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My Lost Aunt
Maxine Hong Kingston

»

“You must not tell anyone,” my mother said,
“what I am about to tell you. In China your father
had a sister who killed herself. She jumped into the
family well. We say that your father has all brothers
because it is as if she had never been born.

“In 1924 just a few days after our village cele-
brated seventeen hurry-up weddings — to make sure
that every young man who went ‘out on the road’
would responsibly come home — your father and his
brothers and your grandfather and his brothers and
your aunt’s new husband sailed for America, the Gold
Mountain. It was your grandfather’s last trip. Those
lucky enough to get contracts waved good-bye from
the decks. They fed and guarded the stow-aways and
helped them off in Cuba, New York, Bali, Hawaii.
*We’ll meet in California next year,’ they said. All
of them sent money home.

“I remember looking at your aunt one day when
she and I were dressing; I had not noticed before that
she had such a protruding melon of a stomach. But I
did not think, ‘She’s pregnant’ , until she began to
look like other pregnant womem, her shirt pulling and
the white tops of her black pants showing. She could
not have been pregnant, you see, because her hus-
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band had been gone for years. No one said anything.
We did not discuss it. In early summer she was ready
to have the child, long after the time when it could
have been possible.

“The village had also been counting. On the
night the baby was to be born the villagers raided our
house. Some were crying. Like a great saw, teeth
strung with lights, files of people walked zigzag
across our land, tearing the rice. Their lanterns doub-
led in the disturbed black water, which drained away
through the broken bunds. As the villagers closed in,
we could see that some of them, probably men and
women we knew well, wore white masks. The people
with long hair hung it over their faces. Women with
short hair made it stand up on end. Some had tied
white bands around their foreheads, arms, and legs.

“ At first they threw mud and rocks at the house.
Then they threw eggs and began slaughtering our
stock. We could hear the animals scream their deaths
—the roosters, the pigs, a last great roar from the
ox. Familiar wild heads flared in our night windows;
the villagers encircled us. Some of the faces stopped
to peer at us, their eyes rushing like searchlights. The
hands flattened against the panes, framed heads, and
left red prints.

“The villagers broke in the front and the back
doors at the same time, even though we had not
locked the doors against them. Their knives dripped
with the blood of our animals. They smeared blood
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on the doors and walls. One woman swung a chick-
en, whose throat she had slit, splattering blood in red
arcs about her. We stood together in the middle of
our house, in the family hall with the pictures and
tables of the ancestors around us, and looked straight
ahead.

“At that time the house had only two wings.
When the men came back, we would build two more
to enclose our courtyard and a third one to begin a
second courtyard. The villagers pushed through both
wings, even your grand-parents’ rooms, to find your
aunt’s, which was also mine until the men returned.
From this room a new wing for one of the younger
families would grow. They ripped up her clothes and
shoes and broke her combs, grinding them underfoot.
They tore her work from the loom. They scattered the
cooking fire and rolled the new weaving in it. We
could hear them in the kitchen breaking our bowls and
banging the pots. They overturned the great waist-
high earthenwarc jugs; duck eggs, pickled fruits,
vegetables burst out and mixed in acrid torrents. The
old woman from the next field swept a broom through
the air and loosed the spirits-of-the-broom over our
heads. ‘Pig.’ ‘ Ghost.’ °Pig,’ they sobbed and
scolded while they ruined our house.

“When they left, they took sugar and oranges to
bless themselves. They cut pieces from the dead ani-
mals. Some of them took bowls that were not broken
and clothes that were not torn. Afterward we swept
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up the rice and sewed it back up into sacks. But the
smells from the spilled preserves lasted. Your aunt
gave birth in the pigsty that night. The next morning
when I went for the water, I found her and the baby
plugging up the family well.

“Don’t let your father know that I told you. He
denies her. Now that you have started to menstruate
what happened to her could happen to you. Don’t hu-
miliate us. You wouldn’t like to be forgotten as if you
had never been born. The villagers are watchful. ”

Whenever she had to warn us about life, my
mother told stories that ran like this one, a story to
grow up on. She tested our strength to establish real-
ities. Those in the emigrant generations who could not
reassert brute survival died young and far from home.
Those of us in the first American generations have had
to figure out how the invisible world the emigrants

built around our childhoods fits in solid America.
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Translating Blushes, Belches and
Other Body Language

Karen S. Peterson

How does your body do that? And for heaven’s
sake — why?

Take blushes, for example. They’re genetic, a
legacy from mom or dad.

During stress, the mouth gets warm and dry,
triggering a “blush” message to the brain. To prevent
an embarrassing glow — when you’re about to tell a
whopper, for example —suck an ice cube. The drop
in temperature stops the action.

Blushes are just one of 400 “feelings” or quirky
ways your body uses to talk to you, says Dr. Alan P.
Xenakis. He reviews about 60 in his new Why
Doesn’t My Funny Bone Make Me Laugh? ( Villard,
$ 18).

Most of the quirks — from “butter-flies” in the
stomach to yawns — are normal. Xenakis explores
some scary, serious ones but dwells on the funny.
His goal: to get people relaxed about their bodies and
“receptive to health care information. ” From his pan-
oply of peculiarities

» Goose bumps. They’'re a legacy from a Ne-
anderthal ancestor whose body hair rose to trap heat
and to look like the toughest kid on the prehistoric
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block.

» Yawns. They fill the body’s need for fresh
oxygen and can often seem contagious. Our evolu-
tionary ancestors used them to warn each other of dan-
ger.

» Burping. The biggest cause is swallowing
air. An hour of stress will cause the swallowing of
five balloons’ worth of air; 10 minutes of chewing
gum brings in enough air for one glorious belch.

Additional facts, tidbits, anecdotes, cures and
trivia about the body .

» Cravings. When a pregnant woman craves
pickles, it’s probably because she needs salt to retain
water—and she needs that increased water when she
is carrying a child.

» Heartburn. When you next have heartburn—
a backing up of fatty acids from the stomach — flap
your arms like a bird. “When it comes to putting out
pyrosis ( heartburn), the flying exercise often takes
off when most antacids leave us grounded. ”

» Hiccups. Nobody really knows why they
happen. They usually stop in a few minutes, whether
you try a cure or not. However, the Guinness Book of
World Records records one case that lasted 60 years.

» Tickles. Tickling is caused by stimulating
fine nerve endings beneath the surface of the skin.
Psychology is a big part of the tickle game. If you
like and trust the tickler, you open yourself up to en-
joying the tickles. But if you try too hard to overcome
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the urge to laugh, you can actually make the experi-
ence unpleasant. You block the tickling sensation and
confuse the same nerve fibers that respond to pain.

» Thirst. One of the greatest examples of the
body regulating itself. The body is 70% water. When
it feels deprived, the brain sends a message to your
salivary glands to stop doing their thing. The resulting
thirst sends you to the designer water bottle.

Did you also know that laughter releases natural
chemical painkillers; chicken soup can cure a hang-

over?
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