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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Girl with Ghost Eyes and The Girl with No Face explore the lives of working-class Chinese American immigrants at the end of the nineteenth century. These were people whose values, aspirations, and systems of belief differed from the society outside Chinatown. In the books I use the fiction-writing tools called “world-building” to reconstruct what I can of historical, cultural, anthropological, and religious realities, and I do the best I can; but compromises must sometimes be made for the sake of telling a good story, so there are areas where I compressed, skewed, or blended cultural details to keep the story moving.

Cultures are not monoliths, and these thousands of people were individuals. For storytelling purposes, The Girl with Ghost Eyes and The Girl with No Face—the first two books of The Daoshi Chronicles—have condensed some of the extraordinary diversity of these people who came to America driven by dreams of a better life.

Language:

Most of the people in Chinatown came from the Sze Yup region of Canton, now known as Guangdong. Many others, whom the history books tend to neglect, came from other parts of China. Millions of people were displaced from their homes during the politically volatile century; millions fled the violence of the Taiping Uprising and the Dungan Revolt. Millions more left their home regions when year after year of bad crops created famine and economic failure. Still others fought in the Opium Wars and the first Sino-Japanese War and went in search of new opportunities at wars’ end. Li-lin and her father are refugees from rural China, and their native language is closer to what is now called Mandarin.

The story is told through Li-lin’s point of view, so the words she hears are represented as she would think of them but translated into English, and when a term would lose too much of its meaning in translation (linguists refer to this as “semantic invariance”), she uses a Romanized form of Mandarin. Exceptions are when a term is most well-known in another form; she calls tofu “tofu” and not “doufu” because readers probably already know the word tofu, she refers to scary forms of magic as Gong Tau, which is Cantonese, because that Cantonese term is accepted even among Mandarin speakers.

Most of these words are transliterated in the modern mode called Pinyin, but Pinyin contains diacritical marks—imagine accents, umlauts, and other markings—to indicate the tone of a vowel sound. For people who are not trained in Pinyin, the marks are misleading, so the diacriticals have been stripped off. If you wish to learn more about the terms, please visit thegirlwithghosteyes.blogspot.com, where I’ll present both the Pinyin and the Chinese characters, as well as the pronunciations.

Other terms have entered the English language to such a degree that I chose to use the familiar-to-readers spellings rather than a Pinyin transliteration. These terms include tong, Buddhism, mah jongg, and kung fu, among others.

Glossary and terms:

There is no glossary because an accurate glossary would be thirty times as long as the book. Each definition would need to explain methodologies, enumerate sources, and include the multiple meanings of a term among different time periods, regions, religions, sects, and ethnic backgrounds, or else it would misrepresent the cultures. In most cases, one can learn more from the context than one could learn from a definition, and I spent a long time developing a method to stream information via “world-building” to allow readers to derive information from context.

Yet there are areas where a paradigm shift is needed before anything can be truly understood; context alone will not be enough, because underlying assumptions are different. In this book I chose to tackle an area which has been widely misunderstood outside of Asia: face (mianzi or lian) and social interconnectedness (guanxi). Readers unfamiliar with face tend to construe it as a particularly rigid and culturally backwards form of honor, when in fact it’s meaningful, complex, and an ongoing part of many modern Asian cultures in the world today. Almost every day, headlines in Hong Kong and China declare some politican’s loss (or gain) of face, and phrases containing the term almost always occupy some of the top spaces of Chinese social media aggregators. It’s been widely studied in Chinese-language sociological journals. A good deal of my own understanding derives from three books by Chinese sociologist Fei Xiaotong, whose quotes appear at the openings of both The Girl with Ghost Eyesand The Girl with No Face.

Measurements:

Chinese Americans of the time would probably have measured in Chinese increments, like qi, bu, and li, but the Qing Dynasty fell a hundred years ago, and these increments were redefined several times in the turbulent century that followed. In order for these details to make sense to readers, characters in The Daoshi Chronicles measure space in inches, feet, and miles; they measure weight in ounces, pounds, and tons.

Religion:

The Daoshi Chronicles focus primarily on Daoism and popular religion. In the immigrant community, there were also Christians, Buddhists, and Confucians, as well as people who came from ethnic minorities, bringing their own forms of reverence.

The Maoshan traditions of Daoism were real. Eight thousand monasteries once dotted the area around Mt. Mao, and the systems of belief that spread in this area are famous for their focus on exorcism, mediumship, and occultist practices.

Li-lin and her father perform Daoist spells and make use of talismans, incantations, deity practices, magical hand gestures, ritual dances, peachwood, burnt paper offerings, and astrological almanacs. Without exception, every single detail of their ritual magic is closely based on reality, but these details were drawn from a variety of sects, schools, and lineages within the Maoshan Daoist traditions. I described them as accurately as possible, but by drawing from more than one tradition, I represented a tradition that has never existed.

The Linghuan lineage is not real. I took the term from a Taiwanese name for a cinematic genre wherein Daoist priests (and plucky children) combat hopping corpses. It’s sometimes translated as “fantasy,” sometimes as “spirit magic” or “spiritual magic” or—as one professor insisted—“numinous efficacy.”

Etiquette:

In this place and time, a number of conventions would have guided the conversations of Chinese and Chinese American people. I decided to write the dialogue without following most of these conventions, because rules of etiquette seem natural and nearly invisible to people who are fluent with them, yet seem formal and artificial to people observing from the outside. Everyone participates within and is part of a culture; it’s just that our own cultures are often invisible to us.

Folklore:

Within the folk tales of any single nation, there are regional traditions which should be considered distinct. The tales of ethnic and cultural minorities may intersect with the mainstream, but they also deserve to be understood as their own traditions, and preserved as such. Some tales were popular during a certain era but not before or after. In The Daoshi Chronicles, I aim to represent these cultural specificities with depth and insight, but there are still some areas where, for the sake of telling a story with contemporary resonance, elements of traditions have been folded together.

For instance, creatures from an ancient book called The Shan Hai Jing (Classic of Mountains and Seas) appear side-by-side with apparitions from 10th-Century Buddhist tapestries at Dunhuang, Daoist demonology grimoires, eighteenth-century ghost story collections, and orally told stories that were imparted to me personally. Someone who wants to make a deep and committed study of the subjects will need to look at each creature as a participant in a specific series of assumptions and views of the world. I intend to present a disaggregated list of the monsters, collected by source and era, at thegirlwithghosteyes.blogspot.com.

“Have you eaten?”:

This is the common English translation of a common Chinese expression. Literally translated, the phrase would be something like “Have you eaten rice yet?” The question is often asked casually, but many people interpret it as an endearing, affectionate greeting.

Xuehu Diyu, the Blood Pond Hell:

The Blood Pond Hell is a long-standing set of beliefs and rituals in many Chinese Buddhist, Daoist, and popular religions, but the beliefs and practices behind it vary widely. Some sources say it punishes women (and only women) who wash their bloody clothes upstream from the water where holy monks came to drink; other sources describe it as a punishment for people of any gender who commit acts of violence against sex workers and concubines; still other sources describe it as the fate for all females who live long enough to menstruate. The story does not commit to a single interpretation of why people get condemned to the Blood Pond because it would falsely represent that one school of thought as if it were universal.

The most common Chinese term for the afterlife is Diyu, which literally translates into something along the lines of “Earth-prison.” But the word “Hell”—the English word, written h-e-l-l—started showing up in Chinese-language religious texts and documents a long time ago. Christian missionaries in China preached that non-Christians go to hell when they die, and many Chinese people embraced the English term as a synonym for Diyu. I would not ordinarily use such a specifically Judeo-Christian term as a stand-in for terminology specific to a different culture.

_Gan Xuhao_:

The rat goblin is a character who appears in some versions of the story of the exorcistic deity Zhong Kui. He is supposed to have lived in the tomb of Gan Bao, author of a famous anthology of strange tales.

The Ghost Yamen:

While I was developing The Girl with No Face, I spent an evening with some American-born Chinese friends who had recently returned from their first trip to China. They spoke to me about a feeling of frustrated obligation; they had toured ancient buildings hoping to rediscover a lost, intimate sense of their personal heritage, but the art and architecture did not feel like they had expected it to feel. It was part of the culture of their forebears, but it felt foreign to them, and they found the experience alienating. I created the Ghost Yamen to try to express some of what they shared with me.

Luosha demonesses:

My description of the female luosha is based on a stone statue at Fengdu Ghost City, a complex of shrines, statuary, and temples depicting the afterlife, near Mt. Ming, in Chongqing. The statue shows a buxom, semi-nude woman with human faces writhing in her skirt, with tusks protruding from her lower jaw. In emphasizing her voluptuousness and the scantiness of her dress, I was hoping to bring the sculptors’ work to life. I will share photos of the statue on my blog at thegirlwithghosteyes.blogspot.com.

F.A.Q. and Book Discussion Guide

Both of these will appear on thegirlwithghosteyes.blogspot.com. I can’t compile an F.A.Q. until I know what questions are frequently asked!

With The Daoshi Chronicles, I don’t aim to provide any definitive answers about Chinese cultures; I hope to awaken curiosity and share a sense of wonder and fear that I have experienced since I was a child listening to Chinese Americans telling ghost stories. It’s my hope that you take The Girl with Ghost Eyes, The Girl with No Face, and these notes as a starting-point in an exploration of cultures and historical events, not a definitive source of knowledge. I hope you feel inspired to learn a new language, take a class, go on a trip, or read some non-fiction.

Even better, I hope you’ll politely ask your friends, neighbors, or relatives to tell you stories they heard when they were young—and preserve this lore for future generations.





When tradition is concrete, when it is part of life, sacred, something to be feared and loved, then it takes the form of ghosts . . . Americans have no ghosts.

—Fei Xiaotong




PROLOGUE

Listen to me, Daughter. Your mother’s soul has been condemned to Xuehu Diyu, the Blood Pond Hell.”

This was sixteen years ago; the year was 1883. At that time, my father’s hair, his eyebrows, and his mustache were still black, he still seemed infallible to his seven-year-old daughter, and he still had both eyes.

He fumed like a furnace when he learned of my mother’s fate. Had he not spent years guiding the souls of the dead? Had he not, time and again, placed his life on the line to defend humanity from incursions of the ghostly? After so often risking his own purity of spirit to protect the living from the ghoulish, monstrous, and demonic, he felt my mother’s punishment as an injustice, an insult to his path.

“Fourteen days after a woman’s soul is condemned to the Blood Pond,” he told me, “her sons can try to rescue her, with the assistance of a Daoist priest like me. If her sons fail, they can work with the Daoshi and try again on the thirty-fifth day. But your mother has no sons,” he did not bother to conceal his regret, “so she must suffer in that Hell for forty-two days. Only then can you try to salvage her soul, Daughter, with my help. And you will only get to try once. Ni buyo luan lai a.”

The expression meant: Don’t fool around; don’t mess around; don’t do anything stupid.

Forty-two days. We were traveling to the Pearl River Delta, for those six weeks. We spent the days walking or riding ferries; in the evenings, my father worked preparing the rites, training me to do what must be done. The territory was familiar to him; he’d exorcised so many ghosts and saved so many souls, but my highest duties in life until that point had involved learning to clean and sew. I blamed myself for Mother’s death, so the responsibility for her salvation weighed heavily on me.

During those weeks I thought of her constantly, suffering, afloat in those hot red waters, and all because she gave her life for me. I cried for her, dreamt of her, promised myself I’d redeem her soul. Yet knowing the day would come when I could rescue her gave me something to live for, something to work towards; this hardened me and sharpened me like a weapon.

Forty-two days after my mother died, in a stone temple near Toisan, my father took out a large sheet of paper. As her husband, and as a Daoist priest, he wrote out the words of the Xuepenjing, the Blood-Pot Scripture, to read during the Poxuehu ritual, to Break the Blood Pond. He executed every brushstroke with the complete dedication he brought to all his activities. He wrote three elegant characters in black ink at the bottom—my name, Xian Li-lin.

“Your mother will suffer for centuries if you fail,” my father said, “so don’t act foolishly.” Standing barefoot on the cold stones, I swore an oath of filial piety to my mother, then dipped a brush in a saucer of vermilion ink and wrote the date of the ritual. I added the words he told me: “To repay my mother’s pains.”

On the cold stone floor my father placed a paper boat the size of a crouching cat. He examined my document, gave a brief nod, then folded the sheet into a large red envelope with golden filigree and cranes painted in white, and loaded the envelope aboard the paper ship. He piled some of my mother’s clothing, her jade bracelet, now cracked, and a pair of her shoes, aboard the paper boat as well. He tied a red string to the prow, and handed it to me.

I was only a seven-year-old girl but I clutched that red string; it was my sacred duty. Here was my chance to redeem the woman who suffered the pains of bearing me, who clothed, nurtured, and cared for me, the woman who sacrificed herself to give me time to flee.

My father had built a kind of square in the altar room, with borders made from bamboo and paper, symbolizing the giant iron walls that tower over the real Blood Pond Hell. Within those bamboo walls, I wielded that red string like a sword in my hand and started dragging the boat behind me. I was determined to bring salvation to my mother’s soul. Nothing would be allowed to stand in my way. The stone floor felt cold beneath my bare feet as I tugged that paper boat in circles around the inside border of the bamboo square, while my father, his voice cold as stone, barked the echoing incantations of the Xuepenjing Scripture.

He accompanied the incantation by tapping a quick beat on a hollow wooden drum shaped like a fish. The monotonous tapping came fast and steady, high-pitched and repetitive, mesmerizing. My footsteps fell in time with the drumbeats of the wooden fish. I closed my eyes and felt my mind slip away, entering a sacred trance, journeying to an elsewhere, floating like a school of fish in the night-dark sea.

At some point, while I dragged that boat in circles around the table, everything changed. The paper model of a sailboat on a stone floor transformed, became a real ship. Its cloth sails billowed in the creaking wind, and I stood on its deck in another world. In Hell.

A barefoot child now sailed a real ship across a horrific sea of blood. Waves made of blood crashed against the hull; the screeching wind blasted at my masts; the stench of all that blood, hot and rusty, saturated the air. Together, the reek of blood and the motion of the blood-waves made me want to vomit. In this transfigured world I felt afraid. Had Father known this would happen? For the first time, I began to doubt I was capable of rescuing my mother, to question if my determination had been foolish.

Dark birds with iron beaks flew at me; ruthlessly I crushed their bodies in my hands and threw their beaks into the sea. Had I always been so bloodthirsty? The kind of child who could snap the necks of demon-crows without a second thought? No; I had become that girl on the day my mother was murdered.

But that was not this day. This would be the day when I came for her. On this day I would lift her from the sickening gush of those viscous red waves and rescue the woman who fed me with her body, held me, sang me to sleep, and traded her life for mine.

I sailed for hours, or maybe days. My eyes strained to see past the red sea, and sometimes, when the fog cleared, the horizon was visible; this bitter ocean was bounded by enormous iron walls, reaching up toward the sky. Somehow I knew exactly how to direct the ship and steer it unerringly across those waters, where souls bobbed like dumplings in a blood broth. Whatever power guided my hand navigated me past the other souls there, who gazed imploringly up toward me. How I wished I could save them too, save them all; but this ritual could save only one specific soul, and there was just this one chance, so I searched the faces of all the imprisoned souls for what seemed like hours until I found my mother.

Treading water, sweating, with rivulets of tears running through the crust of dried blood that covered her face, her hair stiff with blood, her eyes half-mad, Mother seemed barely aware of what was happening as I hauled her onto the deck. I wiped the dry blood off her face while she stared at me, with a hollow, heartsick look.

My mother never spoke much when she was alive. She’d always been passive, disengaged from the world around her. On the day she shoved me out the door and commanded me to run, when she turned, alone, unarmed, to fight the Demoness, giving her life to buy me a few moments, she became my hero, right before she died. Now I needed to be her hero.

Mother’s body was scored with welts, lacerated all over. What kind of monster had done this to her? Up till this point, guilt had driven me, and responsibility, and hope; but on that boat, I saw the bruises and cuts covering my mother’s body, and I felt rage engulf me.

She gazed at me, stroked my hair, and started to speak, but stuttered into silence.

What was there to say, after all? In the many books of etiquette for women, none addressed the formalities of greeting the living soul of a daughter who sailed across Hell’s seas to rescue you.

At last she spoke. I would never forget what she said to me then. It was an absurd thing to say, coming from the blood-soaked, denuded, traumatized soul, and yet it was beautiful.

“Li-lin,” she said at last, “have you eaten?”

Even dead, even after six weeks of torture, my mother wanted to be sure her child would not go hungry. She wanted to make sure my belly was full. I could not imagine a more pure and perfect expression of love than that short sentence, showing her commitment to nourish me.

Something climbed onto the deck of the ship. It looked like a very tall man, except he had a lion’s face, leathery red skin, and the antlers of a stag. Luosha demons came in many shapes and sizes. In his hand he held an iron rod spiked with sharp, jagged wolf-teeth.

“The woman belongs to me,” the demon said, “and now you are mine as well, female child.” His voice was made of hidden knives, crusted with the dried blood of his victims. Smoke the color of old bruises seethed from his leonine nostrils. My mother cowered, shivering, traumatized, and nothing but me stood between her and the demon. Barefoot and unarmed, I had no idea how I could withstand him. I was terrified, powerless, but a determination had grown solid within me: I was not going to let anything harm my mother.

When she was murdered, I’d been fleeing; afterwards I swore I would never hide from monsters. Never again.

“You did this to her?” I said.

“I will do worse to her, and to you, female child,” the luosha demon said. Black smoke snarled from the corners of his bestial mouth, and he raised his wolf-teeth rod and took a step toward me, cocky, menacing, and cruel.

My mother started to beg. “Let my daughter go,” she said, trying to crawl in between me and the demon. Trying once again to protect me from the monsters.

I would not have it. I stepped in front of her and faced the demon.

What would my father do? What would he say? I tried to wear my father’s strength, declaring, “I will kill you for my mother.”

My hands were smaller than apricots, but I curled them into fists, bared my teeth, and roared as only a child can roar. The demon came closer, closer, murderously close, now it was just a step away from me; it reeked like damp fires and corruption, and it raised its spiked iron rod to crush me.

Then the world exploded.

The walls, twenty miles high, buckled, sending a blast of waves across the sea of blood. My ship nearly capsized, and the demon and I were both thrown off our feet. I tried to stand back up, but before I could, the wall clanged again, stirring the sea into chaos. Something rolled and clattered near me on the deck. The demon’s iron rod. I shoved it overboard, letting the red sea swallow the wicked thing. Then I crawled to my mother to protect her from the churning of the bloody waves, and suddenly Hell’s sky tore open, and one of its walls split apart. Towering over the stars above the Blood Pond, titanic, taller than mountains, immense as some primordial god, my father stood, battering Hell’s walls with a staff that reached to the heavens.

He pounded the iron walls, each blow sending reverberations across the sea and the sky. Hours seemed to pass, and I felt puny, cradling my mother’s soul while my father, bigger than giants, a legend made flesh, hammered his staff against the iron walls around us, denting them, bending them, again and again and again. One mighty blow at a time, my father demolished the iron walls of the Blood Pond, and then he reached out his tremendous hands and gently lifted my ship out of the sea of blood.

When I opened my eyes, what I saw was no Hell, and my mother was gone.

In the altar room there was a table, with four walls around it, walls made of paper and bamboo. All the paper was torn now, and the bamboo in splinters. The ship my mother and I sailed across the Blood Pond was merely paper once again.

Sweat streamed down my father’s face; his skin was flushed from the exertion of pounding the bamboo. “I hope it worked,” he said.

“You hope, Father? Didn’t you see?”

A series of expressions washed over his face. First, surprise; then, momentarily, pity; and then his features hardened. “You thought you’d see your mother? We do not get to see the dead again,” he said. “That is just the way things are. It’s the nature of rituals; the living perform them for the dead. We recite liturgy, we perform sacred actions, and we send messages out to the universe, hoping we are heard, by the gods, by the wind and water. What we did here in this room echoes in worlds we cannot see.”

“Father, you never left this room?”

“Don’t be foolish. I stood here chanting, and then I beat the bamboo walls. Daughter, you know this; you were right here, dragging that paper boat around.”

“And,” I said slowly, “if it worked, what will happen to Mother’s soul now?”

“She will divide in two,” he said. “Her appearance and her activities will become a kind of phantom, and she will reside with my father’s family in the land of the Yellow Springs, where we can burn paper offerings for her. But the part that is truly her will cross a silver bridge and meet with the goddess Granny Meng. Granny Meng will serve your mother a bowl of broth. Drinking it, she will forget everything, and move forward to be reborn.”

I stood quiet, thinking. Father indicated the shattered bamboo poles and shredded papers. Responding to his unspoken command, I started to clean up after the ritual.

Gathering the debris of torn paper and the splinters of dried bamboo, I felt amazed. It had been no dream, I knew this; my father’s rite had become real for me in a way he did not experience. He never saw any of it, not the sea of blood and its iron walls, not Mother, and not the demon who tortured her. Father was always so powerful, and yet now I realized he was always blind to half the world. I had seen things he never would.

At some level, even then, I understood that I was not supposed to see the world as I saw it, afflicted by a haunt of the unearthly and weird. Aware of the shame of being different, I would not tell my father that my voyage to the afterlife had been more than a merely symbolic quest.

While I tidied the mess, my father handled the ritual implements, disassembling his altar according to formulas that kept sacred objects sacred.

In the silence of our labors, a part of me wept for joy, because we had done it. My mother was free now, free to move on to her next life. We had saved her.

And I wept because moving on to her next life meant I could never get her back. Somehow I’d expected the rite to heal the brokenness of everything, restore my world to what it should have been.

But no one, not even Father, had that kind of power.

I performed my chore in the same silence that he performed his holy duties, yet vast gulfs divided us; I could never hope to understand the man. He was alone in the world, with no family but me. He reached out a hand for a piece of cloth, which he used to wipe the tears streaming down his cheeks. I stopped what I was doing and looked at him, just really looked. How hard he’d seemed these past six weeks, as he steeled himself for the ritual to save my mother, and now that it was complete, when he thought no one was looking, my father wept in secret.

He noticed me watching him, forced himself to regain his composure, and said, “Smoke, from the incense. Smoke brought tears to my eyes.” Saying nothing, I turned and faced away from my father to give him the privacy to grieve.

The man had lost everything and even now he did not want to burden me with his grief. The profundity of his actions made me feel shattered. I did not know whether I adored him more for saving my mother, for mourning her, or for trying to conceal his pain in order to protect me.

My father kept everyone safe, he looked after the living and the dead, but he did it all in solitude. He might never realize it, but his solitude had come to an end, because I had made up my mind: for the rest of my life, whenever my father needed help, I would help him; whenever he was vulnerable, I would protect him; whenever he was hurt, I would take care of him.

The solemn oath locked into my bones. I knew it was silly, the frivolous fancy of a little girl. Who was I, thinking I could protect such a great man? Mere hours ago he towered sky-high, swinging his staff to batter down Hell’s immense iron walls, rescuing me from monsters I could not hope to survive without him.

Behind my back I sensed his lonely presence, protecting me from his sorrow as if it were merely a demon in his mighty hands.

How could I find words to tell him of my devotion and my awe? Even if I could find the words, saying them would only embarrass him.

What would be the right thing to say? After a long time pondering, I eventually spoke up, asking a question even though I already knew the answer. “Father, have you eaten?”

My father and I embarked for the New World, the Golden Mountain, land of opportunities. Aboard a metal ship, powered by steam as strong as hundreds of galloping horses, we crowded like clams among our countrymen. They were crossing the sea in search of work, and payment. Hope drove them, each man committed to years of labor and the riches they planned to earn for their families back home.

We surged over the Pacific but remained belowdeck. In the dim light and moist, mildewy air of the ship’s metal hold, the men told stories to pass the time across the sea. When my father’s turn came, he told the ancient tale of the Great Yu, son of Kun the Betrayer. Yu, the limping, mysterious shaman-king from primordial times who slew the Beast with Nine Heads.

“Yu the Great,” my father said, “beat back the floods. He restored order; he tamed the world’s primordial chaos into mapped terrain. He made the world into what it once was, and should be again.”

The world as it once was, and as it should be. His words made me think of the world I had lost. The world once was a place where I had a mother, and it should be again.

A man asked, “What powers did the Great Yu have?”

“Let me share a secret with you all, a truth only known to the wisest men,” my father said, enjoying his audience. “Most of the books and tales about the Great Yu contain lengthy lists of the shaman-king’s powers. People say he knew the speech of dragons; he could read the future in a turtle’s shell; he ripped the beating heart out of the king of the giants and transformed his corpse into a waterfall.

“But there is a secret known only to a handful of people in all the world,” my father said, his tone confidential, nearly a whisper, and the men in that hold crowded close to listen. “All the tales listing his powers are false. The truth is, the Great Yu only ever had one power. For all his grandeur, for all his might, Yu the Great only had one single power.”

He paused, a master storyteller, pretending to be thirsty while he forced his audience to wait. He drank water in small sips, a contemplative look on his face, while we all hung on his words. At last one of the men said, “What was that power?”

“That,” he said, tantalizing us all, “is a secret that cannot be shared with the uninitiated.” Groans went up through the metal cell. But he went on, “Perhaps if you live a meaningful life, or study the Dao, you will one day understand the mystery.”

Over the next few days, I clung to him, hoping he’d reveal more of the secret of the Great Yu. What power was it that could make the world into what it used to be? If I could solve his riddle, unlock the root of Yu’s power, would I be able to bring back the world where my mother was still alive? A world where the village children still studied and played, and a large group of laughing cousins gathered at the supper table every night to celebrate being alive.

Occasionally, other men from the hold would approach him to hazard a guess. “Was it the power to command nature?”

“No,” my father would say. “Meditate, perform internal alchemy, cultivate your positive energies, and maybe someday you will reach an understanding.”

We disembarked onto a new land. The world teemed with modern wonders. Carriages clambered down the street on moving cables, bridges retracted, a waterworks pumped pressured water to hydrants at street corners, and telegraph wires sent coded messages across the continent in an instant. It felt as if we had entered the future, a dazzling land of invention and discovery.

Yet no one leaves their ghosts behind. Where we went, our demons followed. If the spirit of an ancient fox flew on the wind, people sought my father’s protection. If a ghost maiden flowed like a whisper through the night in her white funereal gown, my father would find a man for her to marry; he performed ghost weddings, so the restless dead would have families, and, in time, have the opportunity to become Ancestors.

San Francisco’s laws mandated that I must attend a city school. The instructors taught me many things. They taught me English, and arithmetic, and their lord’s prayer. They taught a little science; I learned that the moon was a satellite, locked forever in an orbit around the earth, the small circling the big; and yet the moon’s rise and fall pulled the earth’s seas after it, in a daily rhythm of longing.

I already knew the word zhongli, the attraction between celestial bodies. The Americans had their own name for it: “gravity.” That word had another meaning, because gravity is seriousness. I loved that image, objects drawing closer because of how seriously they took each other. Growing up I was always the moon orbiting my father’s planet, eclipsed by him and in his shadow.

Father tried to cure me of the way I saw the world, my macabre and deathly visions, the twisting of my soul that afflicted me with freakish sights that were only supposed to be visible to the newborn, the dying, and the mad, but the yin nature of my eyesight was a stubborn flaw, and rather than allow him to feel he’d failed me, I spent years pretending to be cured.

My father took an apprentice, the tallest young man in Chinatown. His explosive leaps, seeming to defy gravity, earned him a nickname: “Rocket.” I loved him; he loved me and married me. Living together in a tiny room that smelled like laundry detergent, we ate dinner with my father every night. Those were happy years, but Rocket died. His death hollowed me out, left me adrift, so I moved back in with my father. Once again I returned to the great man’s orbit.

Gravity; seriousness. My father always kept me at a distance; he never took me seriously until my twenty-third year, when, to save his life, I crossed lines he considered sacred. My transgressions were so serious that he disowned me.

In the next few months, though we only lived a few blocks apart, we seldom caught sight of each other. The man could step across the stars but he never took a step toward me, and I took no step at all. Father’s wishes, demands, fears, and hopes were snarled with my own in ways I’d never understand. I probably took up less of his thoughts than he did mine, but still we existed in relationship to each other, my moon revolving around his earth.

Perhaps my father’s tragedy was no different from my husband’s: both were great men in a time and place that had no room for heroes. My husband’s death broke me, but my father’s fate was also painful to observe: his home in ashes, he now lived far from his native country in a land full of unfamiliar language, weird food, and foreign music, where his only family was a daughter too monstrous to acknowledge and the days of his greatness stretched out behind him like the ragged shadow of a man walking toward the sunset.

If I was the moon and he the earth, then our sun was the past. We circled, circled around it, as we were driven forward from one day to the next by the seriousness of our history.
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