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CHAPTER ONE



Can This Be America?
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Even after four days on the train, Woo Ka-Leong marveled at how fast it zipped along the smooth rails. Outside the windows, the snowy American prairie sped by, flat and white as a big silk quilt, and occasional craggy trees whizzed past like a flock of swallows. Brown lumps in the distance, he had learned, were herds of what appeared to be wild water buffalo but bulkier and hairier. Thick black smoke from the engine poured back over the passenger car, far darker than the wisps from his mother’s cooking fire.


Metal wheels clacked in rhythm louder and more insistent than banging cymbals, but you couldn’t cover your ears every minute for the seven days it would take to cross this huge continent. Even though the windows were shut tight against winter winds, all the passengers stayed bundled up in layers of clothing. Leong’s nose wrinkled from the smell of burning metal, unwashed bodies, and the pungent sharpness of a hot black drink that was definitely not tea.


Next to him, Elder Brother was sleeping, again. How could anyone stay still for so long?


Leong wished he could be exploring the locomotive, figuring out what made this “Iron Horse” gallop. One time, during a mail stop, he had climbed up into the locomotive, where he examined the levers and valves and gauges, guessing how they worked. The engineer greeted him with a friendly smile, half hidden by a bushy red beard, and then tugged on a small bar near the roof of the cab. The whistle blew! As if responding to a warning signal, Elder Brother had come rushing in and dragged Leong back to their car.


“You can’t just run around like that,” Elder Brother had said. “Don’t you ever think first, before you run off? What if I lost you? From now on, just behave. You hear?”


Leong had nodded. He didn’t want to get lost, but he hated behaving. Besides, he was raring to learn everything he could about trains and about this new railroad that ran all the way across America. It was one of the wonders of the world. About nine thousand lei, from coast to coast. Unbelievable.


Quick movements in the aisle caught his eye. Tik-Chang, his best friend, was waving his arms to get his attention without waking Elder Brother. He and Tik-Chang, at age eleven, were the youngest in their group of thirty boys traveling together, and both of them hated sitting still. Now Leong noticed that Tik-Chang was waving a piece of rope.


Leong carefully squeezed past his brother and joined his friend in the aisle. “Where did you get that?” he whispered in their native variation of Cantonese.


“At the last stop. I have an idea. Watch.”


He held on to the back of a seat and watched as his friend touched his ankle against Leong’s and then tied the rope around their two legs. “What are you doing?”


Tik-Chang laughed and grabbed a seatback as the train jerked. “Let’s try to walk like this. It will be fun.”


It was fun. When they started to move their legs, they wobbled and tipped and almost fell. Then they hopped and stumbled toward the back of the car, jerky and awkward. As the train swayed, they grabbed seatbacks as they went. Some of the other boys grinned as they passed, although a few older ones frowned. At the back, they collapsed into a jumble of laughter.


Suddenly, with no warning, the brakes squealed. The train lurched. A sickening crash reverberated. The whole car shuddered. The two friends grabbed each other and skidded along the floor back to the door, then forward. Jolted with fright, Leong lowered his head into his friend’s jacket and grasped him tighter. Shrieks and shouts filled their ears.


The two friends pulled themselves up and looked out the window. Six masked men burst out of the snowy bushes, brandishing some kind of weapon. They fired into the air and let out a chilling yell, like wild dogs. Leong bit his lip. His stomach lurched.


“Bandits!” someone shouted in Chinese. “Heads down!” Leong ducked his head and grabbed his friend’s hand, which was shaking. “We’ll be fine,” he whispered. Then he poked his head up just enough to see out the window, curious to learn what those weapons looked like. His great uncle had an old rifle, left over from the Taiping Rebellion, but these men held shiny metal guns that fit squarely in just one hand. Their shots sounded like firecrackers.


The bandits were running toward the front of the train, where the baggage car was. People were shouting and screaming up there.


Teacher Kwong rushed up the aisle with a metal box, which he handed to Elder Brother, who was obviously now wide-awake. Elder Brother accepted it as if he expected this. Then the teacher returned to the front of their car and faced the boys. “Sit tight! Keep order!” he barked.


Elder Brother twisted in his seat and looked back, scowling. “Little Brother! Come here!”


Leong slipped the rope off his leg and, ducking his head as he ran, returned to his proper seat, next to Elder Brother. Tik-Chang went back to his assigned seat, too, across the aisle. They exchanged frightened glances. This could not be happening. After nearly a year of studying English in Shanghai and one month of pitching and rolling on the high seas, they couldn’t die on this train, three days before reaching their destination.


Elder Brother sat perfectly still, his hands tucked into the sleeves of his padded jacket, his feet resting on the metal box. He looked stunned. All thirty of the boys, their braids hanging neatly down their backs below their skullcaps, sat quietly and in order. Leong stuffed his hands into his sleeves and grabbed his elbows to keep from shaking. Maybe the robbers would get what they wanted and leave them alone.


They didn’t. Two bandits burst into their car. The ladies shrieked. One masked man carried a half-full sack. “Gold! Money!” they shouted in English, waving their guns in front of the chaperones. Leong knew the meaning of those words.


A shot rang out, and Leong ducked. He knew that the Chinese Educational Mission leaders were carrying many bars of gold, to finance years of education for the boys in his group. The emperor himself had sent them to America to learn about technology so they could one day return to modernize China.


Some of the boys wailed in panic. Tik-Chang heaved with sobs. Leong held his breath.


The group’s top leader, Commissioner Ngeu, called out to the Chinese goddess of mercy, begging for protection. He hugged his wives close to him. A bandit jabbed Mr. Ngeu in the back with the butt of a gun, again demanding “Money! Gold!” but Mr. Ngeu didn’t understand any English. Teacher Kwong, who did, stood up and handed the bandits his watch and some American cash. Then he raised his empty hands in the air. “No more money! No gold!”


One of the robbers grabbed Commissioner Ngeu and Teacher Kwong by their arms and pulled them into the aisle. Another robber patted them down and rummaged through their hand luggage, pulling things out and scattering them. If these robbers stole their gold, thought Leong, what would become of them all? Worse yet, if the bandits killed their chaperones, what would become of the boys? Would they be kidnapped and forced to live in the wild?


One robber loped down the aisle toward the boys, waving his gun. He stopped and aimed his pistol at Elder Brother. “What’s in that?” he said, pointing at the metal box. “Open it!”


Without thinking, Leong jumped up and pushed the man’s gun downward. The bandit grabbed Leong by the braid and knocked him off his feet, dangling him by his hair. Leong yelped in pain.


Elder Brother jumped up and grabbed the robber’s hand, shouting, “Let go of my brother!” in Chinese.


The outlaw swung his gun and whacked the side of Elder Brother’s head, hard enough to knock him back into the window. Leong gasped in horror.


Above the din, another gang member shouted. The robber released Leong and raced back up the aisle. In seconds, all the attackers jumped off the train. They mounted their horses, and, with another barbarian yell, disappeared into the woods.


For a long moment, everyone was silent. Leong touched the back of his neck, where his braid was still attached. Then he turned to his brother, his heart still thumping with fear.


Elder Brother was holding his head in his hands, moaning. One hand had blood on it. “He’s bleeding!” Leong shouted. What if Elder Brother died, right then? It would be his fault. Why had he been so stupid as to jump up like that?


Teacher Kwong gently pulled off Elder Brother’s skullcap and examined the wound. The gun had scraped off a patch of skin above his ear, bringing out an impressive splurt of blood. The teacher took off his own scarf, tied it around Ka-Sun’s head, and pressed it firmly.


“Don’t worry,” the teacher said. “It looks like a superficial wound.” Leong wondered what that meant. He sidled up to his brother, still shivering at what might have been.


Mr. Ngeu strode down the aisle toward them, counting the boys as he went. When he saw Elder Brother, he looked alarmed. “Are you all right? Did they take it?”


Elder Brother reached down and slid the small box into the aisle. “I kept it safe.”


Mr. Ngeu lifted it in his hands and hugged it to his chest. “Woo Ka-Sun, today you are a hero. You saved our Chinese Educational Mission.”


Leong couldn’t believe it. Their gold! Why had the leaders asked Elder Brother to look after it? They must have had this plan all along, should something like this happen, should the group come under threat. Of course, they had chosen Elder Brother as the most responsible.


The other boys gathered around them, complimenting Ka-Sun for his heroism. Elder Brother accepted their admiration with a manly nod. He didn’t look too badly wounded.


“It was Leong who went after the bad guy,” Tik-Chang said in a small voice. No one seemed to hear him. Leong smiled but shook his head at his loyal friend. It was Elder Brother who took the blow, so he deserved the credit.


“We’ll take you to a doctor at the next town,” Teacher Kwong promised.


Everyone had to get off the train while the crew assessed the damage. Despite all the gunshots fired, only one man, the conductor, was wounded, and only in the leg. A gentleman in the smoking car tied a tourniquet around the conductor’s thigh.


At the front of the train, two thick logs had been placed on the tracks to stop the train, which had resulted in the screeching halt they’d all experienced. The metal bars of the V-shaped cattle catcher on the front of the locomotive were bent, but the thick metal hooks and links connecting the cars seemed strong.


Leong watched as the crew cleared the track and repaired the damage. It took several hours, but he barely noticed the cold. He held his breath as the engineer started up the steam engine. If it didn’t work, they might be stuck here for days.


After a splutter and a cough, the locomotive roared to life. Everyone breathed and smiled. They had all survived.


Once the train was running again, Leong sat quietly next to Elder Brother. The bleeding had stopped. “It’s just a scrape. Don’t worry,” he said to the others. But for Leong, he had a sharper point: “I worry about you. You’re always running off. America is . . . dangerous, full of . . . crazy people.” His words sounded muddled. “From now on, you must obey. Stay by my side.”


“I promise,” Leong said. Before they’d left China, Father had warned him about his impulsiveness and ordered him to obey Elder Brother.


But he disagreed with Elder Brother; he thought America was marvelous—full of mighty machines and stunning surprises. The train robbery wasn’t so terrible. It was exciting, and nobody was killed or hurt too badly. Still, Leong knew better than to write home about it. No need to scare their parents.


How could he learn about America if he did nothing but sit quietly at his brother’s side?





CHAPTER TWO



Arrival Disaster
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Aaiya! Leong’s nose smashed into a lady’s bosom. This was not the greeting he expected when he got off the train in Springfield, Massachusetts, after his long journey from China. The lady planted her lips firmly on his forehead. Leong had not been kissed since he was a baby, and nobody in China hugged like this—especially a stranger. Teacher Kwong had taught them that Americans always shook hands when they greeted strangers, instead of bowing.


He recoiled in surprise as the lady pushed him back and gazed down into his face with a half smile. Her eyes were an odd blue-gray color, and her hair was a jumble of yellow and white frizzy curls. Her eyebrows faded into her forehead, now wrinkled in concern. “You’re so teensy!”


This was not an English word Teacher Kwong had taught them, so Leong couldn’t guess how to respond. He just smiled uncertainly.


This greeting was quite a contrast from the way he had said good-bye to his mother, back in his village in southern China. On his knees, he had bowed to Ah-Ma three times, his head tapping the ground, as she sat, teary eyed, on a wooden chair. For the first time since arriving in America, he felt a lurch of homesickness.


Next, the large lady lunged toward his brother, standing beside him. Elder Brother’s bruise was invisible, hidden under the black silk band of his skullcap. He leaned back and thrust out his hand to shake, as their teacher had taught them during their training in Shanghai. The lady paused and then grasped his hand, as if realizing that, at fourteen, Ka-Sun was a man now.


Dressed in official scholar’s robes, with an ankle-length silk gown and a jacket with sleeves so long he had to push them up to shake hands, Elder Brother did look like a Chinese gentleman. But Leong just felt foolish in these grown-up clothes. They were meant for dignified gentlemen who sat at their desks and did calligraphy all day.


Leong wished he had remembered to offer his hand, too, and to greet the lady by name. Clearly, she was Mrs. Swann, the mother of the family with whom he and his brother would be living for the next who-knows-how-many years. He had been practicing how to say Swann, which sounded like the Mandarin word for sour.


Inside his own long sleeves, his fists flexed as he stood straight, trying to look taller and more grown-up. Although he was nearly twelve, he was small for his age and felt tiny among these towering foreigners with their gigantic skirts. Where were the men of the family?


Mrs. Swann said something in rapid English and gestured to a young woman next to her. This younger, thinner lady wore a fur coat and a tiny hat with a loose green feather sticking out the top. He wondered how that hat could possibly keep her head warm.


“How do you do?” the young woman said, looking at Leong with serious, pale eyes. She spoke slowly and clearly enough for him to understand. The feather shimmered like a peacock’s tail as she offered her hand.


“How do you do,” Leong repeated, pumping her gloved hand. Here was one American who acted the way he had learned in the classroom.


“How do you do?” the young woman repeated to Ka-Sun, who should have been addressed first, since he was the elder brother. Such bad manners.


“My name is Julia,” she said. Here was another sentence he could understand. “You are Ka-Sun?” she said to his brother, who offered his hand reluctantly. Touching a lady was wrong in China, especially if she was unmarried.


“And you are Ka-Leong?” She pronounced his name in an odd way, Ka Lee-ong, not at all the way anyone back home would say it.


Should he call her Miss Julia? Or Miss Swann? Or Mrs. Julia? Or—


Before he could reply, Teacher Kwong introduced himself in English to Mrs. Swann and Julia and shook their hands. Then he shepherded all the boys to a place on the snow-covered part of the platform where their baggage was being unloaded and piled in rows. The other Chinese boys in their group, also surrounded by strange Americans, were busy pointing out their trunks. Leong found Tik-Chang and patted him on the back, but he didn’t have time to say good-bye to the other boys before they all parted ways to live in different homes.


Many of his companions had become his good friends after nine months of training together in Shanghai, a one-month journey by ship across the Pacific Ocean, and a seven-day train trip across America. They had shared an adventure together, and now he wouldn’t see them again for months. His heart drooped as he watched them walk off with their American families.


A hiss of steam escaped the smokestack, and Leong glanced at the engine. A pang shot through his chest. The train journey had been marvelous, a thrill of freedom. Now it was about to end, and the studying would begin.


He needed to get one last look at that locomotive. While his brother was distracted, helping the Swann ladies identify their trunks, Leong slipped away, running along the length of the train to its front. Splattered with mud, the massive, muscular engine loomed silent now, its chimney towering overhead. This was a shiny, newer one, not the one that had crashed. Leong scanned the wheels, still trying to fathom how steam from burning coal could make them move.


As he reached out to touch a wheel, he felt melancholy. If only he could hop back on the train, he could learn all he needed to know about the modern Iron Horse and the rail tracks that connected distant cities across America.


“Ka-Leong!” This time his name was pronounced the right way, shouted frantically by his brother, who was running toward him. Elder Brother grabbed his arm and dragged him back to the Swanns, scolding him in a steaming hiss of angry Chinese words. “I told you to stay by my side. Now you’ve embarrassed me! These high-nosed people were frantic with worry!”


Leong’s heart sank as he trotted after his brother to the street, where a horse-drawn carriage was waiting. Their trunks were strapped on the back. The two American ladies sat inside, and Mrs. Swann was frowning. He was in trouble.


“Sorry,” said Leong. “So sorry, Missus Swann.” He struggled to pronounce sorry the right way. It was one of the hardest words he had learned and came out as solly.


To show he really meant it, he bowed his head. Suddenly, he felt a firm jerk on the single braid that flowed down his back. After less than two weeks in this country, he knew this feeling. Twice before, some rude American boy had pulled at his braid and mocked him. Leong had vowed to smack the next one who did it. So what if he had a braid? All men and boys in China did. It was a symbol of loyalty to the emperor. No one was allowed to cut it off.


He spun around and saw a shabby kid with messy red hair and a mass of freckles, about his age, laughing. Annoyed, Leong swung his arm out wildly. The redheaded boy dodged the blow. His mean face twisted in a dare, and he stuck out his tongue.


“Johnny!” the older lady exclaimed. “For shame!” Leong leaped after the bully, eager to smack him hard. But his older brother seized his shoulder to hold him back.


A thin man caught the redheaded boy and spoke to him sharply. The boy’s lips set in defiance as the man led him behind the carriage. To Leong’s dismay, the mean kid stepped onto the back of their carriage, hanging on to their trunks, and the man climbed up to the driver’s seat. That boy belonged to the Swanns, somehow.


Aaiya. Leong wished he had never left the train. Were there bad-mannered boys like this everywhere in America?


His hands were shaking as he climbed in and sat on the cushioned seat next to the young lady who had introduced herself as Julia. Mrs. Swann’s face melted into an apology, and a flood of anxious English poured out of her mouth as she stuffed her hands into a furry muff. Miss Julia quietly took Leong’s hand and held it tight, as if that would prevent him from escaping again. When he tried to pull his hand away, she squeezed harder. Her grip felt like a rebuke, but he knew he deserved it. Once again, he hadn’t followed the rules.


Leong could feel the boy’s glare on the back of his head. He hated that stupid boy. But he also felt embarrassed. Teacher Kwong had made them rehearse this moment many times, how to greet your host family and make a good first impression as a Chinese gentleman. Swinging your fist at an American boy had not been part of the lesson.


As the horses jerked to a trot, he took one last look at the glorious locomotive resting on the firm, straight tracks. As scary as the robbery had been, Leong loved the train ride. Now the wonderful journey by ship and rail was over. His last chance for freedom was about to depart the station. American machines were impressive, but American people were unpredictable. How would he ever get used to them?





CHAPTER THREE



Suffield Sport
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A cold wind whipped them inside the open carriage, and Leong shivered. The ladies wore woolen coats and scarves wrapped around their necks, but he and the other Chinese boys had been instructed to wear their silk scholar’s jackets over long gowns. Now the freezing wind crept under the skirt of his gown. His feet felt like ice in his cloth shoes, wet from the snow. The tiny skullcap left his ears exposed. Miss Julia tucked her lap blanket around the shoulders of the two boys, who huddled together to get warm. Leong was glad to feel Elder Brother’s arm wrap around him under the wool blanket.


They left the city of Springfield by crossing a bridge over a river. After that, Leong noticed that the road was lined on both sides by large trees with bare black branches heavy with snow. He thought they looked like an old lady’s gnarled hands, coated with rice flour. After they passed the last houses of the city, the trees ended and snowy fields stretched out on both sides of the road, like vast plains of cooked rice. He was amazed at the way the snow coated everything, as if some giant had splattered the landscape with white paint. It never snowed where his family lived.


The afternoon sun shone in on the right side of the road, so Leong figured out that they were heading south. The street had been partially cleared by the tramping of horses. Still, the carriage ride was much smoother than the mule cart Leong had taken out of his village over bumpy dirt roads.


Although his brother’s arm encircled him protectively, Leong could feel tension in Ka-Sun’s stiff body. What an idiot I was, Leong thought. Now these Americans probably think Chinese people are all barbarians.


Still, he hoped his brother would mutter some word like rascal to describe the behavior of that bad boy who had pulled his braid. He longed for sympathy.


But as soon as the ladies’ attention was diverted, his brother whispered some words of criticism instead. “Remember,” Elder Brother said in Chinese. “We are gentleman scholars. Don’t act American!”


Leong hung his head. Those three words were a terrible accusation. Back in China, Teacher Kwong had warned them against acting “too American.” The thirty boys in their group were the last of one hundred and twenty Chinese boys, between the ages of eleven and sixteen, sent to America by the Imperial Government of China. They were to learn English, complete college degrees, and go back home to help transform China into a strong, modern country. This was the Chinese Educational Mission to the United States.


Some of the first groups of boys had caused trouble, and one had been sent home in shame. High Chinese officials in Peking were now questioning the whole mission. One more naughty boy, making trouble and acting too American, might convince the officials to abort the mission and send them all back home. Teacher Kwong’s warnings about this still rang in his ears.


Elder Brother’s voice softened, and he continued in Chinese. “These people are not like us. Don’t let ignorant Americans get to you. We need to show them we’re better than they are.”


Leong wished he could lash back at his know-it-all brother, saying “Stop telling me what to do! As if you’re so perfect!” But he knew he couldn’t. Father had told Elder Brother that it was his responsibility to make sure Leong behaved himself. And Leong knew it was his responsibility to obey his elder brother. That was the Confucian way, keeping harmony by knowing your place. As much as he chafed at the criticism, he knew that Elder Brother was right. He would have to tame his curiosity and control his quick temper.


So he nodded. Then he clasped his hands together, inside his long sleeves, hoping that would keep him from acting badly again.


A pang speared his heart. If he couldn’t even follow the Chinese rules, how would he ever learn how to act in America? What was he doing here, in this foreign place? He thought of his home, where he could run freely through the courtyards and rice paddies with his friends, where the air was always warm, where he could be himself. Would he become a different person, here in America, speaking such a strange language?


Elder Brother frowned and grasped his forehead.


“Headache?” Leong stiffened. This was the second time his brother had winced from a bad headache since the bandits. The first time, Elder Brother had thrown up. Would he lose his lunch here in this horse carriage? Now that would make a very bad impression.


His brother responded with tense silence. Their bags were in the back, so there was nothing except the blanket to catch the vomit. “Should I ask them to stop?” Leong said.


Elder Brother shook his head. “I’ll be all right. I think.” He seemed to be focusing on what was happening inside his body. The doctor had only rubbed some lotion on his wound and reassured him that he might have occasional headaches but not for long. Nothing was broken.


The older American lady looked at them in alarm. “Are you all right?”


Ka-Sun smiled weakly. Leong pointed to his own head, trying to remember the English word for headache. The lady seemed to understand. All those months of training, and he couldn’t find the right word. He thought of making the gesture for throwing up but decided not to.


After a while, they arrived at a small town. Teacher Kwong had told them their home would be in a town called Suffield, Connecticut. Other boys from their group would be living in different towns, far away.


This place looked nothing like a Chinese rural town. Instead of a solid row of open-fronted shops, its straight streets were lined with stand-alone buildings. A few had signs in front, with English letters, but Leong couldn’t tell if they were shops. Houses faced the street over spacious snowy lawns. Some had low wooden fences around a small yard, but all were clearly visible from the street, unguarded and vulnerable to nosy neighbors. How could these people live safely with no brick walls? Wouldn’t the bandits get them? He had many questions but didn’t know how to ask them.


Mrs. Swann talked as they passed through the village, pointing to different houses as if telling the boys which families lived in each. Leong tried to pay attention since his brother still had his head in his hand. But he could recognize only an occasional English word: There. Family. Not. English sounded totally different here than it did in his classroom in China, where Teacher Kwong spoke slowly, teaching them a word at a time. These people ran all their words together in a gushing stream.


Elder Brother lifted his head to stare out at the distant trees. He seemed better.


As they passed through the center of Suffield, Leong saw a small white pavilion with six sides along a square grassy area. Near it stood a large stone building with a white tower that looked like a giant finger pointing to the sky. Mrs. Swann’s hand flew out of her muff, and her voice became louder and more animated. Leong heard the word church.


He flinched. One of the strict rules the Chinese boys had been taught was that they were not permitted to join a church. Their host families would expect them to attend church every Sunday, and that was all right. But the boys should never, ever “join.” Whatever that meant.


Just past the church stood a large stone two-story building, on a slight rise. Mrs. Swann said a word Leong recognized: school. Eagerly, he leaned forward to get a better view of it. Perhaps this was the school they would attend, once their English was good enough.


The sound of excited young voices filled the air. Leong strained to see what was going on. Just past the school, a group of boys was playing on a snowy field. Half were gathered on one side, and others were scattered across the field. None of them had queues, of course. One boy held a thick wooden stick, which he swung to hit a small white ball.


The carriage jerked, and Leong realized that the mean boy hanging on to the back had jumped off and was running toward the group of boys.


Leong was glad that the bully had run away. One of the other boys on the field waved, and the redheaded boy joined their game.


“Baseball?” Miss Julia said.


“Baseball,” Leong repeated, as he watched the boy with the thick stick drop it and run through the snow.


Miss Julia smiled proudly, as if she had taught him his first word of American English.


Baseball. Leong had learned this word back in China. Teacher Kwong had called the game a waste of time, one of many American frivolities to avoid. Now Leong knew what it looked like. Perhaps it was just for low-class boys like that one who had pulled his braid.


How odd it was that so many boys would want to play together in a big group this way, outside. Especially in the snow! Why did they do it? Still, he could see them laughing and shouting, and part of him longed to jump out of the carriage and join them.


Next to him, Ka-Sun clicked his tongue. “When do they study?” he asked in Chinese. “Why do their parents permit them to waste time on this game?” His face wasn’t as pale now.

OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
The
Forbidden

Temptation

of Baseball
7
o

DORI JONESYANG

SPARKPRESS





