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For Jinah and Erica, and in memory of

Donald D. C. Lee and Lee Tang Yin





Epigraph

We know that when the Chinaman comes here . . . he is a stranger, a sojourner in a strange land . . . he has no common interest with us. . . . He has no British instincts or British feelings or aspirations. . . . It is not desired that they should come; that we should have a mongrel race . . .

—SIR JOHN A. MACDONALD, Prime Minister of Canada

May 4, 1885, Debates in the House of Commons
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Prologue

Drink the Waters Deeply Village,

Toisan County,

GuangDong Province,

Southern China.

November 21, 1913

To Hoi Wing, the son of my heart, if not my womb:

This fall, bandits struck at Fung-gong village and stole a woman (I do not know her name). Your third cousin, Jin-Jee, birthed a son with a split lip, but needless to say, I did not preside over that maternity.

The third harvest was poorer than the second, and the villagers of nearby Won-Goong-San are said to be peeling bark from trees. For weeks, we ate only salt-fish flakes on the blackened rice from the bottoms of our pots. Then your first blessed remittance arrived. Now we feast on tender spring chicken and succulent pigskin crackle. Your father paid some arrears on the lots he tills, and he even purchased a new stool so Little Mei-Mei can sit in school. Ten times lucky we are to be a Gold Mountain household!

How do you fare in the New World? Do the lofan ghosts measure seven feet with blood-red faces and hairy paws? Are the women all prostitutes? Wear my amulet! I purchased it from a mad soothsayer on the night of your birth when I succoured your mother through a twenty-two-hour labour. Be well-listening and well-learning with your new employers at the laundry. I know the work is hard and the hours long, but do not despair. Remember the fortune teller’s prophecy!

The night watch is banging at my door. Outlaws have been roaming, and the oil in my lamp burns low. I will write again soon. Each night, Little Mei-Mei and I light candles for you and your beautiful mother. Ayah, may the Ancestors grant that this old woman lives to see your return!

Your loving Eldest Great Auntie

P.S. And please don’t delay your next remittance. Perhaps you could post it before the new moon passes? The taste of pigskin crackle wets my mouth even now, and a single piece of Gold Mountain silver is worth twenty here. Might the amount you send be augmented?
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ST. CATHARINES, ONTARIO

OCTOBER 1913





“Chinky-Chinky Chinaman,

Wash my pants.

Put them in a boiler

And make them dance!

“Chinaman, Chinaman,

Belly full of cats.

Next time I catch you

I’ll feed you to the rats!”

The first clod of grass and mud stung the back of Hoi Wing’s neck. He fell to his knees, unbalanced by the laundry sacks hanging from the pole across his shoulders. Clutching his hat, he turned as another clump of sod exploded against his chest. A half-dozen street children leapt from the barrels outside St. Catharines’ largest dry goods emporium (“candies, sundries, gasoline, oils, and more!”), and several more emerged from behind the carriages hitched at the wooden sidewalk. Whooping and whistling, the pack charged, hurling stones and rotting vegetables. Two brandished sticks as they continued their inane chanting. A little boy waved a flag. “Kill him! Kill the Chinky Chink!”

Hoi Wing cursed and tasted blood where a stone had cut his lip. Although there were seven or eight in the gang, none of his grubby assailants looked older than ten years of age, three years younger than he was. The biggest boy, a bucktoothed hoodlum whose grimy kneecaps peeked out of his torn trousers, pulled his eyes into slits. “Ching-ching-maka-hye-ying!” he shouted.

Hoi Wing scanned the storefronts for escape. He would fight any two, three, or even four of the little rascals, but not burdened as he was. All morning, he had been collecting laundry from the uncles’ wealthiest customers in town: those who lived in the palatial homes in the environs of Montebello Park, the neighbourhood the men of China called the Golden Li.

A soggy tomato splattered against one of Hoi Wing’s sacks. Taunts rang in his ears as he fled past the saddlemaker’s. A rock bounced off the small of his back, and a spray of pebbles grazed his cheek. He stumbled, but kept afoot as the laundry swung wildly on his pole.

Anger and humiliation burned in his chest, and the children chased him past a woman pushing a pram and a gentleman in a bowler hat and greatcoat. At a tannery, Hoi Wing paused before a heavy-set man who stepped out into the cloudy autumn afternoon. His apron was splattered, and his forearms were stained brown to the wrists. He had a long, drooping moustache that flicked in consternation as he recognized some of the neighbourhood’s scamps running in the street.

“Stop! What are you ragamuffins up to?” The tanner held out his hand. Then he spotted Hoi Wing, and a knowing smirk came to his lips. He waved the little band through. “Get that Chinaman, boys!”

The pursuers leapt forward.

Hoi Wing ran.

Later that evening at the Sam Kee Luk Chinese Hand Laundry, Hoi Wing heaved an enormous sack of soiled clothes over his shoulder and staggered across the floor. He emptied the bag into a vat of boiled water and gripped a long-handled paddle. With both hands, he plunged the splintered blade into the wooden barrel, thrusting, twisting, and agitating the mass of grime-encrusted sheets and shirts.

As Hoi Wing churned the putrid mix, blood, vomit, and bits of fecal matter swirled at the surface. The pork fat he had rubbed on his hands had washed away, and the skin over his knuckles was cracking again. Cramps knotted his forearms, but he sank the paddle deeper into the scalding water. The stench rose, and the paddle slipped from his grip. His stomach roiled as he reached into the soup of excrement to retrieve it.

Gagging, Hoi Wing stumbled from the vat. At the laundry’s big window, he breathed deeply, cleaning his hands on a rag and rubbing his bloodshot eyes on his sleeve. He fingered the bandage over his chin where he had been cut during his altercation with the ragamuffin gang earlier that afternoon.

Outside, darkness had fallen, and the gaslights on St. Paul Street spit and flared in a late autumn storm. The roads were slick, and a horse-drawn wagon delivering ice clip-clopped past, its driver huddled beneath an oilcloth cape. As the rain beat against the clapboard walls of the laundry, Hoi Wing wrapped himself in a woollen blanket, shivering despite the heat of the big copper boilers.

How cold it was in this foreign land! Hoi Wing stared out the window into the slanting rain. Could it only be October? A week had passed since he had arrived in the town of St. Catharines (called Seng-cah-doun by the men of China), and no matter how many garments he pulled over his body, he was never warm.

He remembered the day his father (whom the villagers derided as Ying the Scholar) had told him he would soon be leaving their home in southern China to sojourn in the Gold Mountain.

“I am sending you overseas to work in a washing establishment.” Ying the Scholar’s eyes had been solemn behind their thick glasses. “Your employers will be two countrymen of ours. The men are brothers. I have not met them, but we have exchanged letters, and they are known to be honest and hard-working. When you arrive, you will address them respectfully as you would any stranger in the village square. You will call them Elder Uncle and Second Uncle.”

Hoi Wing’s stomach twisted with apprehension. “But I won’t know anyone there!”

“You must work and send money from the West. Our second harvest was poor, and the drought continues. Bandits ravage the countryside. War looms on the horizon. Your little sister Mei-Mei and Eldest Great Auntie will be counting the days to the remittance you send each month.”

“Will I go to school there?”

His father glanced away. “The work will be hard and the hours long. Your new employers will demand much of you. Education will have to wait.”

“But for how long?” Hoi Wing asked, but as was often the case, Ying the Scholar only shrugged his shoulders.

Despite his misgivings, Hoi Wing felt a small spark of excitement at the idea of journeying to the New World. In his home village of Drink the Waters Deeply—nestled in the rolling hillsides of Toisan County in GuangDong Province—Hoi Wing had liked nothing better than to eavesdrop amongst the Gold Mountain veterans whenever they gathered around the town’s famous fountain.

In the cool of late summer evenings, he would sit cross-legged on the ground as the men smoked and reminisced. Many of the older adventurers had passed long sojourns in the mysterious West, working to send remittances home each month, returning to the village every four or five years to father a son or daughter before departing after a single year of repose.

Studying their grizzled faces—some scarred, some battered, but all touched in some manner—Hoi Wing was mesmerized by their tales of the high mountain chasms they had scaled, buried to their chests in icy snow (a frozen white rain, so cold it burned!), often roped together in a quest for gold and adventure. Others boasted they had laid an iron road across an endless stretch of forest (trees so tall, they scraped the sky!), or bored tunnels so long they had not seen the sun for weeks (I held the dynamite in my fingertips until the fuse was no more than a half inch long!).

Some lowered their voices—and here Hoi Wing strained his ears—to narrate lascivious encounters on island paradises with foreign women, warm of heart and limb, and epic nights followed by golden dawns over azure seas.

Sometimes Hoi Wing scoffed at the dire tales of ferocious Gold Mountain winters. Winds so cold as to steal one’s fingertips? Frozen birds falling out of the sky? He had been audacious enough to even sneer (to himself, of course, when no one was looking) at the accounts of Old Kwok, a man so tough, he was rumoured to have hammered railroad spikes with his fists and chiselled mountain tunnels with his teeth.

What was the truth about the foreign lands? Who could tell him? Certainly not his father, Ying the Scholar, who was so ridiculed in Drink the Waters Deeply that the story of how he had travelled as a swollen-headed young man to the provincial capital to write the Imperial Examinations—only to return ignominiously empty-handed—was a joke told so often, its punchline had become superfluous in the Four Counties.

Now, in the laundry, Hoi Wing’s thoughts of home were interrupted by the rumbling of his stomach. It was already past six. When would they be having dinner? Whatever his father’s faults, the man had been absolutely right about the challenges of a Gold Mountain Chinese hand laundry. The work duties consumed every waking minute of every day; the men barely took the time to eat.

On top of that, Hoi Wing had not yet found the courage to speak with Second Uncle about attending school or lessons. Nor had he even met the senior partner of the enterprise. That was Elder Uncle, the older brother, who was away in the big city of Toronto, meeting with other Chinese laundrymen and members of their clan association.

But how would Hoi Wing go to school without first learning the lofan tongue, which sounded to his ears like the barking of dogs or squealing of pigs? He knew nothing of the lofan people or their customs, and like most Gold Mountain sojourners, he would likely spend the next five years in back-breaking toil. By that time, his window of opportunity for education would have closed.

In Drink the Waters Deeply, the children had teased Hoi Wing mercilessly since his first lonely days in Teacher Lee’s schoolroom, and despite everything Eldest Great Auntie had said—the elderly woman, who was also the county’s pre-eminent midwife, believed he had been born under a lucky moon—he feared he would never escape the legacy of his father’s great failure. Would it be his fate to grow up an illiterate and ignorant laundryman, with no more than a seventh grade education from his own country?

In bitterness, Hoi Wing remembered the dead-naughty lofan boys who had chased him through the streets that afternoon. Was this typical of the treatment he would receive here? Would he be fighting every day? He touched the bandage over his chin again. Second Uncle had applied the dressing—along with sticky orange tiger balm—upon his return from deliveries earlier that afternoon.

Hoi Wing’s stomach rumbled once more. When would it be the dinner hour? He was famished now; he had saved a half-eaten apple in his pocket from his lunch. To help pass the tedium of his work, he had devised a new game: every time he added clean water to the big vats, he allowed himself a tiny bite of apple.

Chewing the fruit, Hoi Wing went to the sorting tables. From the heap of dirty clothes collected from the Golden Li, he plucked a stained ladies’ undergarment, the colour of bone, laced and frilled. Holding it before the kerosene lamp, he rolled it in his fingers, luxuriating in its soft, velvety texture. He breathed the faint flowery scent clinging to the cotton. His thirteen-year-old imagination took flight. How was such a garment worn? He toyed with the tiny clasps, picturing the long-limbed lofan ladies he had seen on the sidewalks of town, their fair hair bouncing over their shoulders.

The laundry’s doorbell jangled. Through the curtain into the reception area, he saw an elderly woman enter, accompanied by a young girl whose head just crested the top of the oaken counter. The woman wore a mushroom-brimmed hat and a gabardine raincoat. She snapped her umbrella open and shut, staining the wooden floor. For an instant, Hoi Wing thought she was Pinched-faced Lady, one of their regulars, but this woman was older, more gaunt, and her lips were withered beneath the rouge.

The two stood in reception, eyeing the packages of laundry crammed into the cubbyholes behind the counter. The woman fitted spectacles over her nose and studied the price list tacked to the wall beside a calendar depicting the recent excavations of the giant locks of the fourth Welland Canal.

On the counter were pads of laundry tickets, spools of thread, and packages of hand-washed clothes. The little girl climbed a stool and rested her forearms on the work surface. Removing her bonnet, she revealed hair the colour of millet. Her cheeks were flushed, and she flicked the beads of Elder Uncle’s abacus click-clackety-clack up and down. Then she drew a cautious hand over one of the brown paper bundles.

“Oh Nana, it’s warm!” she said, not noticing Hoi Wing, who studied her intently through the part in the curtain.

“Child.” The woman perused the price list with displeasure. “Don’t touch anything!”

Although Hoi Wing could not read the lofan words on the sign, the Sam Kee Luk Chinese Hand Laundry—“The best and most economical”—advertised collars for two cents, cuffs for four cents, and shirts for ten cents. It guaranteed “authentic Chinese hand washing without acids, lime, or any other caustic chemicals to destroy the clothes.”

Emboldened by her grandmother’s inattention, the child traced her fingertip over Second Uncle’s smooth-flowing calligraphy painted on the paper-wrapped bundle. “Look! What’s it say?”

The woman didn’t turn. “Chicken scratch. They’re just swiggles.”

“But they’re beautiful!”

“Nonsense! They’re meaningless.”

The little girl stretched her body across the counter and peered through the curtain. Her mouth fell open when she spied Hoi Wing at the tubs, clutching his splintered paddle. “Look, Nana, it’s a boy!”

“My Lord! Come down from there.”

“But who is he? Can he talk?”

“Never you mind.” The woman wrestled the girl from the counter. “What are you thinking? Your father would be furious!”

Hoi Wing retreated behind the presser as the woman lifted a bag onto the counter.

“Charlie!” she cried out. “Is anyone home? I have washee-washee.”

“Second Uncle!” Hoi Wing called to the back of the laundry. “We have customers.”

Second Uncle emerged from the drying room, sweat glistening on his naked torso. His muscles were lean and his forearms like braided rope. The crown of his head was as smooth and lustrous as a pearl. A toothpick dangled at the corner of his mouth, and he was the only man Hoi Wing had ever seen who could smoke and clean his teeth at the same time. He towelled his face, pulled a smock over his body, then squeezed Hoi Wing’s shoulder as he went to the counter.

“Charlie!” The woman shoved her sack forward as Second Uncle appeared through the curtain. “I need this done quick-ee quick-ee. Extra starch-ee on the collars.”

Second Uncle spilled the bag onto the counter and rummaged through the clothes. “Hmm . . . ten shirt. One doll-ah.”

“Tsk! One dollar? Come now, let’s be reasonable. I can get shirts washed at Foo’s Laundry for eight cents apiece. You don’t want me to go all the way down to the Foreign Quarter, do you?”

“Mmm, sol-ly.” Second Uncle shook his head. “Foo Laundry also charge ten cent for shirt. He no washing for eight cent.”

The woman opened her purse. “Look, I’ve the money right here and I’ve come all this way in this horrid weather! Don’t you want my business? I’ll give you a deal-eight cents a shirt, and I’ll become a regular.”

Second Uncle pointed at the price list on the wall. “One shirt, ten cent. Ten shirt, one doll-ah.”

“Can’t we negotiate? You know what I’m speak-ee? I’ve got lots of friends who need a good Chinaman. I’ll send them all. Nine cents? Just this once?”

“You send friend. We wash shirt. Ten cent.”

“Charlie, you bargain like a damn gypsy! My last offer: ninety-five cents for these shirts. Today only.”

“Ayah! No eight. No nine. Ten cent!”

The woman snapped her purse and bagged her wash. “Fine. If that’s the way you want it. I’ll not be gypped by a Chinaman!” She straightened her hat and brandished her umbrella like a sword. Pulling the girl away, she left the laundry, slamming the door behind them.

Hoi Wing peered through the curtain. What had the demon lofan complained of? He had understood none of the conversation, but her haughty displeasure had been obvious. Until now, most of the customers he had met (Tall-Man, Short-Man, Short-Man-with-Moustache) had been curt but businesslike, dropping off their laundry with few words and reclaiming it days later with even fewer.

A sudden wave of dislocation washed over Hoi Wing, and he gripped the vat for support. The dizziness was akin to the nausea he had experienced on the three-week ocean passage from China. How could he ever hope to understand this savage land? Everything about it—from the bitter rain to this horrid old lady—was alien and hostile!

Yet Hoi Wing found solace in the behaviour of the young lofan girl. What a warm surprise! Her eyes, gentle and wide, had reminded him so much of his sister’s.

What was Little Mei-Mei doing back home right now? Might she be scaling the parapets of the gong-lau, the stone watchtowers that guarded the gates to the village? Or was she wading through the pond, netting tadpoles and collecting fireflies as he had taught her?

“Wait for me, Big Brother! Wait for me!” With chagrin, Hoi Wing remembered ducking from Little Mei-Mei in the foothills outside Drink the Waters Deeply. At this hour, she might even be helping Eldest Great Auntie rinse the rice or split snow peas for dinner. The aged midwife had taken to cooking and caring for them since the death of Hoi Wing’s mother in childbirth five years before.

The nostalgia and memory of his honourable dead mother brought a sudden dampness to Hoi Wing’s eyes, and he rubbed them fiercely with his smock as Second Uncle reappeared through the curtain, muttering and shaking his head.

“I guess you didn’t understand any of that discussion I had with that old demon-lofan woman.” Second Uncle grimaced. “That lady tried to convince me Grandfather Foo was charging only eight cents a shirt at his laundry in the Foreign Quarter. Our prices are low to compete with the lofan laundries here, but we Chinese must never undercut each other! Remember, these lofan will say anything to cheat us!”

Hoi Wing nodded, grateful for once that the air of the laundry was saturated with the acidic bite of lye and soaps. On the streets, he had seen delivery wagons and even motor trucks operated by the many lofan laundries in town. Although there were but two Chinese hand laundries in all of St. Catharines—theirs and the one run by Grandfather Foo, whom Hoi Wing had not yet met—a fierce competition had erupted between the long-standing lofan businesses and the Chinese interlopers. Price wars had ensued, and the Cascade Laundry, the largest and oldest of the lofan establishments, had recently taken to trumpeting the superiority of its service over that of the “dirty Chin-ee wash-ee wash-ees,” pasting handbills and adverts on walls and fences about town.

Second Uncle examined the dressing he had applied to Hoi Wing’s chin. “Don’t worry, this little cut will heal without marring your handsome face. And I’ll work on something to help you avoid those dead-naughty lofan brats.”

“Is it always like this here?” Hoi Wing asked.

The toothpick at the corner of Second Uncle’s mouth sagged. “I won’t lie to you. This land has never welcomed us. We’ve had to scrap and fight for every crumb we’ve ever earned. My older brother will return from Toronto shortly. I’m sure he’ll also have some advice on dealing with those little demons.”

“I’m not afraid of them.”

The man nodded solemnly. “I don’t doubt your courage or the size of your heart, but I think your biceps might benefit from some exercise. Commencing tomorrow, I’ll give you some instruction in gung fu to build your constitution and your ’chi. My brother is a more skilled practitioner of the fighting arts, and he will train you as well. Remember, with you adding to our number, the odds are canting in our favour. Now we are four men of China in this town.”

“What is Grandfather Foo like?”

A smile lit up Second Uncle’s usually pensive face. “He is an older gentleman of great wisdom and scholarship, with more sojourns to this foreign land than even my older brother. We call him the Tiger-mouse.”

“Tiger-mouse? Why?”

Second Uncle laughed as he returned to the drying room. “I’ll let you ask him yourself. When you meet him.”

Hoi Wing felt he could learn to like working with Second Uncle, although the man had the annoying habit of neglecting to complete the stories he started. Second Uncle had also failed to mention dinner. The boy’s stomach rumbled once more. Would it be unforgivably rude to ask when they would be sitting down to supper?

Hoi Wing wrestled the tub to a cement trough and emptied the waste water down the copper drain. Now, only four baskets of soiled clothes remained, although the sacks were still piled high on the table. Outside, the rain drummed against the window, and lightning illuminated the livery stables across the street. Hoi Wing shivered and stretched the muscles at the base of his neck. Then he drew out his half-eaten apple, sliced it with his pocket knife, and took a bite.
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In his dream, Hoi Wing tended his father’s fields. Boulders heaved in the meandering furrows, and bak-toy lay wilted beneath the sun. He clutched a watering can filled with his own urine—but all the crops were burned and brown! The mocking voices of the villagers drifted over an arid wind: “Ying the Scholar, the only farmer who would sooner compose songs than compost sod!”

As Hoi Wing watered the withered gai-lan, beautiful Fourth Youngest Auntie appeared, calling him to lunch. She had steamed haw-gow, his favourite shrimp dumplings. She slid a porcelain plate before him and a pair of ivory chopsticks. On a side dish were sprigs of fresh coriander and red peppercorn sauce. As he lifted a steaming morsel to his mouth, Fourth Auntie moistened her lips. She released the gold pins from her braid. Then she shook her hair and unfastened the buttons of her blouse. “Fourth Auntie,” he choked.

“Get out of bed, you dead-lazy worm!” A man shook Hoi Wing’s shoulder and rolled him over his pillow. “Wake up! Morning’s half-over. I promised your father I would turn a little farm boy into a laundryman!”

Hoi Wing woke with a start, his dream dissipating like smoke. His bed was made of tongue-and-groove planking, balanced on four washtubs in the laundry’s main room. Triple-folded towels composed his mattress. A man stood over him. He was half a head taller than Second Uncle, and his chest was as wide as a fully grown hog’s.

“Elder Uncle, is that you?” Hoi Wing shaded his eyes with his hand, still caught in the netherworld between dream and reality.

“Boy, get out of bed!” Elder Uncle thrust the curtain from the window. “It’s a new dawn! There are sheets to wash, shirts to starch! You think these damn lofan are going to wait for you?”

Outside, a rooster crowed, and golden light flooded the laundry, glinting over the wringers and copper boilers. Hoi Wing shivered, wanting to pull the blanket back over his head. Part of him wished to return to his dream—never had beautiful and vivacious Fourth Youngest Auntie appeared in such a manner—but another part of him was mortified by the images conjured from his subconscious.

How could he have dreamt of Fourth Auntie like that? She had tucked him into bed from his earliest days—although, since he had reached the age of thirteen, such images (even during his waking hours, he had to admit) had been insinuating themselves more and more into his consciousness.

“Boy!” Elder Uncle knelt before the pot-bellied stove. “You’d better be on your feet before I have this fire lit!”

The warning from the big man made Hoi Wing forget his dream. All thoughts of Fourth Youngest Auntie were banished as his bare feet touched the frozen floor. Performing a little dance against the cold, Hoi Wing searched beneath the bed. When his feet were safely ensconced in a pair of woollen socks, he studied the man crouching at the stove.

Elder Uncle’s back was broad, and he was impressively muscled under a thin cotton shirt, seemingly impervious to the frigid temperature of the air. His hair was like the pelt of a wild animal, and the sinews of his forearm stood out in relief as he fed kindling to the tiny flame. All the stories of Gold Mountain adventurers came to Hoi Wing’s mind: fearless, unflinching men who traversed icy crevasses, hundred-pound packs slung over their shoulders. Men who lit bonfires in the frozen wilderness with but a twig.

Hoi Wing peered closer. Despite the obvious physicality, there was an odd imbalance in the manner Elder Uncle crouched, unlike Second Uncle, who was slighter but more graceful in his movement. Still, the fraternal resemblance was obvious, although the placid features of the younger brother were warped with age and impatience on the face of the senior. Was the man always this ill-tempered, or had he just had a bad night? Hoi Wing hoped fervently this wasn’t his everyday disposition.

“Elder Uncle, I’m very pleased to meet you.” Hoi Wing gave a little bow, remembering his father’s admonition to be respectful. And Elder Great Auntie had told him it was always important to make a good first impression. “I thought you wouldn’t be returning from Toronto for another few days.”

“Disappointed that the big boss is finally here?” The man’s lip twisted unpleasantly, his attention still fixed on the flame in the stove box. “No more slacking off for you, Farmboy. Now that I’m here, you’re going to learn what laundry work is all about!”

“I’ve been working hard,” said Hoi Wing, taken aback by the accusation. “I’m no slacker.”

Elder Uncle turned and rose to his full height. His eyes were fierce, and his brow was deeply furrowed. “Oh no? It’s your job to light this stove and fill those boilers every morning. Did you forget, or are you just lazy? We’re never going to best the Cascade and the other lofan laundries if you sleep the day away!”

Hoi Wing winced at the scorn in Elder Uncle’s voice. “I was just about to get up.”

“Farmboy, you were snoring like a babe! From now on, you’d better be working when I come down from that attic or you’ll regret the day your father apprenticed you to me.”

Hoi Wing felt a surge of hot blood. “I’m—!” He swallowed his retort mid-sentence. The man standing before him seemed as wide as the cement trough, but the left sleeve of his shirt hung limp and empty. It was then Hoi Wing realized he had been angling his body so his right side was always forward-facing. “Elder Uncle, you’ve got only one arm!”

The statement caught the older man off guard. His lips moved soundlessly, and his features, so stiff and chiselled, seemed suddenly young and vulnerable. For an instant, Hoi Wing saw how handsome he had once been.

“Elder Uncle, I apologize for my words.” Hoi Wing lowered his gaze, knowing he had spoken like a child. Why had he blurted out the man’s obvious disability? It had been rude and thoughtless.

Elder Uncle threw back his head and filled the laundry with booming laughter. “Go to the head of the class, Farmboy! I am a one-armed man! At least there’s nothing wrong with your eyesight. Too bad I can’t say the same for your work ethic.”

“But I didn’t mean any insult.”

“Farmboy, I don’t give two shits about your insults! And I can do more work with one good arm than you can with your entire body. Now stop your idiotic gawking and get those damn boilers lit.”

“I wasn’t gawking!” Hoi Wing shouted back. “And stop calling me Farm—”

“I’ll call you whatever I want!” Elder Uncle shook his fist. “You’ll do what I say.”

“Ho! What’s all this shouting about?” Second Uncle appeared at the top of the basement staircase. His face was raccooned with dust, and a bucket of coal hung from each hand. “You two are going to wake the neighbourhood.”

“Second Uncle!” Hoi Wing leapt forward to take the pails from the man’s hands. “Good morning!”

“Good morning, Young Man.” Second Uncle grinned. “I see you’ve already met my big brother and our senior boss. Try not to be overly dismayed. The dragon’s bite is only half as bad as its breath.”

“He-aah!” Elder Uncle shook his head. “Why are you fetching coke from the basement? That’s Hoi Wing’s job. His father boasted that he worked the farm, but I think he sent us a lazy schoolboy with twigs for arms!”

“Take it easy on Hoi Wing, Big Brother.” Second Uncle wiped the coal dust from his face. “He’s been working hard while you’ve been in Toronto. I can attest he’s not lazy. And if you keep yelling at him, you’ll have to explain to his father why he went deaf after only two weeks in the Gold Mountain.”

“He’s a dead-lazy worm! He’s been sleeping instead of lighting those boilers!”

Second Uncle yawned. “Hoi Wing and I worked extra hours yesterday evening. Then we had a late dinner and conversation. You weren’t expected to arrive last night at all.”

“But I’m up this morning before him,” Elder Uncle growled. “He’d better shape up if he’s going to make it as a laundryman. Keep coddling him, and the lofan will chew him up and spit him out into the street!”

“I’ll make it just fine,” Hoi Wing spoke out, not wanting to shelter behind Second Uncle’s words.

Second Uncle ran his hand over the crown of his head. “Big Brother, you’re starting to sound like an old woman again. Why don’t you stop your nagging and go make some breakfast for us all? Our new apprentice and I will take care of the boilers.”

The older man opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. Still glaring at the other two, he disappeared into the little kitchen.

Hoi Wing let out his breath as he emptied the buckets of coal into a wooden crate. His hands were trembling, and his face was flushed. The air in the laundry seemed ten degrees hotter. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout, but Elder Uncle was wrong. I’ve been working hard since I got here.”

Second Uncle flicked his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. He leaned against the wall where packages of unclaimed laundry were crammed into shelves. Some of the abandoned garments had been held for their owners for years.

“Young Man, I don’t blame you for shouting. Your father said you loved your studies, but I can tell you are more than a mere schoolboy. My big brother intimidates far bigger and older men than you. Every day here the lofan try to beat us down with their lies and insults and even their fists. They hate and curse us and do all they can to chase us back to our homeland. If you had been cowed by my brother’s onslaught, or broken into tears, I would not have bet five cents on your survival in this hard land. But you stood up to him and spoke out for yourself. You have passed your first test.”

Passed a test? Would every day be like this from now on? Hoi Wing breathed deeply, still feeling the tension in his neck and shoulders. He had always been hot-tempered. When he was a child, his honourable mother had chided him constantly, shaking her head whenever he returned from school with bruised knuckles and skinned knees. “The son of Ying the Scholar leads with his pen, not his fists!” she’d say, and she didn’t care that he was fighting for her.

But Eldest Great Auntie could scarcely suppress a smile. She always hated how the villagers disdained her nephew, Ying, and she deemed it ten times unfair when schoolyard bullies meted out the same treatment to her grandnephew. “Don’t ever forget”—she had shaken her arthritic finger—“Hoi Wing’s fiery temperament is due to the intensity of his yang energy. After all, he was born in dragon mist, under the largest, reddest blood moon I have ever seen!”

In the laundry, Hoi Wing went to the hand pump and filled a pair of five-gallon buckets with water. Then he lifted the buckets and lurched past the tubs, clothes racks, wringers, and ironing boards. Back and forth he went, filling and emptying, filling and emptying, until the copper boilers were full to the brim.

Second Uncle watched from his seat at the dining table. “You have backbone. With the gung fu I’m going to teach you, you will grow stronger, but one has to be born with a spine. You’ll find my older brother is the type of boss who blows off steam without meaning his threats.”

Hoi Wing stared at the kitchen where Elder Uncle had gone. From within came a clash of pans and the sudden swish-swish-swish sharpening of a cleaver. In the aftermath of his outburst, Hoi Wing wondered again whether Ying the Scholar had committed yet another calamitous error by hiring him out to these two men.

“I was viewing our basement while fetching coal,” Second Uncle continued. “It’ll need some sweeping, but if you move the workbench aside, there’d be plenty of room for you to create your own quarters. It’d be far more comfortable than sleeping up here. You can set up a bed, desk, and chair. There’s an old chest of drawers. We’ll seal the door to the coal bin. There are even a few windows for fresh air.”

“I would like that.” Hoi Wing stretched the muscles of his shoulders. The two brothers slept in an attic space accessed by a narrow ladder. As far as he was concerned, the farther away he was from them, the better.

Second Uncle pounded the boy’s back. “That’s the spirit! Now let’s go through this exercise routine together. It’s getting chillier every morning. The Gold Mountain winter will soon be upon us, but the cold can be good for your constitution.”

For the next twenty minutes, the two practised gung fu. Second Uncle led Hoi Wing through an increasingly demanding series of stances and movements, instructing him on his positioning, breathing, and the centring of his ’chi within the core of his abdomen.

For his part, Hoi Wing soon forgot the morning’s conflict. Instead, he concentrated on his horse stance, steadying the muscles of his thighs as he lowered his buttocks toward the floor, all the while keeping his back straight and imagining he was riding one of the giant stallions he had seen pulling wagons from the fruit farms outside the city. Slowly, he extended his palm from his waist, imagining he was thrusting against the great locks the lofan engineers were building at the canal that wove through the city.

“Ayah, what are you doing with Hoi Wing now?” Elder Brother entered from the kitchen bearing a wide tray on the crook of his one arm, balancing a teapot, cups, a plate of fried eggs, bowls of soda crackers soaked in evaporated milk, and jook, a fragrant rice gruel simmered with dark turkey meat. “I told you the boy had to light those boilers!”

“Relax, Big Brother,” answered Second Uncle. “We’re just practising gung fu to toughen up Hoi Wing for the day’s labours. We can’t all be natural-born musclemen like you.”

Elder Uncle laid the tray on the alterations table. “Little Brother, can you forget our new assistant for half a minute and spare a few thoughts for the lifeblood of our business? Our wives and children back home will thank you for it. Did you notice our coal stock while you were down in the basement?”

Breathing deeply, Second Uncle towelled his face and slid into a chair at the table. He poured three cups of tea. “We’ll need another delivery soon. Grandfather Foo says the demon coal companies charge the lofan laundries only two-thirds what they charge us. He says our laundrymen’s associations must band together to demand better prices from the lofan collieries.”

Elder Uncle thumped the table with his one fist. “Does Tiger-mouse imagine he’s Sun Yat-sen himself? He can talk about Chinese unity until his tongue falls out of his mouth, but the damn lofan will still try to cheat us out of our profits!”

“President Sun Yat-sen says diplomacy and democracy are the keys to our nation’s success!” The toothpick at Second Uncle’s lips fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings. “United we stand! Only then will we cast the foreign invaders from our land.”

Still exercising, Hoi Wing eavesdropped as the uncles debated the attributes of Sun Yat-sen, the leader of the revolution and the new Chinese republic. Back home, such discussions had been never ceasing, but he had not thought the Gold Mountaineers would be so intensely attuned to the internecine struggles roiling their native land at this very moment.

“Do you think General Yuan Shikai can replace Dr. Sun Yat-sen as the new president?” Hoi Wing spoke suddenly.

“Young Man, we are starved for news of back home!” Second Uncle said excitedly. “Are you knowledgeable about current events? Your father wrote that you had an analytical mind.”

In spite of himself, Hoi Wing felt a flush of pleasure that Ying the Scholar had described him in that way. In the village, no one denied his father’s intelligence, but the derision as to how he had squandered his great gift was deafening.

“The revolution is already endangered.” Hoi Wing parroted statements he had heard his father make. “Yuan Shikai will never inspire our people as Dr. Sun Yat-sen has inspired them. He is more thug than diplomat. Can we trust him to subdue the warlords, placate the dissident factions, and expel the Western invaders?”

“My thoughts exactly.” Second Uncle nodded. Even Elder Uncle murmured his assent before spooning another mouthful of rice gruel to his lips.

Hoi Wing rose from his horse stance. His gung fu complete, he went to the boilers and tore strips of newsprint from a stack of old newspapers in a wicker basket. The paper sheets had a dual purpose: the men used them to prime their fires, but also whenever they attended the wooden privy in the laundry’s backyard.

At the boilers, Hoi Wing lit the kindling. Then he examined the leftover newsprint in his hand. It was a faded broadsheet with a proud masthead in the handsome but incomprehensible lofan script he remembered seeing in his father’s books back home. Ying the Scholar had taught him that the entire lofan tongue could be learned through the acquisition of only twenty-six characters, but how was that possible? In Hoi Wing’s homeland, any schoolboy graduating from junior school could read close to five thousand ideograms.

“Do you read lofan?” asked Second Uncle, who watched Hoi Wing study the newspaper.

“No, but I intend to learn,” he answered.

“Learn?” Elder Uncle snickered. “You won’t have time for that nonsense. I hired you to wash sheets, not read ABCs.”

“I’ll find a way to do both!” Hoi Wing glared at Elder Uncle.

“Farmboy, in case you haven’t noticed, we have a schedule here. Monday wash, Tuesday dry, Wednesday iron, Thursday pick up and deliver, Friday and Saturday—repeat the previous. If lighting those boilers is any indication of how fast you work, you’ll be hard pressed to wipe your ass with that newspaper, let alone read it!”

Hoi Wing felt his blood heat up again. “I will learn to read, and I will go to school!”

Second Uncle waved his hand. “You’re arguing for no reason. There’s simply no school for you to attend here. Now come have some breakfast.”

“I’m not done with my exercises!” Hoi Wing retreated to the window, biting back his anger. Deep down, he knew Elder Uncle’s comments were as true as they were infuriating. His father had contracted him to wash clothes, not attend school. For the next five or so years his duty was to work and send money home each month.

How could he even think of shirking his duty? Ying the Scholar’s word had bound him to the laundry. And Second Uncle was probably right. There was not a single Chinese student enrolled in a St. Catharines school.

“I thought of something in Toronto,” Elder Uncle said excitedly. “We’ve been washing these lofan’s sheets and scrubbing their stained undershorts for years now, but we’ll never get rich that way. We’ve got to think big! Expand our services to the hotels, hospitals, and spas!”

“But the hotels and spas deal with the Cascade and the lofan laundries,” said Second Uncle. “How will we convince them to hire us?”

“We’ll beat them at their own tactics. We’ll undercut their prices, shorten our turnaround times, provide same-day pickup and delivery! Maybe we could even launder for ships’ crews as they pass through the locks in the canals. If we poach just one major client, we’ll break the Cascade’s monopoly and have those lofan laundries shaking in their boots!”

“How will we accomplish that? And if we did, could we even handle that volume of work?”

“Little Brother!” Elder Uncle waved his one arm. “We’re no strangers to hard labour. And we brought in our new apprentice, didn’t we? He’s got two good arms and claims he works twice as fast as I do! In between washdays, he’ll finish middle school and graduate from university! Isn’t that right, Farmboy?”

Hoi Wing gritted his teeth and stared at the window as Elder Uncle’s raucous laughter erupted again. Outside, the storefronts were lit by the dawn, and horse-drawn wagons delivered milk and bread. A boy slumped past, dressed in baggy pants and long argyle socks. His back was bent beneath a sack of rolled newspapers.

Second Uncle nodded. “Big Brother, it seems you did more in Toronto than just play mah-jong and fan-tan. If we picked up some big hospital clients, we could work longer. Sleep less—five, maybe six hours a night? And we have Hoi Wing now. I told you, he’s a hard worker. Look, his horse stance is already much improved. Even his voice sounds deeper. The Gold Mountain air is making a man out of him.”

“Little Brother, air doesn’t make a man.” Elder Uncle ladled more jook into his bowl. “Work does.”

But Hoi Wing wasn’t interested in Elder Uncle’s grandiose plans. As a hired hand, he had no share in the laundry’s profits. And he had his own worries. How could his father have condemned him to such a wretched situation! Was there any hope he might find a way to learn lofan and attend school?

In the afternoon, Hoi Wing was assigned pickup and delivery duty again. Today, Second Uncle gave him a map he had drawn, detailing some of the St. Catharines streets, the city’s winding canal and topography.

Despite the map, Hoi Wing soon became lost on the meandering roads, and he stumbled laboriously about, the sacks of laundry swinging on the pole across his shoulders. Unable to ask directions, he wandered, seeking the homes where he was to exchange packages of clean clothes for sacks of unwashed garments.

On the dirt roads, he passed many lofan townspeople—white men, women, and children—most of whom looked through him as though he were invisible. For his part, Hoi Wing tried not to stare, but it was difficult to mind his manners. How odd were the lofan’s pale, washed-out faces and their strange, glasslike eyes! Many of the men had bristling beards and broad, pink-veined noses.

There was one peculiar fellow Hoi Wing spotted in an alleyway. He was a large, unkempt man who was thrusting a hooked pole into a heap of trash. Dressed in bedraggled clothes, he had a raggedy beard and a greasy sack hung over his shoulder. As Hoi Wing stared, the man sang out in a funereal voice, Rag and bone! Rag and bone! Raagg-gaan-boone!

Later in the day, Hoi Wing somehow managed to complete his circuit of deliveries. Weary, he paused near St. Catharines’ downtown. As he stood on the wooden walkway, a horse-drawn dray, loaded with tin canisters of milk, merged into a chaos of human, animal, and vehicular traffic. Horses
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