THE NIKKEI YELLOWLINE
Akito Yoshikane

Yellow Line (Yetlow line) n.

1.

The nonstop Chicago Transit Authority line running from Dempster to Howard street;
also known as the Skokie Swift. The same railroadacks Keniji, Aki, Ken and I, used to
walk along after Japanese school on Saturdays when the trains weren't running. We
jumped on the same rails our parents took to work before transferring to the Red line
into the city, one track to the other, curving ouifeet to the steel, switching back and
forth, akin to how we went from American school during the week to Japanese school
on the weekends. Our sack lunches became bento, “good morning” became “ohayo,”
and black hair and slanted brown eyes went from none tone and all. But culture was
never like trains that followed a set path. Walking along those tracks we forgot about
the tests we failed at Japanese school or the classes we were kicked out of that day for
talking to each other too much. Or the way we igned our mothers’ pleas to do our
homework the night before. How, despite our disregard, they still wrote the hiragana
next to the kaniji in our textbooks on Friday nights so when the teacher called on us to
read the next day in class we wouldn’t stutter onweery other word, that way the other
classmates from Japan wouldn’t laugh at us. On those tracks we tried to push each
other off the rails. We swung our arms like propellers for balance, shifting our weight,
pleading with the wind. Other times we tried to kang on by clinging to each others
shirts like something we couldn’t see was pushing us, as if falling onto to gravel would
be our deaths. If one of us fell, we would all fall like dominoes.

2.

The shape and color of chalk my white middle school teachesed to tally the number

of minutes our class served for detention. His problem: misbehavior. His solution: put
the black kids in one corner, the white kids in another. | was the only Asian in the class.
“Where should | go?” | asked. The teacher ponderedrfa moment, but not long
enough. He pulled a chair next to the white kids. “Have a seat,” he said. | stared at the
empty chair. “Why’s he going to sit over there?” said a black classmate. The teacher
drew a fifth yellow tally mark, pressing the chalk on tke blackboard until a piece
cracked off. The white kids were without any tallies and sat quietly. | stood silent,
confused, with skin neither pale nor brown. | think back to how these were the same
white kids who pulled their eyes to the side, ridiculed thebeauty of having two
tongues. And | look over at my black classmates and remember how the contrived
handshake and a “sorry | called you that” mediated by the social worker after the
fights never settled the pain or anger. Now, there | sat, sandwiched befen privilege
and oppression. They look nothing like me, but | imagine the loneliness of sitting alone,
never being able to say “we” like the black or white kids. | grabbed the seat. The stares
from the white and black kids were the only things that unitedhem while my own
vision was narrow, like riding in the subway where the flicker of the train lights
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whizzing through dark tunnels are all | see, trapped inside a train | never wanted to
ride, how the end doors in a train are just connections to anothermpartment and
never an escape. “Sit down,” said the teacher.

3.

The color and line of the racetracks we stood between on the day of the annual
Undoukai, the school race. It was our grade’s turn to run the 5gard-dash in sets of
six. Parents were in tle stands cheering. The teacher pulled the trigger. In the mad
dash we stepped over each other’s paths in our haste. Some of us would collide and
fall. Our skin scraped against the hard asphalt. We heard the screams and chants from
the crowd, but none of s ever looked back. We were too focused on hitting the ribbon
when we crossed the finish line on the circular track. Kenji and | always huffed and
pushed until our lungs gave in. He always placed first while | was second. The slower
ones, like Ken and Akicared less, accepting defeat and trotting to the finish. The
teachers’ sat us down according to how we placed. Six rows of reward and
disappointment pointed towards the crowds while they pinned the numbers on our
shirts - the glee of the winner, the despaiof last place, and all the melancholy in
between.

4,

The color of the line on the CTA platform that we are supposed to be standing behind
as the train approaches. As | wait for the train | stand on the yellow line. | peer over
and look down at the trads now electrified by the third rail. It runs on weekends now.
I'm much taller and heavier than | was back then, unsure if those fragile tracks could
still hold the weight of our bodies and futures. | wonder if it is still the same piece of
railroad we used to walk along, if it still bears the initials | wrote on the inside of the
track with a sharpie. | am interrupted by the automated voice message over the
intercom. The train is delayed. Sometimes | see the tourists with their subway maps
folded out trying to figure out which color line to take. But it looks so simple to me.
They remind me a bit of my parents here in this strange land, where transferring was
more like an ocean’s leap than just a couple street stops. And | see how much harder it
was for them, how home now is something they can never return to, and | wonder
what it’s like for them to ride a train that always has the same start and end. The voice
says the train is approaching and reminds us to stand behind the yellow line. The CTA
line’'s are referred to by color now- purple, pink, red, green, blue, orange, brown,
yellow - Technicolor intersecting in this segregated city. | remember when | became
colored. They call ours the Yellow Line now, but my friends and family still call it the
Skokie Swit. The train arrives. The doors open and | step over the line. | choose to
stand, because despite the journey from everything that happened before DuBois to
the “Postracial” society, it is still only an eight minute ride. | look outside the
windows and the speed of the train makes everything a blur. My neighborhood, my
past, the now. We sway. We go faster and | hear the hum of the train car shaking on
the tracks; they sound brittle to me, almost as if we are on the brink of losing balance
and veering offcourse, like the way we used to walk along the tracks on the so called
Yellow Line.
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