CHAPTER 21

THE BOAT PULSED FORWARD in uneven jerks, swaying and pitch,
ing as I gripped its side, staring into the misty air. Bells clankeq
blindly in the fog. Wind whipped the water. Drops of cold cy jp,
my cheeks. I had done it. I was going to America.

A pattern of rooftops climbed through the mist. I pulled ¢},
clump of hair from my pocket and dropped it into the water, wac},.
ing the dark strands scatter. Maybe some would make their way
back to China — tiny travelers like the dandelion seeds that I used
to send on journeys with my breath.

The fog drifted past us and broke apart on the land, its ghosts waft-
ing onto the shore. The shoreline sharpened, became more real. As we
got closer, I could see people scurrying around the docks. Chinese men
in their American suits and a few pale-faces waited. Cars and carts
eased themselves through the chaos. I did not want to blink for fear
that I would lose sight of America and never find it again, like when
you try to hang on to a beautiful dream. This would be the place, a

place of possibilities, a place where I could look into people’s eyes.
Blurred shadows anchored the boat to the dock and disappeared



he fog: [ could hear yelling from the shore, but the strong

. t“ t . , . .. )
in iied the shouts away before | could undersy

inds <ar | and them, |
: owed the other passengers to the plank that poured us onto the
0

Jock. A line of guards. wasi letting people off one by one.

«/hat are they doing?” I asked the man next to me, dropping
my Voice and trying to sn:()oth the stutter of nervousness from it,

«Checking our papers,” the man said.

«probably trying to cheat us,” another man mumbled.

«Or they think one of us did steal papers,” a third man said.

My throat tightened as 1 gripped Sterling Promise’s papers. |
pcel‘Cd around hats and heads, stretching my neck to see what
exactly the guards were doing, but the wall of men blinded me. |
had never been in such a crowd of men — their low voices, their
earthy smells, their rough movements. Bodies pressed against me,
pushing me toward more bodies, the corners of suitcases knocking
against my legs. The itch to run flared in the soles of my feet.

A layer of the crowd shifted. I could see two guards in the
familiar uniforms carefully examining the men’s faces and docu-
ments before stepping aside to let people pass onto the dock.
Would they read the tale of what I had done in the worried lines on
my brow? They would not even need to do that. They could read
it in the papers in my hand with Sterling Promise’s picture on

them. With fewer than five men in front of me, I had to think of
something.

“They aretrying to cheat us,” I said to the closest men. They turned
to look at me, listening. For a second, surprise stopped me, since I was

just a worthless girl. But the wrappings Spring Blossom had helped tie
around my chest cut into my skin, reminding me that they saw a

young man standing before them. “We have followed their rules. We
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eir prison.” My voice grew in strength, “yy,
foreign devils our papers.” I whirled a:oshould y
been complaining earlier. “You agreeunq (0 i,
All of them.” My voice was loud Cnoug:l

colerated th
have to show these
the man who had

Cheaters and thieves!
attract the steention of the guards and a few people on the oy,
ock,

The men did not hush me. They did not laugh or tayp
. t

me. Then, In the silence, their faceg tme. A

U.rned

d that dressing as a man did not m
al{e as

th

boldness swelled inside
to stone. And I realize

much difference as I thought.

“[ am proud to show my papers
announced, looking around nervously. ‘T j
) ave

» And with that he pushed past the three men Jef;
et

to the Americans,” the ¢,
m-

plaining man

nothing to hide.

in front of me, holding out his papers.
“Don’t start trouble,” the man behind me snarled. “If they tak
ake

us all back to that prison, you will be sorry.”
The rest stayed dangerously silent, scowls on their faces. Thej
¢ Cir

Zl:f;:v;ss ;hffcrent from the ang'cr ?f women — quieter, thicker,
woman, people had insisted I stay silent. These
dared me to speak again. One man now stood between m o
guard. My lungs took shallow, quick gulps of air. I look jand "
for an escape, but there was only the guard and m;m i?lof o
thc; men behind me, and Sterling Promise’s papers in mml:l t ch w
| and.
Shoriift:;accl:wo fhmese mc.an staring at me from the doc}l,c. One —
wmppe:d e 'ca;;d against one of the poles with the slack rope
b oo ha.lt. e other, tall and closer to my age, stood i
o ir stufﬁ?d under a cap and hands de L next
e held my gaze. His fa ' ep in his pock
matched the welcome th ce was sriencly.Bermas che only face th
S e that I hoped I would have in Amerij e that
n shouted at me, “The devil is af; nees
ter you. You better
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| Lile Brother.” He turned to laugh with the younger one, who
:::l \ qodded slowly.
: 1‘ s out of ideas, 50 I took that one. I exploded past the guard’s
poulder slipping through hands that struggled for my arm. Shouts
followed' words I did not understand, and they only made me run
(aster. ] ran blindly, pushing past blurs of people through unfamiliar
ereets, (UmMing down every path, twisting my way free of the hollers
and footsteps behind me. Someone pulled at my jacker. I stumbled
back for a moment, then shot forward again, through a crowd of
pcople in front of a building, down one street, then onto another.

The wooden buildings by the waterfront grew into taller brick
buildings. The odor of fish faded and the wind softened. My legs
sched, but I could feel my old life at my heels. I kept running up
roads that bent sharply to the sky, only to peak and dive back

down. I slowed my steps, the fear draining from me. Panting, I
sucked in the chill from the air.

That is when I realized how lost I was.

Stores with big square windows filled with signs I couldn’t read
lined either side of the street for a block. In one shop, narrow links
of sausage hung from hooks behind the glass. Waxy wheels of white
and yellow sat below them, with slices cut out revealing their creamy
insides. Another shop, its windows filled with bags of dark beans,
smelled of earth and spices, a rich smell. Everything was wonder-
ful...and terrifyingly unfamiliar. If I looked at too much, I got a
dizzy feeling, like I would drown in the strangeness of it all.

A pale-faced woman hummed as she swept her front steps with
a broom, clouds of dust swirling at her skirts, her face relaxed into
faraway thoughts. 1 watched her for a few moments, wondering

how I could show her the paper with Mrs. Ying’s address. The
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English words it would require Strugple

inside my head: Helo, ! find friend.

pouch and took one hesit

d to g
ou help? |
ant step, thep
When I got close to her, the
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Woman

Stopped |
She placed one hand on her hip; the

other gtj]| hel
mouth dipped into a frown. 1 quicke

I could still feel the heat of her
pushing me on my way.
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uspicion Pressing Againgy t

My l)ilck
Two doors down, a pale-faced boy about my age walked tows

‘ . \. N arg

his chin and chest torward. He shook his tist in the

yelling at me. I did not know the words, but | understood the W:lrning
Two more boys followed him — more pale-faces, more fore; |
My mind struggled to find something to say. I looked
but the woman with the broom was nodding along with them, When
I moved to run, one of the boys slid in front of me, Another blockeg
my nextstep. I froze, looking from one boy to another,
fill the space around me while my heart pounded Against my cheg;

One stuck his nose close to mine. [ stumbled back into another
of the boys, who pushed me forward. I caught myself before my
chest flew into the boy in front of me. Then two more pale hands
shoved me. Blood flooded my face, making it red and hot with rage.

“Stop it!” I shouted.

The boys laughed a low, sinister laugh. Then one said a few

words, mimicking my Chinese, stretching his eyes into thin slics
with his fingers,

ar and Starteq

gn WO[‘ds‘
around fo help,

watching thep,

I'had escaped guards, my family, and an island of fog and tears.
I'was in America, as far from China as | could go, disguised, distant
from my past and myself, and yet I was still ridiculed. The smirks
of Auntie Wu and the frowns of my grandfather had followed me.
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liva R uht“'("i in my mnlllli .llltl | llm| O concentrate 1o IH'(") |l'nm
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i tin the boy's face. T could not believe thae this was America
gl\" Y , \ .
 had 10 be the place Fimagined, because | had nothing else,

A\'\ ‘h‘. l\(\)lﬁ L'i\llt"l\l ‘h(' scent “' il“"‘(nl' W('Ili”p, |||) i“’gi(h- me, ”",ir

Angers curled into fists. They .\:mppul yelling and an cerie silence set.
led over us. Then I 'saw one of their arms twitch. 1 stood my ground,
preparing myself. 1 had never fought wich my fists before, and that
nade a small part of me a little scared. The rest of me wag ready,

A hand grabbed my arm. I tried to snap it away, but I was yanked
backward through the small circle. Someone else stepped behind
me to allow my passage. Two more, | thought, and set my teeth and
jetked my arm from the grasp. Surprise and then fear replaced my
rage when 1 saw the young Chinese man from the docks.

“I'm not going back,” I said.

“Run!” he said.

I took one step, but one of the pale-faced boys now gripped the
top of my arm, and he was leaning back, holding me there.

The younger Chinese man called to the older one, “Do
something.”

“The police are coming,” the other yelled. “Leave him here.”

Fear shot through me. I gave my arm another jerk.

“I'm not leaving,” the young man announced.

“The police are a block away, Harry. I'm not telling your father
that I let you get arrested.”

“The police!” I shouted. “They are coming for me?”
“Fool,” the older one growled. “The police aren’t interested in
you.” He glared at the cluster of boys in front of him. “I told you

we should not follow him,” he said, then calmly pulled out a gun
and shot it in the air. [ started to run.
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