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Lucky Man
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The spring of 1949 was the year of the ox.  My father could tell the changing clouds outside his southern village were prophetic of a coming revolution, but the cherry trees were a different reminder. They blossomed pink symbols of the love that was about to come to him. It happened in my father’s garden. He was a landlord’s son. Strong shoulders, grey eyes—some talked of the white blood in them, and he never lived it down—but no one was more Chinese than Daddy. He ate lychee every morning and hated the dogs which ran around the place. He was not a lucky man. Much later, my mother would remind him of his promise to return to the old days and old ways in China, and he would come to realize, after the advent of westernization, that it was a promise he could never keep.

It was his father, my grandfather, who was the lucky man, the one he hated. But spring brought paradise to the valley, and along with it, my mother, Choi San, the most heavenly blossom. My father said she was attracted to the lotus flowers inside his family’s pond, but she was attracted to his wealth and the dreams that came with marrying into it. He thought she was a movie star, broad lips, big eyes, smooth skin. She thought her life would be different. But he was not the lucky man, and like the roaming dogs that wandered that place, so would her love wane when the money was gone. 

But that day, as I found out in an old letter, they wandered into the forest. He found himself  lured by her lips, entranced by her perfectly round face, and then without caution, with his zipper down and ripping her dress a little at the hem, with her whispering sounds of passion, he was forever bound to her, and I was conceived inside the forest under a ominous mist.

The wedding was rushed, and with my mother’s beauty, there was a price to be paid—

it was her mother, who I would come to know as my grandmother Mah Mah. My grandmother’s real name was Mai Loo, and she was the force of a cackling hen. She antagonized our family daily, perhaps in an effort to make us strong. This was a curse she passed on to us all for none us know when to stop berating each other in a heated conversation. 

But, there was more reason to be worried than my grandmother’s wrath in 1949. The communist party was coming. My grandfather’s servant came running with the news. If our family wanted to live, he told my father, we would have to flee to Hong Kong because Mao’s soldiers would murder us in order to give our land to our servants. It was a move to equalize the nation, to erase the upper class. My father said his servant cried when he told him. He loved him like family and my mother said when he left, my father gave him his gold coin collection to sell in case they needed money to survive while we were gone.
In between tears, he said to my father, “we will never forget how kind you were to us, Master.”

We packed our bags and left for Hong Kong, but my father’s sister was stubborn. She said she would stay and defend our land. My grandfather tried to warn her that the communist party would come. They would murder her as they murdered others. They did come. She was hung from the tree in our front garden. When the communists left, my father’s servant cut her body down and buried her in the northern fields where the yellow kapok flowers grow.

We heard the news in Hong Kong where my mother and I felt safe, but my grandfather, the lucky man who saved his family from communist wrath one day before they came, had his heart stuck on making new riches in Cuba.

“Cuba, then the U.S.,” he had said.   Both my father and my grandfather were leaving. They were going to Cuba. Without us. My mother had always said that my father didn’t want to go, and I found out some years later that when they made it to America, the U.S. government had kept us from immigrating there. It wasn’t until 1965 when The Immigration Act was passed, changing things, and it wasn’t until 1968 when we were allowed to be reunited with my father. 

But until that time, we stayed in China while my father and grandfather made their money in Cuba through the restaurant business, waiting for an opportunity to immigrate to the U.S. 
I will send for you next year, my father wrote my mother in a letter, but the years passed. The water receded from the brilliant pond until it was nothing more than a muddy hole. I was eight years old, and I had never met my father. He would send post cards in the mail. I remember once thinking he was too skinny to be my father. I didn’t see what my mother saw in him. I was angry over his abandonment of me. It is an anger that still wells at the bottom of my heart to this day, and I cannot buy enough things or fill my house enough to fill the emptiness.

While in China, at night, my young mother filled my father’s void with her girlfriends. They walked from one gambling house to the next, their mahjong dice dangling in tiny satin purses which matched the tightly fitting dresses they wore. My grandmother would yell at her the next day, “You dirty whore! You should be staying home to take care of your daughter!”

The next night, I waited until she slipped out. I could hear her laughing a mile away; she was the life of the party. Through the alley, I followed her, tiptoeing to her tantalizing sounds. The gambling house door opened as they walked through. I ran and yelled, “Mama, I want to play too!”

She scolded me and sent me back to the house. With the moon farther away, the streets were darker. Two British soldiers laughed, but why were they laughing? They pointed at me, but why were they pointing? I hated them. I hated those foreigners more than I feared them and rolled my fist in a ball to prove it. They came closer and I smashed one man in the groin. I tried to run, but they grabbed me with a fierce jerk. I felt my arm bruise, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop crying. They brought me to my grandmother’s house.  She was furious.

Later, when my mother returned in the middle of the night, she would pay for my transgression. It was hard to watch my beautiful, graceful mother, on the ground wailing as my grandmother beat her. Soon after, I do not know how much my mother pleaded, or how much power she had over the situation, but the lucky man could not keep us from my father any longer.

I will send for you as soon as we make it to the U.S., my father wrote from Cuba. Restaurant business is doing well. A college student is causing quite a stir, though. His name is Castro. Father won the lottery again!
In Cuba where my father was, the revolution jumbled the politics along with the foreigners who lived there. My father said his exodus from that country was the strangest kind of luck. He waited for my grandfather, unaware of what was happening, while the lucky man went 

to withdraw his money out of his safety deposit box at the bank. My grandfather bent down, in lucky timing, behind a counter outside the vault to tie his shoe while he waited for a clerk to help him. 

The communist rebels came in while he was bent over, and they opened the vault. He heard them opening up safety deposit boxes. He heard them say they would hide money inside one of the boxes until later. They took a long time, opening the deposit boxes and stuffing the bills into one box, but my grandfather stayed hunched over and slowed his breath to a silent flow, and the rebel soldiers didn’t know he was there.

“Get every Chino peso,” he heard them say. My grandfather stayed low to the ground and behind the counter.

At that time, there were shots heard— possibly a dispute with a civilian— but the rebel soldiers grew frightened and left the vault open. The lucky man straightened himself from behind the counter, walked into the open vault, pulled out his key to his safety deposit box, and opened it slowly. He stared.

A million dollars worth of Cuban pesos were inside the lucky man’s deposit box. It was not his money, that was certain, but it was his box they chose to stash all the foreigners’ cash in. My grandfather calmly lifted the money and placed it into his leather satchel, and strolled out into the bank’s lobby like it was just another day in Cuban paradise.

The lucky man smiled and nodded with confidence, to the clerks as he went, calmly walking outside. He called the closest taxi with the raising of his hand. 

When he finally met my father, he said, “We’re getting the hell out of here,” and they were on a plane, not far away from a new life in New York City. They were almost to the United States when my grandfather told his son he had won the third lottery of his life.

“When can we buy the tickets to bring them here?” my father asked.

“Soon. Soon,” the lucky man told him, the same as he had been telling him for eight years.

*

Six months passed. Back at the village, the pink blossoms had long been gone along with the lotus plants that produced them. The dragon dancers grew old. The dogs were eaten when the drought came. My aunt’s ghost still haunted the house where she was hung by the communist party. Only the servants remained—and we were still in Hong Kong when my father sent us the plane tickets to fly from Hong Kong to the United States to meet him. I was almost 9 years old.
He had left the lucky man, and had gone straight to the western states, far away from New York and closer to Hollywood. We were going to live in California, and my father would never say a kind word to the lucky man again. He had told us that our grandfather had become involved in dishonest business and that he didn’t want us around his bad influence.

But we would see the lucky man again five years later at my cousin’s wedding in Bakersfield. My grandfather flew all the way from New York to be there. And of course I saw the lucky man, my grandfather. His lips curved with approval. I was his favorite. We were at my cousin’s wedding when he walked into the hotel’s dining room. He was tall as a president. Regal as an emperor. His northern appearance looked down on me and smiled through a reception of two hundred people.

Shark fin soup, the first course of twelve, was the advent of that early modern time in a brief period of hope. No more gambling houses. No more British dignitaries. At the reception, the dragon dancers were reborn, young and swift with their movements. The bride was beautiful --first in her red traditional dress, and then in her western white wedding gown. It was how I imagined my reception to be when I was old enough to marry.

That night, we followed the train of limousines back to my cousin’s house. We were following our family’s tradition of remaining with the newly wedded couple for a few more hours. As the bride and groom left to their own bedroom, my family and I were in the guest house, watching television. The lucky man walked in. He was going to stay the night there and leave the next morning.

“Bring my family back to New York,” he commanded without warning.

My father laid still on the edge of the couch and said nothing. The television glowed its toxic hue, casting us all in a solemn blue.
My grandfather stormed out in an angry rage. I heard the lucky man, in a drunken verbal brawl near the pool, and then a gunshot and his second wife’s screams. Running from the guest house, my mother raced to see what had happened, only to witness the slow movement of my grandfather’s blood pouring out onto the tiled patio.

“He’s finally done it! He’s killed himself!” his wife screamed, kneeling down to try to hold back the blood flowing from his head. 

“I’ll call a doctor,” my father panicked, but they knew and they didn’t know—whether he had killed himself, or if she had killed him. The bride, her sisters, her mother, and the groom stood speechless, their tears as dry as the parched desert around us. 

“We will have to pay the criers from Los Angeles to come,” his wife said. “I don’t want his spirit to haunt this house.”


Two days later, the professional criers came from the acting capital. We stood at the funeral, incense in hand, dry-eyed and motionless. They wailed loudly, their sounds reverberating in the chapel like a wounded child. It was then and the days after, when I realized the gentle kindness in my father. This kindness increased as he grew nearer to retirement. He would come home and say, “Six more months, and when I retire, we are traveling to China, just like I promised.” My father had grown to love my mother more than ever even though her love had waned from the hardship of poverty.


But three months came, and my bitter mother, who never overcame her fall from wealth, grew silent.  Her fierce power was constricted by a sudden disease.  She lay on the couch each day until her breathing lulled into a death roll, rattling from the depths of her soul. By the fifth month, she was gone and the house was as quiet as her disease. My father retired in mourning, and none of us could change the way he would never leave his house. His only thought was that he had waited all those years, and all the money he had ever saved was useless now.


For two months my mother’s vengeful spirit haunted our house. The fruit laid out for her at the shrine we set near our fireplace began to fall with no provocation. She had wanted to go back to China since she came to America. It had been a constant birth chord she never cut, and somehow, we were bound to it. We would go back to China for her. 

When my brother finished medical school the following year, he had saved enough money to take us all. We packed our old suitcases. They were worn and showed the years since we had used them last when we went to Canada to visit our grandparents ten years prior. 

The next day, my brother drove us to the Los Angeles airport. The terminal was colossal with too many signs pointing in too many directions, and we found ourselves circling around many times before we finally found our flight. As we rushed, Daddy tripped once and I caught him, thinking, maybe he was too old to be going so far away, but it was a pointless thought, for when a person has a dream, he would rather be dead than to not fulfill it. 

After an hour passed, we boarded the plane. The flight was long. A baby cried for an hour and I wondered if we were doing the right thing by opening up pandora’s box to a time and place which held so much of my father’s past. But that birth chord that my mother connected to me was tugging fast, and my anticipation of China was beginning to choke me. 

It wasn’t until two days later, after we arrived and slept, that we traveled to my father’s village. He had spoken of the pond where he and my mother met, but it had been a muddy hole  since the murder of my aunt long ago. Ten people who lived in the village came out to greet us, and when my father told them who we were, two younger girls went running into the house yelling. An older man and woman hobbled out with anticipation. They had not seen their “Master” as they called him in fifty years. The joy I saw on my father’s face the three days we stayed there made me realize  that his kindness was what the older people remembered, and those who remembered him for the core of his being thought him destined for greatness in America. It was then that I realized — it wasn’t my grandfather, a man who had changed with a greed for money that replaced his family’s love —  who was lucky. It was the simple man who stood before me, who handed his last savings to his humble servant and cried when he left him the next day. My father was the lucky man, and I was proud to be his lucky daughter.
