and was an alumnus of the Mount Hermon School in Northfield, Mass. He was a longtime leader of Boy Scout Troop 50, a basketball coach for neighborhood youths, a spokesman for the Chinatown Democratic Club and an oral-history contributor to the Chinatown History Project.

			Surviving are his wife, Mak Lin; three sons, Stanley, of Manhattan, Stephen, of Tappan, N.Y., and Stewart, of Atlantic City; a daughter, Janice Wong of Southington, Conn. . . . 15 grandchildren, and three great-grandchildren. . . .

		

		My eye stopped at my father’s name, Stanley. I didn’t know that he was the first son in his family—a position of filial privilege. I had so many questions for so many years, and now here was a wealth of information in 205 words that seemed to beg even more questions: Lung Chin? Cancer? Raconteur? (As a slam poet and an activist, I considered myself a bit of a raconteur.) I had fifteen first cousins on my father’s side? Stuyvesant and Mount Hermon prep school? Who knew there were Chinese boys in prep school in the 1920s? And then my eye doubled back to his “oral-history” contribution to the “Chinatown History Project,” and the address in Chinatown, 37 Mott Street.

		

		•   •   •

		Later that same week, I climbed the magnificent silver wrought-iron staircase of the old Public School 23, where my grandmother and her siblings had attended, which housed the Chinatown History Museum. I had been to the building for rehearsals with a local Asian American dance company, but I hadn’t known that an important family archive was housed steps away. When I arrived at the front desk, an apologetic staffer raised his head. “I’m sorry, but the museum is closed for renovations.”

		I just stared at him. The panicky feeling of being shut out—so close to the Chins but so very far away—started to rise up in my chest.

		I thrust the obituary printout at him and, in the mad rush of a near-crazy person, said, “I’m looking for my grandfather Lung Chin’s oral history.”

		It was the first time that I had ever said his name aloud, and it felt vaguely as though I were lying.

		To my relief, the museum staffer’s expression brightened.

		“You’re Lung Chin’s granddaughter?” he said, smiling. He jumped up from his seat. “Please, come with me.”

		And just like that I followed him into a dark, empty gallery space. Someone would get back to me about the oral history, he informed me, but in the meantime, “There’s something you should see.”

		He flipped on the light, and on the far wall was a large, blown-up, photographic portrait of a white-haired man in profile.

		Everything seemed to fall away as I walked closer, my footsteps audible against the creaky wooden floors. It slowly dawned on me that I was looking at my grandfather Lung Chin for the very first time.

		Lung was lean and elegant, gazing out placidly at something beyond the picture’s frame, chin resting on bony fingers. Under his thinning hair, he had bags under his eyes, just like I had when I didn’t get enough sleep. And there was that very high forehead.

		I struggled to hold back the tears welling up in my eyes.

		Next to his portrait was another photograph, a rather ragtag picture of Lung and his brothers—tall, formerly athletic, gray-haired men in midconversation, sitting on white folding chairs in a backyard in Bradley Beach, New Jersey. I searched for clues of myself in their features, but they were too old and their faces too fuzzy, the photograph blown up larger than its resolution could withstand. The images dated from the mid-1980s, when I was still a teenager, and in the background, a band of blurry school-aged kids, my cousins presumably, and perhaps even my half siblings, were chasing one another.

		Looking at the picture of so many generations of Chins at their New Jersey Shore summer home (Chinese on the Jersey Shore?), I felt happiness, pain, anger, relief, and gratitude. Growing up, our family orbit had felt so small—just me, my mother, and my maternal grandparents, and the endless ruminations about my estranged family.

		Before I went home, I left my contact information with the staffer, who promised to help me obtain the oral history.

		I never received a phone call.

		

		•   •   •

		One day, a few years later, as I was juggling a magazine career with my creative writing, my mother accidentally ran into my half sister, Stanley’s oldest daughter, at a work conference in Queens.

		“Does she ever want to meet him?” my sister asked.

		My mother, a former beauty queen, whose anger toward my father only flared out more brightly in the intervening years after he had left, flat-out lied. “No,” she said.

		“Of course I want to meet him,” I said, after she had told me about the encounter. “How could you say that?”

		Now, some months later, here was Stanley, standing in the ornate, run-down doorframe—tall, good-looking, and distinguished. When he shook my hand, his long, elegant fingers were cold, bony. There was no awkward hug, just an awkward pause.

		“Come in, come in,” he said, beckoning me up the stairs.

		Then, I was following him, the carpeted steps bouncy under our feet. Even though he was in his early sixties, my father seemed both younger—as a former basketball player, he still had what ballet dancers call “ballon,” that springy lightness on the feet—as well as strangely frail. He had a kind of impish quality that favored sons sometimes have. From the moment he opened the door, I got the sense that if I was not careful he might dissolve into a puff of smoke. (I always had the lingering feeling that I could run my hand right through him like a ghost.)

		Stanley had a small side office on an upper floor, which was large enough to accommodate his desk, cabinets, and a chair for clients, along with a side-facing window through which you could see a sliver of Pell Street. Numerous pictures hung on the walls—I couldn’t help but stare at them, one by one, marveling at this life I never had. Family on a rowboat on the Jersey Shore. His oldest daughter from his first marriage, my half sister, wide-eyed and beaming, sitting in our father’s Triumph convertible sports car, the top off. My father with different girlfriends and ex-wives—the singer, the stewardess/dance partner whom he had married and divorced, twice. Black-and-white photos of him in a cowboy hat, midstride across a platform, one hand extended toward Robert F. Kennedy. A photo of Donald Manes, the disgraced former Queens borough president. I was trying to take it all in—my father as a tangible reality. I had so many questions: Why was he shaking hands with Bobby Kennedy? Why was Donald Manes, who had killed himself several years before, on his wall? A Triumph sports car?
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				Stanley in his high school yearbook, 1940s
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				Stanley’s campaign poster, 1972
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				Stanley playing guitar

			
		
		One of the images that captured my attention was a framed campaign card from when my father ran for state assembly, two years after he walked out on us. It was an outdoor shot, with natural light. He was not looking at the camera, instead focused on something just outside of the frame. His hair was rakishly wavy—lush 1970s hair, parted on one side—and his face framed by a row of stars (“Stanley Chin Assemblyman 62nd Assembly District—Vote Tuesday June 20th”). It was in that moment that I realized my family was right—we did look alike.

		What else had I inherited from him?

		My father sat back in his swivel chair, the current, older version of himself, and regarded me. He was such the picture of ease that I knew right away it was fake—a false projection, a pretense.

		In truth, we were aliens to each other.

		He had grown up a firstborn son in a large Chinatown family where my father, as a boy, was the little prince.

		He had no clue what it was like to grow up like I had, cut off from an entire side of my family, in a culture that traditionally revered the family as sacred.

		I was his daughter, but I was as alien to him as if I had just dropped down from the movable sky.

		“So how can I help you?” he asked, one leg crossed over the other, as if I were a client, here for an initial consultation.

		I searched his face for traces of myself. It was all there: the high forehead, the deep brown eyes that appeared almost reddish brown in sunlight, eyes that had a propensity for bags and dark circles. Even the shape of our face was the same.

		“Are you upset?” he asked. “Is that why you came?”

		I opened my mouth, but I was walking on a wire. I couldn’t let him know how scared I’d been to meet him, or any of my mixed emotions about being here. The need for precision was key—Give him no reason to reject you.

		“I’ve always wanted to know you,” I said, putting a toe out. “Can you tell me about yourself, about your life?”

		I pointed to the photograph on the back wall. “Why are you shaking hands with Bobby Kennedy?”

		“I used to be involved in politics,” he said, smiling a little.

		“What was your platform?” I asked, the reporter kicking in, taking notes in the journal always tucked into my bag.

		My father leaned in across his desk, and for the first time looked me straight in the eye. “I firmly believe in abortion, and a woman’s right to choose.”

		He said it so smoothly that for a moment he became Stanley Chin for State Assembly again, back on the campaign trail (“Paid for by Citizens Committee to Elect Stanley Chin”).

		Back when they were engaged, my father got my much younger mother pregnant—and suddenly, he was pressuring her to get an abortion. My mother, a twenty-three-year-old schoolteacher, refused. It wasn’t just that the procedure was a dangerous, illegal operation done under questionable conditions—she wanted to get married, start a family.

		What did he mean he didn’t want to have any more children?

		Shouldn’t he have told her this before he got down on one knee and proposed?

		Before he slipped it to her, without a condom?

		A woman’s right to choose. Was he kidding? I suppressed the urge to laugh—it was so shocking and full circle: tell the adult daughter to her face on the very day that you first meet her that you believe in abortion. Hers.

		Anyone else might have punched him. Called him a jerk. Hurled a thousand and one curses upon his head until he wished that he had never been born. I envisioned rising up and summoning the strength to overturn his heavy wooden desk onto his lap, the piles of paper, legal documents, and framed photos sliding onto the floor. Then turning on my heels, and leaving his office in an array of broken furniture, strewn papers, and personal mementos.

		Instead, I blinked it off. Stanley was not going to throw me off the trail when I was so close to fulfilling my childhood dream of knowing him, and where I came from.

		I smiled. “So what happened with the race?”

		My father stared at me, paused, then amazingly began recounting the story of his adult life and career. Since it was getting dark, he suggested continuing the conversation over dinner.

		We walked out onto the street, where it had stopped raining, but the pavement was slick with moisture. It was that kind of inky mid-February early evening that’s pitch-black outside, but where the streets are as crowded as midday. Grandmas were shopping in pairs, talking a mile a minute, their arms weighed down by bags of groceries. The soup dumpling restaurant, with its front window festooned with Zagat reviews, was even more crowded than before.

		He pointed out the store with the best jung, sticky rice in bamboo leaves stuffed with savory lap cheong, pork belly, and a salty, powdery duck egg yolk. “Our family opened Chinatown’s first coffee shop here—the Sugar Bowl,” he said.

		I already knew this from his father’s obituary, but it was still startling to see the site up front, and right here.

		Up ahead, past the lampposts, the flags, and the vertical signs, Pell Street seemed to dead-end into a six-story red brick building on Mott Street—my Chin grandfather’s last address listed in his obituary. Its facade was festooned with Chinese characters—the only ones that I would later be able to make out were “Toi San,” the Pearl River Delta county in Guangdong Province from which we all originally hailed—and Old Glory paired with the Nationalist flag of the Republic of China, its white sun framed by a blue sky, postage-stamped on a field of red. The building appeared to encompass the neighborhood like a giant open book—there was even a bend in the middle like a spine, where Mott Street suddenly hooked southeastward. If I cracked it, what stories might fall out?

		“I was born there,” my father said.

		I followed his finger, up the green fire escapes along its brick facade, startled that I must have seen this building dozens of times without ever realizing my Chin family lived there. He was pointing out a floor and window on the left, but it was difficult for me to make out one apartment from the other.
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				Stanley as a baby with his father, Lung, 1931

			
		
		“Back then,” he continued, “people were born at home, not hospitals.

		“My grandparents, your great-grandparents, lived there,” he added, indicating another apartment to the right.

		I paused.

		My father was born here, where my grandparents lived. And now I knew that my great-grandparents resided here as well.

		I stood there marveling at this great brick building that seemed to open before me. I could practically see the great-grandmothers and their children rushing about their individual apartments, the theater of the domestic, and the grandmother that I had never met bearing down with all her might, before giving birth to the crying infant who would become my father.

		Something about this hooked its way into my heart, sprouting a tentacle, even as I raced to catch up to my father, who was already walking ahead up the block.

		

		•   •   •

		For a time, I lived off the high of knowing him.

		I learned that he was born in 1931, and just like me, his father—Grandfather Lung, the same gray-haired elder I saw in the museum photograph only a few years before—had also grown up separated from his dad. Lung had left written documents that I scooped up from various family members, who were eager for someone else to read the unedited materials he’d been working on before he died, plus that oral history, which was still tied up in red tape at the museum. A charismatic character, who ran numbers and lived most of his life in Chinatown, Grandfather Lung was always spinning tales, and roping in some young woman to write them all down.

		Then, one day, I was on the phone with my maternal grandmother, Rose, when she told me the address where she was born.

		I paused, above my pen and paper, where I was scribbling it down, unsure of what I was hearing.
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				Chin On family, 1929

			
		
		“Can you repeat that?” I asked. “What number Mott Street?”

		When she confirmed it, I was so flustered that I quickly got off the phone.

		Thirty-seven Mott Street.

		She was born in the same apartment building as my father, the tenement on Mott Street with the bend in the middle.

		It was then that I realized that long before my parents met, their families must have known one another.

		It would take another few years before I discovered, on a trip out to see the Chinese enclave of Bradley Beach for myself, that both families had not only kept summer homes in the same community on the Jersey Shore, but they had also once been upstairs and downstairs neighbors from each other in Chinatown.

		My families, whom I had never before seen in the same room together—whose only connection I had formerly understood to be me—had been upstairs-downstairs neighbors.

		It got stranger.

		As I got to know my father, little by little, the information started to flow, but it was often completely contradictory from what I learned from the people who raised me.

		“Your grandmother is very stiff and proper,” he said one day.

		Grandma Rose, like most parents, could not suffer having her daughter stood up at the altar.

		“I had to meet him to insist he marry her,” she later told me. “She was already pregnant with you, and here he was calling off the wedding!”

		“My father, Lung, was a court interpreter,” he said, on another occasion, when I asked about our Chin side.

		When I told my grandmother, she scoffed. “He swept the floors!”

		“My father, Wu Doshim, was a VP of the Bank of Canton,” she said, proudly.

		“Doshim was a loan shark!” my father proclaimed.

		What was the truth?

		It was hard to know.

		Although both sides had been part of the same community in lower Manhattan, right now, because of what had happened between my parents, these people hated one another.

		To understand the truth for myself, I had to go back generations, to the villages they had left behind in China, and all the places where they originally landed in America—Angel Island, Seattle, Malone, New York. But no matter how far I traveled, and how many time zones I jumped, all paths eventually led me back to the Chinese Exclusion Act—the country’s most restrictive and longest-running immigration law—and our six-floor building on Mott Street at the very center of old Chinatown.

	
		3

		Such Treasures

		

		Wong-Ng-Doshim Family
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		As a child, I spent countless weekends at my grandparents’ Queens home, where in the kitchen, Grandpa Gene was the towering gourmand at the center of it all. Through the hefty power of his cleaver, chopping block, and pantry stockpiled with ingredients carefully chosen by way of color and smell—dongu mushrooms, dried, with cracked caps that smelled like the forest floor, and chewy abalone that resembled imperial boat-shaped gold ingots (he required only the best, no matter the cost)—Grandpa created meals that were nothing short of magical.

		Even if it was just the three of us, my grandparents and I, while my mother was off on a date, Grandpa would produce a parade of food: stir-fried pepper steak; soy sauce chicken wings dripping in a brown sugar glaze that had me sucking on the bones and lapping up the last grains of sauce-soaked rice; winter melon and pork soup in a clear consommé with bobs of floating medicinal dongquai root that Grandpa said was good for when I became a woman. It was here in the kitchen and upon my plate that he and Grandma Rose placed the choicest morsels from each dish—the biggest crab legs bursting with lumps of meat, ready to be dunked in Chinese vinegar, or the largest pieces of lobster still clinging to shiny red shells. At the end of every epic meal, Grandpa would suck his teeth, slap his ever-expanding belly, and order me to bring him a toothpick.
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				Gene and Rose at their wedding, 1941

			
		
		Years later, when I was an adolescent and he’d gambled away whatever savings he had—Grandpa had a fondness for the horses that was second only to his appetite—he informed me that his wealth was located right there in his stomach, where not even the bank could take away such treasure.

		

		•   •   •

		Though Grandma was born here like me, my grandparents had a split work schedule like many immigrant families. While she held a day job as a bookkeeper, Grandpa worked afternoon and night shifts as a bartender and general manager of a restaurant. They rarely saw each other, except for the weekends, when Grandpa would cook, carefully timing the prep so that he could lower everything to a slow simmer, and conveniently slip away to the racetrack.

		Some of my earliest memories are of rolling out of bed on Sunday mornings, and listening to Grandpa recount stories about our family in his deep, resonant voice. These were fragments of a larger narrative that not only pointed to something valuable about our Wong ancestors and Grandpa’s boyhood in China, but also about our family’s larger contributions to American history.

		By far the best stories were about his grandfather Yuan Son, who, as a teenager, crossed the Pacific Ocean and landed in the American West to work on the nation’s first transcontinental railroad. Although I never saw a picture of my great-great-grandfather, I envisioned him looking like a cross between handsome Grandpa and the Marlboro Man.

		When Yuan Son arrived in the 1860s, he and the others still referred to California, and by extension the entire country, by its Gold Rush name—Gum San—the Gold Mountain. Although that era had long since passed, the feeling among the new arrivals was that through their luck and determination, like maan mah ban tang—ten thousand stampeding horses galloping full steam ahead—they were going to strike it rich.

		Together, Yuan Son and his countrymen labored in California’s high Sierra Nevada—dangling off rugged cliffs in baskets loaded with explosives, blasting tunnels through miles of granite, laying grade even in the deepest winter, sometimes in over forty feet of snow.

		They hauled rocks and chipped away at boulders, built massive trellises across yawning canyons, and laid down track armed only with hand tools—shovels, picks, sledgehammers, spikes—engaging in a grueling kind of bone work that reverberated up Yuan Son’s arms and shoulders, making his teeth chatter.

		In winters, they braved snowstorms and freezing temperatures, camping out in snow tunnels dug, once again, by their own hands. Many froze to death or were swept away by avalanche while working or sometimes sleeping, whole camps felled by the weight and gravity of tons of crushing snow. Some would be found the following summer, as the ice melted away drip by drip from the needles of wet conifers, still clutching their hand tools or blankets—the same area that decades earlier had halted the Donner party in its tracks.

		But somehow, Yuan Son survived.

		When they breached the other side of the mountain range, they discovered that the earth cracked red beneath their feet, and a vast desert sprawled out before them. The nights were cold, and the days long, but still they persisted, in rotating shifts, the work an unrelenting rhythm like a muscle, until it seemed to move with the very pace of Yuan Son’s beating heart. They raced forward laying down that track, even while the land transformed from desert to windswept, arid plains, and they were joined by others—Mormons, and freed Black men.

		Then, one of the Big Bosses boasted that they could lay down ten miles of track in one day—wagering $10,000 to back it up.

		The other railroad company to the east was incredulous. Many white men laughed and claimed it was impossible.

		No workforce in the world had ever laid down that many miles of track that quickly.

		On the day they hit a flat, uncurving part of the land, a spot where the very horizon appeared to shimmer and lighten with the clear rays of morning, Yuan Son and his countrymen sensed a glimmer of opportunity.

		At the first trill of the whistle, they were off.

		He and the others forged ahead, singing songs about love and longing, the sound of their spikes pounding into rails ringing out across the desert like the traditional wooden knockers folk musicians back home used while talking story. They worked until their hammers became extensions of their arms, movements resembling golden arcs as they bore down with all their weight, then rose up again, as fast as their earthly bodies would allow. The men and their work inched forward ever eastward, toward the rising sun, at a pace never seen before, all to prove to their bosses, the nation, and perhaps even themselves, exactly what they could accomplish.

		Hoi-lah! Hoi-lah! Hoi-lah!

		Figh-di! Figh-di! Figh-di!

		They called out like parents urging small children to “hurry it up,” but they were now men, on their own, building something important in this foreign land.

		By noon, they had progressed an unprecedented six miles. While the others chowed down in their Whites Only dining cars, Yuan Son and his countrymen ate lunch right there on the line.

		When break time was over, and the white men returned, Yuan Son and his countrymen were already waiting on the grade, tools at the ready.

		By the time the sun had lowered, and the sweet sound of the final whistle blew, Yuan Son and the other workers reluctantly put down their hammers and shovels and picks, and found themselves bathed in reddish light, the setting sun at their backs, their silhouettes reaching out across the empty stretch of desert.

		Suddenly, a plume of smoke appeared, accompanied by a noise so loud it could only have been steam powered, and then the appearance of a giant locomotive heading their way, a test run across their track.

		The locomotive chugged forward, slowing down at the end with a satisfying screech of the brakes, all without a hitch.

		When they made the announcement—the bosses shouting so loudly their voices rang across the desert like a bell—he could actually hear the white devil kai ais shouting in their flat, monotone language, but he didn’t fully comprehend it until a great murmur went up among his countrymen and someone yelled:

		Sup miles! Mm sup lok!

		十 miles! 五十六!

		Ten miles, fifty-six feet of track. All in a single day.

		The newspapers back in Dai Fo, the “Big City”—San Francisco—were ecstatic. California’s Daily Alta claimed, “No such feat has ever before been accomplished in the history of railroading.” Another newspaper declared it “the greatest work in track laying ever accomplished or conceived by railroad men.”

		That night, at their campsite, sitting around the natural rock formation in the middle of the Utah desert, Yuan Son and the others layered up against the blistering cold.

		Gazing at the stars, so close to the completion of the railroad, he could almost feel the metallic edge of driving that last spike into the ground. He felt happy that they were nearly finished, but couldn’t help thinking of the many who’d died along the way. Ever since he had started working for the Central Pacific Railroad, train-car loads of the dead had been sent back to California for burial. And because it took so long for the bodies to return to their villages in China, only the skeletal remains made it back home—transported in boxes the length of femur bones.

		Sitting under the shadow of the stony arch, Yuan Son wondered why he had been one of the lucky ones.

		When they finally did finish a week and a half later, the transcontinental railroad was hailed by the bosses, newspapers, and politicians alike as the nation’s greatest engineering marvel of the nineteenth century. Four years after the Civil War, Lincoln’s dream had been fulfilled. At long last, Americans could easily travel from coast to coast.

		The country was finally unified.

		When the photographer’s bulb flashed on the great celebration day as the ceremonial golden spike was driven into the ground by officials surrounded by politicians and men from both railroads, there were no Chinese faces staring back at the photographer. Even so, after the festivities, and when most of the officials and photographers had left, a crew of Chinese workers remained to pound in the working spikes for the very last rail.

		Because he had no wife back home, Yuan Son took his earnings and pressed on: first working on the Southern Pacific Railroad, and then eventually moving out to silver mining country in southern Idaho, where the state population was nearly 30 percent Chinese by 1870. It was near Boise, in the basin of a valley that overlooked mountain ranges that reminded him so much of home that Yuan Son, no longer a teenager, set up shop, opening a dry goods store and a gambling parlor.

		

		•   •   •

		What my grandpa neglected to mention in his retelling of this story was that not long after Yuan Son and his countrymen completed the railroad in 1869, a great depression roiled Europe and America.

		First, the Vienna stock market crashed in May 1873.

		Then, one of the biggest banks in New York, which financed and speculated on a bloated railroad industry, suddenly failed—sparking a panic and a run on banks across the country. When the New York Stock Exchange was forced to close for the first time in history, it ushered in the worst depression the young country had ever seen.

		They called it the Great Depression, and later, the Long Depression and the Panic of 1873.

		Ignited by years of suffering throughout the depression and fueled by racism, violence tore through the western United States like a wildfire. Congress, swayed by senators and congressmen riding a wave of populism, enacted the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882—blocking the immigration of Chinese laborers and their rights to citizenship. Later, in Boise, Idaho, after almost three decades of living in America, Yuan Son heard an angry knock at his front door. When he opened it, he confronted a mob of his white neighbors yelling, “The Chinese must go!” Some didn’t even bother to mask themselves, as they drove him out of the home he had been living in for decades.

		Because this part of the story was so difficult to stomach, and I was so young when I first heard it—a preschooler who begged for pony rides at the local amusement park, who still believed in the magic of her grandfather’s storytelling—Grandpa chose to focus on other aspects: the great engineering marvel of the railroad, and the names of the individual railroad companies—Central Pacific, Union Pacific, Southern Pacific. That they were the first words he learned in English only highlighted their importance.

		Grandpa stressed these accomplishments and never mentioned the Exclusion laws. I would have to read about those later, when I grew older, in Asian American literature. It was only then, as I perused the works of Maxine Hong Kingston, Woman Warrior and China Men, in a college English class, that I realized they were there all along, even though no one in my immediate family actually explained them to me.

		One day, when I was still in grade school, a piece of mail arrived addressed to “Sun Ming Wong” at my grandparents’ house. My mother and I had moved twice by that point, but wherever Grandma and Grandpa lived would always be home.

		“Who is that for?” I asked my grandmother.

		“Grandpa,” she said.

		I frowned. My grandfather’s Chinese name was Kai Fei, his American name, Eugene. The barflies that he served every day at the restaurant he managed since I was in pre-K called him Gene.

		“It’s his paper name,” Grandma continued, before dismissing me to open yet another bill that had piled up in the
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Wong Ging Teng, being duly sworn, depoese and says: That he
was born in Canton, China, some forty-iive years ago and came to the
United States in 1913, being landed at the port of vancouver as the
son of Wong Hong He, a native born american cikizen, and therefore as
an American citizem in his own right under Section 1993 of the Revised
Statutes of the United States; that as evidence of his American citizen-
ship he holds certiiicate of identity Nue 10076, issued to him by the
immigration service May 13, 1913; that he now resides at 44 west 34th
Street, New york City;

That since admission afiiant has visited in China some three
times, the first time through Boston in Rep. 10; the second time thru.
Seattle in Rep. 20, and again in Reps 25; that while in China in Hep.

10 he togk a wife, one Lew shee; that by this wiie affiant has four childrae,
as follows:

jong sun Mi born Reps 11-4-21, or May 17, 19'22)
Wong Sun Ock, born Rep. 12-8-15,

Wong Kim Yuen, born Rep 21-1-11,

Wong Kim On, born Rep. 26-2-XR 15,

That the children named now live with their mother in the
village of Tung On, China;

That it is the desire of aifiant to have his son Wong Sun
Ming jpin him in the uUnited States to claim his American citizenship
and to learn American ways, and this aiiidavit is made for his id-
entification and use in obtalm.ng transportation; that the photograph
in the upper leit corner theredf is that of airient, and the photo-
graph in the upper right corner is that of the sa:.d sony Wong Sun king
who shortly will seek admission at the Port of Seattle as the son of
affiant, a citizen, and thereiore as an american citizen in his own right
under Section 1993 of the hevised Statutes of the United States,
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