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For my parents, Mike and Ellen




Tell us what it is to be a woman so that we may know what it is to be a man. What moves at the margin. What it is to have no home in this place. To be set adrift from the one you knew. What it is to live at the edge of towns that cannot bear your company.

 

—TONI MORRISON  
Nobel lecture, December 7, 1993






PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS 



Richard Fong (aka Fong Man Gum), manager of the Lucky  
Fortune Gambling Hall  
Ming Wai, Richard’s wife, one of three boat-women  
Poppy See (aka Po Pei), brothel madam, seer  
Chloe Virginia Howell, a prostitute in Madam See’s brothel,  
Richard Fong’s lover  
Howar Lee, preacher  
Corlissa Lee, wife of preacher Howar Lee  
Sofia Lee, their only daughter, friend of Chloe’s  
So Wai, boat-woman  
Sai Fung, boat-woman

 

MINOR CHARACTERS

 

Alfred, Chloe’s former lover  
Barrett, Chloe’s former admirer  
Lee Bing, founder of Locke  
Tuffy Leamon, speakeasy owner  
Uncle Happy, farm laborer  
Cholly Wong, ill-fated rescuer of boat-women  
Manny Chow, gambler  
Mrs. Chow, bootlegger, wife of Manny Chow  
Lau Sing Yan, Richard Fong’s childhood friend and rival  
Sarah, Poppy See’s fellow dancer, adulteress  
The butcher, Sarah’s lover, murderer  
Ruby Moore, New York jazz singer  
David Howell, Chloe’s brother  
Jack Yang, restaurant owner  
Lucy Yang, Jack Yang’s wife




PROLOGUE

The Founding (1915)
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HER MIND WAS taken with the thought of pussy willows. She saw them in the market, long cut stems emerging from a bucket of water, ten cents a bunch. Each fistful tied with string. Her eyes lingered over them as she stood in line with a can of condensed milk. She weighed the can in her hand as she thought about the willows—which vase she might use, which corner or tabletop they might decorate. She lived in a small apartment—kitchen crowding into dining area crowding into sitting space crowding into a room for a bed. That was all. The way the light fell, through thick glass windows onto tea-colored walls, would turn the brown branches gold.

She thought of them as she lit the oil stove. The newspaper that covered the wall behind the stove was ready to be replaced. Yellowed already, torn, grease-splattered to a high sheen—it had done its job. Her mind brushed over the task for a moment, then forgot it when she thought of the blooms that could be added to the vase. The motions of lunch making were gone through—measuring, adding, flavoring, stirring—as she lost herself in the idea of color. Lime-colored leaves, petals  from heart-red to eggshell-blue. The little wood platform the stove rested on rocked as she moved her chopsticks. The wedge of wood scrap supporting the too-short leg had slipped out again. She leaned to nudge it back into place.

The sizzle of cooking oil obscured the sound of sparks lifting and catching. She stood up and slid her chopsticks along the thick black pan and the sweep of her hand was met by the sudden sweep of flames up the wall, up the old newspaper. She shrieked and grabbed for a bowl of water. Her frantic turn knocked over the stove. She tossed water on the fire; it sputtered and grew. She tried again and again. The fire spread across the wall, licked at the ceiling.

 

 

 

IN THE STREET, she huddled close to her neighbors and cried as they watched the fire spread from building to building. Although the river was only a few hundred yards away, the task of bringing water to fire was beaten by the strong north wind. The fireboats struggled. The people relied on yelling—shouting from Japantown into Chinatown for everyone to flee. Both would char and crumple.

The fire grew so fast that no one except the woman who day-dreamed of flowers was sure of its origin. The Chinese would say it began with the Japanese; the Japanese would claim the opposite. And both would live for days with the stench of toppled wood and of the burnt flesh of men too opium-addled to escape.
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 STRANGE HAPPENINGS, CHLOE knows, can take place in a town built on tragedy. After the Chinatown fire in Walnut Grove, the Chung Shan Chinese moved over to the Locke family property to start over. The first building had been a store. A boardinghouse and gambling hall followed until a community had arisen and clustered around the three buildings. The town was called Lockeport, then, eventually, as tongues grew lazy and letters were lost: Locke.

Thirteen years after the original fire, Chloe feels made and unmade by the air in the two-road town. She has been turned into something new from sleeping alongside the other girls in the attic of Madam See’s brothel to the sound of bats fluttering in the eaves-spaces. She is of an untouchable caste, even as she lies now in the red room with Richard Fong’s head resting on her chest. Tule fog presses against the windows and obscures the faint dawn light. It is summer, but the room is cold and gray, the lamp wick extinguished for hours already. The dark borders of the room, lingering like shadow people, push in around the bed. In the dimness, Chloe sees  only Richard, jawbone and lips to make you cry and eyes dark as Valentino’s; the mellowed pink tint of the sheets; and the cold hurricane lamp on the nightstand. Richard asks her to say his name.

She responds, Richard.

No. Fong Man Gum.

Chloe’s voice flattens out the curves, Fong Man Gum.

Once more.

Fong Man Gum.

He grows hard inside her.

Fong Man Gum.

He breathes in her ear; his breath staggers and falters.

Fong Man Gum.

His sighs collapse in jags into the curve of her neck.

Chloe lifts her hands and drags her fingers through his hair, pulls lightly; she wants him to hush, even as she utters his name a final time.

Fong Man Gum.

 

 

 

IT IS JUNE 22, 1928, and the morning of the Dragon Boat Festival. Back pressed to the wall, Poppy See can feel the vibrations of Richard’s footsteps move down the hall. She smokes as she listens. She would like to sleep, but a premonition has awoken her: bodies with seaweed-strewn faces under water, glistening and pale, with bloated fingers and Delta crawdads scuttling though the water-heavy locks of their hair. She hoped  it had been a dream, or even a memory—in her youth, shamed women had been pulled from the river with some regularity—but when she rose and turned on the light, she discovered that the bowl of dry rice at her small altar had been disturbed and the incense sticks lay broken.

Flooded with light, the room looked otherwise normal, but she couldn’t stop the bird in her chest, so she went to the wall to wait for him. For four years she had opened her eyes to Richard’s face and had inhaled his rank night breath in order to know that the horrors of sleep could dissipate with him sleeping beside her. Before she heard his footsteps, she heard the groan and ease of springs as he left Chloe’s bed.

Through her thin nightdress and the ridges of the wall, she feels his feet crack past her room. Fingers smash cigarette into gold dish. She leaps to open the door. His figure—jacket uncreased and tight across his back, the drape of his pants over the curve of his heel—retreats down the hall. Disappointment draws her heart into a beating-wing frenzy, but the next sight stills her. Behind Richard follows a woman in an old-style dress—snapped-closed collar, sleeves falling wide like bells, and, beneath the embroidered hem of her dress, tiny bound feet. Against the harsh outlines of Richard’s suit, the woman is so delicate she follows like an echo to a sound. Richard descends the stairs, but the woman pauses and turns to look at Poppy. Poppy freezes. Hand to the doorknob, legs in indecision as she weighs this against her visions. Through the  woman’s soft girlish face, Poppy continues to watch Richard’s fleeing figure.

 

 

 

THE CHILDREN WILL collect at the southern end of Main Street, near the slough and railroad tracks. The domestic quiet of Second Street slinks into the chaos of Main. Under the sycamores and willows, cars line the one-lane road. The stores will have lifted their blinds and opened their doors to the raised wooden sidewalks that fall in and out of light beneath the balconies.

It is nine and the fog is gone. Corlissa climbs the stairs to rouse her daughter Sofia for the parade. She knocks on the door. When there is no response, she hesitates to enter. She feels the headiness that often had come to her when she looked down from the window of their apartment in the city. The spin when each stone of the alley looked impossibly close, then dizzily far. All the dares that arise in a playing mind: to leap in front of a streetcar, to walk into the ocean with a pocket full of stones, to step out the window—initially came to her when she held her baby daughter. After Sofia learned to walk, the thoughts came on their own, and Corlissa learned to hold her breath when crossing the street, to count out the seconds until the cars passed.

She glances down the hall toward her own bedroom door, ajar, room empty. Perhaps if Sofia had been a son the thoughts wouldn’t have come. Fifteen years later, they arrive even more  often, now that Sofia’s body presses against her clothes and threatens to burst out with hips and breasts and blood and milk. The lack of traffic and tall buildings in Locke doesn’t stop Corlissa’s urges, and the confusion that swirls around her—the only whitewoman in town not a prostitute—brings the flush of danger rising higher. Red-haired and freckled, she feels conspicuous, like a rag doll left in the street. Each corner she turns in her seven-months-new town offers another solution. She’s found an oak tree with branches that will hold a body; the gas released from an unlit oven is intoxicating; and, of course, the river is only a few hundred feet away.

She knocks again. No answer from Sofia’s room. She nudges the door open.

Sofia disappears for hours each day and gives vague replies when asked where she’s been. Summer allows for roaming, but the waves descend on Corlissa when Sofia comes home, noncommittal in her answers, and smelling odd-musky. Corlissa has not made enough friends in town for it to be whispered to her what her daughter is up to. She is unsettled enough to feel chilled at night when she thinks of this creature, her daughter, from her own body, who sleeps down the hall, in the dark mystery of her room.

Behind Sofia’s door, discarded socks lie on the floor, a magazine splays under the bed, and fragrance lingers in the air amid the haze of morning light that washes the room. The cover is pulled over the bed, but still rumpled. The blue and green flowers printed across it wink like flirting eyes. A  basket of gimcrackery sits on the nightstand—metal snappers, ceramic sheep, a high-bouncing ball. Sofia is still such a girl. All the trimmings of girlhood mark the room, but there is no girl here.

 

 

 

EVEN WITHOUT ATTENDING, Chloe knows how the festivities will go: the children will carry banners and flags and dragon puppets made of felt and paper stuck together with paste. The painted ten-year-old girls in majorette costumes—cheeks rosy, lips red, faces powdered—will lead off with high kicks and twirls and faces upturned toward thrown batons. And the older boys in dragon masks will line the route, baring white paper teeth.

The merchants will stand in the doorways of their businesses, pulled by the merrymaking, but still reluctant to count out the till and close the shop. People from Walnut Grove, Courtland, Ryde, Isleton, will arrive in straw boater hats, vests, picnic-day dresses, to see the exotic spectacle played out in their own homeland.

Cable-armed farm laborers culled in from the fields and orchards, fingers crooked from pruning shears and wrists aching from asparagus pulling, will bring up the rear, carrying boats. They will march toward the water by following the flash of little girls’ ankle socks glimpsed from under the shadow-hollow of the upside-down boat held above their heads.

Then the plash of wood hitting water. The thunder of heels  hitting wood. The ung! of men rowing wood oars through water to a steady drumbeat.

 

 

 

A RATTLE OF pebbles across the window startles Chloe. Sofia waits below, dressed like a sailor girl. She glances over a shoulder draped in a big blue collar, then beckons Chloe down.

Downstairs, Chloe eases past Madam See’s closed office door and onto the stoop.

Let’s go, Sofia says. I can’t stand those kids. Her little freckled nose edges up into a snarl. She has told Chloe about the girls, so friendly to each other, who shift at her approach, reconfiguring themselves until Sofia sees only touching shoulders and the napes of smooth necks. Not even a look. Months ago, Sofia said, she’d thought it was San Francisco all over again, where she was dragged from white school to white school until she found herself at school in Chinatown, among children who thought half white was a half too much. But in Locke, there was no taunting. It all happened in whispers and, then, in silence.

I’m not supposed to be gone, Chloe says.

C’mon, Chloe, the whole town is closing down. Let’s go to the river.

Chloe sighs, What about the parade?

I don’t care. Mama isn’t going anyhow.

They peer around the corner at the growing crowd, then run along the railroad tracks to the slough that curves behind the town. They skid-skad their heels down the bank, through soft mud and  strands of creeping wild rye. Chloe and Sofia climb onto a low branch that overhangs the dirt and water. Two girls, one blond and one brown-haired, perch on a branch with legs dangling.

You got smokes? Sofia asks.

Chloe loosens a pouch of Prince Albert tobacco and rolling papers from her garter and hands them to Sofia.

I’ve been thinking about what your mother said last week.

Sofia licks the paper flap and picks a fleck of tobacco off her tongue. Matches?

Chloe takes matches from her left garter.

Sofia says, I don’t know how you stand being so far away from things. I’m out of my mind here.

I thought you didn’t like the city.

Sometimes I do.

What’s it like being saved? Chloe asks.

I don’t remember; I was little.

I want to be.

Jesus Christ, Sofia says. She blows out a long streamer of smoke, affecting glamour.

I don’t want to live here all my life either. What’s it like?

It’s like taking a bath.

Chloe takes off her shoes and hooks them on a branch, unfastens her garters, and unrolls her stockings, leaving them hanging. She hops down, calf-deep in brown-green water.

Show me what it’s like. She bends and trails her fingers in the water; water rolls by, cool.

Stop, Chloe.

Chloe looks up at Sofia and swats her ankle. Sofia, Big-City Sofia, show me what it’s like.

Sofia flings her cigarette into the river. She pulls off her shoes and drops in next to Chloe. She faces Chloe. The light plays through the leaves and flutters across her face.

Get down.

Chloe kneels.

Chloe Virginia Howell, do you reject Satan and all his empty promises? Then Sofia whispers, You say, I do.

I do.

Do you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior?

I do.

Sofia moves to Chloe’s side, her right hand behind Chloe’s head, her left on Chloe’s breastbone, and slowly pushes Chloe backward.

You’re going under now, she whispers.

The water slides over Chloe’s face and she holds her eyes open for as long as she can. Sofia hovers above her, figure distorted by water. Trust seeps from Chloe’s pliant body to Sofia, and Sofia begins to shake, pushes harder.

She’s losing her breath. Chloe grabs for Sofia and Sofia pulls her up from the ice, back into the warm day. Chloe’s eyes tear from the sting of cold and silt.

That which is born of the flesh is flesh; you must be born again, Sofia whispers. You’re saved.

Chloe breathes hard. She climbs onto the branch and looks at Sofia while she twists water from her dress.

Were you scared?

No. There is a long pause as Chloe keeps her eyes on Sofia.

The first revelers begin to line the bank.

We should go, Chloe says.

No, Sofia says. Stay here.
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 WHEN POPPY APPROACHES Richard on the riverbank, the anxieties of the morning return. Large black hat pulled low across her right eye, she glides up next to him. Heat rises from her heart to her neck and floods up from chin to cheeks. Scents spin off his body, so strong they are almost visible to her—the slick, wax smell of Brylcreem in his hair; the sweat coming through his suit; body scent, unrelieved by soap and cologne, that lingers behind his ears and in the lines of his throat.

She greets him with a tentative smile.

He turns his head in his slow and easy way and says hello as if she’s merely a cat rubbing persistently against his legs.

I didn’t see you this morning.

I was by.

You should have stopped in on your way out. She says it lightly.

I had to get back to the Lucky Fortune.

Poppy presses her lips together and nods. The sun passes through the trees. Everything grows hotter. Prickles of heat  rise up Poppy’s back, underneath the cool feel of her silk dress. She places a hand on Richard’s arm to steady herself.

Are you all right?

She nods and closes her eyes. The feeling settles and she sorts it out in the pause: a home in China with brick floors and round doorways. Richard’s gaze met by the eyes of a body afloat. She hears his name spoken from the mouth of a teenage girl.

Richard fans Poppy with his hat: Summer comes with a vengeance; let’s go in the shade.

Under the shade of an oak, Richard says, I’ll be going home soon. Maybe Chloe mentioned it?

Poppy says nothing.

To see my wife.

Poppy’s head throbs. She watches the unsteady boats bobbing toward some semblance of a starting line, trying to ease their bows straight and even. She asks, Will you come back?

I don’t think so.

Richard turns from her to watch the river. A man stands in tentative balance in one boat. He rolls up his shirtsleeves, tosses a toothpick in the water, and shouts something that makes his oarsmen laugh. The conversations around them flatten out as people turn toward the river in anticipation of the starter’s gun. A girl tosses rice into the water to satiate the fish. It’s a talisman against the myth: the dragon boats reenact the lifeboats sent to find the drowned hero-poet, whose body was fed upon by fish. The oarsmen toss paper money into the water now to appease  any lurking spirits. The drummers bend around, stretch their torsos, and stuff the dragons’ mouths full of money. On shore, fireworks explode to scare water spirits who might lie in wait.

The popping of the firecrackers intensifies the ache in Poppy’s head. She presses her fingers to her forehead and tries to rub out the pain.

You might.

What? Richard looks at her again. She blushes, ashamed at the relief imparted by his gaze.

You might come back.

He turns back to the river as if disappointed by her banality. He says, I’ll leave money for Chloe.

Chloe can take care of herself.

At a gunshot, the boats are off. The spectators shout with delight as the oars push through water, fight currents. Each boat represents a Delta product. There are the asparagus men, the pear pickers, the tomato laborers. The pear pickers inch in front of the asparagus men, but then, biceps strong from digging, the asparagus men pull ahead. The tomato boat drifts behind. The money offering flutters loose from the dragon’s mouth and melts into the water. The shouting on shore grows to a roar. Suddenly, despite the cheers, all rowing stops and paddles skim the surface of the water. Black clouds roll over the sun and shade the hot June day. All boats are lost, unsure whether to proceed. The river—animals and people and water—falls silent. Poppy, hot and sure she’s in the throes of another vision, this one so strong the whole town engages, faints.

WHEN THE SKY goes dark, Sofia says, It’s going to rain? She steps out from under the tree and holds out her palm. It’s going to rain?

Chloe does not answer. She watches spinning boats and revelers with heads angled in curiosity and, beyond them, a mist that creeps over the silty water. It bathes the slough in the color of dawn. As the wave of clouds tides in from the range to the west, a bank of fog creeps down the river from the north. It swallows the light and land in its path.

I said it’s going to rain, Sofia repeats.

Chloe’s eyes are drawn to the black, black center of the fog, at some pulsating thing trying to birth its way through.

Sofia, Chloe says, look at the river.

 

 

 

THE FOG DRIFTS quickly through the still air, carried on an unfelt breeze. The fog obscures the finish line and the rowers have stopped. Their oars skim the water, a smack smack as they bounce over small ripples and slap the surface again. The fog’s dark center laces their blood with reluctance. They try to turn the boats away. But the drummers, their backs to the fog, keep pounding out their rowing rhythms, palms against taut-hide barrel drums. They beat with insistence and wonder, each one dumbfounded at the oarsmen’s apathy.

Those on the banks, whose attentions have shifted from  the boats to the fog, bring their hands to their mouths and noses. It is a gesture of horror propelled by the stink.

The smell is a prelude. For Richard, it hearkens back to a hot August day fifteen years past: his father’s body laid out in the parlor, puddles of melted ice beneath him. Mourners dressed in white, all windows open, but even the crossbreeze couldn’t undercut the humidity. When the funeralgoers passed by the body with handkerchiefs held up to their noses, Richard shifted, embarrassed.

For some, the fog steam smells like salmon dead from the effort of spawning, and rotting in the November sun on the banks of a river. For others, it is salt-encrusted heels flecked with sand after a day at the beach. And to some, it is afterbirth boiled into a broth for new mothers.

Stillness descends. The dragon boats, caught in a spiraling current, spin in lazy circles. Mothers hunch down beside their children and whisper nonsensical assurances in their ears; men shift their legs in preparation to either fight or flee.

The dark center breaks through the heaving belly of fog. What spills forth, in a shimmer, is a tattered boat.

Eighty-four-year-old Cholly Wong finds himself twenty-one again, in October 1865, on the day he helped pull bodies from the water. The Yosemite, a steamer, had just left its dock on the riverside when the boiler exploded. The sky filled with people, wood, and metal. Those in the China hold, the section next to the boiler, bore the brunt of the explosion. The pieces of their bodies were sent first to the river’s bottom before they floated  slowly to the surface. They’ve floated again, bodies held down for years now free for burial. Cholly pushes at his sleeves with hands stained with liver spots and braces for the cold water.

Richard, crouched next to Poppy’s limp body, turns toward the water. The boat carries three women. Badly dressed, but he can still discern curves and long strands of hair falling loose from upsweeps. Runaway prostitutes. Singsong girls, tramps. And a valuable load—it costs over a thousand dollars to smuggle in just one. Richard arches at the thought of conflict—if the boat lands here, someone will inevitably follow. Will it be worth it to be run after with knives and guns? Better to let them drift on to another destination. He presses the back of his hand to Poppy’s forehead and murmurs, Wake up, wake up.

Behind closed lids, Poppy waits a moment longer, reluctant to be pulled into the silent chaos around her. Behind closed lids, she experiences a different sort of premonition: All she has worked for since her escape—from a man who was to be her husband but became her broker—taken from her, piece by piece, dollar by dollar. The freedom she bought, through slick thighs, and a disease that scarred her womb; the business she built—all gone, taken by a presence whose borders she can’t quite feel out. Let her stay in this moment, deaf to the swirl, for just a heartbeat longer.

 

 

 

CHLOE CLIMBS PAST Sofia. She cranes her neck, searching through the gray. She climbs higher, steadies her bare feet  against bark. Emerging finally through the leafy top, she follows the line of the water down toward the fogbank. She sees a tattered craft, and aboard—one, two, three!—goddesses stepped down from heaven. She makes up details to match paintings she has seen: regal backed in black gowns, hair twisted up and held with hand-hammered silver combs, ears that dangle glass baubles. She hears her breath above the lap and slosh of water and is suddenly aware of the heat, the gloriousness of the heat, which has, for eighteen days straight, elicited comments from everyone she passed in the street and through the discomfort made her aware of her skin. She pauses for a moment in the wonder of it, then clambers down the tree again, foot sliding just once, and hears Sofia say, We have to go there.

 

 

 

THE BOAT DRIFTS closer and closer, gliding past the dragon boats and their gape-jawed rowers. The women’s vague faces grow more defined as the fog recedes. Mirage becomes real. As the boat bobs past the pier, the townspeople pick out the details that mark the women as solid: the tangled hair, the sunburnt and salt-licked skin, the hands that grip the side of the boat and expose knuckles raw and white.

Cholly Wong, one suspender hanging off a bony shoulder, knees splayed, pushes off the pier with the shout:

I’ll save you!

His legs hold a strength surprising in so short and old a man, and he leaps out so far that his head knocks against the  side of the boat. The women gasp as the boat rocks and threatens to spill them.

Cholly falls deeper and deeper into the ice-cold water. He can see only a few inches in front of him. As he aims for the surface, he feels the swoosh of a body diving toward him, a plunge that causes flurries of bottom sand to erupt. Cholly closes his eyes and feels for air, for the breaking of the surface. The light glimmer across the top of the water dims to darkness.

Cholly reemerges in Manny Chow’s arms and the crowd sounds out the first notes of cheer, until they realize that the old man is limp and water streams from his nostrils. Manny struggles to pull Cholly onto the pier.

A few women rush forward to drag his wet body into the sun, to give him the dignity of a dry death. Look at them! a little girl cries.

The women in the boat have now drifted well south of the pier. Manny kicks his way back into the river and grabs on to the back of their boat. He directs it to shore and stops when he hears the grit of sand against the bottom of the boat.

Though soaked, the water running off his body in icicle streams, Manny helps the women from the boat with a graceful hand. The feeling of solid land against their tender feet makes their knees shake.

The dark clouds break apart. The fog sinks into the river. Tunnels of sunlight shine through.
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