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            Author’s Note

         
         I would like to acknowledge the Cabrogal people, the traditional custodians of the land in which this novel is set, and pay
            my respects to Elders past and present.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sydney, 2010

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            One

         
         It is late in the evening when I leave Kath’s apartment. Jacques is walking me to my car. I keep a distance between us. I
            don’t want to be out alone this time of night, but I don’t want to get his hopes up. He clears his throat and, pointing out
            the slick sheen of the pavement, remarks on how we had just missed the rain. I breathe in the damp, earthy air, skirt the
            shadows cast by the blocks of flats looming like sentinels, the odd windowsill lit. We pass by an empty playground with a
            swing set hanging stationary. From the corner of my eye, I catch a faint movement and shudder.
         

         
         We turn down the narrow side street where I’m parked and he says, “I know I’m not supposed to call you, but when I heard about
            Laurie, you were the first person I thought of. Is it okay that I called?”
         

         
         I say, a little uncertainly, “It’s okay.”

         
         “And you came. I think it meant a lot to Laurie you did.”

         
         “He’s your son, I’m always there for him. You know that.”

         
         “He’s your kid too, Mei. Let’s not forget you were with Kath when he was born.”

         
         His words transport me to that bittersweet day at the hospital, in my school uniform. The snide, blundering nurse. Kath’s iron grip on my hand, her animal howls. She was calling for Jacques, but he was away at an antiracism summit, and there were no mobile phones back then. By the time he arrived, Laurie had already emerged, screaming into the world. We were only in our teens then, just babies ourselves. With a shake of my head, I say, “That was thirteen years ago, now. It’s hard to believe.” 

         
         “And he could have been seriously hurt today.”

         
         “But he’s okay.”

         
         Earlier, Laurie was in a skateboarding accident while attempting a risky maneuver on a dare, resulting in a broken arm. But
            it could have been much worse.
         

         
         “We never should have got him that damn thing.”

         
         “Well, maybe he’ll be more careful from now on.”

         
         Jacques slows down to a stop. I give him a questioning look.

         
         “We miss you, Mei.”

         
         I stiffen, turn to avert his gaze. It’s been months since we broke up, but it still hurts.

         
         He continues, “Since you left, it feels like everything’s gone to shit.”

         
         “Things haven’t been rosy for me either, Jacques.”

         
         “Won’t you come back? What can we do to convince you?”

         
         I wince. “We, Jacques? What’s Laurie got to do with it?”
         

         
         He rakes a hand through his hair. “You’re right—I’m sorry. I keep saying the wrong thing. I didn’t mean it like that, honestly.
            It’s just”—he frowns—“Laurie asked me the other day whether you were coming back home. I didn’t know what to tell him.”
         

         
         I grit my teeth. “Why don’t you tell him the truth?”

         
         He blinks rapidly, the way he does when he’s hurt.

         
         I soften my tone. “I don’t know what to say, Jacques. Honestly, I don’t . . .”

         
         We continue down the street in silence.

         
         He spots my car, a 1979 white Honda Civic. We get to it in a few easy strides. He walks a beat behind me, as though he wants to draw this out. I fish around in my jacket pocket for my keys and realize I must have left them back at Kath’s place. “My keys,” I mutter to Jacques. 

         
         We’re just about to head back to Kath’s when we catch her striding down the street toward us.

         
         “Forget something?” She smirks, coming to a stop under a streetlamp where we are standing. The harsh, fluorescent light beams
            down on her, accentuating the sharp lines of her face. Bony, birdlike Kath, mind like a steel trap. We’ve been friends since
            grade school, when our destinies were already set, two points plotted at the base of a love triangle, Jacques at the pinnacle.
            In the eleventh grade, when Kath gave birth to Laurie, it brought about a momentary peace to our warring adolescent girl group.
            Back then, our classmates called us the Daisy Chain. We’d been friends from the time of scraped knees and Mr. Men books—pressing
            flowers, perfecting cartwheels, riding our bikes to the Cheesecake shop.
         

         
         There was Kath, bright and headstrong, defying anyone’s opinion of a teen mother. Even with a baby to care for, she still managed to complete her HSC exams, landing in the top percentile band for math and science. Next was Helene, Jacques’s screwball sister, whom we regarded with a sense of wariness. One summer I became fixated with topping the Tetris leaderboard at the local arcade, chipping away at it day after day, inching my way up the ranks. A crowd gathered whenever I played, calling out advice, murmuring approval when I nailed a perfect T-spin. Then came the day when I played the best game I ever had, and with my heart pounding and hands shaking, was ready to immortalize my victory on the screen. It was the moment I’d been anticipating all summer—my friends cheering me on, claps on my back, the pure exhilaration of it all when suddenly, the screen blacked out. A dead silence ensued. I turned and saw to my horror, a grinning Helene, power plug in hand. 

         
         A counter to Helene’s antics was Jen, whose mum shared a long and complicated history with my own. Sweet and soft-spoken,
            highly attuned to the shifting group dynamics. Even though we were all the same age, she was the baby, the one we wanted to
            protect. And then there was Soey—a tangle of contradictions. Full of depth and quiet intensity, she had a way of compensating
            for our shortcomings: drawing Jen out of her shell, tempering Helene’s wildness, softening the hard edges of Kath’s cynicism,
            and soothing my anxious thoughts before they spiraled into obsession.
         

         
         As kids, we were hungry for Blytonesque adventures, from The Faraway Tree series to the escapades of the Famous Five. We cosplayed Sailor Moon, roamed around sewers, searching for the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. In our small town of Cabramatta, we bonded through our inescapable proximity to each other, the threads of our lives enmeshed like arterial veins, as though we were part of the same body, moving in unison, speaking the same language: the Western Sydney drawl interspersed with Teochew slang. We had a ritual taught to us by Soey’s superstitious mother, Sim, whom we adored, an action performed to ward off evil spirits: raising our hands high above our heads and clapping twice. We leaned on each other through the highs and lows of our childhood and early adolescence, before we were torn apart by tragedy—as it goes. But in that fleeting capsule of time, our world was one another. Our place, the hollow at the edge of the woods our high school backed onto, a depression in the flat lawn the size and shape of a small car, as though struck by a meteor. The caretaker never bothered with the hollow, left it to grow wild with daisies and dandelions. There, we were tucked away from the prying eyes of teachers, where Soey and Kath could smoke their cigarettes with impunity. Where we dreamed of growing up, traversing the globe before settling someplace far away from Cabramatta while remaining within walking distance of each other’s houses. As we had always known, only our future selves, being intrepid explorers, would be sophisticated and worldly. I close my eyes and can almost feel the soft summer breeze on my face, my head in Soey’s lap, staring into the impossibly wide expanse of the blue sky, the sensation of falling. 

         
         Kath dangles my set of keys in the air between us, snapping me back to the present. I glance at my key chain, a heart-shaped
            frame that used to hold a picture of me and Jacques. I don’t look at him. He lets out a barely audible breath, and I know
            he’s upset about the missing picture.
         

         
         As a distraction, I ask Kath about Laurie.

         
         “He asked for Smelly—can you believe it? I had to dig through a pile of his baby stuff to find it.” Smelly is the raggedy
            blue blanket that Laurie refused to sleep without up until he turned seven. When he was ferried between our place and Kath’s,
            we’d invariably forget to pack it, the realization only apparent at bedtime. Then one of us would drive out to the parking
            lot halfway between our apartments, handing over Smelly like it was part of a shady drug deal.
         

         
         Kath drops the keys into my waiting palm. “Anyway,” she says, “I’d better get back to Laurie.”

         
         She turns to go, and for once I find myself wishing she would stick around. I feel Jacques’s eyes boring into me. “What did
            you do with that picture of us?” he asks.
         

         
         I shrug in response.

         
         “I just don’t want it to get lost, that’s all.”

         
         I think of the picture taken just months ago. Tucked behind the scratchy linen curtain of the tacky photo booth. Me on his
            lap, arms wrapped around his neck. Everything had been all right then.
         

         
         “Well maybe you should have thought of that, Jacques, maybe you should have—” I stop, too upset to continue.

         
         He looks down at his feet, shame blooming on his face.

         
         I take a breath. “Look, it’s been a long day. You should get some rest.”

         
         “And you as well.”

         
         I nod.

         
         “Mei,” he says, “We were happy, weren’t we? Before I fucked it all up, we were happy.”

         
         I swallow hard, taste salt water in my mouth. We look at each other, faces tired and sallow—he in his early thirties, me on
            the cusp, but already living our lives in past tense. I break away from his gaze, tear myself from the gravity of his attention.
         

         
         “Text me when you get home, Mei,” he says as I get in my car. Before I shut my door, he adds, “Just so I’ll know you’re safe.”

         
         

         I drive down a suburban street, looking for a gas station. I’m running low and I also need to pee. I see an Ampol up ahead
            and signal. The pumps are empty, but the store is brightly lit. I see an attendant through the window, counting change. I’m
            about to park when I notice a man standing in the shadow of a vending machine. He takes a long drag of his cigarette, eyes
            narrowing when he catches sight of me. He is looking at me in a way I don’t like, so I keep driving. There should be enough
            in the tank to get me home. I reorientate myself before heading toward the Great Western Highway.
         

         
         I must have missed a turn because I wind up in the business district of Parramatta. There are roadblocks everywhere and I am careful to avoid them. I go down a quiet street and see flashing blue and red lights ahead. I swear under my breath and swiftly make a U-turn, driving down the street when I notice a pair of police officers in my rearview, chasing me on foot. Then I am stunned by the blast of a car horn, which forces my eyes to the front of the road. Headlights blare at me from nowhere and I swerve, narrowly missing an oncoming SUV. That’s when I realize I am driving the wrong way down a one-way street. I veer sharply to the left, slowing to a stop. 

         
         The officers, a man and a woman, catch up with me and I wind down my window. She says to me, “Do you know why we pulled you
            over?”
         

         
         I know it looks bad, so I feign ignorance, giving simple yes and no answers.

         
         “You could have caused a serious accident, you know.”

         
         “I—I’m sorry,” I manage.

         
         “Bet you are,” she retorts. She gives me a breath test then asks for my license, jabbing a finger at my name. “How do you
            pronounce that?”
         

         
         “Like the month of May.”

         
         Shaking her head, she grumbles to her colleague about names being hard to make out these days, then asks me to pop the boot.
            I oblige, staring ahead as they walk around my car, flashlights sweeping the interior.
         

         
         She hands me back my license and writes me a fine. I let go of the steering wheel, reach for the ticket with a shaky hand;
            when I register the amount, my heart sinks. As soon as the officers leave, I clench and unclench my fists, taking deep slow
            breaths.
         

         
         When my hands finally stop shaking, I fish in my purse for my flip phone and scroll through my contacts. Jacques would be here in a heartbeat if I asked. He would swat the fine away as though it were nothing. He would hold me and make everything okay. He wouldn’t ever again mention the picture missing from the key chain, and somehow that makes me feel worse. I snap my phone shut, feeling resolute. Taking a deep breath, I turn the key in the ignition. On the radio, “There Must Be an Angel” by the Eurythmics crackles through the speakers. My mind goes to that wild hollow of my girlhood, to Soey’s Walkman and the
            mix tapes we made for each other. I see her, a bracelet of freshly strung daisies around her wrist, her hand holding the stem
            of a half-blown dandelion.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         “And how is Laurie doing?” Jen asks as I navigate a tight corner of the KFC drive-through while she sits shotgun, surfing
            through radio channels. “Billy Jean” comes on and she sits back, humming along to the track.
         

         
         “Much better now. It’s only been a week since his accident and he’s already running out of space on his cast.”

         
         “I hope he left a spot for his Auntie Jen. I’ll go up and see him tonight, sneak him a Mars Bar.”

         
         I pull to a stop by the drive-through window and say, “When was the last time you saw Kath?”

         
         She frowns, thinking. “You know what? I can’t really say. Was it Helene’s wedding?”

         
         “Has it really been over a year since the four of us got together?”

         
         “It’s not always easy for me to get up to the city. You know how Mum works me to the bone.” Jen sighs. “At least now you’ve
            moved back in with your parents, I get to see you lots.”
         

         
         At her words, I can’t help but feel a stab of guilt. “I should have made more of an effort, I’m sorry.” I think back through
            the bulk of my twenties, living on the outskirts of the city with Jacques and Laurie, all the times I had to cancel a coffee
            date with Jen because of a work deadline or Laurie’s last-minute school assignment.
         

         
         She shrugs. “It was a busy time for you, especially raising Laurie and all that. And there was so much drama with Jacques. He wasn’t always good to you.” 

         
         I give her a wry smile. “That’s an understatement.”

         
         My boyfriend, the serial cheater. How many times had I gone crying to Jen because he’d been unfaithful? But I always forgave
            him. I always went back. But not this time.
         

         
         A few months ago, I got up in the middle of the night for a glass of water. On the kitchen counter, Jacques’s phone lit up
            just as I was filling my glass, and I felt that familiar drop in my stomach as the message flashed on the screen. It was from
            the quirky UX girl at the software company where he was an engineer, the one whose contact he’d saved as “work wife.” I sensed
            what the text was, even before I read the words: I love the way you fizz like cola sherbert in my mouth. I had marched straight into our bedroom and thrown the glass of water in his face.
         

         
         He said it was just a harmless flirtation, nothing more. But I knew him better than anyone. And perhaps I could have brushed
            it off, turned a blind eye as I had many times before. But something had shifted inside me. All the bitterness I had to swallow
            over the years came spilling out.
         

         
         I go over this again with Jen, reliving the trauma of that night. “I thought he’d eventually grow out of it, you know. That
            he’d finally settle down. He’s a good dad, but he had Laurie so young, and between me and Kath, he never got to play the field
            like most guys. He never got it out of his system. I know that’s no excuse.”
         

         
         “Are you thinking of going back to him?” There is a cautious note to Jen’s voice, even though she’s never judged me for staying
            in such a toxic relationship. But that’s just the way Jen is.
         

         
         I frown. “Seeing him last week brought up a lot of stuff and not all of it was bad. But the thought of wasting another decade on him—I just don’t think I have the strength to go through it all again. I waited so long for something to change, and the days turned into years. And we were busy taking care of Laurie and working full-time. And then almost an entire decade goes by and we’re still in the same place. Dealing with all the things that keep popping up, all those little interruptions that take up so much damn time. Like when we thought Laurie was being bullied, all that stress and worry. Then, he went through that period where he wasn’t eating, when we thought something could be seriously wrong. And let’s not forget all the ferrying between our place and Kath’s. The piano lessons, after-school tutoring, soccer on the weekends. Or that time he volunteered for a fundraiser, and Kath and I stayed up all night making friendship bracelets. And when he’s with us, he refuses to eat anything other than the handful of dishes I cook, and cooking takes up so much time. But I don’t mind. All I want from Jacques is help with the dishes, but he’s on his PlayStation. He says he’ll do it the next day. But he never does, and I get sick of asking. And then to add insult to injury, I find out he’s cheated on me again and I leave him. And then I go back. Then finally, Jacques agrees to have a baby with me, but the global financial crisis happens, and I get fired. And he says maybe I should hold off for now, stop messing around with digital art and focus on my job in photo retouching or go back to school, study something practical like bookkeeping—” I stop, soften my tone. “I shouldn’t go on about this. It wasn’t all just chores and responsibilities. I had lots of fun too, and I don’t regret seeing Laurie grow up, being part of that.” 

         
         Jen touches my arm. “And he’s turned out to be a great kid.”

         
         “Yeah. I think we did an okay job, considering . . .”

         
         A woman in a red T-shirt and visor hands us a bag through the window and I pass it to Jen.

         
         She checks that everything’s there and nods before I pull away. The sky is as gray as the empty parking lot that surrounds us. I pull to a stop by the only tree, a spindly Chinese elm, empty chip packets and cigarette butts scattered at the base. I pull my Zinger from the bag and strip off the wrapper. Jen grabs a fistful of hot chips, one escaping her grasp and dropping onto her sweater. 

         
         “I’m such a klutz!” she declares, grabbing the lone chip with her free hand and brushing chicken salt from her shirt, printed
            with a Dumbo motif, the baby elephant clutching a feather with its trunk. Something about the grinning elephant makes me feel
            ill at ease. I swallow hard, then take an unnecessarily large bite of my Zinger.
         

         
         On the radio, a string of ads blare about a trial gym membership and a storewide sale at Bunnings. Jen reaches over and cycles
            through the channels. She skips past a station where I catch a sound bite of something familiar.
         

         
         I touch Jen’s arm. “Hey, can you switch it back to the last station?”

         
         Jen shoots me a curious look, then carefully twists the dial in reverse.

         
         “There,” I murmur, and she draws her hand back.

         
         We fall silent, listening intently.

         
         The radio host says, “If you’re just joining us now, I’m Daphne Grant from Booktalk FM. In the studio with me this afternoon is Soey Chang, social media sensation and now a debut author of her memoir, The Daisy Chain.”

         
         Jen cocks her head. “Did she say The Daisy Chain?”
         

         
         I swallow. “I think so.”

         
         As though to confirm, Daphne repeats the title. I exchange a look with Jen. We hadn’t misheard.

         
         “But . . .” Jen frowns. “If Soey were going to write a memoir about us, wouldn’t she give us some warning? Doesn’t she owe
            us that at the very least?”
         

         
         I shake my head. “After what we did to her, Soey doesn’t owe us a damn thing.”

         
         Daphne continues, “Soey’s memoir, The Daisy Chain, reflects on the shocking murder of her little sister, Daiyu, nearly two decades ago while the girls were walking home from
            their school in the southwest suburb of Cabramatta. Daiyu was nine at the time, and Soey, thirteen. To this day, the crime
            remains unsolved. Welcome to the show, Soey.”
         

         
         “Thanks for having me, Daphne,” Soey replies, and her voice brings on a flood of memories. Soey in high-tops and blue jeans,
            a Walkman tucked into her back pocket. Soey taking forever to tell a joke because she couldn’t stop laughing. Then, before
            I can suppress the memory, Soey turning up at my door late one afternoon, zombie-like, half her face coated in blood, babbling
            about being late for my twelfth birthday party, which had already taken place the year before.
         

         
         Over the next hour, the police pieced together the grisly details of how she and Daiyu were set upon in the woods behind our
            school by an unknown assailant who struck both girls over the head with a blunt object. Daiyu had died instantly while Soey
            suffered a devastating blow to her prefrontal cortex, the part of her brain responsible for regulating emotional impulses.
            The injury also wiped out a year of memory preceding the attack, foiling her attempts to recall the crucial moments leading
            up to her ordeal.
         

         
         Within days of the shocking crime, television trucks flocked like locusts, with their intrusive satellite discs visible from the playground, figures clothed in white forensic suits, methodically combing the woods where the girls were struck, looking for evidence. As days went by without any firm leads, public attention intensified, and our girl group was dragged into the midst of the media frenzy, the fallout of which still haunts me to this day. There was speculation about whether we knew the killer and if we had family connections to the local gangs. In a politically charged town such as Cabramatta, nothing was sacred—not even the murder of a nine-year-old child. 

         
         Right-wing politicians sensationalized the crime, used it to fuel the falsehoods about our immigrant community, and the public
            fixated on our youth in ways that disgusted and confounded me. At the time, we were still coming to grips with our changing
            bodies, ill-equipped to deal with the unwanted attention. Sickened by the references made to our silken black hair, rosy cheeks,
            China-doll skin. Our exoticism. Too many adjectives, too many references to flowers; words like blushing, budding, bloom. The intrusion. And then the crank calls started. A man masquerading as a school counselor called each of us, first with
            innocuous questions about our general well-being, before probing us about the development of our breasts, and whether we had
            begun menstruating. The police wrote them off as “nuisance calls,” advising us to blast a whistle into the receiver of our
            landline phones if they continued.
         

         
         Despite the strain of being under such intense scrutiny, we stuck together—swore it would always be us against the world.
            Until we were asked to appear on Crimeline, a popular TV show where they showed dramatizations of unsolved crimes, imploring viewers to call in with information. Usually,
            there was a monetary reward on offer.
         

         
         Our school principal had arranged a meeting between us and the producers. They came to our school bearing gift bags filled
            with candy, plush toys, and cute stationery. They appealed to our sense of justice, sold us the idea that our participation
            could result in the capture of Daiyu’s murderer. In the end, they convinced us we were doing the right thing, and the lure
            of being on television proved too hard to resist for all of us except Soey, who refused to take part and could not fathom
            how easily we gave in.
         

         
         I still clearly recall the day of filming and the pompous, all-important air of our school principal. How the four of us became unwitting celebrities, other students gathering to gawk at us from a distance. But I felt something in the pit of my stomach, a heaviness that I couldn’t shake. The feeling got worse as we were sat in canvas chairs, had our hair and makeup done, the unnecessary primping. The brand-new school uniforms torn from their plastic packets, crisp and clean. The office ladies ironed out every crease before they handed them to us with profuse warnings to keep them in mint condition. 

         
         As filming began, we were coached on where to stand, how to look, and what to say. The directives we were given seemed purely
            to serve the entertainment value of the show, our youth and beauty, commodities to be exploited in the ghastly pantomime.
            I couldn’t fully grasp all this then, I only knew it was wrong. When we were led to our beloved hollow and asked to make daisy
            chains, I was struck by the true depth of my betrayal.
         

         
         Weeks later, I saw my bewildered, grief-stricken face splashed across the television screen and felt deep regret for having
            agreed to such a thing. Kath and Jen had echoed my sentiment, expressing remorse at their participation. Helene, meanwhile,
            lapped up the attention, shamelessly flirting with the camera.
         

         
         The years after Daiyu’s murder were hell for Soey. Struggling with her memory loss, she became increasingly agitated, lashing
            out at the media for their continued intrusion, at us for our appearance on Crimeline. Raging at the world. Helene flourished under the spotlight, made up stories for attention, exaggerated her closeness to Daiyu, so Soey and Helene were constantly clashing while Kath and I played diplomat. In the escalating tensions between them, Jen faded into the background, terrified of their growing conflict. Finally, the animosity between Soey and Helene came to head at a year eleven school camp, with me caught in the crossfire. After that, Soey left our school for good. 

         
         A few years ago, though we weren’t in touch anymore, I’d witnessed Soey’s rise to fame on Tumblr, her platitudes of self-help
            racking up thousands of likes and reblogs. I’d felt a tangle of pride, guilt, envy, and love. As it always had been with Soey.
            Once, I’d reached out to her via Tumblr Fan Mail, but she never responded. Not that I had expected her to.
         

         
         For her listeners, Daphne provides a summary of the crime and then in a pleasant tone says, “Soey, you’re best known for the
            short aphorisms you’ve posted on Tumblr but chose to go in a completely different direction with The Daisy Chain. To say your debut book is a departure from your known work is an understatement. It reads more like a blockbuster crime novel—”
         

         
         “Blockbuster crime novel?” Soey interjects, affronted. “It’s a real account of my sister’s murder, Daphne.”

         
         Daphne rushes to clarify. “I was merely pointing out the compelling nature of your book, which is a great testament to your
            extraordinary talent as a storyteller. The title itself, The Daisy Chain, is macabre, yet beautiful. I understand that is the name of your high school friend group. Why did you choose the name as
            the title?”
         

         
         “Because it was Daiyu who gave us that name . . .” As Soey relays the story, I see it play out in my mind. Kath with the Guinness Book of Records in her lap, stumbling across the entry for the world’s longest daisy chain. All of us looking at each other with the same
            thought until finally one of us had said, “We can beat it.”
         

         
         That day we dedicated ourselves to the project, carefully selecting the best daisies, stringing them one at a time. We dreamed of fame and fortune, seeing our names in print. But we got bored soon enough and gave up—though we did manage a decent length, stretched across the five of us when we stood end to end. Daiyu pointed at us then and cried, “The five of you, you’re like a daisy chain!” The name stuck. From that day on, it became our mantra. We, the Daisy Chain. It gave us a sense of belonging, made us feel we were part of a whole. And as Soey tells Daphne the origin story of our group
            name, that old feeling threads its way through me.
         

         
         Daphne says, “What a charming story. So very touching. And are you still close with your friends?”

         
         Soey is silent for a moment. “I haven’t seen them since school.”

         
         “Oh, that’s a shame. And would that have anything to do with their appearance on the ’90s hit show, Crimeline? In your book, you express great disappointment about their participation.”
         

         
         Jen stiffens, shoots me a look.

         
         “Soey?” Daphne prompts.

         
         When Soey finally speaks, she seems to be choosing her words carefully. “To this day, I still can’t understand why they went
            against my wishes—especially after witnessing firsthand the vile way the media treated us. To me, the show felt like a desecration.
            The media were vultures, picking over what was left of Daiyu.”
         

         
         The quiet anguish in Soey’s voice rekindles the guilt I have carried since that day. Only now that I’m older can I fully grasp
            the weight of Soey’s pain. What I would give to go back and undo it all. Stand beside my friend in solidarity.
         

         
         Soey continues, “What gets me is the pointlessness of the whole thing. Nothing good came from it. There was no silver lining.
            No one came forward with information. And even if they did, the police weren’t all that interested in solving the crime. The
            public’s fascination was purely perverse. It had nothing to do with justice, just entertainment packaged and sold to the masses.”
         

         
         “Yet despite the betrayal, you write about your friends with such warmth and tenderness.”

         
         “We were kids, easy to manipulate. It wasn’t entirely their fault. There was no handbook on how to cope under that kind of
            pressure. The adults around us were the ones who should have known better.”
         

         
         At her words, I feel a spark of hope. The thought of the Daisy Chain, all together again, a cherished dream of mine.

         
         But then she adds, “Not that it changes anything. The damage has been done.”

         
         I feel Jen’s eyes on me, so I turn and force a smile, hoping to reassure her.

         
         Daphne says, “You truly cast a spell with The Daisy Chain. It is a memoir unlike any I have read—complex, lyrical, and multifaceted, a nod to girlhood and ’90s nostalgia. Ultimately,
            The Daisy Chain centers on the memories you lost in the year preceding the attack. But now, in a strange twist of fate, some of your lost
            memories have returned.”
         

         
         Jen blinks at this. “Soey’s got her memories back? Well, why wouldn’t she tell us?”

         
         I shake my head, wondering the same thing. In the aftermath of Daiyu’s murder, Soey kept us under a barrage of questions.
            She’d ask “Mei, was I supposed to go to your house that day? Jen, wasn’t there something we had to do? What about you, Kath?
            You’ve practically got a photographic memory, don’t you? Why did I stay back at school that day?” We tried to answer her as
            best we could, tried to figure out Soey’s steps before she and Daiyu were set upon in the woods. But it was impossible to
            chart the moments leading up to the attack because none of us were there with them.
         

         
         Jen’s voice tightens. “And after all this time? Why now? And why wouldn’t she reach out to us? Why go off and write a book instead? I don’t get it.” 

         
         “Maybe she didn’t want us muddying her memories. You remember how mixed-up things got when she asked us about the year she
            lost. Even when we compared our journal entries, they were all over the place. Or maybe it’s got nothing to do with that.
            Maybe it’s about us going on Crimeline. You heard her just now—she wants nothing to do with us. She said the damage has been
            done.”
         

         
         “But we were kids. And even she admits we were manipulated. Have you forgotten how much pressure the producers put on us?
            How low they stooped? They said it would be our fault if another little girl was murdered. Her blood would be on our hands,
            and could we really live with ourselves? And worse, one of us could be his next victim if he wasn’t caught. And anyway, I
            didn’t really have a choice. Mum wanted the money. And I know your mum was keen on cashing in as well. You know what they’re
            like.”
         

         
         “I get it, Jen, I do. And yes, we were pressured to go on the show, but we could have stood our ground. Don’t you wish we
            had done that? At least put up a fight? We all went along with it, knowing how much it would hurt Soey. Is it any surprise
            she wants nothing to do with us now?”
         

         
         Jen says quietly, “Soey did plenty of things to hurt us as well.”

         
         I frown. “What do you mean by that?”

         
         She shrugs. “Forget it.”

         
         We fall silent, listening to Soey as she describes the way her memories have returned. “After the attack, I turned up at my best friend’s house in a daze, thinking I’d missed her birthday party from the year before. I blacked out soon after that. When I woke, I spent several months in a fog, grappling with the loss of my sister. Because I couldn’t remember what had happened to us in the woods, it didn’t seem real. It felt like a story I was told, one that had happened to someone else. I longed for my lost memories to return, but they remained stubbornly out of my reach, lying dormant for nearly two decades. I spent so much of my life chasing these elusive memories, but it was like trying to recall a dream. I tried everything. From hypnotism to acupuncture, to holotropic breathwork. Anything to trigger my memories. And then one night, I came across a YouTube clip where a physician named Dr. Clive Tanner had pioneered a treatment for recovering lost memories. After doing my research, I learned he had helped hundreds of people with head injuries like mine. So I took the plunge and got on a flight to California, drove out to his clinic in the middle of the Mojave desert. After a week of psychedelics and guided lucid dreaming, a miracle happened. Memories from that day in the woods came back to me in flashes, like strobe lights.” 

         
         “What a fascinating story, Soey. And how can you tell this experience wasn’t a hallucination? How can you trust those memories
            are real?”
         

         
         “I guess I know those memories are real through the stories my friends once told me. After the attack, they tried to help
            me piece together the year I had lost. But those things felt like they had happened to someone else. There was one memory
            they kept telling me about—the Encyclopedia Man.”
         

         
         “Oh, I remember that scene in your book. What a story!”

         
         “No matter how many times my friends told me the story, I couldn’t quite visualize it. But after my treatment with Dr. Tanner,
            it came alive in my mind. When something is true, you know it in your bones.”
         

         
         “When something is true, you know it in your bones,” Daphne repeats, voice hushed. “I absolutely love that, Soey. In your book, you write about new memories resurfacing all the time. Does that mean we can expect a sequel?” 

         
         “A sequel?” There is an uncurrent to Soey’s tone that doesn’t seem to register with Daphne.

         
         “Yes! We’re all dying for one. Since its release, The Daisy Chain has been shooting up the charts. It’s being nominated for a series of awards and being discussed on every major true crime
            podcast, as it’s such a fascinating case. You must be thrilled!”
         

         
         Soey goes silent, the static buzzing through the radio speakers gives off a sense of foreboding.

         
         Daphne says, “Soey, have we lost you?”

         
         “Thrilled?” Soey repeats, incredulous. “I’m not sure that is the right word for it, Daphne. I made the mistake of listening to one
            such podcast, where the host makes sensational claims about Daiyu’s murderer, based on zero evidence. The fact she has over
            a hundred thousand subscribers is alarming. I’m deeply concerned with the deliberate spread of misinformation, which may hinder
            the efforts of anyone who is genuine. It’s no different from how it was in the early ’90s when the media made a mockery of
            our grief, journalists lurking around the school gates harassing my friends, taking advantage of the fact, our parents could
            barely speak English. And now the cycle seems to be repeating. As horrible as it is, a part of me is glad my mum didn’t live
            to see this. She barely survived it the first time around.”
         

         
         Sensing Soey’s combative mood, Daphne abruptly caps off the interview by mentioning Soey’s upcoming appearance at the Sydney
            Writers Festival and thanks readers for listening.
         

         
         Jen switches off the radio, slumps back in her seat. In a small, shellshocked voice she says, “Sim . . .”

         
         A wave of sadness engulfs me. “I can’t believe no one told us.”

         
         My mind goes to Soey’s mum, Sim, a fierce, diminutive woman, her brown speckled arms and blazing eyes. The way she was quick to anger, her fits of rage erupting out of nowhere, smashing plates, chasing Soey down the hall with a butcher’s knife poised in one hand. Those violent outbursts, though terrifying, were often brief and followed by long stretches of peace and overcompensation. Designer sneakers, cassette tapes, and trips to the roller-skating rink. 

         
         As though following my train of thought, Jen says, “Remember when Sim attacked the Encyclopedia Man?” We begin reminiscing
            about that chaotic afternoon at Soey’s place.
         

         
         It was the early ’90s and a white, middle-aged salesman was doing the rounds in Cabramatta, peddling leatherbound encyclopedias.
            He went from house to house, eating red bean buns and sweetheart cakes, and became a talking point in the school playground.
            We built him into a mythical wonder, speculating on his life as a traveling salesman, the adventures he’d encountered on the
            open road. Every kid he visited was pumped for details such as whether he wiped his forehead with a handkerchief—something
            we’d only seen people do on television—and if he’d pose questions such as when the Pyramids were built or when JKF was assassinated,
            before making a show of finding the appropriate answer in one of the volumes.
         

         
         One Sunday afternoon, he’d turned up at Soey’s door while Sim was napping on the couch. Earlier, the five of us with Daiyu
            had snuck into Sim’s bedroom to play dress-up. Gleefully, we raided her closet of silk blouses, pencil skirts, and high heels.
            We found her stash of makeup and went all in with the eye shadow palette and lipstick carousel. We’d just taken turns spraying
            ourselves liberally with her best perfume when the doorbell rang. We froze, remaining still as we heard Sim shuffle to the
            door in a sleepy stupor, swearing under her breath.
         

         
         When the familiar voice of the Encyclopedia Man echoed down the hall, we tried to contain our excitement, giggling behind our cupped hands and pinching each other. We crept silently out of the room and down the hallway to survey the scene, taking turns peeking from behind the wall. 

         
         When it was my turn to look, I saw Sim in the doorway, arms crossed, her back to me. I could tell by her posture there’d be
            trouble, but the unsuspecting Encyclopedia Man cheerfully launched into his pitch. I let out a quiet exhale, and his gaze
            drifted past Sim’s shoulder to me. His face lit up with recognition, as he’d been at my house just days earlier. Without thinking,
            I rushed up to Sim and tugged her sleeve, eager to vouch for this bumbling stranger, to explain he was a major celebrity and
            she should invite him in right away. I had the terrible thought that Soey could miss out on her own Encyclopedia story and
            in my haste, forgot I was wearing Sim’s silk blouse or that my face was painted like a clown. On seeing me, Sim’s expression
            twisted into a snarl, and she grabbed me by the collar screaming in Teochew, “What are you doing, Mei? This is my shirt, how
            dare you wear my shirt?” She whipped her head around just as the girls dashed for cover in Soey’s bedroom, Daiyu following clumsily behind, her tiny
            feet sliding around comically in oversize heels. The Encyclopedia Man haplessly continued his sales pitch as Sim let out an
            ear-piercing roar. “Run!” I screamed at him. But it was too late. She’d already picked up a broom and begun thrashing the
            bewildered man. “Run!” I cried again, which he did, with Sim in hot pursuit. She chased him down three flights of stairs as
            we all raced onto the front balcony of her flat in time to see the Encyclopedia Man running across the street and diving into
            his white Holden. Sim with the broom still in hand, whacking the hood of the car as it sped off. Other residents drawn to
            their balconies by the commotion were pointing and laughing as Sim shook the broom at us, threatening to wring our necks.
         

         
         The story of how Soey’s mum ran the Encyclopedia Man out of town became the stuff of schoolyard legend, a story we never grew tired of telling. Whether he continued visiting homes in our suburb was irrelevant. In our minds, Soey’s flat was the last. And now as Jen and I recount the story, we are laughing so hard, tears are running down our faces. 

         
         “She really was crazy,” I say.

         
         “But she loved us so much.”

         
         Besides our hollow, Soey’s tiny flat was our hangout, and her mum, our surrogate mother, fussed over us in ways the rest of
            our own parents didn’t. She kept a jar of money strictly reserved for our birthdays, which she’d marked on the wall calendar
            she got each year from the local butcher. The name: Heng’s Meat World emblazoned next to an illustration of a joyful piglet perching on a nest of gold ingots.
         

         
         “If only I’d made the time to see her,” I say, voice full of regret. “Brought her some egg tarts from that place in Chinatown
            she likes so much.”
         

         
         Jen says, “At least you had an excuse. I was only down the road.”

         
         The sky had been steadily darkening since we parked, mirroring the shift in my mood. It looks like a storm is on the way.

         
         “You know,” I say, “Laurie is the exact age we were when Daiyu was murdered.”

         
         Jen nods absently, and I know she must feel it too—the tide pulling us back into the past, back to the wild hollow. Back to
            the place that was the heart of our shared history. Love, death, betrayal, the friendship bonds we once thought unbreakable.
            Fragile as a chain of daisies.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Monday morning, Mum is on the landline, speaking in a singsong voice to Jen’s mother. She slaps my arm as I walk by. “Mei,
            Auntie got job for you.”
         

         
         I groan inwardly. “Tell her I’ll be there soon.”

         
         In my bedroom, I wriggle out of my pajama pants and pull on a pair of jeans. I tug on a white T-shirt and drag my hair into
            a ponytail. Mum gets off the phone, gestures to the window, at the overcast sky. She tells me to bring an umbrella, but the
            one kept on the door hook isn’t there, and on seeing this, Mum clucks her disapproval, begins speculating about its whereabouts.
            I roll my eyes and leave before I get blamed for it.
         

         
         It’s a five-minute walk to Auntie’s copy shop, situated on the main shopping strip of Cabramatta. I set off, passing the Sacred
            Heart Primary School, where kids who recently broke for lunch are running riot in the school playground. A little boy runs
            up to the iron gate and makes a gun with his hands, points it in my direction, firing two imaginary shots. I think of Laurie
            at that age, a ready jack-in-the-box, jumping out from unexpected places, giggling.
         

         
         “Bang, bang!” the boy cries, jolting me back to the present. I play along, clutching at my chest. He grins and I carry on walking. I go by a block of flats where a woman on the ground floor carries a basket of laundry over one shoulder like a boom box. She casts an uneasy look at the sky, as though deciding whether to hang out her clothes. A thundercrack explodes, and the sky opens, drenching us both. 

         
         I pick up speed now, passing by a large house, refurbished into a Taoist temple where Jen and I once attended Chinese school
            on weekends. This went on until our parents learned about the videos we were shown there by the older kids, depicting a string
            of gruesome scenes: a man bungee jumping with a too-long rope. A woman emerging from a lake with a giant leech attached down
            the whole length of her arm.
         

         
         I shake off the memory as I dash across the road, under the awning and out of the rain. I slow to a walk, passing by Gabby
            Fashions displaying garish outfits on their chipped mannequins and continue along the bustling street lined with cheap eateries,
            fresh produce, and mobile phone outlets.
         

         
         Outside the Copy Center, I spot Jen’s older brother, Vinnie, and his gang of thugs through the storefront window. As usual,
            they are loud and unruly, slouching around the cluster of desks pushed up against the glass pane, hooked to a mess of blue
            Ethernet cables, playing Counter-Strike. They shout profanities at their computer screens, their voices carrying onto the
            street.
         

         
         Vinnie looks up as I walk in, shoots me a lascivious grin. I groan inwardly at the sight of him—a slab of testosterone with
            hooded eyes, a thick neck, and stringy, shoulder-length hair, wearing a white muscle shirt and designer shoes. As a child,
            he was indulged by his mother, the proverbial little emperor. And now he’s grown into a tyrant. He pulls his headphones from
            his ears and bellows, “Aye boys, shut up for a sec!”
         

         
         Trung glances up from his screen, sticks up his middle finger, then noticing me, smirks. “Didn’t know ya girl was here, Vinnie.”

         
         Next to him Johnny looks me up and down. “Nice T-shirt, Mei.”

         
         I glance down to see my top is completely soaked through, revealing my black sports bra underneath. I fold my arms across my chest. 

         
         Vinnie gets up from his chair, slaps the back of Johnny’s neck. Every guy like Vinnie has a Trung-and-Johnny duo, two dumb
            musclemen, ready to do his bidding.
         

         
         “Your mum says she has a job for me,” I say to Vinnie.

         
         “I gotta job for ya,” Johnny says, pointing at his crotch. Raucous laughter all-round, and then begins the shoving and playfighting.
            They move in the same predictable loop.
         

         
         “What would your girlfriend say about that, Johnny?” I retort.

         
         “Cindy won’t give a shit, she needs a break anyway.”

         
         Someone gives him a high five, another punches his arm. There are more comments about my wet T-shirt, jeers for me to take
            my top off. It is any wonder why anyone would want to use the copy services here, but the shop functions more as a front for
            Auntie’s shady operations.
         

         
         Vinnie says, “Ah, c’mon, lay off her, guys.” He motions for me to follow him to the counter. “You need a towel?”

         
         “No, I’m fine.”

         
         “I’ve gotta new car, y’know.”

         
         “Good for you, Vinnie.”

         
         Vinnie was often seen cruising the streets of Cabramatta in his latest muscle car, either with his gang of goons or carload
            of girls. He says, “It’s the new WRX, just came back from the paint shop yesterday. Wanna go for a ride?”
         

         
         “No thanks.”

         
         “Ah, c’mon, Mei. You and me, in the backseat.” He makes a lewd gesture with his hand.

         
         I give him a wry look. “In your dreams, Vinnie.”

         
         Auntie comes through the door behind the counter. “Mei Mei,” she snaps, in her sharp, abrasive tone. “I got big job for you.”

         
         My stomach tightens. “Big job” was usually code for work that was suspect or morally gray.

         
         Vinnie senses my discomfort and grins. “Don’t worry, Mei, you’re in the circle of trust now.”

         
         Auntie slides a pair of photographs across the counter toward me. They are pictures from a Chinese wedding, with all its red
            garlands and gold accents. The bride is radiant in her fiery red cheongsam, embroidered with phoenixes and flowers. In one
            photograph, she is pictured next to her groom at their tea ceremony while they are lavished with gifts of jewelry and money
            from wedding guests. In the other, the incandescent newlyweds pose by a multitiered wedding cake.
         

         
         After absorbing the details of the photographs, I look expectantly at Auntie. Taking my cue, she slides over a stack of photos
            of a nondescript Chinese woman in her mid-twenties. My eyes skim over the pictures. In one photo, she is mounted on a decorated
            horse in rural China. In another, she is sweeping an expansive concrete courtyard. She looks sad in her pictures.
         

         
         I understand my job is to photoshop the sad woman onto the radiant bride, to trick immigration into believing she and the groom are married, committing fraud. Auntie is known in the community for organizing such unholy unions, charging exorbitant amounts of money to those in third world countries, desperate for a shot at Australian citizenship. Jen, in her early twenties, was once tricked into such a marriage to a med student from Cambodia. He lived in her basement for several years, hoarding toilet paper and leaving the heat running all through the day. Auntie had promised Jen half the money, with which Jen planned to escape her controlling family and their shady dealings. She dreamed of a small apartment of her own, a simple job in admin or retail. Her own life. But when the citizenship was granted and divorce finalized, Jen’s mum reneged on her promise and instead gave Jen a list of debts incurred while living at home. Tubes of toothpaste, school fees, braces, the pair of designer shoes she wanted, all these expenses went on record. And Jen, instead of realizing her dream, found herself further trapped with her family. When I think back on Auntie’s lack of morality, it makes me hesitant to take the work she’s offering. But it’s been over a year since I lost my job as a photo retoucher, and I’ve long since burned through my savings. 

         
         Auntie seems to sense this, her eyebrows, a pair of thick, black slugs arched in my direction. The rim of her mouth, stained
            orange from her disgusting habit of chewing betel nuts. Mottled teeth bared when I don’t answer right away. “You do this one
            for me, Mei Mei?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, Auntie . . .” News stories about immigration scams resulting in fines and imprisonment flash through my mind.

         
         “Mei Mei?” Auntie prompts.

         
         I swallow. “How much?”

         
         “A hundred,” she says.

         
         It’s tempting, but I shake my head. “No thanks, Auntie.”

         
         “One hundred, plus five hundred for Mum.”

         
         I raise my eyebrows. “A hundred cash and five hundred off mum’s debt?”

         
         She nods.

         
         I do a quick calculation in my head, subtracting five hundred dollars from the six-figure debt Mum owed Auntie. It was a drop
            in the ocean, but a drop was better than nothing. “Fine, I’ll do it.”
         

         
         Auntie takes out her old, battered ledger, flicking through the warped, yellowed pages filled with figures scrawled in red ink. I glance at Vinnie, who slides his hand under the hem of his shirt, scratches leisurely at his stomach. I think of Auntie’s notoriety as a loan shark, her affiliation with the local gangs. Whispers of how she worked alongside the Khmer Rouge during the war, currying favor with her aggressors by ratting out her peers. 

         
         Every page of her ledger tells a story, Cabramatta’s own boulevard of broken dreams. Every name scrawled inside is someone
            who has lost something: their life savings, a priceless heirloom, their reputation. The occasional fingernail or tooth, dealt
            by Vinnie and his gang. Crushed ambitions, shattered bones, so much misery and suffering. Auntie stops at a page where Mum’s
            name is written at the top in Hanzi characters, tracing a fat, bejeweled finger down, through the list of times my parents
            sought her financial assistance, the Cressida a smooth-talking salesman had talked Mum into buying, the time Dad injured his
            back and couldn’t work for weeks, the interstate trip we took when I was a finalist for a nationwide spelling bee competition.
            But those things paled in comparison to the starting figure at the top, the original debt incurred way back in the early ’90s
            when Mum got caught up in a pyramid scheme. Back then, Auntie had invested in a company that had paid her ten times what she
            put in. Dazzled by her friend’s sudden riches, Mum took out a second mortgage on our house, let Auntie invest the funds on
            her behalf. But the company turned out to be a pyramid scheme that only paid if you got in early, and Mum lost all the money.
            I still remember those dark days. How Mum tried to blame everyone but herself. She scolded Dad for lacking ambition, me for
            wanting designer shoes. We were just weeks from the bank foreclosing when Auntie swooped in and bailed us out. But what she
            sold as an act of kindness was in truth, a calculated move to exert control over our lives.
         

         
         Auntie crosses out the current figure in black ink, then scrawls in the updated amount. I can barely look at the number without
            feeling sick to my stomach.
         

         
         With a questioning look, Auntie says, “Okay, Mei Mei?”

         
         I nod through gritted teeth.

         
         She tucks the pictures into a manila envelope and slides it across the counter toward me.

         
         

         Mum is entertaining a visitor when I get back home. The woman is vaguely familiar to me, but I don’t remember where I’ve met
            her. Possibly at one of the many tedious weddings I’ve been dragged to. I address the woman as “Ah-ko,” meaning “auntie” and
            am immediately chastised by mum. My Teochew is rudimentary at best, and because of the language barrier, I can never get my
            head around the complex hierarchy of the Teochew social structure, the appropriate way to address older adults in our community.
         

         
         “Ah-i,” Mum corrects me.

         
         “Ah-i,” I repeat, and the woman beams at me.

         
         That’s when I notice the box of nashi pears on our coffee table and already sense what’s coming. Ah-i draws a wallet from
            her handbag, pulls out a small passport-size photo, and hands it to me. I look at the picture of a cherubic-faced man, wearing
            thick rimmed glasses and a checkered shirt. He looks to be in his early thirties, though it is hard to tell with the premature
            balding.
         

         
         Mum says in Teochew, Ah-i has come to ask after you. Which means Ah-i is trying to set me up with her son, hence the gift of the nashi pears. She makes a case for her son, listing
            his attributes. A dentist, landowner, and virgin. She says the latter with a slightly superior air, knowing my history with
            Jacques.
         

         
         Mum weighs in with the mandatory put-downs, which parents are expected to inflict on their children when in the company of
            other parents. She tuts about my monolids, lack of social graces, the advanced state of my age, and my boy-like figure.
         

         
         In the absence of my child-bearing hips, the woman praises my pale complexion, rosy cheeks, and my quiet disposition, which can be construed as subservience, winning me bonus points. Then Mum admits, with feigned reluctance, that I am a decent-enough cook and am capable with household chores. 

         
         I stand there, wondering what an anthropologist would think of this ridiculous display, the ancient customs kept intact by
            those unwilling to release their grip on the past, even though the modern world offers much simpler, more pragmatic solutions.
            Still, I can’t help but feel a pang of sadness at the look of hope on Mum’s face. I think back to that text message on Jacques’s
            phone. How his selfish acts had chipped away at the life I had tried to build through the best part of my youth. It didn’t
            seem fair that Mum should suffer from my tragic predicament, almost thirty and single. She had even begged me to get back
            with Jacques, despite his repeated betrayal. A marriage was crucial to Mum’s social standing. If I were to remain single for
            much longer, she would face a slow but sure ostracization from the community. Which is why she has become far less discerning
            when it comes to potential suitors. At this point she is desperate enough to marry me off to just about anyone.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Ah-i drones on about her son, singing his praises, asking me if I will consider going on a trip with them around
            Southeast Asia. I cast another look at the nashi pears, a sinking feeling in my chest. Ah-i is the second visitor this month.
            Word must be getting around about my relationship status, and now every desperate mother in Cabramatta with an unwed son will
            come knocking.
         

         
         To shut her down, I explain how I still hope to work things out with Jacques, which is a lie. She casts a furtive look at
            Mum, and an understanding seems to pass between them. They must have discussed the details of my breakup before I arrived.
         

         
         Ah-i smiles at me coyly, presses the picture of her son into my hand. Up close, her drawn-on eyebrows are more blue than black. I catch a feint whiff of mothballs and tiger balm. Every auntie in Cabramatta has this specific scent. For a young woman, mothballs and tiger balm are the embodiment of all our worst fears. Remaining stuck in Cabramatta, metamorphosing into middle age. Out of politeness, I take the picture. 

         
         

         In my bedroom, I throw the photograph straight into the wastebasket, settle at my cluttered desk with a sigh. I look around.
            The room has the distinct feel of a halfway house, worn and tired. Unmade bed, books scattered over the floor. There is a
            growing water stain on the far wall, where a trash bag sits, full of clothes I have yet to put away. My mind flashes to the
            night I tore them from the hangers of the plush walk-in I once shared with Jacques. The raw, pulsing sense of anarchy flooding
            my veins.
         

         
         I settle myself into my chair and turn on the clunky PC computer. It groans to life.

         
         Carefully, I remove the pictures of the sad woman from the envelope Auntie gave me. I put them through my noisy scanner and
            bring them up on the screen. I cut out the face of the sad woman and superimpose her over the face of the happy bride. I correct
            the lighting and color, then blur the edges to make it seamless. There is something about the sad woman that grips me. I save
            a couple of her pictures into a separate folder titled sad bride, which I intend to use in one of my anthropomorphic collages, digital works of art inspired by my childhood memories, many
            of them fantastical scenes depicting girls with elk horns and tails, hooves peeking out from under their long, flowing dresses,
            languishing with Aesop’s fabled creatures. Always there is a dark presence lurking in the shadows. A fringe gallery known
            as Creep occasionally exhibits and sells my work.
         

         
         After an hour, I have completed the wedding pictures; the sad woman is casting a melancholy air to the festivities. No one would ever believe she was happily married. But I can’t change her grim expression. Despite the tricks I pull with my editing software, I cannot make her appear as though she is happy. 

         
         Once my job is complete and packed away, I try not to think about the woman. Yet almost of its own accord, my mouse hovers
            over the folder labeled sad bride.
         

         
         There are two pictures. In the first, she is mounted on a decorated horse in rural China. The second, she is standing by a
            model replica of the Leaning Tower of Pisa. I zoom in until her face fills up the entirety of my 19 inch monitor. At this
            scale, there is something off about her expression; I can’t quite put my finger on it at first, but then, with a shiver, it
            comes to me.
         

         
         I bring up my Tumblr, which I use as a visual diary to catalog my art process and share my digital collages, often writing
            to flesh out my ideas first, and begin to write.
         

         
         
            
               
                  artbymei

                  When the Tiger Is Ready to Pounce

                  When I was a kid, I had this reoccurring nightmare where I am on the way to my fifth birthday party to celebrate with my friends.
                     I’m wearing a white dress trimmed with a lace Peter Pan collar. Like me, my friends live in the same block of flats, designated
                     to us by the Housing Commission.
                  

                  Downstairs in the lobby, I am clutching a toy racoon in an orange hat, waiting for Mum by the scratched-up letterboxes crammed
                     full of junk mail. Strewn across the gritty, orange tiled floor are catalogs and plastic bags of rubbish, an errant sandal.
                     An old shopping trolley with a missing wheel has been left by the steps. It is filled with beer cans and empty bottles, a
                     dirty sneaker with a half-torn sole. Crude graffiti peppers the stained, water-damaged walls.
                  

                  Through the glass doorway, I see a woman appear. She looks just like Mum, but I know it’s not her. I can tell by the expression
                     on her face that she is an imposter. She steps through the door and motions for me to come over. She is smiling but her smile
                     doesn’t reach her eyes. I shrink back. Her smile twists into a snarl. Then before my eyes, she morphs into a tiger. The transition
                     is gradual yet instant. I am paralyzed with terror. I always wake right when the tiger is ready to pounce.
                  

               

            

         
         I pull up the face of the sad woman on my computer and add layers of digital paint. In my cupboard there is an old family
            album. I thumb through its stiff, yellowed pages until I find a photo of my mother in her early thirties. She is sitting at
            a table with a group of strangers at a wedding banquet, bowls of shark fin soup on a glass lazy Susan. I scan the picture
            and bring it up on my monitor. I zoom in on Mum’s face. The resemblance to the sad bride is uncanny. I cut out Mum’s face
            and paste it over the woman. As I adjust the transparency, she merges with my mother. On my desktop, I click on a folder containing
            a menagerie of animal images, scroll until I find a stock picture of an adult tiger, staring intently at the camera. I layer
            the image of the tiger over the canvas, warping the animal’s eyes to fit the composite woman. I sit back in my chair and regard
            the figure who is half-woman, half-tiger.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Kath calls me a few days later.

         
         “Happy Birthday, Mei,” she says, without ceremony. “Doing anything special for the big three-oh?”

         
         “No plans.”

         
         “Good, because Helene’s in town and she wants to catch up.”

         
         “She’s here?” I say, not bothering to hide my disappointment. “I thought her visit was still weeks away.”

         
         Kath lets out an exhale. “She heard about Laurie’s arm and flew out early to see him. Anyway, he let slip it’s your birthday.”

         
         I groan inwardly, put up my last protest. “I absolutely do not want to see her tonight.”

         
         “Neither do I.”

         
         “Then why do we always give in?”

         
         “Because she’s Helene.”

         
         

         Helene is at the karaoke machine when I walk into the busy Japanese horigotatsu-style restaurant at Kings Cross, its sunken tables packed with diners. She is singing “I Touch Myself” by the Divinyls, caressing the cordless microphone as though she is about to perform fellatio. She slips out of her kitten heels and proceeds to strut table to table, touching the cheek of a flustered busboy. Crooning the lyrics in her breathy Marilyn voice, she peels down the strap of her crop top to the hoots and cheers of the enthralled diners. Helene, always the exhibitionist. She catches my eye and points to me, calling “Everyone, say hi to Mei,” before smoothly transitioning back to the song. Heads swivel toward me, and I smile wanly. Seeing nothing of interest, they turn back to Helene. 

         
         I find Kath in a corner and tuck myself under the table.

         
         “She’s five songs in,” says Kath, who is scrolling on her iPhone and doesn’t bother to look up.

         
         I pick up a pod of edamame, watching Helene writhe serpent-like around the room, thinking back to my childhood and her antics.
            I put up with them in exchange for access to her family pool, and to catch a glimpse of her big brother, Jacques, in his swimming
            trunks. Their dad’s promotion to general manager at the nearby meat-packing plant had set them apart from the rest of us.
            They’d moved to a bigger house, started doing things white people did, like putting up a tree at Christmas and hosting weekend
            BBQs.
         

         
         Kath plonks her phone down on the table. “Where’s Jen? I thought she was coming out with us tonight.”

         
         “She had to work late.” Jen often covered the graveyard shift at Auntie’s copy shop, which was open twenty-four hours for
            those late-night printing emergencies.
         

         
         “Why couldn’t she get a night off? It’s your birthday for Chrissake.”

         
         I shrug. “Well, I’m not really celebrating anyway.”

         
         Kath isn’t ready to let it go. “Her mum’s a real slave driver, isn’t she? Jen stopped by last week to check on Laurie. I haven’t
            seen her in ages so I made her favorite—chicken parmigiana but the moment I set her plate down, Vinnie was on the phone badgering
            her about a delivery. He made her leave right away. Like, she couldn’t even stay for the dinner I’d made especially for her.
            I thought that was a bit much, even for Vinnie.”
         

         
         “I think her family have gotten way worse over the years. That’s the feeling I get anyway, now I’m back in Cabra.”

         
         “What they’re doing to her—it’s modern-day slavery,” Kath seethes.

         
         “Yeah.” I don’t mention the work I’m now doing for Auntie. Kath will never let me hear the end of it.

         
         “And remember years back when Jen had to marry that creep from Cambodia? Her mum swore she’d pay her out once the guy’s citizenship
            came through. We even went apartment-hunting with her—remember that? God, she was glowing then. Happiest I’d ever seen her.
            And then, her mum pulls one of her nasty tricks. Evil bitch. And what she’s done to your family as well, keeping you all under
            her thumb with that debt.”
         

         
         I sigh. “Mum brought it on herself.”

         
         “You know Jen could have stayed with Sim. She took me in when I fell pregnant—you remember how Dad chucked me out?” I think
            back to Kath at sixteen, hair down to her waist, thick and lustrous, the envy of every girl. Upon learning of his daughter’s
            pregnancy, her dad had grabbed her, hacked off her gorgeous locks with a pair of blunt scissors. After Laurie was born, her
            parents had a change of heart and welcomed them both home. But to this day, Kath has never worn her hair past shoulder length.
         

         
         Dropping my voice, I say, “I don’t know if Jen got a chance to tell you, but Sim passed away.”

         
         Kath’s eyes widen. “What—when?”

         
         “I’m not sure exactly, but it was probably some time ago.” I tell her how Soey had mentioned it in passing during her interview
            on Booktalk.

         
         “No, Jen didn’t tell me. I had no idea.” Kath exhales sharply, presses her palms into her cheeks. With a trembling hand, she reaches for a cup of sake, downs it in one big gulp. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “She’s really gone? I don’t believe it. You know, while I was pregnant with Laurie, she was better to me than my own mother.” She shakes her head, eyes growing distant. “The last time I saw her was at Cabra station. She was standing on the platform, and I think she saw me too. But I pretended not to see her. I don’t know why. It would have hurt her so much. But she just got so attached to Laurie once he was born. She kept wanting to see him. A part of her was convinced he was Daiyu’s reincarnation because those fucking degenerates at the temple told her so. She’d ask us over for lunch and guilt trip me into staying the whole day. And when I think back on it now, she was probably lonely. She’d lost one daughter, and the other had gone off the rails—back then Soey was hardly ever home. I think Laurie gave her hope, as irrational as it was. But it became such a burden for me. It was like being with a drowning person, wanting to help but knowing they’ll only pull you under. And now I wish I had said hello at the train station. I wish I had brought Laurie over to see her. Because she did so much for me. For all of us.” 

         
         We sit for a moment in silence, with our feelings of guilt and regret. Thinking of all the things we’d do differently if we
            could go back.
         

         
         “Why was Soey being interviewed on Booktalk?” Kath asks.
         

         
         “She’s about to release a memoir about Daiyu’s murder. It’s called The Daisy Chain.”
         

         
         “The Daisy Chain?” Kath furrows her brow. “What’s her Tumblr account again?”
         

         
         I give her Soey’s handle, and she keys it into the Tumblr app on her phone. Her eyes flicker over the screen before shooting me a look. She reads aloud. “‘The Daisy Chain is a memoir reflecting on the brutal murder of my nine-year-old sister, when we were attacked walking home from school. I was left with a traumatic brain injury and lost an entire year of memories leading up to the attack. Now, over a decade later, some of my memories have returned, renewing my hope of finding Daiyu’s killer.’” 

         
         “Jesus.” Kath sets her phone down, takes her time to process the news. “So, she never contacted you about the book?”

         
         “She didn’t—no.”

         
         “No?” Kath examines my face, and I feel a blush creep across my cheeks.

         
         I clear my throat. “Why would she?”

         
         “Obviously because we’re in the book. And you were the one closest to her.”

         
         “Well, she didn’t.” I insist. I can feel Kath’s eyes on me, and I busy myself, straightening a napkin on the table. “We haven’t
            spoken since school camp.”
         

         
         Her gaze shifts to the scar above my left eye. “Kangaroo Valley, you mean? I bumped into her a few times after that night.
            We always said we’d catch up but never did.”
         

         
         “After Kangaroo Valley, I never saw her again, not even once.”

         
         “Not even once?” Kath frowns. “That’s weird.”

         
         “I know.” After leaving our school, Soey had completed her final year at Canley Vale, only a train stop away. We still hung
            around the same malls and cinema complexes, gaming arcades and libraries, but not once did our paths cross.
         

         
         “Maybe it’s for the best.” Kath reaches for a pair of disposable chopsticks, separates them with a snap. From a plate of sushi,
            she selects a piece of salmon nigiri, dipping it into a saucer of soy. My eyes go back to Helene, who is now singing “Baby
            One More Time” by Britney Spears. A waitress comes by, and I order a plate of Agedashi tofu.
         

         
         Kath sets down her chopsticks, picks up her phone again. After a few moments, she turns her phone toward me, the cover of Soey’s book filling the screen. “What do you think?” 

         
         I frown. “It’s interesting . . .” The cover is modern and striking. The Daisy Chain in a serif font is placed over a black-and-white pencil sketch of a storybook cottage surrounded by woodland with a heart-shaped
            wreath on the door. A shingled roof with a chimney, and charming windows with planter boxes blooming with roses, autumn leaves
            scattered all over the forest floor.
         

         
         “Does the house look familiar to you?” Kath asks.

         
         I pinch the screen, zooming in on the house. A shiver goes down my spine. “Now that you’ve mentioned it, yeah it does a little.”

         
         Kath raises her eyebrows. “Weird right? I think I’ve been at that house before—actually no, I’m sure of it. But I can’t remember
            when or where. And I’m usually good with stuff like this.”
         

         
         I squint at the house. “I know what you mean. It was there, like a flicker, but now it’s gone.”

         
         “When I saw it, I felt the same thing.”

         
         Kath goes back to scrolling down Soey’s Tumblr, eyes moving rapidly across the screen. “So . . . it says here she went to
            a retreat in the states, took a bunch of psychedelics and magically her memories have returned . . . hmm.”
         

         
         “Apparently she remembers the Encyclopedia Man now.”

         
         “Ha! Well, if that’s true, I’m glad she got that memory back. Of course, we told it to her so many times, maybe we put it
            in her head. Although . . .” She frowns, staring intently at her screen again. “Here, she writes about having visions of this
            house. And if we think the house looks familiar, maybe her memories are genuine.”
         

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Are you going to read the book?”

         
         “Well—yeah.” I blink. “Aren’t you going to read it?”

         
         “Of course. When does it come out?”

         
         “A couple weeks from now, in time for the Writers Festival. I was thinking of going to see her.”

         
         Kath raises an eyebrow. “Are you going to speak to her?”

         
         “I think I might just sit in the audience. Want to come?”

         
         She sighs. “I’d rather give it a miss.”

         
         Helene finishes her song with a sweeping bow. A frumpy woman goes up to the podium, reaches for the microphone. Helene hands
            it over, then snatches it back at the last moment. The poor woman stands with a bemused expression, hand outstretched. A stocky
            man with a thick neck, sticks his fingers in his mouth and whistles noisily. He yells to Helene, “One more song, sweetie!”
            She blows him a kiss, then finally relinquishes the microphone to the flustered woman.
         

         
         As Helene leaves the spotlight, the opening music for “Time After Time” by Cyndi Lauper plays. The woman starts up in a wobbly
            voice. Everyone goes back to their meals, their disappointment palpable. I feel sorry for the woman. Helene is a tough act
            to follow.
         

         
         She makes her way over to us now. Her cheeks are flushed. She flings her arms around me.

         
         “Mei, how long will you keep torturing my poor brother?”

         
         

         After dinner, Helene is emotional. She gets like this when she’s tipsy. She downs another cup of warm sake. The patrons are
            thinning out. There is a disheveled middle-aged man, loosened tie and cuffs rolled up to his elbows. He sings “Sweet Caroline”
            in a flat baritone.
         

         
         “I’m not defending Jacques,” she insists, her words slightly dragging, “he made a mistake, plain and simple. But he’s a man, Mei. Men are different from us. They have different needs. And if I left Dan every time he messed up, well, I wouldn’t have this, would I?” She holds up her hand, from where a wedding band gleams from her slender finger. Dan, Helene’s husband, plays pro soccer for a Japanese club; their lavish lifestyle has them hopping from one country to another like the world is their carousel. When Helene visited home, she’d come bearing extravagant gifts, like Godiva chocolates she picked up from Narita that cost a hundred dollars a box. 

         
         She continues, “Are you going to throw away eight years just like that? Look, he’s not perfect, I know, but he adores you.
            Don’t you miss him and the life you built together?” After a meaningful pause she adds, “Don’t you miss Laurie?”
         

         
         Kath purses her lips. “Mei’s free to see Laurie anytime she wants, she knows that.”

         
         Helene blinks. “Well it’s not the same, is it—”

         
         But Kath doesn’t let her finish. “And while we’re on the subject, Jacques didn’t make a mistake. Leaving the toilet seat up
            is a mistake. Getting into the wrong taxi is a mistake. Screwing the office whore is a decision.”
         

         
         Both me and Helene are taken aback by the viciousness of her tone, and for a moment I wonder if Kath’s outburst is a thinly
            veiled jab at me. After all, I was once the other woman in their relationship.
         

         
         “Well,” Helene ventures, “I guess you know better than anyone, what it feels like to be in Mei’s shoes.”

         
         With this, Kath finally snaps. “For fuck’s sake, Helene.”

         
         Helene holds up both hands. “Okay, okay—I don’t need to dredge up the past. But we had some good times didn’t we?”

         
         I think back to our early twenties, before things got so complicated. An ’80s-themed disco, our crimped hair and tiaras, Helene
            dancing between me and Kath. The pills Helene had dispersed earlier that night lending a soft, fuzzy glow to everything.
         

         
         Kath picks up her phone again, and the tension eases.

         
         Helene taps my hand. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen you. Are you okay?”

         
         “I’m fine,” I insist.

         
         She squints at me. “You look sad.”

         
         “I am sad, but I’m fine.”

         
         “Are you okay for money?”

         
         She reaches for her designer purse, rummages around and pulls out a fistful of bills. She presses them into my hand. When
            I refuse to take them, she folds them up and tucks them into the pocket of my jeans. “It’s your birthday present from me and
            Dan.”
         

         
         I relent. “Thanks.”

         
         “Any luck with the job hunt?” she asks.

         
         “No luck.”

         
         “It’s been a year, right? Surely there’s an agency out there that needs a digital wizard?”

         
         I think of my previous job as a retoucher, airbrushing crow’s feet from catalog models and whitening the teeth of b-grade
            celebrities. Helene often sent me photos of herself with instructions to cinch her already tiny waist, to smooth over an errant
            lock of hair. “They mostly outsource that kind of work now. Any kid with a bootleg copy of Photoshop can do what I do.”
         

         
         “I’m not having much luck either,” Kath adds. “Rydges turned me down for the front desk role. If I don’t get something soon,
            I’ll have to move back in with my parents.” She shudders at the thought, before catching my expression. “No offense, Mei.”
         

         
         I shrug in response.

         
         Kath continues, “Laurie’s happy at St. Albans, and I don’t want to move him if I can help it.”

         
         Helene raises an eyebrow. “You’re not thinking of putting him in Cabra High?”

         
         “If it comes to that.”

         
         She lets out a puff of air. “I don’t like the idea of my nephew going there.”

         
         Kath crosses her arms, looks defensive. “And why not? We loved our school.”

         
         “We were lucky to make it out alive.”

         
         “You’re just a snob, Helene. I’m proud to be a Cabra girl.”

         
         “Me too,” I chime in.

         
         Kath continues, “And what happened to Daiyu—it’s got nothing to do with the school.”

         
         “Well, they never caught the guy, did they? He could still be there for all you know.”

         
         “Carlos left ages ago,” Kath says about our former caretaker, who had been the prime suspect at the time.

         
         “It definitely wasn’t Carlos—that man was a total sweetheart. He would unlock the toilets for us whenever we asked.”

         
         “Whenever you asked,” Kath corrects her. “Of course you got special treatment, always prancing around him. Anyway, you do know Carlos has
            a criminal record?”
         

         
         Helene waves her hand, making light of this. “It was a juvenile record, for petty theft or something.”

         
         Kath presses. “Didn’t he carjack some poor family?”

         
         “When he was a young delinquent, sure. That doesn’t make him a child killer, Kath. The cops gave him such a hard time, but
            I knew he was innocent.”
         

         
         “Well, I disagree. I think he did it,” says Kath. “They just couldn’t find enough evidence to convict him. I always thought he was a creep anyway. Once I was sitting on the concrete steps, minding my own business, and he came over, pulled me to my feet by the collar of my shirt. He started lecturing me about how sitting on concrete would give me hemorrhoids. I had no idea what hemorrhoids were, so I asked him. He said it was when you grow lumps in your anus. Which I thought was so gross and a weird thing to say to a teenage girl.” 

         
         “It’s true though. You can get hemorrhoids from sitting on a hard surface. He was trying to be helpful.”

         
         “That’s not technically true. Concrete has a cooling effect, which would cause the veins in your anus to contract, preventing
            you from getting hemorrhoids in the first place.”
         

         
         “For God’s sake, Kath, who gives a shit. Did he touch you—did he say anything sexual?”

         
         “Telling me I could grow lumps in my anus is borderline sexual.”

         
         “They were different times, Kath, come on. Uncles were always saying shit like that. Besides, neither Soey nor Daiyu were
            sexually assaulted.”
         

         
         Kath says in her exacting way, “There was no evidence of penetration. Nor did they find bodily fluids such as urine or semen
            at the scene. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t sexual. Why would anyone bludgeon a little girl to death? And why were the police
            looking through their Rolodex of sex offenders in the area?”
         

         
         “The police were incompetent pieces of shit,” Helene spits. “They were the real predators. One cop asked me if I wanted to
            try the Breathalyzer and when I blew on the straw, he was like, oh yeah baby, even though I was still in my training bra.”
         

         
         Their exchange is getting heated and drawing attention from the next table. Not to mention the nature of what they were discussing.

         
         “Guys,” I hiss, resisting the urge to add, shhh.

         
         Kath settles down. “Anyway, let’s see if Carlos gets a mention in Soey’s memoir.”

         
         Helene visibly pales. “Soey’s what?”

         
         There is a sudden glimmer in Kath’s eyes. “Haven’t you heard? Soey’s written a book.” She brings it up on her phone, hands it to Helene who sits up, suddenly sober. 

         
         “The Daisy Chain?” She looks from me to Kath. “Jesus Christ, our nutcase cult leader is back.”
         

         
         “Hey,” I snap. “Don’t say that about Soey.”

         
         “Are you kidding me?” She puts on a mocking tone. “We the Daisy Chain this, We the Daisy Chain that. She was always using that stupid phrase. And that weird thing she used to make us do?” Helene raises her hands above her
            head, claps twice.
         

         
         I bat her arm. “Stop it.”

         
         She ignores me, sticks her arms in the air again.

         
         “I’m warning you, Helene. Stop it or—”

         
         “Or what?” she challenges me

         
         Kath says, “Come on, Helene, stop being a dick.”

         
         Helene glares at Kath, but she lowers her arms. “Not you too. Jesus. What’s the big deal?”

         
         I can feel my cheeks burning. “It’s sacred, okay?”

         
         “Sacred?” Helene scoffs. “Are we back in high school now? Are you going to start giving me shit about going on Crimeline again?”
         

         
         At that, something inside me snaps. “You still don’t get it, do you? After all this time, you still haven’t learned a damn
            thing.”
         

         
         “What’s there to get, Mei? We appeared on the show because we wanted the killer caught. Yes, maybe it was for selfish reasons,
            like not wanting to end up murdered ourselves. Or have you forgotten how scared we were? Or maybe you just want to go on playing
            the martyr, because you’re so great at that.”
         

         
         I gape at her. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

         
         “You’re so desperate to be a victim, you make it your whole personality. You always have. All this moaning about Jacques. Like he didn’t provide you with a life you wouldn’t have had otherwise. Look at where you are now. Stuck with your parents in Cabra. That’s exactly where you would have stayed. You along with Jen.” 

         
         Through clenched teeth, I hiss, “Don’t bring Jen into this.”

         
         Helene continues as though she hasn’t heard me. “I bet you wish you’d been the one bashed over the head. Then everyone could
            feel sorry for you. You think you’re a nice person, don’t you? But you’re not. Look at what you did to Kath, for Chrissake.
            You, Mei”—she clasps her hands as though in prayer—“like to play the saint, while you put us all in our little boxes. Kath
            is the brains, Jen is the sweet, little thing we all need to protect, Soey’s on a pedestal, and I’m the fucking Antichrist.
            That’s how we all sit in your head, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Hey!” Kath snaps. “For fuck’s sake, Helene, it’s her birthday.”

         
         I press my lips into a line, blink back tears. Try to block out the sting of Helene’s words, stop them from worming their
            way into my mind to metastasize into my own voice. Hear them whispered back at me during my darkest moments. Under the table,
            Kath taps her foot against mine as though to say, don’t let her get to you.

         
         “Well, Mei started it,” Helene says defensively, “Lecturing me about something I did when I was a kid. The fact is, we did
            the right thing going on that show. If someone had called in with a tip, they could have solved the murder. Like they said,
            one of us could have been his next victim.”
         

         
         Kath says, “And you think being on a television show made us safer? You don’t think it made us even more of a target? Do you
            not remember all the creeps suddenly popping up like a game of Whac-A-Mole? Those crank calls? Those weird letters? What about
            that pervert with the prosthetic penis hanging out of his pants—the one who followed you home?”
         

         
         Helene brushes this off with a wave of her hand. “So what? He was harmless. And it had nothing to do with the show. We were brave for sticking our necks out, and we did it for Soey, that’s the truth.” 

         
         “Oh, get off your high horse,” Kath retorts. “Mei’s right. We didn’t do it for Soey. We were thirteen. We wanted the bags
            of toys and candy. We wanted to be on television. We got paid to be on the show. Let’s not kid ourselves.”
         

         
         Helene takes another swig of her sake. “Soey’s not exactly against being famous, is she? What do they call her nowadays? Tumblr
            famous? And I’ll bet she got paid pretty damn well for the book as well. And for writing about us, I might add. And did she
            bother to contact either of you?” When we don’t respond, she nods, satisfied. “Did she reach out to me or Jen, like any normal
            person would? No. Because Soey likes to spin her own fairy-tale world and anything that goes against her narrative—she shuts
            it right down.”
         

         
         Kath says to Helene, a note of provocation in her voice, “You’re just scared of what she could have written about you.”

         
         “Well—” Helene blurts, “she’d better watch it because I’ll sue her into oblivion. Besides, I’ve got my own stories to tell.”
            She jabs at a grayish spot on the underside of her wrist, the size of a pinprick. “Remember when the psycho bitch stabbed
            me with a pencil? I’m lucky that’s the only mark she left.” She looks meaningfully at the scar above my left eye, and to my
            horror, it begins twitching. I look down, blinking hard, face burning.
         

         
         “To be honest, Helene, half the school wanted to stab you,” Kath retorts.

         
         Helene smirks, as though this is a compliment. “Anyway, I’m sick of talking about Soey. Why can’t we leave it in the past
            where it belongs?”
         

         
         “Because—” I stammer, “because they never found Daiyu’s killer and now that Sim’s gone—she’ll never know what happened to her daughter.” 

         
         Helene flinches at this, and I remember she doesn’t know yet.

         
         “What do you mean Sim’s gone?” she asks.

         
         Kath and I fall silent.

         
         “What do you mean by that?” Helene presses, her voice now high and uncertain.

         
         “Sim’s passed away,” I say.

         
         Helene blinks. “When? What happened?”

         
         “I don’t know. Soey mentioned it in a radio interview.”

         
         Anger flashes in her eyes now. “You found this out from a fucking radio interview? Soey never bothered to call you?”

         
         “No.”

         
         She slumps back in her seat, shakes her head in disbelief. “Jesus. I was planning to see Sim this week. I bought her a huge
            box of Chocodates from Dubai. She’s completely mad for them, you know.” Helene stops and swallows. “Well, she was . . . ”
            She pours sake into cups, nudges them toward us. “You know, once Sim was getting her hair done at Bieng’s . . .”
         

         
         “Ugh, Bieng,” Kath groans. Bieng is a crabby, old woman who operated a makeshift salon in her garage—which acted as a kind
            of watering hole for the aunties in Cabramatta to spread their malicious gossip about young girls like us.
         

         
         “Anyway,” Helene continues, “she started talking shit about me, and Sim got up, right in the middle of her hair treatment,
            and shoved Bieng into a wall. Then she marched straight over to my house. I’ll never forget that day. I was with Mum in the
            kitchen when Sim came storming in, hair still in rollers, murder in her eyes, sputtering about what the old hag had said.
            She was my fucking hero, you know.”
         

         
         “She would have taken a bullet for us,” Kath agrees.

         
         Helene raises her cup and makes a toast. We fall into reminiscing about the Encyclopedia Man, Sim chasing him down the street
            with a broom while we watched from the balcony.
         

         
         “She was such a badass,” says Kath.

         
         “I still can’t believe Soey didn’t tell us. She should have told us.”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, and the animosity I feel toward Helene begins to dissipate.

         
         As though sensing this shift, Helene squeezes my hand and raising her cup again, says, “And here’s to you, Mei. Happy birthday.
            I’m sorry for that shit I said earlier. I shouldn’t let Soey get under my skin like that. You’re my sister and I love you.”
            Her voice wavers as she wipes at a tear. She looks from me to Kath. “The two of you are my sisters—okay? We’re family. We’ll
            always tell each other if anything major happens. I’ll never leave either of you in the dark. We’re still the Daisy Chain,
            right?”
         

         
         A waitress comes over, asks for the last order. The restaurant is closing soon.

         
         Kath says to her, “We’re okay, thanks,” and the conversation drifts through our collective memories, both past and present.
            We’ve just made our way to neutral ground when Helene starts up again about Laurie transferring to Cabramatta High.
         

         
         “Why don’t you talk to my parents, Kath? You know they’re always happy to help.”

         
         Kath squares her chin. “I can take care of my son, Helene.”

         
         “Dan and I are shopping for a crash pad in the city. Just a pied-à-terre, something with a view. It’s such a pain having to stay with Jacques when we’re in Sydney, dude’s depressing to be around these days. The other night we took him line dancing, but he just sat at the bar like the loser he is, arranging peanut shells into the shape of a love heart. Anyway, maybe you can stay there when we’re away. Look after the place. We’ll work something out.” 

         
         Kath starts to get tetchy again. “Look, I can sort myself out, okay?”

         
         Helene opens her mouth to respond when her iPhone pings with a text. She glances down and starts to gather her things. Patting
            me fondly on the cheek she says, “Dan wishes you a happy birthday.”
         

         
         “Oh, tell him thanks.”

         
         She works her thumbs, pausing when her phone buzzes with another text. “The boys are at Star City. Dan is losing at Blackjack
            and wants me to join him. Says I’m his lucky charm.” She smirks, then looks up from her phone. “You guys want to come?”
         

         
         

         We meet up with the boys at Star City Casino. At the blackjack table, Dan gives me one of his generous bear hugs. Once at
            a rubbish dump, Dad showed me how the waste compactors crushed the garbage into neat cubes. This image always comes to mind
            each time I find myself in Dan’s vise-like grip.
         

         
         Jacques hangs back, doesn’t seem to know what to do with his hands.

         
         There are a fresh round of birthday wishes and I say, “That’s okay, I’m not really celebrating this year.”

         
         Dan furrows his brow. “Why?”

         
         “I don’t know, thirty’s not anything to be excited about, I suppose.”

         
         He punches me lightly on the arm. “You’re still a hottie, Mei—no need to worry just yet.”

         
         

         I leave them at the blackjack table and wander off to the slot machines. I pull out the wad of cash Helene had stuffed into my jeans pocket earlier, spot a fifty-dollar note in the mix of tens and twenties. I feed it into Cleopatra before I have a chance to change my mind. The reels spin in a blur of snakes, scarabs, and the eye of Horus. The machine beeps my winnings at me, asks me if I want to bet it on red or black. I punch the red, then black, and the figure on the screen clocks into triple digits. I feel light-headed; there is a pleasant buzzing in my ears. I double my money again and then lose it all. I am so engrossed that I startle when Jacques taps me on my shoulder. He jangles a Styrofoam cup of gold coins and grins. Jacques is one of those people who seems to cash out at the right time. “Cleopatra, huh? You know she can be temperamental.” 

         
         “How’s Dan doing?” I ask.

         
         “Better now Helene’s here.”

         
         “I suppose luck runs in the family.”

         
         “Not always,” he mutters, looking away.

         
         I flick the cupful of coins in his hands. “Cup’s half-full, right?”

         
         He smiles half-heartedly.

         
         I go back to my machine, press a few buttons at random for something to do.

         
         “Hey,” he says, “you know you can get a free hot chocolate here?”

         
         “Who says?”

         
         “Come on, let me show you.”

         
         I follow him to a vending machine. He makes his selection, and it kicks into gear, streaming hot liquid into a waiting cup.
            At no point does he feed cash into the machine. I raise my eyebrows. “How did you . . . ?”
         

         
         “Saw a guy do it earlier. I think he was trying to impress a girl.”

         
         

         Later we’re seated at the TAB gambling section and Dan has moved from blackjack to horses. With a pen, he checks off the betting slip, then takes it up to the counter. His mood seems to have dipped from earlier. Helene confirms what we are all thinking. “He’s got a gambling problem.” 

         
         “And you’re cool with that?” asks Kath.

         
         Helene shrugs her off with a flippant laugh. “He’s minting it right now—dude gets paid in yen.”
         

         
         “So, how are things in Tokyo?”

         
         “Can’t complain. Cherry blossom season arrived early this year. Rich came over to see us.”

         
         “Yeah?” Kath looks suddenly wistful. “Seems like yesterday we were at Yoyogi Park, remember Mei?”

         
         “Wasn’t that more than two years ago now?”

         
         The memory blooms in my mind, soft dappled light under the cherry blossom trees, the petals slow descent to the ground, like
            tiny pirouetting ballerinas. That morning we’d gotten up early to secure a good spot at Yoyogi Park, caught the train to Harajuku
            after stopping by 7-Eleven to pick up packs of onigiri and salty snacks. Kath had promised Laurie we’d all go to the Ghibli
            Museum for his birthday, and Helene said we could stay at their apartment in Ginza. Kath was dating Dan’s friend Rich, and
            he’d come along on the trip as well.
         

         
         “Jacques was so freaked out by the snow monkeys.” I laugh, recalling our double date with Kath and Rich midway through our
            trip. We’d caught the bullet train out to the snow monkey park at Nagano, making the hike up the long trail, passing by snowdrifts
            and cedar trees. The monkeys appeared like apparitions, not seeming entirely real, their red faces scowling up at us like
            little drunk men.
         

         
         Afterward the four of us had stopped by an onsen bathhouse, where men and women were separated at the entrance. Inside the shower area, girls and women of all ages sat naked on plastic stools, scrubbing themselves clean before entering the communal hot spring. Awkwardly, I stripped down next to Kath, doing my best to avert my eyes from her nipples, dark and elongated. In the water, I felt myself relax, my self-consciousness diminishing with the rising wisps of steam. Kath was telling me how she thought it wouldn’t work with Rich, and I was trying my best to temper her pessimism. 

         
         On the way back to the changing room, Kath discovered a hole in the bamboo wall where we could peek into the male section
            of the hot spring. In the distance, we observed a bashful Jacques, cooling down on a bench, his tiny white towelette positioned
            strategically on his lap while Rich sat spread, everything on display.
         

         
         I bring up this memory now, teasing Jacques as Kath gleefully joins in.

         
         “Oh god.” Helene groans. “The last thing I want to talk about is my brother’s genitalia.” As a diversion, she makes a sleazy
            comment about Rich and his “Mount Fuji”-size appendage. We are in hysterics about this, apart from Jacques.
         

         
         I give his arm a reassuring pat. “It’s fine, you have nothing to worry about.”

         
         “Thanks,” he says wryly.

         
         “Mei’s right, you know,” says Kath, and I turn to her, surprised. She shrugs. “I mean, if we’re making comparisons here.”

         
         And that’s when I see it on her face, rare as a flower that only blooms in the dark. My stomach twists. Her expression is
            unmistakable. After all this time and everything he’s put her through, after leaving her for me, despite their child together,
            after all of that—her love for him is still there. I see Helene look from Kath to me. I can tell by the subtle parting of
            her lips that she saw it too.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Five

         
         Dad is in the kitchen when I get up the next morning. He has a cup of coffee ready.

         
         He asks if I’m hungry as he hands me my chipped Pikachu mug. He’s always been overly anxious about the state of my hunger,
            whether I’d eaten at any given time and how much. Ever since childhood, he’d made sure to pack extra biscuits in my school
            bag, his near starvation in the jungles of Cambodia never far from his mind.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Dad,” I say, settling myself at the counter, sipping my coffee, savoring the warmth of the bittersweet liquid.

         
         He asks if Jacques got me anything for my birthday.

         
         I shake my head. “Not this year.”

         
         Mum comes into the kitchen, sits at the counter, and slides the rubber band off today’s copy of the Sing Tao Daily. Dad gets up, busies himself with the condensed milk.
         

         
         I study Mum’s face intently, staring at her eyes until I feel my own start to water. Before me, her pupils seem to stretch
            and dilate, turning liquid, their size and shape shifting until she looks more tiger than my mother. My heartbeat quickens,
            but I can’t bring myself to look away. To my relief, Mum shakes out the newspaper, shielding her face from me.
         

         
         From behind the paper, she asks in a clipped voice, “Mei, you got money?”

         
         I swallow, thinking of the wad of cash I blew at the casino. “Sorry, I’m broke right now.”

         
         With a pained sigh she says, “Okay, I ask Auntie . . .”

         
         My grip tightens on the coffee mug. I feel a stab of irritation at the glibness of her tone. I’d just whittled five hundred
            dollars off her debt and now it felt like my efforts had been in vain. I say, “Don’t ask Auntie, Mum.”
         

         
         Behind the paper, Mum tuts at me. In Teochew, she tells me to mind my own business.

         
         I clench and unclench my fists, cast a helpless look at Dad. He sets Mum’s coffee on the counter beside her, then mumbles
            something about tending to the veggie patch before the heat of the midmorning sun.
         

         
         She peers at me over the paper, a look of disdain. “When you get job?”

         
         I give my head a small shake. “I’m still looking.”

         
         Mum launches into a lecture about my marital status and lack of employment—how ashamed she feels having nothing good to share
            when asked about me. I try to tune out her self-pitying diatribe about our finances, suppressing the urge to remind her how
            she got herself into this position. If she hadn’t fallen for that pyramid scam in the early ’90s she wouldn’t be in debt to
            Auntie, of all people. Other hardworking immigrants now owned houses that had since skyrocketed in value, giving them the
            means to open bakeries and bridal stores. Meanwhile, my parents still lived hand-to-mouth, scraping by on their meager wage
            as farmhands at the Andersons’ strawberry farm where they had worked since I was a kid.
         

         
         In frustration I blurt, “What do you want me to do, Mum—work at the farm with you and dad?”

         
         She laughs. “Very hard work, Mei. You lazy girl.”

         
         I square my chin. “I can do it.”

         
         With a shrug, she says. “Okay. Tomorrow, you come work.”

         
         “Fine.”

         
         Mum goes back to her paper while I sip my coffee, fall into reminiscing about summer holidays with Jen, playing at the Andersons’
            strawberry farm with their daughter, Ashley. At the crack of dawn, we’d ride in Dad’s old hail-damaged Tarago to Kemps Creek,
            about half an hour’s drive from Cabramatta. Sometimes, we’d pick up other immigrant workers along the way. There, Dad would
            hand us a bucket to fill on our own, peeling a ten-dollar note from his pay packet at day’s end, making sure we got our cut.
            Jen mostly ran away to play while I stayed at his side, conscientiously picking the ripened fruit. During the school holidays,
            the Daisy Chain would come along, and we’d roam around, taking turns playing boss, giving each other orders. Pick fifty blades of grass, you filthy convict! Climb that tree within five point two seconds or I’ll chop your head off! We played on the tire swing under the big oak tree, took turns sliding down the curved concrete cavity of the inground pool—back
            before it was filled. Ashley would tell us grand stories about restaurants where they served cooked snails drenched in garlic
            butter. When we gagged with disgust, she would laugh and rub her belly, licking her lips. She would tell us about shopping
            trips to the flagship David Jones store in the city, where a doorman in a top hat greeted you at the entrance.
         

         
         But what truly captured our imaginations were the stories about her playroom: an entire room dedicated to board games, picture
            books, Cabbage Patch dolls, troll dolls, Polly Pocket, Barbie dolls, and every stuffed toy you could think of. We would beg
            her to show us the room, but we were never allowed inside the house. One time, we took turns scaling the trellis to peek through
            the window. To this day, the sheer splendor of the sunlit room remains burnished in my memory.
         

         
         Dad strides back into the kitchen, breaking my reverie. He proudly shows off a red round tomato, freshly snapped from the vine, grown in the verdant garden he so lovingly tends. 

         
         “Nice huh?” He hands it to me.
         

         
         I cup the tomato in my hand, inhaling the fragrant, nostalgic scent. I think of freshly turned soil and rain. I think of Dad
            on the Anderson farm, passing me a blue plastic bucket to hold all the strawberries I would pick that day. I think of him
            reading my palm and telling me I was going to live until 150. I think of him making a makeshift swing with his arms and me
            running toward him, giggling.
         

         
         

         I sleep through my alarm and wake to find my parents have left for the farm without me. Under my breath, I curse Mum for not
            waking me. I know she did it on purpose, just to prove her point about my laziness. So, out of spite, I drag out the vacuum
            cleaner. I start in our hallway, then the lounge room, the bedroom, and the rest of the house. I empty the laundry basket
            into the washing machine. I pull out the contents of the fridge, throwing away anything that is wilting, rotting, or past
            its use-by date. I rattle containers, sniff the odd carton. I pull the drawers out, rinse them in the sink and pat them dry.
            With some difficulty, I figure out the order of how they fit back into the fridge. I empty the bins and douse them with Spray
            n’ Wipe.
         

         
         By the time I am done, it is early afternoon. I make myself a canned spaghetti sandwich and put on the rice, then take the
            clothes from the machine to hang on the line. I clear all the junk mail from the counter and wipe it down.
         

         
         My parents come home just after five. Dad marvels at the cleanliness of the house, while Mum gripes about the spots of water in the kitchen sink. I roll my eyes, then open the fridge to show them my handiwork. Mum tuts about placing fresh fruit next to the garlic, while dad does nothing but sing my praises. While they freshen up, I fry up some thinly sliced pork and pickled radish. I spoon the rice into bowls and lay out a small dish of fermented bean curd and a couple salted duck eggs. We eat our simple meal at the kitchen counter. I study Mum’s face for any traces of the tiger and am relieved to see she looks like herself again. 

         
         
            
               
                  artbymei

                  The Broken Sugar Bowl

                  The other day, I was struck with a vivid memory from my childhood. I was with Mum outside an old, dilapidated house that looked
                     like it had been sitting empty for a while. It must have been sometime in autumn because the yard was littered with leaves
                     that had fallen from the neighbor’s grand maple tree. I recall being startled by a stray cat and tripping on the steps up
                     to the house, the bucket of cleaning supplies in my hand spilling onto the front porch.
                  

                  Mum, who had cleaned houses to supplement her income, had often brought me along with her. There wasn’t anything unique about
                     that house, and I’m sure the memory would have faded into oblivion had it not been for what we encountered inside. To this
                     day, I can still recall the frightful scene awaiting us the moment we stepped into the kitchen. Across the walls and countertops
                     was an explosion of ants—a dense, pulsing mass moving in unison, humming with malevolence.
                  

                  With a cry of horror, Mum quickly got to work, frantically opening and shutting cupboard doors, looking for the source of the invasion. Finally, when she got to the last cupboard, she gave a triumphant shout. With a sense of trepidation, I went up behind her, to look at what she’d found. I couldn’t work out what it was at first. There was a concentration of ants, crawling all over an object, about the size of a fist. Mum sprayed it with detergent, sending the ants scattering, and a broken sugar bowl emerged like unearthed treasure, its crystal surface glinting iridescent under the morning sun. 

               

            

         
         

         I arrive late to Soey’s event at the Sydney Writers Festival and find a seat at the back. As I settle myself in, Soey is introduced by a stout, curly-haired woman
            named Bethany.
         

         
         When Soey takes the podium, I am hit by a wave of bittersweet emotion. It feels like no time has passed at all since I last
            saw her, when we were still in the throes of adolescence. She greets the audience with warmth and humor, but I notice there
            is a slight hunch in her shoulders. She wears a white tunic, draped with an elegant emerald scarf. Standing poised at the
            podium, the spotlight illuminates her like a saint.
         

         
         In a soft, lilting voice, she begins. “Thank you all for coming today. I am so pleased to be here, to share my story with
            you. Let me start by giving you a summary of the crime, on which my memoir is based. In the summer of ’94, when I was thirteen,
            I was walking my little sister home from school when we were brutally attacked. That afternoon, we’d taken the shortcut through
            the woods that backed onto my school. There, I was struck on the head twice with a blunt object.”
         

         
         She stops, touches the back of her head, wincing as though reliving the moment. She continues. “My sister, Daiyu—who was nine
            at the time—was struck with the same object with such force, she was instantly killed.”
         

         
         A hush falls across the room, and Soey pauses to allow the audience to absorb the shocking nature of the scene. “The attack left me with a brain injury, made it difficult for me to regulate my emotions. It wiped out a year of my memory following the attack, and for a time, I was unable to establish new ones. When people told me what had happened to us, it didn’t seem real because I couldn’t remember any of it. The police kept asking questions to try and coax my memories back, but they wouldn’t come. I spent a long time in that confused haze, getting more impatient with myself, wanting to grieve my sister, but feeling I couldn’t until I got my justice, until I found out who did this to us and why. For years, my memories remained elusive. And then, just when I’d given up all hope, a miracle happened. I traveled to Dr. Clive Tanner’s clinic deep in the Mojave Desert. He’s pioneered a treatment combining a mix of psychedelics and lucid dreaming. After a week, I was starting to lose hope when I was struck with a vision from that day, as though it fell from the heavens. A strobe light of memory that was confounding but undeniably real, vivid as a movie playing in my mind. What I saw was this house.” She picks up her book, points to the drawing of the cottage on the cover. “This house was the lynchpin that brought my memories back.” 

         
         The woman sitting next to me pulls out a copy of The Daisy Chain from her tote bag, and my eyes roam over the monochromatic sketch on the cover. Again, I am seized by a strange feeling of
            familiarity.
         

         
         “After seeing the house, intense flickers of memory like strobe lights, struck me at random. Over time, fragments of that
            tragic afternoon came back to me, one strobe light of memory after another. It took tremendous energy to hold on to each memory,
            so I began writing them down. As I committed my fragmented memories to paper, my brain was able to use them as a kind of mental
            scaffolding, to build on those short flashes, a sequence of events. The Daisy Chain is a culmination of the memories that came back. But there are still gaping holes left in my mind, questions left unanswered. I know there is someone out there who knows the truth about what happened to my sister. Perhaps they don’t even realize they do. My hope is that this book will find that person.” 

         
         The audience seems moved by this, clapping lightly and murmuring their appreciation.

         
         Soey flips through her book, settles on a page. She draws a long, shaky breath and begins to read a passage from The Daisy Chain.

         
         
            “‘It was a summer’s day like any other, the earth spinning quietly on its axis. The afternoon sun beating down on my neck
               as I cut across the school playground. My hands felt empty, though I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps there was something I had lost
               that day. Whatever it was, it must be the reason why I was still at school so late in the afternoon.
            

            “‘I headed toward our wild hollow, the place where we, the Daisy Chain, converged. But it was empty—everyone had already left
               for the day. Then I heard my name being called and looked up to see Daiyu at the edge of the woods, beckoning me over. She
               must have walked up the street from her primary school to meet me here. Most days we take the main road home but today she
               wanted to gather wildflowers.
            

            “‘That afternoon, the woods were a symphony of birdsong and cicadas, of fresh, rain-soaked earth and dappled light. I pulled
               out my Sony Walkman and popped in the cassette of the Eurythmics “Be Yourself Tonight,” before sliding on my earphones. Daiyu
               darted in and out of the trees, appearing intermittently with bunches of bluebells or daisies, before dashing back into the
               woods. “There Must Be an Angel” began to play.
            

            “‘When I haven’t seen Daiyu for a time, I removed my headphones, called to her. She sprung out of nowhere, that cheeky grin on her face. But then her grin shifted to a look of horror. I heard a sharp crack of a twig behind me and started to turn my head when a thundercrack exploded in my skull. I stumbled around, dazed, then fell onto my hands and knees, crawling blindly. Daiyu was screaming and I was telling her to run. My eyelids were heavy, but I forced them open. Then, I experienced what I can only describe as a time skip because suddenly, I was standing in front of a house—a house that felt strangely familiar. A storybook cottage surrounded by woodland with a heart-shaped wreath on the door. A shingled roof with a chimney, and charming windows with planter boxes blooming with roses, autumn leaves scattered all over the forest floor. A squall appeared suddenly, engulfing the house in a storm of autumnal leaves, sending them tumbling wildly in the air. Then, another thundercrack before everything dissolved into darkness.’” 

         

         She closes the book, and I feel the past shifting inside me, long-buried memories coming to the surface. Like the gut-wrenching moment we had gathered at the crime scene on the night of the murder. Sim’s raw, animal howls, the rest of us wrapping our arms around her. I’d thought of the time Sim made us take Daiyu to the mall. We didn’t want a kid hanging around us all day, so we dropped her off at a bookstore, told her to wait for us there. When we came back hours later, we couldn’t see her anywhere. I remember our mounting panic as we searched the bookstore, finally spotting her tucked away in an obscure corner, happily engrossed in a book. The sheer relief we felt. We’d pooled all our pocket money together, bought Daiyu the book, much to her delight. I had been thinking of this memory as I watched Sim’s bony, brown fingers clawing at the dirt where her daughter was found. 

         
         The floor is open for questions and a microphone is passed around, with the audience mainly asking Soey about the crime and
            aftermath. Her answers are detailed and specific, and suddenly, it is as if I am thirteen again, the memories coming in thick
            and fast. When she explains how the attack had robbed her of the ability to regulate her emotional impulses, the image of
            an enraged Soey, brandishing a Swiss Army knife, comes screaming to the surface. I touch the scar above my left eye.
         

         
         “We have time for one last question,” says the host, Bethany. A girl with a bouncy ponytail puts up her hand, introduces herself
            as Vivian Kwan.
         

         
         “Soey,” Vivian says, in a short, snappy tone, “I’m a journalist with Billy Magazine. I have a question regarding the participation of your friends on the TV show Crimeline.”
         

         
         I shrink back in my seat, even though the lights are dim and it seems unlikely Soey would spot me from the podium.

         
         Vivian continues. “In your book, you express feelings of betrayal when your friends went against your wishes and appeared
            on the show.”
         

         
         With a nod, Soey says, “It broke my heart.”

         
         “And yet your book is filled with warm stories of your friend group, the Daisy Chain. You even used it as your title. You
            laid claim to what belongs to all five of you. And you wrote about your friends unabashedly. You have changed their names,
            but their personalities are so nuanced and distinct, I am sure they would recognize themselves between the pages of your book.
            Do you agree?”
         

         
         Soey clears her throat. “Well, yes—it is a memoir after all.”

         
         “Did you contact any members of the Daisy Chain to verify your recovered memories?”

         
         With a hesitant pause, Soey says, “I thought about it. But even back then, when we tried to piece together the day of the attack, their memories didn’t always align. It caused so much strain and confusion. I wanted my book to be a clean, unadulterated record of my own recovered memories.” 

         
         With this, Soey looks to Bethany, perhaps wanting to move on from this intense line of questioning. Vivian, sensing this,
            tightens her grip on the microphone. “Soey—one last thing. You express a deep animosity toward journalists like myself—those
            of us who are committed to seeking the truth. Is that true?”
         

         
         The room falls into an uneasy silence. Soey looks wary but keeps her composure.

         
         Bethany clears her throat. “We’re running short on time, Vivian if you can just—”

         
         But Soey cuts her off. “I have nothing but the utmost respect for journalism. I believe journalists are a necessary part of
            any free and democratic society. My issue is not with journalism itself, but with those who lack the moral integrity of this
            vocation. Those who have their own motives and who use their platform for personal gain.”
         

         
         Vivian nods. “I feel the same way. As a journalist, I believe in remaining dispassionate, to report without bias. Which makes
            me curious as to why you feel the show Crimeline was—in your own words—a desecration, when the system you despise is one you now actively court to promote your book. How
            do you reconcile vilifying the media while using them to serve your own agenda?”
         

         
         The corner of Soey’s lips twitch, a telltale sign of danger. She grits her teeth. “Crimeline was made purely for entertainment value. If you were to watch the episode, you would agree. From the dramatic music, down to the scenes they had my friends playacting for the camera. It was crass and disrespectful. A false, dramatized version that made a mockery of my trauma. As for my book—it is a real account of the crime from my perspective, written for the sole purpose of finding Daiyu’s killer.” 

         
         “Then why the hesitancy to check in with your friends? Why not go straight to the source? Surely, they would be in the best
            position to help you solve the crime—why not start there? I can’t imagine it would be hard these days to track an old friend
            down. In fact, I reached out to a member of the Daisy Chain, and we met for a coffee.”
         

         
         I swear under my breath—only one of us would ever speak to the media. Suddenly, Vivian’s antagonism makes perfect sense.

         
         Soey straightens, eyes blazing. “If you’re talking about Helene, let me just tell you straight up—she’s a pathological narcissist
            and a liar. She tormented my sister, then rewrote the story after her death to cast herself as the grieving friend.”
         

         
         “That’s funny—Helene warned me you’d say that. But let’s say for argument’s sake, you’re right about Helene. What about the
            other members? Are they narcissists and liars too?”
         

         
         “No,” Soey snaps, decisively. “Certainly not.”

         
         “Then why did you leave them in the dark?”

         
         “I—” she starts, eyes wide, cheeks flushed.

         
         Vivian cuts in, “Is it because you’re afraid they might offer a counter narrative? That their point of view may cast you in
            a different light? You write about the pain they have caused you, but are you willing to acknowledge the hurt you’ve caused
            them? Helene told me about one incident where you pulled a knife on a member of your friend group, causing grievous harm.
            Why did you omit that from your book?”
         

         
         A hush goes through the audience. I touch the scar above my left eye.

         
         Soey’s face grows ashen and I cast a glance at Bethany who seems transfixed by their exchange, clearly forgetting her role as host. More than anything, I want to step in and speak on Soey’s behalf. If only Vivian had reached out to me instead of Helene. I would have explained the relationship dynamics between us, the Daisy Chain, and the hell Soey went through after the attack, losing her sister and not being able to recall the entire year leading up to her death. The erasure of that last precious year she had with Daiyu. The intrusion of the media who disregarded her need to grieve. And then, on top of that, all of us appearing on Crimeline when she begged and begged us not to. It is no wonder Soey was driven to the limits of her sanity. Listening to the smugness
            of Vivian’s tone, I have the urge to rip the microphone from her hand. But I remain seated, watching my friend flounder onstage,
            her composure whittled down by the relentless grilling.
         

         
         “Since you won’t answer the question, Soey, let me venture a guess. These so called ‘memories’”—Vivian draws air quotes around
            the word, “are purely a figment of your imagination, a marketing ploy for your book.”
         

         
         “How dare you—” Soey hisses.

         
         Vivian goes in for the kill. “Is it true you’re doing precisely what you claim to abhor—that you’re the one desecrating Daiyu’s
            memory to line your own pockets?”
         

         
         Soey stares at her for a moment in disbelief, then her face twists into a snarl. “I was there!” she yells, pounding her fist
            violently against her chest, eyes brimming with tears. “I was hurt, and I lived—but I would have gladly died in the place
            of my sister!”
         

         
         There is a stunned silence, broken when Vivian lets out a snort, as if unconvinced by Soey’s outburst.

         
         In response, Soey grabs the crystal tumbler from her podium, smashing it onto the ground. Glass shatters everywhere and cries of shock reverberate around the room. I watch as Soey bends down to a crouch, wraps her hands around her knees, emits an anguished howl. I close my eyes, pained by the indignity of it. I take a few deep breaths to collect myself, try not to think about Kangaroo Valley. But the second I look up, Soey’s reaching for a shard of glass and I’m out of my seat in a flash. I reach her, just as she is ready to lunge at a bewildered Vivian, chairs scraping around us in a panic. I shove Vivian out of harm’s way, face up to Soey, and it is as though we are kids again. 

         
         “Soey!” I cry, grabbing her shoulders, shaking her. “Soey!”

         
         But she is too far gone in her rage, brandishing the shard of glass in her hand, eyes firmly fixed on Vivian.

         
         “Soey,” I say again, wrapping my hands around her cheeks, forcibly turning her head to face me. “Soey—it’s me, Mei.”

         
         Her eyes are crazed and wild as she struggles to free herself from my grasp. Then she is looking at me, really looking at
            me. Recognition floods her eyes.
         

         
         “Mei,” she chokes, and collapses into a fit of tears. I feel my own eyes well up. “Mei,” she says again, dropping the glass
            shard. The adrenaline slowly drains from my body, and suddenly I am aware of flashes of light all around us. I turn to see
            a dozen phones, pointed in our direction. Soey casts a fearful look around the room, buries her face into my shoulder. I look
            up to see Vivian, raising her phone along with the others, a satisfied smirk on her face.
         

         
         

         Backstage, in the green room, Soey collapses into a chair by the refreshments table, and massages her temples. I blink, half-expecting
            her to vanish. I’d always imagine how it would play out if we saw each other again. Where and how we’d meet and what we’d
            say. But I didn’t anticipate it would be under such fraught circumstances.
         

         
         She looks up, eyes blazing. “Helene’s up to her old tricks again, I suppose.”

         
         I find myself slipping back into my girlhood role of diplomat. “You know Helene.”

         
         “She sent that journalist like an assassin, I’ll bet.”

         
         “Well, we don’t know if that’s true but she shouldn’t be speaking to the media, that’s for sure.”

         
         After a pause, Soey says, “I didn’t know you were still friends with her.”

         
         I sigh. “I was with Jacques for years. And Helene is Laurie’s aunt. You remember Laurie, don’t you?”

         
         Her expression softens. “Of course, I remember . . .”

         
         At her words, I see a vision of Soey at seventeen, cradling baby Laurie and gently cooing. She is standing at the foot of
            the hospital bed, where an emotional and worn-out Kath lies, tucked tight into her waffle bedspread. The rest of us fussing
            over her. Jen fluffing her pillows, Helene massaging her feet. I was trying to figure out the controls, how to get the bed
            to sit at the perfect angle. We were talking about nothing. Laughing and crying.
         

         
         “Laurie must be thirteen now,” Soey says, breaking me from my reverie. I hear the unsaid words trailing behind: the same age
            she had been when she lost Daiyu.
         

         
         “It’s hard to believe, I know.”

         
         “And how is he?”

         
         “He’s a great kid. You’d love him.”

         
         She looks sad. “Yeah.”

         
         “I caught your interview on Booktalk. I didn’t know about Sim, I’m sorry.”
         

         
         Soey opens her mouth to respond when a woman in gray trousers and a cream silk top strides in, pale faced. “Soey . . .” she
            puffs. “Soey, what happened out there?”
         

         
         “Sarah,” she says. “That journalist in the audience—she was riling me up. You’re supposed to be my agent. Didn’t you see?”

         
         “I missed it, sorry. I had to duck out to make a quick phone call. What did she say exactly?”

         
         “She accused me of fabricating my lost memories. She says I did it as a marketing ploy to sell my book.”

         
         “What? Well, that’s just preposterous . . .”

         
         “Even so, you know I had some reservations about the publicity tour. Even though the memories are real—is it right that I
            am profiting from this book?”
         

         
         Placing a hand on Soey’s shoulders, Sarah says, “Don’t let her get in your head. You’re doing this for Daiyu, remember?”

         
         With a shake of her head, Soey says, “Am I? Even I’m starting to doubt myself. Maybe I should take some time out. Put the
            tour on hold for now.”
         

         
         Sarah goes pale. “But—Soey, your publishers have spent months orchestrating your campaign, we can’t just cancel the tour.”

         
         Soey shoots her a helpless look. “The book is selling like hotcakes, right? You said so yourself. I’m on track to earn out
            in the next few months, isn’t that enough?”
         

         
         “Sales only happen with momentum. The minute people stop talking about you, your numbers will fall off a cliff. And you know
            I’m in the process of negotiating your next book, Soey, I’m trying to get you double what they last paid.”
         

         
         “I don’t care about the money, you know that. I just feel like everything is getting all mixed up in my head. I put this book out there because I thought it could help find Daiyu’s killer. I thought someone might recognize that cottage I keep seeing in my head. I’m not naive, I’m aware of how the media can twist things, but I was willing to take the risk if it could bring us closer to solving the crime. But I didn’t expect to have my motives questioned. That’s the last thing I thought would trigger the Twitter trolls. And now tonight, look what’s happened. That journalist got exactly what she came for. A reaction from me. All those people with their phone cameras . . .” 

         
         “I’m sure it’s not as bad as what you think.”

         
         Soey shakes her head. “Of course it’s going to be bad. I get raked over coals for a typo, with this—they’ll eat me alive.”

         
         “Look—it’s okay,” Sarah soothes. “Let me speak to your publishers. Don’t worry about a thing, Soey.”

         
         Soey looks at her. “To be honest, I don’t think I want to write another book.”

         
         Sarah’s expression darkens, but she quickly pulls herself together. “You’re just upset right now, but you’ll feel differently
            soon enough. Besides, memories are resurfacing all the time for you. What if one leads you to Daiyu’s killer? Isn’t that what
            you want? Isn’t that the point of all this? Why don’t you go home and rest up, we can talk about this in the morning.”
         

         
         At her words, Soey rubs the sides of her temples, eyes darting around the room like a trapped animal. Her shoulders slump.
            “Fine.”
         

         
         “I can take Soey home,” I offer. Sarah, noticing me for the first time, shoots Soey a quizzical look.

         
         Gesturing to me, Soey explains, “This is Mei.”

         
         Sarah’s face brightens with recognition at my name. “Mei? Wow, it’s an honor to finally meet a member of the Daisy Chain.
            I’m glad Soey managed to find you. I know how hard she looked.”
         

         
         “Oh?” I frown, thinking of the mail I once sent Soey on Tumblr. The one she never answered. If she had wanted to find me,
            it should have been easy enough. My parents still live at the same address they always have. There was Auntie’s copy shop
            in the main shopping strip. There were many ways to reach me.
         

         
         Soey gives her head a subtle shake, and Sarah falls silent. After an awkward pause, Soey says to Sarah, “So, I’ll call you tomorrow?” 

         
         Sarah nods. “Of course.”

         
         

         At the entrance of Soey’s city apartment, I do a double take. A framed print of my digital artwork depicting the Daisy Chain
            hangs in her hallway. Five figures, four with our hands raised straight in the air, poised to clap. Our special ritual, like
            a talisman. Helene, refusing to participate, crossing her fingers behind her back. I shoot Soey a questioning look. “Where
            did you get this?”
         

         
         Soey drops her keys in a trinket dish on her messy credenza, kicks off her shoes. “I was at the opening of your solo art show
            at Creep, a couple years back.”
         

         
         I raise my eyebrows. “You were? But I didn’t see you there.”

         
         “There was a crowd, and you seemed busy. But I made sure to pick something up.” She nods at the print.

         
         I blink, confused. “But—why wouldn’t you at least say hi?”

         
         Soey sighs, gives her shoulders a shrug. “Like I said, you seemed busy.”

         
         “Oh.” I frown, struggling to hide my disappointment. “You know, I had sent you an invite to my show, on Tumblr, but you didn’t
            respond.” I think of the few anxious days I had spent checking my dash, hoping for a reply. Feeling hurt and confused.
         

         
         Soey throws up her hands. “I must have missed it, sorry.”

         
         “Then how did you know about my show?”

         
         “I was in the area.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Her attention turns back to the digital artwork.

         
         “This is how you see us.” Soey traces a finger over each figure. Helene with her long, lithe limbs draped in snakeskin, Jen, deerlike, with wide, expressive eyes and jagged antlers. Kath, all feline softness and claws. I am clothed in sheepskin. Beside me stands Soey, winged and feathered, half-turned, her face partly plunged in darkness. 

         
         Looking at the piece, I feel a lump in my throat. “I just wish I knew you were at the opening. It would have meant a lot to
            see you. The rest of us were there. It would have made my night to have the Daisy Chain, all back together again.”
         

         
         “I did bump into Jen,” Soey admits, “she caught me up on things.”

         
         “Really? She never mentioned it to me.”

         
         Soey frowns, a troubled look on her face. “She didn’t?”

         
         I turn away from the artwork, feeling strangely unsettled by Soey’s admission. But I push this from my mind as I follow her
            down the hall.
         

         
         In the lounge room, I try not to gape at the piles of junk snaking through the space, partially obstructing the city view. My stomach churns as I eye the furniture stacked precariously like Jenga towers, from art deco pieces to those of the IKEA variety. There are bookshelves lined with curios, taxidermy mice in military hats holding tiny guns, an antique rocking horse, milk crates full of shoes and empty crisp packets, cereal boxes stuffed with party favors and plastic cutlery, plastic tubs in varying sizes and colors filled to the brim with knickknacks, and a large, oriental vase holding a handful of bamboo back scratchers. Thrown in the mix are bundles of plastic shopping bags bulging with a mishmash of fabrics, piles of jumbo plastic bins filled to the brim with miscellaneous items, some I recognized from childhood. A pink tricycle with ribbons laced through its spokes that had belonged to Daiyu, a worn table tennis paddle with a peace sign drawn in black marker, Soey’s pet rock, Stewart, his googly eyes strangely alive. Post-it notes in assorted colors are plastered randomly, across surfaces, furniture, and walls. Some look as though they’ve just been stuck up, others barely clinging on. There are piles of the fallen, gathered in small, sad clumps on the floor. After the attack, Soey began carrying a Post-it pad and pen with her in case a memory sparked. My eyes skim over a few arbitrary lines. A cat named Muriel? and Three slices of fairy bread and Lost & Found bin, red jacket?

         
         The dining table and kitchen counters are overflowing with magazines and torn envelopes stuffed between boxes of books, an
            anemic-looking Aglaonema and a dozen wilting roses in cellophane wrap. Half-empty containers of greasy takeout, appear to
            have been left for days, the fat congealing on the leftover chow mein noodles and braised pork belly, rotting oranges sharing
            a crystal fruit bowl with a scatter of tiny cocktail umbrellas and brightly colored whistles. The kitchen is cluttered with
            dirty utensils and plates with stuck-on food scraps in the sink, the cooktop barely visible under the Tupperware containers
            piled high against the backsplash, their contents indistinguishable. Rodent droppings and a dead cockroach on the windowsill.
            I try to stop my eyes from roaming, hold my breath in a vain attempt to avoid the sour smell permeating the air.
         

         
         To my relief, Soey slides open the glass door, and we step onto the balcony, the cool wind whipping around our faces. Outside,
            I am relieved to see only a canvas-covered two-seater couch framed by a couple of plastic ferns, the sparse outdoor decor
            a stark contrast to the chaos inside.
         

         
         “Do you want a coffee?” she asks.

         
         “Sure,” I say, trying not to think about the state of her kitchen, hoping the fridge wasn’t the source of the sour smell from
            earlier.
         

         
         Soey goes back in, and I lean against the balustrade taking in the view. From the thirteenth floor, the bustling city sprawls out below me. Buildings in neat, grid-like formations, cars moving in straight lines, confined to their lanes. There are street signs and rules dictating which direction to turn, where to stop, the noise of traffic and sirens and Saturday night revelers muted to a pleasant ambience. 

         
         There was once a woman on our street who was a notorious hoarder, the junk gradually spilling from the confines of her house
            and onto the lawn like a slow-moving tsunami. Inside Soey’s apartment, I had a sense I was drowning, that at any moment, the
            piles of junk could topple over, crashing down on me like a wave.
         

         
         The door slides open, interrupting my troubled thoughts. Soey steps onto the deck, with two chipped mugs. She hands one to
            me and we settle ourselves onto the couch. Gingerly, I take a sip, not knowing what to expect. To my relief, the coffee is
            delicious, and I relax, sinking into the plush cushions. We talk the way old friends do, regressing into our shared past,
            the memories gaining strength and substance with each evocation. Schoolyard drama, petty disputes, embarrassing crushes, and
            teachers we loved and loathed. Then, without warning, the conversation takes on a serious tone.
         

         
         “I had a dream about you the other night,” Soey says. “Remember eleventh grade, when we were at the Kangaroo Valley camp?
            It was right before I was expelled from Cabra High.”
         

         
         I nod, my mind going back to that terrible night, Soey moving from cabin to cabin, a Swiss Army knife, blade out, clutched
            in her hand. She was looking for Helene, and I was desperate to talk her down, tugging at her shirt, shaking her by the shoulders.
            “You were upset with Helene—because she’d taken the Oracle and wouldn’t give it back.”
         

         
         The Oracle, a relic from our childhood, was a pink eraser with the words yes and no carved on alternating sides. We’d found it at a garage sale one summer, when Soey had jokingly asked, “Should we buy this
            eraser?” It had landed on yes. As kids, we’d consult the Oracle when there was an important decision to be made. After the attack, we’d all gone to see Soey at the hospital, and it was the only thing she asked for. Something about the Oracle being attached to her last memory of Daiyu. The next day at school, we scoured classrooms, school bags, and pencil cases, even dug through the trash. It was pure luck that we found it in our hollow, hidden beneath a patch of wildflowers. The word yes was beaming up at the sky. When we relayed this to Soey, she was convinced it was a sign from Daiyu, and in our eagerness
            to reassure her, we unwittingly reinforced her delusion. After that, Soey saw such signs on chip packets, shampoo bottles,
            and other miscellaneous items. They served as mediums through which she could commune with her dead sister. But the Oracle
            had remained her most treasured possession. Years later, when Helene took it, Soey finally snapped.
         

         
         “Anyway,” says Soey, breaking me from my reverie, “in my dream, I was there again, at Kangaroo Valley. But instead of Helene,
            I was looking for you.” Her eyes are wide and fearful. “For a moment when I woke, my brain was scrambled, and I couldn’t distinguish
            you from Helene. And the feeling took me right back to that night.” She casts a furtive glance at the scar above my eye, as
            though afraid to look directly at it. I reach up, lightly brushing it with the tips of my fingers.
         

         
         “It wasn’t your fault,” I say. My mind flashes to a terrified Helene, cowering behind me, Soey screaming at me to get out
            of her way. “I got caught in the crossfire, that’s all.”
         

         
         Soey shakes her head. “I could have blinded you.”

         
         “You didn’t.”

         
         “You still have the scar.”

         
         “It’s barely visible now.”

         
         “It was the worst thing I’d ever done to anyone.”

         
         I open my mouth, ready to assure her, but she puts a hand on my arm to stop me.

         
         “You know the question that journalist Vivian kept asking me, about why I didn’t contact any of you when my memories returned?”

         
         “Please—you don’t have to explain. Not to me or anyone. Back then, I couldn’t see how much we hurt you by going on Crimeline. But I get it now, I really do. And I’ll always regret it.”
         

         
         She presses her lips together, shakes her head. “No, you’ve got it all wrong, Mei. When my memories came back, the first thing
            I wanted to do was tell you.”
         

         
         I frown. “Then why didn’t you? Your agent, Sarah, made it seem like you were trying to reach out to me . . . when you hadn’t
            tried. Because if you had, you would have found me.”
         

         
         She shifts in her seat. “I wasn’t being honest with you earlier.”

         
         I furrow my brow. “You weren’t?”

         
         Shaking her head, she says, “The truth is, I did see your Tumblr message and that’s why I came to your show. I didn’t answer
            because I wasn’t sure whether I’d be ready to face you. But that night, I felt like I was ready. And, Mei, I couldn’t believe
            how busy it was, people were spilling out of the gallery. I was elbowing my way through the crowd, looking all over for you,
            and that’s when I bumped into Jen. She told me about you and Jacques, how happy you were. At that moment, I caught a glimpse
            of you with him.” She stops, smiles at the memory. “Even as kids, he was the only thing you ever wanted, the guy of your dreams.”
         

         
         I feel a tender ache all through my body.

         
         Soey continues. “And you looked so happy, like you didn’t have a care in the world. And suddenly, I knew I couldn’t bring
            all my baggage, all this ugliness into your life.” For the first time tonight, she seems to allude to the shocking state of
            her apartment.
         

         
         “But—” I frown. “All this time, I thought you didn’t want anything to do with me, with any of us. Because of Crimeline—that’s what I thought.”
         

         
         Her eyes grow wide. “Oh, Mei—no, we were kids, just kids. That’s totally clear in the book—you’ll see when you read it—that’s
            if you do.”
         

         
         “Of course I will.”

         
         She meets my eyes. “I may have mixed feelings about the other girls, especially Helene. But not you, Mei. Never you.”

         
         For a moment, I am quiet, allowing her admission to sink in. I take a breath. “It’s strange when I think about all the people
            I used to know. It’s so easy to lose touch, it really is. You grow apart for all kinds of reasons, and it’s sad, but you get
            a sense that’s just the way it is. I kept trying to tell myself it was the same for me and you, but it never felt the same.
            Maybe because we never got to say goodbye. After what happened at Kangaroo Valley, you left for another school. But it was
            only a train stop away. I thought I’d see you down at the mall or whatever. And I always looked for you. It seemed impossible
            that we’d never see each other again, but then a year went by and then another. And I grew up without you and I got used to
            it.”
         

         
         Soey’s eyes glisten at me in the moonlight. I blink back tears. She touches her forehead gently to mine. “I looked for you
            as well, you know. I never stopped looking for you. And now you’re here, it’s like we’ve never spent a day apart.”
         

         
         “In a way, we never did.”

         
         She nods, holding my gaze. “Even when I was writing the book, it felt like I was thinking through you. As though I already
            knew the answer to everything I wanted to ask you. Well—” She pauses. “Except for one question.”
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         A gust of wind blows from nowhere, sending a chill through my body. Soey pulls a nearby throw, puts it around my shoulders.
            “You know the house on the cover of my book?”
         

         
         I nod, pulling the throw tighter around myself.

         
         “Does it look familiar to you?”

         
         I hesitate, not wanting to get her hopes up. “I can’t say for sure, Soey. Kath thinks she knows it from somewhere. And I also felt a flicker of something.” 

         
         She exhales sharply, murmurs, “I knew it . . .”

         
         “But I can’t say for sure,” I stress.

         
         “What about Jen?” Soey asks, a hopeful note in her voice. And then with a pained look she adds, “And Helene?”

         
         “I’ll ask them.”

         
         “Wait here a minute . . .” She jumps to her feet, heads back inside. Moments later, she emerges with a copy of The Daisy Chain. Touching the sketch on the cover, she says, “I hired a forensic artist who works with the police. It was amazing how he was
            able to pull the image from my head.” She presses the book into my hand, “Maybe if you read it—maybe it could spark something.”
         

         
         “I’ll give it a try,” I promise.

         
         “The house has got to be real, right? I think I am more convinced than ever, now that you and Kath find it familiar. Not that
            I ever doubted the memory. The only thing that confuses me is the season. Daiyu was killed in summer, so I don’t understand
            why there are autumn leaves swirling around in my memory. But I know it’s real. I trust it. I just wish the memory had found
            me sooner. But I’m grateful it did, that I now have something solid to go on.”
         

         
         “Did you ever try asking Sim about the house?”

         
         For a moment, Soey is silent. Then, with a heaviness in her voice, she says, “The truth is, me and Mum were estranged when
            she passed. I wasn’t with her—and I’ll always hate myself for it.”
         

         
         “Oh, Soey . . .” I couldn’t bear to think of Sim in her last moments without her daughter’s hand to hold—or the guilt Soey
            must have felt hearing the news. “What happened to her? Was she ill?”
         

         
         “She got addicted to painkillers. It killed her in the end.”

         
         I feel something inside me give as I reach for Soey’s hand.

         
         “The truth is, she’d been dying slowly since we lost Daiyu. I tried so hard, Mei, to help her.” Her voice breaks. “I tried so, so hard.” 

         
         I nod. “You would have moved heaven and earth for her. I just wish I had been there to help.”

         
         Soey’s voice drops to a whisper. “No. There was nothing anyone could do for her. Believe me, I tried. I tried everything.
            You know she blamed me for what happened to Daiyu, for taking the woods instead of the main road that day.”
         

         
         “I know.” I think of those ugly days, Soey confused and distraught, grappling with her memory loss. Sim screaming at her.
            Asking her to justify herself. Sometimes raining blows on her, then getting on her knees and begging Soey’s forgiveness. The
            two on the ground, clutching each other, heaving with sobs.
         

         
         “It got worse when you all left Cabra. She started drinking heavily, smashing things. She was just so volatile. Eventually,
            I was afraid to be around her. It took such a toll on me. I ended up in a facility because of it.” She sees the alarm on my
            face and rushes to assure me. “It was only a precautionary measure, don’t worry.”
         

         
         “I am worried—of course I am. Do you have anyone you can lean on?”

         
         She smiles. “Well, I’ve got you, don’t I?”

         
         “Of course—you always have me.”

         
         “After what happened at Kangaroo Valley, I’ve learned to stay away from the people I love. My agent, Sarah, is the closest
            thing I have to a friend but she—” Soey shakes her head. “Never mind, I’m just glad you were there tonight. God knows what
            I would have done if you weren’t. I could have seriously hurt that journalist.”
         

         
         “But you didn’t.”

         
         “Only because you stopped me . . .”

         
         It’s getting cold out, so we go back inside. Under the downlights of Soey’s apartment, the circles under her eyes seem darker, more pronounced. When I glance at the clock, I am surprised to see it is well past midnight. 

         
         “I should be going—let you get some rest. Will you call me, if you need anything?”

         
         She nods, and we swap numbers.

         
         At the door, she pulls me into a warm hug, and I am surprised at how frail she is. “You take care of yourself, okay?”

         
         “I will,” she assures me.

         
         At the lift, I press the button for the ground floor, already dreading the long, lonely drive home. I open my copy of The Daisy Chain as I wait for the elevator to reach my floor. The dedication reads, To my sister, Daiyu, for the year we lost—for all the lost years. I draw in a long, breath and close the book, clutch it hard against my chest. Tears prick the back of my eyes as I feel the
            entire weight of Soey’s love in that one simple line. For the year we lost—for all the lost years. At nine Daiyu had just learned to work the rice cooker and sew on a button. She loved The Parent Trap and cried at the end of My Girl. She was racing through our old, tattered copies of The Baby-Sitters Club, flashlight under the covers, just as we did at
            nine. She’d cast Soey as Claudia, Helene as Stacey, Jen as Dawn, Kath as Kristy, and me as Mary Anne. If she were here today,
            she’d be twenty-three, her whole life in front of her. The elevator dings open, interrupting my thoughts.
         

         
         “Hey, Mei!”

         
         I turn down the hallway, surprised to see Soey standing outside her door. She grins at me, then raising her hands above her
            head, claps twice.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Six

         
         The next morning, I am jolted awake by the rising trill of the landline. I lie still for a moment, my mind lingering on the
            remnants of an unsettling dream, before drifting to the previous night at Soey’s. The phone rings out, then almost immediately
            starts up again. I sigh. There is only one person who is this persistent.
         

         
         I get up, make my way down the hall to the speakerphone, rattling in its cradle, almost as though it were alive. I feel a
            violent urge to yank the cord out of the wall but instead, I pick up the phone.
         

         
         “Mei Mei!” Auntie’s shrill voice booms at me.

         
         “Hey, Auntie.” I sigh.

         
         “Come to shop. I got job for you.”

         
         

         Jen is behind the counter of the copy shop, inserting newly printed wedding invites into their envelopes, dark rings under
            her eyes. My hand automatically reaches for an invite, and I get to work, assisting her with the monotonous task.
         

         
         She shoots me a grateful look. “Thanks, Mei.”

         
         “It’s quiet here today,” I say, throwing a glance at the gaming corner, usually occupied by Vinnie and his gang.

         
         “Lau was fired, so the boys pulled an all-nighter, trying to fix the printer. They’re all at home, asleep.”

         
         “Poor Lau, he’s been here forever. What happened?” I ask about their oldest employee who’d worked at the copy shop before Auntie bought it. He had been a fixture in our lives since we were kids, like an older brother, mucking around, teaching us card tricks. 

         
         “He hurt his back, couldn’t do the heavy lifting anymore. I begged Mum to let him stay, since he can still do all the technical
            stuff. But you know what Mum’s like, she’s such a hard-ass.”
         

         
         “What’s he going to do?”

         
         “I don’t know. His wife is sick, and he’s worried about paying for her treatment. They’ve just had another little one, too.
            He can’t apply for compo because he’s working under the table. Mum won’t pay for his physio, even though it’s the least she
            can do.” Jen stops for a moment, throws a look over her shoulder, as though Auntie could burst through the door at any moment.
            “Vinnie says you’re doing wedding pictures for Mum. I told you to never get mixed up in that kind of thing.”
         

         
         I try to make light of it. “It’s not exactly the crime of the century, is it?”

         
         “No, but you can get into a lot of trouble, trust me.”

         
         “I’m sure I’ll be okay.”

         
         She gives me a wary look. “I warned you about working for Mum. Her world is a sick, twisted place. There are things about
            her you don’t know—things that would keep you up at night. If it were me, I’d stay the hell away. And you of all people, should
            know better. She’s had a hold on your mum ever since—” Jen falters. “Since she bailed her out. Why would you want to get involved?”
         

         
         “I need the money.” I sigh.

         
         “There are better ways to make money . . .” she says—then changes the subject. “Anyway, how was Soey’s event last night?”

         
         “It was fine.”

         
         “Fine?” She raises her eyebrows. “Did something happen?”

         
         “During the Q and A, a journalist went into full interrogation mode. Started grilling her about why she hadn’t contacted any of us about the book. Apparently, the journo met up with Helene for a coffee.” 

         
         Jen groans. “Ah, that’s not good.”

         
         “No. Things went south—fast.” I tell Jen about Vivian goading Soey into a meltdown, the shocked audience capturing every awful
            moment on their camera phones.
         

         
         “Has anyone posted the pictures?”

         
         “I got home late last night, so I haven’t checked.”

         
         “Really? What did you get up to, anything fun?”

         
         I don’t want to go into all the messy details of Soey’s apartment, so I backtrack. “Well, it wasn’t that late, I guess . . .”

         
         But Jen doesn’t buy it, she knows me too well. With a sly grin she says, “Come on, Mei, what are you hiding?”

         
         “No, nothing. I dropped Soey off at her place, just to make sure she was okay and stayed for a coffee. We got to talking about
            old times.”
         

         
         She frowns. “Why didn’t you just say so?”

         
         “Well, the thing is . . . Soey’s apartment was in a bad state. I’m not sure if she wants others to know.” Jen looks hurt,
            and I quickly add, “But I don’t think she’d mind if it’s you.”
         

         
         Cautiously, Jen asks, “What’s wrong with her apartment?”

         
         I sigh. “You know how she got so paranoid about throwing things out, after losing Daiyu?”

         
         “Of course I do.”

         
         “I think it started with the Oracle, that pink eraser we found at the garage sale, the one Soey asked for at the hospital—do
            you remember?”
         

         
         A strange look passes over Jen’s face. In a small voice, she mumbles, “Sure, I remember.”

         
         “She’d grip on to anything tied to Daiyu, no matter how far-fetched the connection. And last night, it was disturbing to see how much junk Soey had crammed into her apartment—you could barely move.” I go on to describe the condition of Soey’s flat as Jen’s eyes grow wide. 

         
         She stops stuffing the envelopes, shoots me a worried look. “Mei, I love Soey, you know that. But you’ve got to be careful.
            Terrible things tend to happen around her.”
         

         
         I stuff the invitations with more force than necessary, the perfumed envelopes making me feel queasy. “How can you say a thing
            like that? Soey never asked to be attacked, to witness her sister’s murder. She would never wish a single bad thing on anyone.”
         

         
         “Mei, I didn’t mean it like that.”

         
         I continue, “I’ve got to be there for her, Jen—she has no one else. If it had been any one of us in the woods that day, she’d
            do the same.”
         

         
         Jen’s cheeks redden. “It’s not that I didn’t try—we all did. But Soey isn’t the same person after the attack. And that’s not
            her fault, but it’s also not yours.”
         

         
         My hands freeze in midair. I feel tears prick the backs of my eyes.

         
         “Mei,” says Jen. She gently takes the wedding invite from my hands, puts it on a pile with the others.

         
         I place both hands on the counter, try to compose myself.

         
         “I’m just looking out for you, okay?” she says.

         
         “Is that why you never told me she was at my exhibition?”

         
         This catches her off guard. She blinks at me, opens her mouth to respond. But the door behind the counter swings and Auntie
            comes stomping out.
         

         
         “Mei Mei!”

         
         I jump, her voice never failing to trigger my fight-or-flight response.

         
         Auntie shoots a pointed look at Jen, who begins quickly packing away the newly stuffed envelopes into a box. Auntie orders her to check on something in the stockroom, and she hurries off. 

         
         When Jen’s gone, Auntie presents me with a photograph of a wealthy Chinese family standing by a marble mantelpiece. At the
            center, the grandmother sits in a chair with gold accents, a proud matriarchal figure. An oxygen mask covers her face. Auntie
            explains it was the last family picture taken before the death of the woman and they would like me to remove the oxygen mask.
            She provides separate photographs of the woman for my reference. I think back to Jen’s earlier warning about the wedding photos
            and feel relieved it is just another run-of-the-mill job.
         

         
         At home I focus on the challenging task set by Auntie. Using the reference pictures as a guide, I carefully paint over the
            oxygen mask. When I zoom out, I am disappointed to see it doesn’t work—her nose is the issue. Then I notice a woman standing
            behind her, who appears to be her daughter. I cut the daughter’s nose and paste it over the old woman’s face. I gently blur
            the edges and correct the lighting, and it is as though the oxygen mask were never there.
         

         
         Satisfied with the job, I close out Photoshop, get off my machine. I fix myself a sandwich and take it outside, sit in dad’s
            garden, enjoying the sun on my face.
         

         
         

         Soey sends me a text that afternoon. That journalist Vivian shared pics from last night on her Twitter. My stomach drops. I search Soey’s name on the app. The top tweet reads, Soey is a deranged psycho bitch! with a link to TwitPic. I click on the link and scroll through the pictures. The first shows Soey crouching on the ground. The second, she is lunging toward Vivian, her face twisted in an ugly snarl, brandishing the piece of glass in her hand. I am in the third shot, standing between Soey and Vivian, the glass shard inches from her terrified face. 

         
         The replies to Vivian’s tweet are brutal. As soon as I read one comment, several more sprout like dandelions. Soon there are
            calls for Soey to make a formal apology, demands to her publisher to inflict punitive measures, internet sleuths trying to
            pinpoint her home address.
         

         
         I send Soey a quick text. Are you okay?

         
         She answers with, I’m okay. Think I’ll stay off the internet for a few days. Overdue for a digital detox anyway. Lunch next week?

         
         Sure! If you feel like taking a trip down to Cabra, Pho54 is still standing ;)

         
         Yum! Sounds perfect. xx

         
         I go back to the Twitter discourse, where users are feeding off each other’s outrage, whipping themselves into a frenzy. I
            think of Soey at the podium, speaking candidly about her brain injury, her difficulty regulating her emotional responses,
            the smirk on Vivian’s face when she got the reaction she wanted. Then I think of Soey gently rolling up Daiyu’s too-long sleeves,
            sharing the last bite of her Cornetto, Soey smiling with pride when Daiyu fixed a daisy chain around her wrist.
         

         
         The likes on Vivian’s tweet begin to mount. The discourse grows, with users expressing their shock and horror. Soon, the post
            has reached over ten thousand likes and think pieces start to appear. A BuzzFeed article is published with the heading: raising the dead—soey chang’s new memoir and the ethics of true crime. Littered with typos, the article appears to have been written in a hurry.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Tumblr author Soey Chang resurrects the ghost of her dead sister in her newly released memoir, The Daisy Chain. In her brand of pithy, bite-sized aphorisms, Chang’s snippits of self-help—or in her words, self-love—has garnered her a massive fanbase of millennials. One of her peices, “you can be/both a work of progress/& your best self/” has clocked over a staggering 150,000 notes on Tumblr. 

                  The Daisy Chain at the very least, demonstrates that Chang is capable of writing in full sentences. However, instead of offering genuine introspection
                     or meaningful insights into grief, Chang’s explotation of her personal tragedy feels calculated, turning a deeply personal
                     trauma into a marketable commodity.
                  

               

            

         
         I stop reading, wondering if the review was directly influenced by the narrative that is now unfolding. As I ruminate on this,
            Mum calls out to me from the kitchen. I leave my computer, pad down the hallway. At the stove, she is ladling pork bone soup
            into a bowl. The clean, fragrant aroma reminds me of childhood, and I blink back tears. The indicator on the rice cooker pops,
            and like Pavlov’s dog, my mouth starts to water. I grab some bowls, spoon rice into them. “Mum, do you remember my friend
            Soey?”
         

         
         Mum purses her lips. “She bad girl.”

         
         “No, she’s not.”

         
         “Soey shouting at me. She bad girl. Very crazy.” She insists, looping a finger around her ear.

         
         In Teochew, I remind Mum about Soey’s brain injury, but she only shakes her head, tells me Soey was bad even before Daiyu
            was murdered. “Soey mum crazy too.”
         

         
         “Did you know she died?” I ask.

         
         Mum nods sagely. “She die maybe one year already.”

         
         I am surprised at this. “You knew? Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         She shakes her head, mumbles something about how I had been living with Jacques out of wedlock and hardly bothered to visit
            home.
         

         
         “But, Mum, you should have told me if you knew.”

         
         She dismisses me with a wave.

         
         Dad comes down the hall looking unusually lethargic. He sits at the bench and takes a sip of the pork bone soup. Mum presses
            the back of her palm against his forehead, clucks her tongue. He waves her away, tells her not to fuss.
         

         
         Turning to me she says, “Mei, you come work tomorrow? Daddy stay home.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         Later that night, I make sure to set two alarms.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seven

         
         At the Anderson farm the next day, I am picking strawberries with Mum. Although I was just a kid when I was last here, it
            all comes back like muscle memory. Crouching down on my haunches, wading my hands through the lush, green leaves for the bright
            red fruit, snapping it off at the stem. I fill up buckets with this dull, repetitive motion.
         

         
         The farm is not how I remember it. The swimming pool is now a wide, gaping cavity, wet dregs gathered at the bottom full of
            rotting leaves and dead insects. The ranch-style house looks tired, the once vibrant paint bleached by years of harsh sunlight.
            Even the paved driveway is weathered and cracked. The midday sun beats down on my neck, and I smear on another layer of sunscreen.
            I can feel my legs cramping up, but I focus on finding the next strawberry, and then the next.
         

         
         In its glory days, the farm employed a host of immigrants. There was an industrial greenhouse, which meant work was available year-round. During the summer months when the strawberries ripened in the open fields, friends and relatives would flock to the farm, workers interchangeable. It was Auntie who had first recommended Mum for this job. Day in, day out the two women worked side by side, repeating the same tedious actions for the meager pay packet, until Auntie made a small fortune on an investment and used it to purchase the copy shop. Mum tried to get in on the same deal but, instead, lost everything. 

         
         As Mum continues to reminisce, I think of a photograph of her and Auntie, taken in the ’80s. Mum in a pink and aqua windcheater,
            her hair tousled and lovely, cheeks slightly flushed, Auntie in a blue-knit sweater, permed hair, pronounced jowls, and weak
            chinned, a dark, pea-size mole below her left nostril. Auntie, hard as nails, a foil to Mum’s naive, trusting nature. In 1987,
            Auntie had just aced her English exam at community college, bribed an officer at the RTA for a driver’s license. Back then,
            Mum could barely pronounce a word in the language of her host country. To this day, she’s never learned to drive.
         

         
         

         Close to midday, I run out of water and make the trek to the nearest tap for a refill. On the way there, I see a woman outside
            the packing shed and recognize her as the little girl Jen and I used to play with, the daughter of the farm owners. Ashley’s
            hair is still the same soft, angelic blond, her eyes a pair of glittering sapphires. She wears a white, babydoll dress with
            a pattern of pale, pink tulips.
         

         
         “Hey, Ashley,” I say.

         
         She looks at me and I can almost hear her mind whirring.

         
         “We used to play together when we were kids—remember?”

         
         She brightens. “Oh yeah—Mei right?”

         
         I grin. “You remember.”

         
         “Of course I do! You and Jen used to play here all the time.”

         
         I am flooded with nostalgia as we recount our childhood stories playing on the farm. With a glimmer in her eyes, Ashley brings
            up the time we were in the packing shed and dared Vinnie to ride the conveyer belt. “He was trying to impress you—remember?”
         

         
         I laugh, but the memory isn’t pleasant. I picture Vinnie, bravely removing his shoes and clambering onto the conveyor belt, Ashley hitting the on switch as the belt rumbled into motion. Somehow Vinnie’s sock got caught in the guardrail and he lost his balance. The three of us watched in horror as he began to flail, panicked eyes looking from me to Jen to Ashley, arms outstretched. But it was too late. Luckily, he had a soft landing on a pile of cardboard boxes. As we tried to placate a hysterical Vinnie, Auntie had appeared at the entrance, surveying the scene. Ashley, startled, immediately fled. At once, Vinnie blurted out what we’d done. 

         
         “Tattletale,” Jen had hissed under her breath, giving his elbow a hard pinch.

         
         Auntie rushed over to a sobbing Vinnie, cradling his head and cooing softly. Jen broke into nervous laughter, and Auntie swung
            around, slapping her hard across the face. Whenever Auntie recounts this story, it is in a humorous way. She never mentions
            the slap.
         

         
         “How is Vinnie these days?” Ashley asks.

         
         “Just as obnoxious as ever.”

         
         She drops her voice, as though someone could be listening. “That kid kind of gave me the creeps. I remember once I was in
            my playroom, and I saw his face pressed up against the window, just staring at me. I mean, how did he even get up there?”
         

         
         “We used to climb up the trellis by the side of your window,” I explain, a little sheepishly. “We all took turns peeking in.”

         
         In her eyes, I see a flicker of distaste, but it quickly disappears.

         
         In a rush to explain, I say, “It’s just when you told us about your playroom, and you know, us being poor immigrant kids,
            we were lucky to get a toy once a year, and they were usually secondhand, so you can imagine, a roomful of toys, that’s the kind of thing we’d only seen on television . . .”
         

         
         I stop rambling when I see the look on her face. My cheeks burn. Right on cue, my eye begins to twitch.

         
         Ashley purses her lips. “Well, do you want to see what all the fuss is about?”

         
         

         The playroom is not as grand as it had appeared in my memory. There, it had grown into a sprawling wonderland of a place.
            Still, everywhere I look, I am hit with nostalgia. My Little Pony, Smurfette, the baby dinosaur that screams, Not the Mama! when you pull on the string. Shelves stuffed with picture books, The Faraway Tree, Noddy, Peter Rabbit, and board games like Headache, Monopoly, and Trouble. On top of a tallboy, there is a collection of enchanting snow globes
            of varying sizes and scenery. A pair of ice-skating lovers, hands pressed together, a nativity scene, a carousel horse with
            gold accents.
         

         
         There is a floor-to-ceiling bookcase filled with picture books and stuffed animals—some I recognized from our outdoor tea
            parties. Lions and giraffes, bears and ponies. Posed around a plastic Alice in Wonderland–themed tea set, their glass eyes
            glistening with secrets. I picture little Ashley pouring an imaginary cup of tea for her toy animals and realize that scene
            is the blueprint for every anthropomorphic collage I have created.
         

         
         We sit cross-legged on the plush white carpet. I’ve got a purple Care Bear on my lap. On its belly is a sewn-on patch—a star
            in the center of a multicolored heart. I hug the bear and sigh. “My child self would have sold her soul to play in here.”
         

         
         She stiffens. “Mei, if I knew it was such a big deal, I would have snuck you in, okay? It’s just that Mum would have grounded
            me for life, probably.”
         

         
         “It’s okay, you don’t need to explain.”

         
         But Ashley continues, intent on getting her point across. “If I knew how badly you wanted to see my playroom, I would have just waited until Mum was out shopping, or at lunch with her friends. Dad wouldn’t have minded, so . . .” 

         
         “And how is Mr. Anderson?”

         
         At the mention of her dad, Ashley’s shoulders slump. “He’s not doing too well.”

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry to hear.”

         
         She nods. “Stage four lymphoma. And on top of that, some thugs beat him up a week ago. He’s still recovering in the hospital.”

         
         “God—Ashley! What happened?”

         
         “It was one of those random attacks in a supermarket parking lot. He’d just put away his trolley and got jumped by some junkies,
            in broad daylight. My seven-year-old was with him too. Luckily, Maddy was already strapped into the car and didn’t see anything.
            But they took dad’s wallet, his keys and phone. We had to get all the locks changed here. My husband and I—we’ve had to move
            in here to take care of things.”
         

         
         “And did they catch the thugs?”

         
         “Sadly no. Dad barely remembers what happened. He’s just so ill. He didn’t want to pursue it, and I agree. I just want him
            to focus on getting better.”
         

         
         “Please let him know he’s in my thoughts.”

         
         Ashley sighs. “Honestly, Dad hasn’t caught a break for years.”

         
         “Oh?” I ask, thinking back to the last time I saw Mr. Anderson, when I was in my mid-teens. I remember his happy-go-lucky
            nature, always ready to lend a hand. I’ve always thought of him as someone who lived an especially charmed existence, with
            a beautiful family and wealth beyond my wildest dreams.
         

         
         “Well, ever since the ’90s recession,” Ashley explains, “things kind of just fell apart for him. Dad pretty much lost our life savings, which drove him to drink. Mum left him soon afterward, he couldn’t sell the farm, something to do with his family trust. So, me and Mum moved out of our beautiful home and into a shitty old rental—which was tough. We were so used to living the good life. It was a shock for Mum, especially. She had to go back to her secretarial work. It was humiliating. I lost all my friends, moved to a public school. Mum sold her Audi, pawned off a bunch of jewelry. She got so desperate, she even took all the money out of my trust fund. Luckily for her though, she landed on her feet, met a surgeon at the clinic where she was working. My stepdad, Gary, he’s a real sweetheart, he couldn’t have kids himself, so he’s always spoiled me. Of course, you can imagine how that made Dad feel, another man giving his family what he no longer could . . . and if that weren’t enough, Dad was still having money problems. There was the year his crops failed, something to do with pesticides. Then the cancer diagnosis, and to top it off, he’s now in hospital, beaten black and blue.” 

         
         “That really sucks, Ashley,” I say, and mean it. I’d always liked Mr. Anderson. Despite being the boss, he was popular with
            the immigrants employed on his farm, buying small gifts for their children every Christmas. One afternoon, at the peak of
            a heat wave, he’d driven us girls to the beach in his air-conditioned Land Rover, prepared a picnic of ice creams and hot
            dogs. I bring up this cherished memory to Ashley. “It was the first time I’d ever seen the ocean.”
         

         
         She frowns. “Dad took you to the beach? I don’t remember that.”

         
         “He drove us in his Land Rover,” I insist. “I know you were there because your Minnie Mouse tee was tied around your waist,
            and it got lost in the water.”
         

         
         Ashley still has a perplexed look on her face. “A Minnie Mouse tee?”

         
         “I think you said you got it at Disneyland,” I offer, feeling suddenly embarrassed at how vividly I remember it. Even now I can see it so clearly, the motif of Minnie Mouse peering up from under her eyelashes, that signature coquettish look on her face. The oversize polka-dot bow sitting on her head, puff-printed in red glitter. I remember how the bow had sparkled in the sunlight. How much I wished the T-shirt were mine. 

         
         “Sorry, Mei.” Ashley shakes her head, breaking me from my reverie. “You’ve totally lost me. I got a bunch of stuff from Disneyland,
            but I don’t remember the T-shirt you’re talking about.”
         

         
         I go back to the scene in my mind, the car ride in Mr. Anderson’s packed Land Rover. I try to picture who was there with me,
            riding in the backseat. But all I remember is the ocean, the saucy tang of the hot dog, the mesmerizing glitter of Minnie
            Mouse’s bow, the simple childish feeling of happiness. It may have meant a lot to me, but to Ashley, maybe, it would have
            been another ordinary day. Too many trips to the beach to count.
         

         
         I change the subject. “Hey, do you remember that game we made up—Hide and Slap?”

         
         Ashley laughs. “Yes, I do! The person found got slapped silly. It brought a whole new dimension to finding a good hiding spot.
            It was weirdly violent, especially for girls.”
         

         
         “We didn’t hold back one bit, either.”

         
         Ashley presses a hand to her cheek, wincing at the memory. “Once, I got slapped so hard, I ran away and hid for real.”

         
         We laugh at this.

         
         “I remember how you used to write little stories and staple them into books. You said you wanted to be a writer.”

         
         A rush of sadness sweeps through me, as though the ghost of that long-forgotten dream has just passed through. “Like that
            was ever going to happen.”
         

         
         “Why not? Anything’s possible, right?”

         
         Under my breath, I mutter something about lightning never striking twice in the same place. Ashley looks confused, so I go
            on to explain. “My friend Soey is an author. She used to play here sometimes when we were kids. I’m not sure if you remember?”
         

         
         Ashley gives her head a shake. “A lot of kids played here, but I only remember you and Jen. What kind of books does she write?”

         
         “She’s written a memoir called The Daisy Chain. It’s about her sister’s murder almost twenty years ago.”
         

         
         “Hang on a second.” Ashley perks ups. “What did you say her name was again?”

         
         “Soey—Soey Chang.”

         
         “Is her book the one with the drawing of a house on the cover?”

         
         “Yes, that’s the one.”

         
         “Seriously? All the mothers at my kid’s school are reading it right now. They are obsessed! She must be killing it, right?”

         
         “I suppose.”

         
         “Well, there you go, Mei. You know a real-life author, someone in the industry. Sometimes that’s half the battle. You’ve got
            a foot in the door. Which is a good start.”
         

         
         With a shrug I say, “I don’t write so much these days.”

         
         “No? What do you do for work then?”

         
         “I’m a freelance designer, digital imaging, business cards and stuff. And you?”

         
         “I’m a stay-at-home mum.” She says this in a self-deprecating way, but there’s pride in her voice. “I’ve been thinking about
            starting a business, though.”
         

         
         “What kind of business?”

         
         She looks almost shy. “Last year, I made a batch of strawberry jam to give as Christmas gifts, and everyone kept asking for more. I started selling jars to family and friends but now I can hardly keep up. I want to do it properly, get a name and label, maybe approach a few specialty shops. Mum knows the woman who owns Pantry.” 

         
         “Oh, I love Pantry,” I say, about the chain of specialty grocery stores that sold local produce. “If you want, I can design
            the packaging for your jam.”
         

         
         “Gosh, I’d love that, but I just don’t have any money.”

         
         “That’s okay. I need to expand my portfolio, anyway.”

         
         “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

         
         “Not at all. I can whip something up in no time.”

         
         “Well, how about I give you a small cut from every jar of jam I sell? Ten percent?”

         
         “Sure,” I say. “Ten percent it is.”

         
         We shake on it.

         
         “Okay, wait here a sec!” She jumps up, exits the room. A few moments later, she comes back with a jar and spoon. “Try this.”

         
         I spoon the jam into my mouth, eyes widen in surprise as a caviar-like ball pops under my tongue, releasing a hint of mint
            and cardamon. “Whoa!”
         

         
         She bites her lip, pleased by my reaction. “Do you like it?”

         
         “It’s like the bubble tea of jam.”

         
         She crinkles her forehead. “What’s bubble tea?”

         
         “Never mind,” I say. “The balls are a treat.”

         
         “I started experimenting with molecular gastronomy after I saw it on a cooking show.” Ashley beams. “My daughter, Maddy, got
            into a jar once—she ate the whole thing.”
         

         
         “Oh, how cute! You are going to sell a truckload for sure—it’ll be like money for jam.”

         
         She cups a hand over her mouth. “Oh, Mei—I love that! Money for Jam. That’s a great name!”

         
         “Seriously?”

         
         “Yes! Can I use it?”

         
         “It’s all yours.” I am just about to take another mouthful of jam when I notice the intricate carving on the wood spoon, a
            stem of ivy wrapped around the handle. “What a pretty spoon.”
         

         
         “Oh.” She smiles. “My husband, Sam, is a model maker. He works on sets for movies and stuff.” She looks around the playroom.
            “I can’t wait to fix this old place up. Maddy loves to play in here, but I think it’s a bit drab. It needs a skylight, a fresh
            coat of paint.”
         

         
         She turns her attention back to the jam, chattering excitedly about her plans. I get caught up in her enthusiasm, assembling
            fonts and shapes in my mind. I can almost see the jam lining the shelves at Pantry, thousands of jars flying out of the store.
            Perhaps my 10 percent might be worth something one day. When I hand the jar back to her, she shakes her head. “Keep it. Maybe
            it will inspire you.”
         

         
         

         At home that evening, I run a bath and light some candles. I undress, lower myself into the hot, steaming water, and sigh
            with pleasure. After a day of strawberry picking, my muscles ache in a way they haven’t for some time. Placed at the edge
            of the tub is my jar of Ashley’s jam and copy of The Daisy Chain. I pop a spoonful of jam in my mouth and reach for Soey’s book.
         

         
         With each page, I am transported back in time. Through her vivid descriptions I can visualize the landmarks of our childhood, such as the hole in the back fence of the flats where Soey lived. We, the Daisy Chain, used it as a secret passage to the corner shop, where Soey once pilfered a handful of candy bracelets. To atone for her crime, she instituted a rule limiting all of us to one piece of candy per hour. The book is filled with such instances of Soey’s decrees. She was the architect of our world, inviting chaos, then instilling order—from the childish pranks and cruel remarks that tested the limits of our friendship, to the acts of kindness that strengthened our bond. She never mentions us by name, yet I recognize all our quirks—Kath’s pragmatism, Jen’s nervous tendencies, Helene’s restlessness. As for me, I find myself on almost every page, a wallflower: quietly observing. All of this is written with such tenderness and grace, I find myself moved. The radio host of Booktalk was right when she said Soey is a remarkable storyteller.
         

         
         I am so immersed in the book that I barely notice the bathwater cooling until I feel goose bumps rise along my arms. Just
            as I am about to close it, I am gripped by the next several paragraphs, bolting upright, my foot knocking the stopper loose,
            the water gurgling noisily as it recedes.
         

         
         
            After driving for hours, I found myself lost on some godforsaken backwater in country Victoria, my TomTom cutting in and out.
               I was cursing myself for booking a retreat way in the middle of nowhere. A long desolate road stretched out before me, brown
               grass and tall weeds, cows languishing in paddocks, nothing for ages. Then, like a mirage, a pale blue Kombi van appeared
               up ahead, a cardboard sign stuck on its dashboard read: “Strawberries, $10 a box.” I hit the brakes and pulled to the side
               of the road. I stepped out, the heat hitting me like a shockwave. I stumbled back, my high heels scraping against the gravel.
               Gritting my teeth, I straightened and made my way to the van.
            

            In the small patch of shade cast by the Kombi, a man, weathered and jowly, sat in a lawn chair, fanning himself. “G’day, luv.
               Stopped for some strawberries, did ya? Best strawberries in the world. Take my word for it.”
            

            The heat pulsed through me, sweat gathered at the base of my neck. I nodded, rummaging in my purse for money. “Do you have change for a hundred?” I asked. My tongue felt thick, lazy. 

            He shook his head. “Sorry, luv, you got anything smaller?”

            Suddenly, the note felt like a dead weight in my hand. “I’ll take ten boxes then.”

            “Ten boxes, aye?” The man looked me up and down. “Yer sure, luv?”

            “Ten boxes,” I said, feeling like I was entering an illicit transaction.

            The man sat up, stuck his fingers in his mouth, letting out a piercing whistle that caught me off guard. A little girl appeared
               out of nowhere, clutching a tray of strawberries. She couldn’t be more than thirteen, hair a buttercup blond, all the way
               down to her waist. Her dazzling blue eyes locked onto mine and a strobe light of memory hits me like a lightning bolt.
            

            In my mind’s eye, I saw a girl, the spitting image of the one standing before me. The girl in my memory was running through
               a field of strawberries, her long blond hair trailing behind her. Another strobe light flashes, and I was inside a sunlit
               room filled to the brim with toys, every plushie, game board, dolly you can imagine. Someone was in the room with me, although
               I can’t work out who it is. I get the sense we’re not supposed to be in here. And then something caught my eye, a glimmer
               of refracted light. I reached for the item, feel the solid weight of it in my hands. I hesitate a moment before sliding it
               under my sweater. I don’t remember what I took. But there is someone who does.
            

         

         The bath is now empty as I sit in the cold tub, shivering, clutching the book so tightly my knuckles are turning white. I can’t tear my eyes away. My mind is racing, going over the scene Soey describes. She’d been in the playroom. But who was she with? Sim sometimes worked on the farm during the busy season. Soey and Daiyu had sometimes played there too. Though I don’t remember either of them sneaking into the playroom. In every other scene I’ve read, I see myself at Soey’s side, her memories perfectly aligning with mine. I shake my head, at a complete loss as to who this friend in the playroom could be. We had all been on the farm at various times, we’d all played there. We’d all taken turns scaling the trellis, looking into the window. But I didn’t know one of the Daisy Chain had been inside. I read the words again. I don’t remember what I took. But there is someone who does. Who could it be, and why wouldn’t they tell me?
         

         
         With a sigh of frustration, I place the book down, accidentally nudging the jam jar, which teeters on the edge of the tub
            precariously. I lunge, fingers brushing the jar, but it slips away, shattering into a sticky, bloodred mess on the tiles below.
         

         
         

         I read late into the night. At some point, I must have fallen asleep because I’m awoken by the buzzing of my phone. In my
            bleary, half-awake state, I notice it is still dark outside, adding to my confusion. I see the call is from Soey and answer
            right away.
         

         
         “Mei.” Her voice has the strange, echoey quality of a dream. “Mei, wake up—I need you to listen to me.”

         
         “Soey?”

         
         “Mei.” She sobs. “I remembered something earlier, but now I’ve forgotten it again. I just know it’s bad, I just know something
            really bad happened to me . . .”
         

         
         At her words, I sit bolt upright, suddenly wide awake. “What do you mean, Soey? What happened to you?” A plunging sensation
            in my stomach, a feeling of panic.
         

         
         “When we were kids, something bad happened to me. It was the summer before me and Daiyu were attacked. But I don’t know what . . .” Her voice breaks into a high-pitched whine. “I don’t know, Mei, oh God I don’t know. I had it for a moment—I had everything. I saw it all and it made me want to die.” 

         
         A chill goes down my spine. “Soey . . .”

         
         “Mei,” she says, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I took some pills.”

         
         My blood goes cold. “You took pills? Soey, what do you mean you took pills—what pills?”

         
         “Mum’s leftover pills I had lying around—I took them just now, every last one. I wanted to die, Mei, I wanted to die. But
            I don’t anymore. I really don’t. I want to remember. I want to know what happened.”
         

         
         “Oh God, Soey. I’ll call the ambulance.”

         
         Her voice is slow now. “I’ve already called them. They’re on their way.”

         
         I get on my feet, start to pace the room. “Why did you do it, Soey? Why would you do such a thing?”

         
         “Mei.” Her voice is insistent but growing weak. “Listen to me—I’ve got to tell you something. Listen. for some reason, what
            I remembered, it’s got something to do with your Tumblr post. Your post triggered the memory. Something to do with the house
            you wrote about, Mei, with the broken sugar bowl. I know that house. I know the ants.”
         

         
         “Soey,” I say, “what about the house with the ants?” For a moment I wonder if she’s mixing up her houses, if she thinks the
            fairy-tale cottage and the house with the ants are the same.
         

         
         As though anticipating my thoughts, Soey says, “It’s not the fairy-tale cottage. The house with the ants—it’s a different
            house. But they’re connected somehow. The two houses. They’re connected.”
         

         
         “How, Soey? How are they connected?” I can hear the desperation in my voice.

         
         But she’s rambling now, confused. “The house with the ants. I know that house.”

         
         “Soey,” I cry, “Soey, please. Soey . . .”

         
         “Promise me you’ll find the house. Promise me, Mei,” she gasps.

         
         “We’ll find the house together, you and me, we’ll find it—”

         
         “Find the house with the ants and you’ll find Daiyu’s killer . . .”

         
         “Soey!” I cry into my phone, “Soey! Soey!”

         
         There’s a loud bang and a jumble of voices shouting, barking instructions.

         
         I yell into the phone. “Hello! Can you hear me?”

         
         For a beat nothing and then a man comes on. “Hello?”

         
         “My friend—” I gasp, feeling utterly helpless. “Is she okay?”

         
         “We just got here,” he says, out of breath. “I’m a paramedic. We’re taking her to St. Vincent’s.”

         
         “Will she be okay?”

         
         “We’ll do our best, ma’am. Why don’t you meet us there?”

         
         The line goes dead and I freeze, dazed for a moment. Then I spring into action, throw on my jeans, grab my keys, and get on
            my way.
         

         
         

         Minutes later, I am hurtling down the Hume Highway in the dead of night, headlights cutting through the thick fog. The roads
            are empty except for the roadside workmen and truckers blasting their horns, a muffled sleepy sound. At a stoplight, I whisper
            a prayer, hot tears spilling down my cheeks. The thought of losing Soey—unthinkable. Not after all this time, all the years
            spent wondering about her. I steel myself. It will be all right. I can help her sort out the mess in her apartment, anything
            she needs. We can pick up where we left off, when in the days, weeks, months following Daiyu’s murder she’d ask me endless
            questions. Mei, what did we have for lunch that day, do you remember? Was I supposed to come to your place after school, did we have plans? Sometimes my answers would spark something that felt like the semblance of a memory for her. And even in the present time,
            the house with the ants had triggered something for both of us. She’d said something bad had happened in the summer before
            the attack. I feel something tug at the edges of my consciousness. Something bad. But what? The fairy-tale cottage and the house with the ants. Two disparate houses. But now that Soey’s connected them with
            such urgency, I feel a flicker of something there. I sit up, a new strength flooding my veins, a sense of certainty I cannot
            shake. I put my foot down on the accelerator. Together we will solve the mystery of what happened in the woods that afternoon.
            But first, I just need Soey to be okay.
         

         
         

         It is almost light when I hurry through the sliding doors of St. Vincent’s Hospital. The place is deserted at this hour, the
            seats in the waiting area empty apart from a man sitting slumped in the corner, trucker hat pulled down low over his face.
            The television plays a tourism commercial about Sea World. My senses feel heightened. I become painfully aware of the fluorescent
            lights, stark and unforgiving, the smell of disinfectant, the intermittent squeak of tennis shoes on polished floors in the
            distance.
         

         
         I approach the front desk, where a receptionist sits, Styrofoam cup in one hand, her expression, impassive.

         
         When I inquire about Soey, she asks, “Are you family?”

         
         “Soey doesn’t have family,” I say, then go on to explain the situation.

         
         She frowns at me, then types something into her desktop. Squinting at the screen she says, “Sorry, it’s family only.”

         
         “Can’t you tell me whether she’s here—if she’s okay? Can’t you tell me that at least?”

         
         She looks up sharply and repeats, “Family only.”

         
         “What’s wrong with you?” I hiss.

         
         She looks affronted. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         I mumble an apology, averting my eyes. That’s when I catch sight of Soey’s agent, Sarah, walking down the corridor.

         
         “Sarah!” I call, rushing toward her.

         
         She stops. “Mei.”

         
         A jostling group of men come up behind her, clutching bunches of flowers and a helium balloon emblazoned with It’s a boy! They take turns, slapping the back of the new father, who seems shell-shocked but jubilant. We step aside to let them pass.
            Sarah’s eyes follow them down the hall.
         

         
         “Is Soey here?” I ask her, but she doesn’t answer. Her attention is drawn down the corridor to where a janitor pulls a cluster
            of keys from his pockets, jangling noisily as he sifts through them.
         

         
         “Sarah!” I cry, resisting the urge to grab her by the shoulders. “Please, can you tell me—have you seen Soey? Is she okay?”

         
         She stares long and hard at me, as though she couldn’t believe I would ask such a question. The fluorescent lights overhead
            buzz at an uncomfortable pitch. My mouth goes dry. Something’s not right, I can see it on her face.
         

         
         “Is she okay,” I repeat, but it no longer sounds like a question.

         
         “I’m sorry, Mei. Soey has just passed away.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eight

         
         In the glare of the midday sun, I sit, reeling outside a Paddington café with Sarah. I think back to the night I met her at
            Soey’s reading, how polished she appeared. What a contrast to the woman sitting across the table from me, shirt crinkled,
            mascara clumping her lashes. She lights a cigarette, offers one to me. I shake my head.
         

         
         “I was her emergency contact. Can you believe it? Soey had no one else.”

         
         It was on the tip of my tongue to say she had me, but it felt like a lie. I wasn’t there for her when it counted. I should
            have known.
         

         
         As though reading my mind, Sarah says, “Don’t beat yourself up, you’re the one she called in the end.”

         
         I go back to that phone conversation. I know the ants. Find the house with the ants and you’ll find Daiyu’s killer. I squeeze my eyes shut, focus on holding myself together, on taking one breath at a time. I can’t let myself fall apart just
            yet. Even though Soey had come back into my life, like some miracle, now she was gone—this time for good. Would it be easier
            if I never had gone to her signing, never knew she’d been thinking of me in all this time? I couldn’t say.
         

         
         Sarah seems to understand my pain, filling in the silence on my behalf, taking the odd drag of her cigarette. “I can’t believe
            Soey would do such a thing. I know the pressure was getting to her but I just didn’t think . . . if only I’d known, I wouldn’t
            have pushed her so hard.”
         

         
         “It’s not your fault,” I murmur under my breath.

         
         “Sorry? I didn’t catch that.”

         
         I shake my head. “Never mind.” I don’t want to tell Sarah what Soey had said to me, that something bad had happened to her
            when we were kids. Something so bad it had driven her to take those pills. What could be that bad and how could I have missed
            it? I take another sip of coffee, try to get the acrid taste out of my mouth.
         

         
         Taking a long drag of her cigarette, Sarah sits back in her chair, blows out the smoke. “Soey talked about you all the time.
            She talked about the other girls too, but you were the one she loved best.”
         

         
         I think of what Soey had said the last time I saw her. Not you, Mei. Never you. Tears fill my eyes, and I want more from Sarah. More stories Soey had shared with the woman she said was the closest thing
            she had to a friend, who she chose as her emergency contact. I want Sarah to fill in the missing years between me and Soey.
            As irrational as that is, I want her to tell me everything before it slips from her memory and into oblivion. But she is already
            checking her watch.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Mei, but I’m late for a meeting. Can I take your number, just in case I need to get in touch? It’s clear you knew
            her better than anyone else.”
         

         
         I nod and key my number into her phone.

         
         Sarah takes one last sip of her coffee, stubs out her cigarette, and gets to her feet. She places an awkward hand on my shoulder,
            gives it a quick squeeze. “Take care, Mei.”
         

         
         I decide to stay awhile longer, sipping my bitter coffee. I watch the people walk by on the street, the steady hum of traffic
            passing by, sunlight glistening through the trees, dappled light on the pavement. Soey had said I know the ants. Which means she must have been at the house Mum had cleaned. In her book, she wrote about being inside Ashley’s playroom. She was there at the opening night of my first art exhibition. She’d bought one of my pieces to hang on her wall. It seemed she had always been right there, just outside my periphery. 

         
         I don’t remember much about the long drive home, only that Jen is there, waiting for me at the end of the driveway. I can
            tell by her expression she’s already heard the news about Soey.
         

         
         

         Jacques calls me later that day. On the phone, I start to tell him I’m fine but then dissolve into tears. He comes straight
            over to pick me up and we drive around aimlessly, without saying all that much. Somehow, we wind up parked outside a noodle
            place we used to frequent. Through the window I see our table and think of happier times: having a mini sword fight with our
            chopsticks, acting out a Lady and the Tramp moment with our noodles.
         

         
         “Are you hungry?” he asks, and I shake my head, ball my hands into fists.

         
         “What are we doing here, Jacques—why are we here?”

         
         He reaches over, pulls me into him, and for the first time in months, I don’t resist. It feels good to be held like this.

         
         “You know, I thought I saw Soey at your exhibition,” he says against my shoulder.

         
         I stiffen, pull back from him. “Well, why didn’t you tell me then?”

         
         “Because you got so worked up about inviting her, even though she never bothered to reply to your Tumblr message. I didn’t
            want to get your hopes up.”
         

         
         “You didn’t want to get my hopes up?” I seethe. “Isn’t that your specialty, Jacques? Aren’t you the one who left me hanging
            for eight years?”
         

         
         He lets out a bitter laugh. “Well, haven’t the tables turned?”

         
         I shake my head. “You should have told me. Despite how you feel about Soey, you should have said something.”

         
         “I’m sorry.” He reaches across for my hand, circles my palm with his thumb, and I feel it all through my body. I jerk my hand away. 

         
         “Don’t, Jacques.”
         

         
         “Mei.” His voice is thick.

         
         “Don’t.”

         
         He drops my hand, sits back in his seat with a sigh. “Fine.”

         
         I go back to Soey, to distract from the mess of confusing feelings Jacques has just stirred up in me. “She was right there,
            Jacques, she was right there . . .” I close my eyes, see a vision of Soey standing down the hallway, her hands raised high
            above her head, then clapping twice. “And she said . . . she said she’d remembered something bad had happened to her. But
            I don’t know what she means. She said my Tumblr post triggered a memory and it was bad, so bad that”—my voice breaks—“it made
            her want to die.”
         

         
         “Does she mean what happened to her and Daiyu in the woods?”

         
         “No, she said it happened the summer before that.”

         
         “And what was the Tumblr post that triggered the memory?”

         
         I tell Jacques about the house, the ant infestation and broken sugar bowl.

         
         “Right,” Jacques says, forehead slightly creased.

         
         “She said the house with the ants had something to do with Daiyu’s murder, that if I found the house, I would find the killer.
            She said the house was connected to the one on the cover of her book. She said it’s all connected.”
         

         
         “Mei,” Jacques says, “I know you don’t want to hear it, but maybe she was confused in those last moments. Like you said, she’d
            just swallowed a bunch of pills, maybe she wasn’t thinking straight. Or maybe she was grasping at straws.”
         

         
         I stare at him, try my best to keep my voice level. “No, Jacques, she remembered something . . . that’s why she took the pills. Do you get what I’m saying?” 

         
         He seems to be struggling to keep up. “Did you ask your mum about the house? If she remembers anything?”

         
         “Do you think I wouldn’t have asked her?”

         
         “Okay, Mei, don’t snap at me, I was just asking.”

         
         “Mum doesn’t have a clue, as always.”

         
         “Maybe you should talk to Kath—she’s been going on about Soey’s book too.” And the casual way he says this makes me stop and
            shrink further back from him.
         

         
         “She has, has she?”

         
         He falls silent, cheeks reddening.

         
         “You and Kath—” I swallow. “You must be spending a lot of time together, then.”

         
         “Let’s not talk about this now, okay?”

         
         My eyes blaze at him. “Why not? Now’s the perfect time. Might as well get this over with. Why don’t you just come out and
            say it?” I shove him. “Say it, Jacques.”
         

         
         “Mei,” he says, tone gentle but firm.

         
         “Go on, say it.”

         
         “All right, we’ve been seeing each other.”

         
         “Of course,” I say, trying not to tear up again. “I already know. The way she looked at you that night, at the casino, it
            was obvious.” I don’t want to say what I’m really thinking. That Jacques couldn’t stand to be alone, and Kath was the low-hanging
            fruit. I want to spit the mean thoughts at him, but as much as I want to hurt him, I also want him to hold me, to make all
            the bad thoughts go away.
         

         
         “Is it serious, with you and Kath?” I feel subdued now.

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “You don’t know?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he repeats.

         
         “Well, how did it start?”

         
         “We just fell into it, I guess.”

         
         “Old habits die hard, right?” There is a bitterness to my tone that cuts through the intended sarcasm.

         
         He shrugs, defenses coming up.

         
         “And what about Laurie, does he know?”

         
         “We’re not going to tell him until we’re sure.”

         
         “I see,” I say, tears drying on my cheeks. “So that’s it, then—we’re done?”

         
         “That depends on you, Mei. Are we done?”

         
         I shake my head. “How can you ask me that?”

         
         “Because I can’t wait around forever.”

         
         “Evidently,” I say.

         
         “Come on, Mei.”

         
         I look at him and feel so much love coursing through me, I don’t know how I am able to breathe. It all comes down to this
            moment, this feeling. “I don’t want to lose you.”
         

         
         “Then don’t.”

         
         

         I go back to his place. I step into my old life, and it fits like a glove. Our bodies are so used to each other. He wraps his arms around me from behind, kisses the nape of my neck. I try to stop him, but it’s been so long since I have been touched like this. He gets me on the bed, tugging down my dress. I am already wet, my thighs slick to the touch. He caresses me gently and I bite down on my lip, try not to think about Kath. If I don’t make a noise, then maybe this doesn’t count. He goes down on me and my body jolts to life. I shove my fist in my mouth. I’d forgotten how good he is at this. I come so quickly, so violently, it takes us both by surprise. Then I sit him up against the headboard, straddle him. Our breathing falls into the same rhythm. Our lips are barely touching. His thrusts are slow and gentle. I see him grimace from the effort. It’s been a long time, and I’m not as yielding as usual. 

         
         “Does it hurt?” he asks, and his voice reminds me of those first few weeks together when we stayed up all night talking.

         
         “It hurts,” I say, “but I want it to.”

         
         

         Sarah calls me a few days later and asks me to come into her city office. I arrive at midday, find the frosted glass door
            etched with the words Stern Literary Agency on the busy, treelined street. I walk up a narrow staircase and into a waiting
            room, where a receptionist invites me to take a seat. Sarah appears moments later, leads me into her bright, tidy office.
            She takes a seat behind her desk. I notice a raft of bills, red stamped with words such as: unpaid and overdue. She catches me looking, swiftly scoops them into a drawer.
         

         
         “How are you, Mei?”

         
         I take the seat opposite her. “I’m fine.”

         
         Her gaze falls out the open window and onto the street below, people walking by, talking to each other and on their phones.
            “Yesterday, I oversaw the cleanup of Soey’s apartment and that’s the first time it really sunk in for me. I’ve got to admit,
            I was shocked at the state it was in. Did you ever see it?”
         

         
         “I did.” Soey’s apartment comes to the forefront of my mind, the mess, the chaos, the smell. I’ve been having nightmares about
            being back there, tangled up in her possessions, arms pinned, unable to move.
         

         
         “No wonder she never invited me.” Sarah gets up, goes to a filing cabinet and pulls out an urn, placing it on the desk before
            me. I flinch. Seeing my expression she says, “Sorry, I should have warned you.”
         

         
         “Never mind,” I mutter.

         
         “Soey didn’t want a funeral. And the instructions for her remains are . . . odd.” With a sigh, Sarah pulls up her laptop,
            squints at the screen. “It says here that she wants her ashes scattered at the Dutton Lane car park. Does that make sense
            to you?”
         

         
         I draw in a long, shaky breath. “Yes . . . yes, it does. It was her favorite place.” My mind goes to the expansive patch of
            dirt behind the block of flats where Soey lived. How we’d watch the construction of the multistory car park from her balcony,
            tracked its progress level by level. We, the Daisy Chain, imagined ourselves as foremen, tasked with overseeing the project.
            Cupping our hands over our mouths like megaphones. Get back to work, you lazy bastards. That’s the third break you’ve had today, you slacker. Pick up that shovel, chop chop!

         
         When the parking garage was finally completed, and the men with their trucks and drills and cement mixers had left, we walked through the empty concrete structure, marveling at how it had risen from the earth, as though we’d commanded it ourselves. We spoke in hushed voices, touched the pillars with reverence, placed offerings of white rabbit candy, cigarettes, and Buddhist prayer cards all over the place. Christened it by smashing a bottle of West Coast Cooler against the parking gate at the entrance. For the few precious days before it was open to the public, we made it our playground. Me and Jen on our skates, zooming across the concrete expanse, arms out, spinning. Soey racing her bike, down the ramps at breakneck speed, Daiyu perched between the handlebars squealing with joy. Kath and Helene found some wooden sticks and bits of foam, drew chalk lines and played their makeshift hockey game for hours. One night, the five of us scaled up the ladder that took you up to the roof of the stairwell. There we laid out a picnic rug, lit candles, and told ghost stories. Even in the subsequent days when the place was filled with cars, and noise and pollution, we’d made the precarious climb up to the roof of the stairwell, even after they installed a wire fence all around to stop kids like us from going up there. Before the days of mobile phones, it was the first place I looked, when I couldn’t find Soey. In my mind’s eyes, I can still see her, sitting on the bare concrete, cigarette in hand, gazing at the sky. She was often there in the dawn hours before school, or late in the afternoons, watching the sun go down. After Soey left our school, I still went there, hoping to find her. I never did but knew from the cigarette butts, the colored bits of Post-it notes, and the white rabbit candy wrappers she’d been there. I often wondered if she’d left traces of herself behind on purpose and whether she did it knowing I’d come looking. 

         
         “There is a stipulation,” Sarah says, bringing me back to the present. “She wants her ashes scattered at the car park, but
            only after they find Daiyu’s murderer.”
         

         
         I touch the cool, ceramic surface of the urn, trace a finger over the gold letters of Soey’s name, think of our last conversation.
            Something bad happened to me. It was the summer before we were attacked . . . I had it for a moment—I had everything. I saw
               it all and it made me want to die.

         
         Sarah shuts down the lid of her laptop, looks over at me. “A weird place to have your ashes scattered, wouldn’t you say? You’d
            think she’d pick somewhere nicer—like a park or the ocean.”
         

         
         I wince. “Soey hated the beach.”

         
         Sarah tilts her head to one side. “Really?”

         
         “With a passion.”

         
         “That’s weird. Who hates the beach?” Sarah shakes her head, baffled. “Anyway, you knew her best. Are you okay to look after
            her ashes until then?”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         She stands up, signaling the end of our meeting. I get to my feet, pick up the urn. The weight of it takes me by surprise.

         
         “Oh, I almost forgot!” Sarah says, gently slapping a palm to her forehead. “Soey left something for you. I found it next to
            her laptop, when I was clearing her desk. She’d stuck a Post-it note with your name on it.”
         

         
         I set the urn back down, shoot her a quizzical look. “She did?” My mind goes straight to Soey’s place, to the piles of junk,
            then cycles through the miscellaneous items I’d seen when I was there that night. Daiyu’s old tricycle, the dying house plants.
            Soey was so irreverent, so mercurial, there was no telling what she’d kept aside for me, what it meant. Everything she ever
            did was layered with intention. She was always ten steps ahead of everyone else.
         

         
         Sarah reaches into her drawer, takes out a flat, white box about the size of a sheet of copy paper. She slides the box across
            the table toward me. Carefully, I lift the lid of the box, my eyes widening. Suddenly, I see it, the sun, the ocean, the familiar
            red glittering bow. Neatly folded inside the box is Ashley’s lost Minnie Mouse tee.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nine

         
         In the Andersons’ kitchen, I present Ashley with a mockup of the jam jar I had designed.

         
         “Oh—Mei, this is fantastic,” Ashley cries. “It looks like something out of a fairy tale. The candy-striped ribbon, the little
            gingham bows. Where did you find this jar?”
         

         
         “From the manufacturer, they’re a dollar apiece. I’ll send you the details.”

         
         “You’ve really put some work into this, haven’t you? I’m so pleased, Mei, because Mum’s friend—Lorraine, you know the one
            who owns Pantry? She’s agreed to take a hundred jars on commission.”
         

         
         “That’s great, Ashley.”

         
         “Lorraine’s going to love the packaging! Oh, Mei, this is going to be a hit for sure!” She starts to chatter about her family
            connections, and I feign attentiveness, offer small murmurs of acknowledgment, and a nod here and there. Before long, my eyes
            start to glaze over, and a yawn slips out before I can stop it.
         

         
         “Sorry,” I say, embarrassed. “I haven’t been getting much sleep lately.”

         
         “Are you taking vitamins, Mei?” she asks, then segues into the supplements she’s using. “You need your multi for general well-being, magnesium for sleep, um . . . let’s see. You need your B7 and collagen for skin, hair, and nails . . .” She waves a hand. “Never mind, I’ll just write you a list.” 

         
         “Thanks,” I say, knowing I wouldn’t have the funds or patience to invest in such a regime.

         
         “We have to look after ourselves, Mei, we’re in our thirties now. One of the school mothers, Debbie—well she’s already perimenopausal
            at thirty-nine, can you believe it? Of course, that’s a long way off for us”—she laughs breezily—“but you can never start
            too early, can you? Oh—that reminds me, Debs is a massive fan of your friend’s book, what was her name again?”
         

         
         I feel a wrench in my gut. “Soey.”

         
         “Well, do you think it would be too much trouble if your friend could autograph Debbie’s book? I have it right here in my
            tote . . .” She pulls the book from her bag, pauses when she sees my expression. “Mei—what’s wrong?”
         

         
         “I thought you would have heard by now . . . Soey’s passed away.”

         
         She frowns, “What do you mean ‘she passed away’?”

         
         “It happened a couple weeks ago.”

         
         “Oh my goodness! That’s . . . that’s awful, Mei! And here I am asking for favors.” She shoves the book back into her bag,
            out of sight. “I noticed your eyes are quite puffy, but I thought it was just allergies or something.” She hands me a tissue.
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say, dabbing my eyes.

         
         “How did she die?”

         
         “She . . .” I falter. “She took her own life.”

         
         Ashley’s eyes widen with horror. “Oh! What a tragedy. Such a waste of a life. And she was successful too. You must be going through the wringer. I’m so sorry. Can I help with anything?”
         

         
         “Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask you . . .” I rummage in my bag, pull out the Minnie Mouse tee. “This is yours, right?” I point to the label written in blue pen, faded but still legible. Ashley Anderson.

         
         She takes the shirt from me, forehead creasing. “Yeah, it’s mine. Why do you have my old T-shirt?”

         
         “Soey left the shirt for me, just before she passed.”

         
         “Well, that’s just bizarre. Why would she have my old T-shirt? And why would she leave it for you?”

         
         I shake my head. “I have no idea. I was hoping you could help me figure it out. I remember it got lost in the water, the day
            your dad took us to the beach. But Soey must have taken it.”
         

         
         “She stole my shirt?” Ashley looks affronted. “Why would she do that?”
         

         
         “I think she was going through a phase,” I say. A memory blooms of Soey at the 7-Eleven near our school, pushing a dirty magazine
            up her sweater while I cast panicked looks at the busy attendant. “The other thing is, Soey mentions you in her book.”
         

         
         “Me—in a book?” she says, eyes shining. Pulling the book from her tote bag, she hands it to me. “Where? Show me.”

         
         I find the paragraph about the blond girl running through a strawberry field, hand it to Ashley. She skims it quickly.

         
         “Hey, that does sound like me! Wow, that’s so weird. And it says here she stole something? Wow!” She shakes her head. “I guess
            that’s why Mum didn’t want anyone playing in there.” She must see my expression because she quickly adds, “Of course, I don’t
            mean you and Jen.”
         

         
         I smile tightly. “I know.”

         
         “If this is true, I wonder what she took.”

         
         “Well, I thought it could have been the Minnie Mouse tee, but I could have sworn you lost your shirt that day at the beach. Besides, she describes the thing as solid and reflective, so it doesn’t fit the theory anyway. Do you remember missing anything from your playroom back then?” 

         
         “Things were always getting lost—you know how it is.” She gives a flippant shrug before tossing the T-shirt in the bin. I
            open my mouth to stop her, wanting the T-shirt back, before realizing how strange that would seem.
         

         
         “You don’t remember anything at all?”

         
         “Actually,” Ashley says, “Now that you mention it . . .”

         
         I hold my breath, hardly daring to move.

         
         Ashley furrows her brow, thinking hard. “I once overheard a conversation between Dad and a farmhand. They were arguing—something
            to do with my playroom. I was about twelve maybe? Dad was really stressed. I think it’s the only time I’ve ever heard him raise his voice. He’s usually soft-spoken.”
         

         
         “Do you recall any details about this farmhand, anything at all?”

         
         “I think it was a woman, but it’s all fuzzy now. Anyway, I could be remembering all this wrong.”

         
         I push the book back into Ashley’s hands, with a little more force than I intend. “Maybe if you read Soey’s book, it might
            jog your memory.”
         

         
         She gives the cover a cursory glance before putting the book down on the kitchen counter. “Oh, I don’t really read books.
            I’ve tried, but every time I do, I just lose focus and give up. My husband, Sam, takes care of bedtime stories for Mads.”
         

         
         As she says this, a man with rugged good looks strolls in, checkered shirt with rolled-up cuffs.

         
         “Babe!” Ashley cries. “We were just talking about you. Come meet my friend Mei.”

         
         “You must be Sam,” I say.

         
         He gives me a courteous nod. “Yep.”

         
         Ashley holds up the jam jar. “Look, babe, this is Mei’s design for my jam. What do you think?”

         
         He takes the jar from Ashley, holds it up to the light. To her, he says, “That’s pretty nice, babe.”

         
         “I just love it,” she gushes.

         
         “Yeah, it’s sweet. I like the logo.”

         
         “Thanks,” I say, then add, “I was inspired by your spoon, the wooden one with the vines.”

         
         He looks pleased at this. “Yeah? I should make a few more, maybe Ash can run a giveaway on Facebook.”

         
         Ashley claps her hands. “Babe, that’s like, the best idea ever!”

         
         He puts the jam jar down on the counter, notices Soey’s book sitting there, and picks it up. In a breathless rush, Ashley
            tells him about Soey and how she may have played on the farm as a little girl.
         

         
         “You don’t say,” he says, picking up the book. He squints at the house for a moment. “Looks like a miniature.”

         
         Ashley scrunches her face. “A what?”

         
         “The house looks a bit like the diorama I’m building for the movie set of Hansel.”
         

         
         “Hansel?” I ask, then remember what Ashley had told me previously, about Sam making model buildings for movie sets.
         

         
         “Yeah, looks like a dollhouse, actually.”

         
         Something flickers in my memory, so faint, it barely registers. I murmur, “A dollhouse . . .”

         
         He puts the book back down. “It sure looks that way—why?”

         
         I frown. “Well, my friend Soey—the author—she thought it was a real house.”

         
         “Yeah, I can see why she’d think that. But I’ve worked with enough models to tell the difference.” He gives it another glance,
            forehead creasing. “It looks kind of familiar too.”
         

         
         This takes me by surprise. “It does?”

         
         “Why is it on the cover?”

         
         I give him a quick rundown about Soey’s history, starting from when she and Daiyu were set upon in the woods. How Soey had
            lost her memories, but they had returned in recent years. That in recalling the assault, she remembers after being struck,
            seeing a clear image of the house in her mind’s eye. That she’d worked with a forensic artist to re-create the image as best
            she could.
         

         
         Sam listens intently, nodding. “Maybe she saw a toy house and confused it for a real one. That can easily happen if you’re
            looking at it close-up and especially after you’ve just been bashed over the head.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t explain the squall though. She remembers a gust of wind picking autumn leaves up off the floor and spinning
            them around the air, even though it was summertime.”
         

         
         “Well, you’ve lost me there,” says Sam.

         
         “And earlier you said the house looks familiar?”

         
         “Ah don’t mind me.” He shakes his head. “I build a lot of these things, so yeah . . .” To Ashley he says, “How’s bubba?”

         
         “Her temp’s back to normal, thank God. She’ll probably be up from her nap any moment now.”

         
         He groans. “There goes the peace and quiet.” He pulls a beer from the fridge. “Anyway. I’ll leave you girls to it. I promised
            your dad I’d check on the irrigation. Better get to it before the old man gets back from the hospital.”
         

         
         “Make sure you slip, slop, slap, babe,” she calls after him.

         
         A little girl appears in the doorway, bleary eyed. “Mummy?” She gives me a curious look.

         
         “There’s my little princess.” Ashley beams at her, arms wide. Maddy patters into her mum’s embrace, allows herself to be picked
            up and smothered with kisses.
         

         
         She whispers in her mum’s ear, “Who’s that Chinese lady, Mummy?”

         
         Ashley laughs, puts her down again. “This is Mei, an old friend of mine. Say hello.”

         
         Maddy looks up at me, wide-eyed. “Hello, Mei.”

         
         “Hey, Maddy.” I smile. “You look just like your mother when I first met her.”

         
         She beams at this. “You knew Mummy when she was little like me?”

         
         “That’s right. We used to play here on your grandad’s farm.”

         
         “And Mummy let you play with all her toys?”

         
         Ashley cuts in. “Mummy played with Mei and her friends outside on the farm.”

         
         Maddy frowns, confused. “What did you play?”

         
         “We played hide-and-seek,” I say, and Ashley looks relieved, almost as though she’d expected me to say Hide and Slap.

         
         “Oh,” Maddy says. “But what about Mummy’s toys? She’s got so many toys—more than anyone. Why didn’t you let Mei play with
            your toys, Mummy?”
         

         
         Ashley answers with a slight look of exasperation. “Because Nonna said so.”

         
         “But why?”

         
         “Because.”

         
         “Because why?”

         
         Ashley shoots me a helpless look.

         
         “Things were different back then,” I say, making a feeble attempt at explaining.

         
         “Different how?”

         
         I shrug. “Just different.”

         
         Squinting up at me she asks, “Is it because you’re Chinese? My friend Tasha’s not allowed to play with her neighbor, because
            he’s Chinese.”
         

         
         Ashley shoots her a look. “Maddy, that’s not very nice. You shouldn’t say things like that.”

         
         “But it’s true, Mummy. Tasha told me it’s because the Chinese eat smelly food—”

         
         “Maddy,” Ashley quickly interrupts, reddening, “why don’t you show Mei some of your favorite toys while Mummy makes you a
            snack?”
         

         
         “Okay,” she says good-naturedly. “Come on, Mei!”

         
         She takes my hand, pulls me up the stairs toward the playroom. There, she sits me down in a tiny chair, pours me an imaginary
            cup of tea.
         

         
         “What’s this?” I ask.

         
         “It’s strawberry tea!”

         
         I make a show of drinking it, smacking my lips to show my appreciation. She giggles with delight. My eyes skim over the wall
            of soft toys. The teddy bears, monkeys, and giraffes look at me with their beady eyes, as though trying to impart a terrible
            secret.
         

         
         “Which is your favorite toy?” I ask, and she pirouettes around the room, grabbing toys at random and dropping them onto my
            lap. A yellow and purple yoyo, a Ninja Turtle, a Doodle Bear covered with boy names and love hearts.
         

         
         “This is Tickle Me Elmo.” Maddy presses the belly of the red, bug-eyed puppet, and he explodes into a frenzy of giggles. She
            locates a Furby, whose battery has run out, taps his back in a vain attempt to animate him, before giving up, dropping him
            onto the daybed in a huff. She skips across to the tallboy, hovering over Ashley’s collection of snow globes. Pointing a finger,
            she cries, “Eeny meeny miny moe!”
         

         
         She plucks out a snow globe, waltzes it back to me. In my hands, it has the solid, weighty feel of an antique, something old and from another time. I peer through the glass orb into the tiny diorama inside. My heart seizes in my chest. I see a storybook cottage surrounded by woodland with a heart-shaped wreath on the door. A shingled roof with a chimney, and charming windows with planter boxes blooming with roses, autumn leaves scattered all over the forest floor. I think of how Soey had described the sudden squall that came out of nowhere, the leaves flying around the house like a whirlwind. I give the globe a shake and it picks up the loose autumnal leaves from the floor, sending them tumbling wildly through the air. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ten

         
         I am at the copy shop to hand in a new set of doctored wedding pictures. Lately, I have been thinking of ways to decline these
            shady jobs, but it’s now my only source of income. I want to heed Jen’s warning, but money’s been tight, and my freelance
            work has all but dried up. Mum has been hassling me about my marital status, and the only way to placate her is by handing
            over wads of cash.
         

         
         Stepping through the door, I see the place is in chaos, boxes piled high on every counter, loose papers everywhere. Johnny
            and Trung barely acknowledge me. Johnny’s girlfriend, Cindy, is barking orders at the underlings. They scurry around, heads
            down, not wanting to attract her ire. She turns and sees me. “Hey Mei, you lookin’ for Jen?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “What’s going on here?”

         
         Cindy jerks her chin at Vinnie, who is on the phone posturing, calling in a debt. She explains, “Lau’s suing Auntie for firing
            his ass or somethin’.”
         

         
         “Oh no,” I say.

         
         “Yeah, place’ll be crawling with fuckin’ cops soon. We gotta sort things.” Her eyes dart around the room, looking for someone
            to berate. “Anyways, if you’re lookin’ for Jen, she’s in the office.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say, making my way behind the main counter and through the door, brushing past Vinnie, who is still on the phone.
            He tugs my ponytail as I pass.
         

         
         In the office, Jen is sitting on the floor, feeding sheets of paper into a shredder.

         
         “Is it true Lau’s suing your mum?” I ask.

         
         She looks up, a grim expression on her face. “Yeah. Who told you?”

         
         “Cindy, just now.”

         
         Jen shakes her head. “This is such a nightmare. The last thing we need is people nosing in on Mum’s operation.” I imagine
            all the skeletons rattling away in Auntie’s closet, all the wedding pictures I’ve doctored for her, and feel uneasy.
         

         
         “What can I do to help?” I ask Jen, sitting on the floor beside her.

         
         “Just stop doing wedding pictures for Mum, that’s my advice. Stop working for her in general.”

         
         “Like that’s going to be easy.” I sigh.

         
         “Well, you never should have gotten involved in the first place, I tried to warn you. She’s planning something, I just know
            it.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Something to do with you, Mei,” she says, as though she’s speaking to a child.

         
         “What would she want with me?”

         
         “Who knows? If she’s getting you to do these jobs, there’s a reason. Not knocking your talent, but Mum has got a handful of
            digital artists on her books who cost way less than you. Her sudden interest in you should be raising alarm bells.”
         

         
         “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

         
         “Well, don’t say I never warned you.”

         
         I sit down on the ground next to her, hand over piles of paper as she feeds them through the machine. At a glance, the documents
            seem to be a mix of Excel spreadsheets, lengthy contracts filled with technical jargon, a variety of forms in foreign languages.
            Pictures of passports and birth certificates.
         

         
         “Jen, have you had a chance to read Soey’s book?”

         
         “Not yet,” she says, pausing to skim over a document.

         
         “But you know the drawing of the house on the cover—the fairy-tale cottage.”

         
         “Mmmm . . .”

         
         “Well, I was in Ashley’s playroom the other day, and her daughter, Maddy, she showed me—” I stop when I realize she isn’t
            listening. “Jen?”
         

         
         “Sorry, Mei, I’m so scattered today.” She pulls out the bin of the shredder, empties the contents into a trash bag before
            tying a knot at the top. She pushes it over to where several other bags are clustered. “We could lose everything, you know.
            Our house, the copy shop. This could bankrupt us.” She slams the drawer of the shredder into its casing. “All because Mum
            couldn’t be a decent human being for once in her life and pay for Lau’s physio.”
         

         
         “Okay, but Jen, listen—about the house on the cover of Soey’s book—”

         
         Jen scowls. “Soey again? Is that all you care about, Mei? I just told you we could lose everything.”

         
         I blink at her. “I’m sorry. It’s just, I found something in Ashley’s playroom and I think what happened to Daiyu has got something
            to do with the Anderson farm.”
         

         
         She stops what she’s doing and looks up, eyes blazing. “Are you serious, Mei? I just told you—we could lose everything! I
            don’t have time for Soey, not right now. I’m so sad that she’s gone, but she’d been out of my life for a long time. I’d already
            moved on. We all had, except for you. And I wish I could be there for you right now, but I need to focus on what’s in front
            of me.”
         

         
         I feel a rush of anger at her indifference. The crisis with Auntie feels like an excuse, a way to side-step the conversation. I know her well enough to know she is hiding something. In a burst of frustration I blurt, “Why didn’t you tell me Soey was at my exhibition?” When she doesn’t answer, I reach out a hand, but she brushes me away. 

         
         “I was trying to protect you—okay?” she snaps. “And can you blame me? Look at you! Ever since you heard that interview on
            Booktalk you haven’t shut up about Soey. I’m so sick of hearing about her.”
         

         
         I look at my oldest friend, who suddenly feels like a stranger to me. “How can you say that? She was your friend too. Don’t
            you care? Why are you being like this? I don’t understand. This isn’t like you, Jen.”
         

         
         She begins shoving the papers into the shredder, with more force than necessary. “Soey never gave a shit about you, or anyone.
            All she ever did was cause chaos, and pain and—”
         

         
         I leap to my feet. “That’s not fair and you know it! Anyway, she’s dead now, okay? She never got closure or justice in the
            end. I hope you’re happy with that, I hope that sits well with your conscience. And don’t worry—I won’t mention her again.”
         

         
         “Good,” Jen snaps. “Because I don’t want to know about Soey anymore, she’s caused enough misery to last a lifetime.”

         
         “What did she ever do to you, Jen? What is your problem with Soey?”

         
         She presses her mouth into a line, shakes her head. “Forget it, Mei, if you don’t see it by now, you never will.”

         
         “Jen,” I say, but it’s no use. I might as well be hitting my head against a brick wall.

         
         “I don’t have time for this shit,” she mutters, more to herself than to me.

         
         “Fine, have it your way then.”

         
         Out on the street, I am hit with a wave of anxiety. I look back at the door of the copy shop. Jen and I have never fought like this. She’d always been the one person I could count on, who always had my back. Surely, she’ll come to her senses, come bursting through the door, tell me how sorry she is. How the stress got to her, that’s all, and she didn’t mean all the cruel things she’d said about Soey, and of course she was going to help me figure out what the snow globe meant. I continue staring at the door, willing her to come through. When it swings open, I feel a flutter of hope. But it’s only Vinnie. 

         
         “Why’d ya go running off like that?” he asks.

         
         “I had a fight with Jen,” I say, trying to hold back tears.

         
         “Ah shit—you two never fight.” His expression shifts when he sees I’m crying. “Hey, you okay? Want me to talk to her?” I look
            at Vinnie, unsure of his intention. He repeats, “I can talk to her, if ya want me to.”
         

         
         “No—don’t,” I snap, then in a gentler tone. “No, I’m okay. Anyway, it’s my fault. I’ve been talking about Soey way too much.
            I guess Jen’s finally had enough.”
         

         
         His expression darkens at the mention of Soey’s name. “Well can you blame her? Soey fucked up her life.”

         
         I feel dizzy suddenly. “What? What do you mean ‘Soey fucked up her life’? Why would you say something like that?”

         
         He looks at me cooly, jaw set tight. “Forget it. Forget I said anything.”

         
         “Vinnie . . .”

         
         His expression hardens, the sliver of humanity I just saw in him gone in a flash. Vinnie can be like that, turn on you so
            fast it’s disorientating. I try to coax him back around. Softening my expression, I place a hand on his upper arm, gently
            stroking. “Vinnie, please tell me what you mean.”
         

         
         Without warning, he grabs my wrist, twists it hard.

         
         “Vinnie—ouch, that hurts!” I cry, jerking my hand away.

         
         He leans in close, so his face is just inches from mine. “You know—you can be a real bitch sometimes, Mei.”

         
         

         On the walk home I spot Kath and Laurie at the entrance of a produce store and stop, wonder whether to say hi or keep walking,
            pretend I hadn’t seen them. As I debate this, Laurie fumbles with a white rabbit candy, his left arm still in a cast. The
            wrapper slips from his hand and skitters across the concrete. Kath, seeing this, brings her foot decidedly down on the wrapper.
            Nothing ever escapes her.
         

         
         I smile at this scene as the last thirteen years flash unbidden through my mind. All the birthday candles and scraped knees,
            the tooth fairy and trips to the zoo. Now, in his burgeoning adolescence, the two look more like siblings than mother and
            son. I stride over, tap Laurie on the shoulder, and he grins at me from under his baseball cap. “Hi, Mei.”
         

         
         I pull him into a hug. “Hey you. When’s your cast coming off?”

         
         “Next week—finally. Sick of sticking a chopstick down when it itches. Anyway, everyone likes your drawing.” He points to where
            I’d drawn a mooing cow.
         

         
         “Well, I’m glad it’s coming off.”

         
         He asks, “Are you coming to my school debate? I’m third speaker.”

         
         “You took the spot from Danny Reznik?” I ask about his nemesis at St. Albans.

         
         “Didn’t Mum tell you? I’m at Cabra High now.”

         
         “Oh,” I say, shooting Kath a surprised look. “Since when?”

         
         “We moved back in with Mum a couple weeks back,” Kath explains. “I’ve been meaning to call you.”

         
         “And how do you find it there?” I ask him.

         
         He shrugs. “It’s all right.”

         
         “Third speaker, huh.” I bat his good arm. “You know your mum and I were on the debate team.”

         
         “Yeah, yeah, she told me. You two were a pair of nerds.” He seems embarrassed, but there is also a hint of pride in his voice.

         
         “I was first speaker,” says Kath. “My job was to set things up for the team. Mei was fourth, which meant she didn’t have to
            speak at all.”
         

         
         “You’d be surprised, fourth can carry the whole team.”

         
         He rolls his eyes at us. “I’ve heard a ton of rumors about your girl gang already.”

         
         “Like what?” I ask.

         
         “Like how you bullied Mr. Turner,” he says, about our old music teacher.

         
         I exchange a look with Kath, then say, “Who told you that?”

         
         He shrugs. “One of the other teachers. Is it true?”

         
         “Well,” I say. “It’s complicated. Soey gave him a hard time, and I went along with it. Which, I have to admit, wasn’t very
            nice of me.”
         

         
         He raises an eyebrow. “And what about you, Mum?”

         
         “I wasn’t even in his class,” Kath huffs. “Nor were your aunties Jen and Helene. This is all on Soey and Mei.”

         
         “Um, excuse me,” I protest. “Have you forgotten that time in the school playground? Yelling ‘nice shot’ when Soey hit Mr.
            Turner’s crotch with a water balloon?”
         

         
         Looking sheepish, Kath says, “Fair point.”

         
         Laurie lets out an exasperated sigh. “Ugh, that’s so mean, Mum. No wonder he hates me.”

         
         Kath waves a hand. “Ah, he doesn’t hate you. He’s just a bit cranky, that’s all. You’ll see once you get to know him better.”

         
         “So, when’s the big day?” I ask. Laurie gives me the details of his debate, and I key it into my phone.

         
         Kath touches Laurie’s shoulder. “I need to talk to Mei for a bit, okay?” She hands him a five-dollar note, nods at the Two-Dollar
            shop, a few stores down. “Go nuts.”
         

         
         “Aww, thanks, Mum.” He grins, setting off in his awkward teenage gait.

         
         Kath waves at a bench. “Should we sit?”

         
         “Sure,” I say, taking a seat. I knew this conversation was coming and brace myself. For a time, neither of us says anything.
            And then we both start at once.
         

         
         She says, “I didn’t . . .”

         
         I say, “Well this . . .”

         
         I stop and let her continue. “I didn’t know Jacques was going to tell you—about us I mean. It wasn’t something we discussed
            beforehand.”
         

         
         “He says it’s serious.”

         
         A soft smile plays on her lips before she has the chance to catch it. “He said that?”

         
         “Yeah, he did.”

         
         “You know, I never got over him. I was just good at hiding it.”

         
         I think about that night at Star City, the soft way she had looked at him. “You weren’t that great.”

         
         “Well, I didn’t know that.”

         
         “Maybe I’ve always known—” I pause, looking for the right words. “I guess I never wanted to make a thing of it, not after
            what we did to you. Still, when Jacques told me about the two of you, it was a shock, the way he moved on so quickly.”
         

         
         She goes quiet, scratches the chipped red polish at the tip of her nail. After a moment, she speaks in a careful voice, as though evoking something unholy. “I sometimes go back to that day I walked in on the two of you. Even now, I see it so clearly. You, sitting on the edge of the bed, facing away. I was yelling at you, but you wouldn’t look at me. I still have that image burned into my retinas. I couldn’t sleep for days. I kept thinking about what it meant, for me, for Laurie. I thought I would lose my mind. It was hell. There were days when I thought I wouldn’t make it through.” 

         
         She stops and takes a breath. I don’t dare make a sound.

         
         “I couldn’t believe you would do that to me,” she continues. “That’s the weird thing. You were the one I was surprised at,
            not Jacques. You’re the one who broke my heart, Mei. And then I decided to push my own feelings down because I wanted Jacques
            to be part of Laurie’s life. Which meant I had to have you in mine as well. Do you have any idea how hard that’s been for
            me?” She stops, takes a breath. “But now, if Jacques can let you go, if he truly wants me, that makes up for everything.”
         

         
         I bite down on my lip, look around the busy street, take in the noisy chatter. Back in the eighth grade, I was sitting at
            this same bench with Kath when Jacques was on a date with another girl. We watched as they strolled by, hand in hand, oblivious
            of the two of us and our simmering jealousies. Neither of us believed he’d ever see us as anything more than the annoying
            friends of his kid sister. But still, we hoped.
         

         
         “Is it over between the two of you?” Kath says, her eyes imploring. “Before we tell Laurie, I just need to hear it from you.”

         
         I think of Jacques, one strobe light of memory after another. A flash and he’s wet from a dip in the ocean, the sun on his
            face, kicking up puffs of sand as he comes running toward me. Another, and he’s holding my birthday cake and singing louder
            than anyone in the room. One last flash, and he’s gripping my ankle, his mouth between my legs, the hot, searing pleasure
            of his tongue against my throbbing flesh. I was sure we’d get married, have children of our own. But after all that time together,
            he’d never asked, though I’d always believed he’d get around to it.
         

         
         “It’s over,” I say to Kath, because it’s the only thing I can. “You should tell Laurie.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eleven

         
         I arrive at Cabramatta High for Laurie’s debate just when the kids have broken for morning tea. The grounds are awash with
            noise and chaos, a sea of children ricocheting across the quadrangle like balls in a pinball machine. Everywhere I turn, I
            see Soey. She is thirteen, standing by the playground, hand jutting from her forehead like a sun visor, and there she is again,
            smacking a tennis ball into a wall, now she’s outside the principal’s office with a rueful look on her face, beckoning me
            over with a wave of her hand.
         

         
         I check my phone and realize I’m twenty minutes early. To kill time, I start to wander toward our wild hollow, just to know
            it is still there. But on the way, I see my old music teacher, Mr. Turner, through the window of the music room, sitting at
            his desk. A flash of memory erupts. I’m back in the eighth grade and we’re in his music class. Under the desk, Soey shows
            me a dirty magazine, open to the centerfold. I stare at an amber-haired woman draped in a flimsy scrap of red silk, bare breasts
            full and heavy, rosy nipples on high beam. Between her long, slender legs, a scandalous patch of brown fur. Mr. Turner booms,
            Soey! What have you got there? Without missing a beat, Soey holds up the magazine, the scantily clad woman displayed in all her naked glory. He flinches, hands flung up as though he’s just been struck. The class, seeing the picture and his reaction, erupts into a frenzy—shouting, laughing, mocking. It takes a few minutes for Mr. Turner to get the class back under control. Furious, he grabs the magazine from Soey. She teases, Are you going to have a wank with that, sir? Fresh rounds of laughter erupt as Soey is sent outside. We were cruel to him in that brutal way only adolescent girls can
            be.
         

         
         I stride up the few short steps leading to the music room, filled with the sudden urge to make amends for how we’d treated
            him. It wasn’t fair if Laurie was now bearing the brunt of our past transgressions.
         

         
         At his desk, Mr. Turner sits bent over his ham and cheese sandwich. He looks painfully thin, impossibly frail. A slight tremor
            ripples continuously through his body, a telltale sign of early Parkinson’s disease.
         

         
         “Mr. Turner,” I say.

         
         He turns, fixing his watery gray eyes on me. I am stunned by how much he has aged, his face lined and craggy, patches of silvery
            hair barely concealing the liver spots dotted all over his scalp. His mouth is slack, expression blank.
         

         
         “It’s Mei, a past student of yours,” I explain, before adding, “I was Soey’s friend.” No one could forget her.

         
         At the mention of Soey’s name, his eyes narrow. He puts down his sandwich, lips twitching. A dab of mustard sits at the corner
            of his mouth, and I’m about to alert him to this when he says, “And what do you want?”
         

         
         I swallow, feeling foolish suddenly. “I’m here for Laurie’s debate—he’s Kath’s son. I’m not sure if you remember her.”

         
         “Yeah, I remember,” he mumbles, reaching for a carton of juice, and knocking over a small figurine of Jesus cradling a lamb.
            “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?”
         

         
         I keep my tone pleasant. “Laurie plays the piano, you know. He’s got a real talent for it. Do you still play?”

         
         It seems like the wrong thing to say because he spits, “Yeah, I’m playing for the Australian Chamber Orchestra now, didn’t you hear?” That’s when I notice the swollen joints of his fingers, the way they curled inward, bent and irregular. 

         
         “You took our class to one of their performances once, I remember.”

         
         “And you and Soey had your ears plugged into her Walkman the whole time.”

         
         I am surprised he remembers, and flush with shame. I came here with good intentions but was making a mess of it. “Look, Mr.
            Turner—I’m sorry for everything, for the way we treated you. I don’t know if you’ve heard but Soey passed away recently.”
         

         
         “I saw something about it in the paper.”

         
         “Do you know she had written a memoir?”

         
         “So what?” he says, suddenly angry. “I don’t care about her. Do you have any idea what she put me through? What all of you
            put me through?”
         

         
         “We were just kids—we didn’t realize what we were doing.”

         
         “You didn’t realize? That filthy magazine I once confiscated from Soey—she said I was the one who gave it to her. She made
            me out to be some kind of pervert. I could have lost my job.”
         

         
         An image flashes of Soey at the 7-Eleven, pushing that magazine up her sweater. With a shake of my head, I say, “I’m sorry
            she accused you of that.”
         

         
         “What good is it now, you telling me that? You said nothing at the time and now you turn up out of nowhere, bringing up all
            this shit. Let sleeping dogs lie, I say. You were the quiet one, but in my books, you’re just as guilty as the lot of them.
            What are you, thirty now? How’s life worked out for you—for all of you? Bunch of losers, I knew that then. No-hopers, was
            never going to amount to anything.” He gets up, fixes his eyes on me. “Well, am I wrong about any of it?”
         

         
         I blanch. There is something deeply humbling about seeing yourself through the eyes of your eighth-grade teacher. “I’m sorry for everything we put you through, sir. You didn’t deserve it—any of it.” 

         
         His expression remains guarded as he slowly sinks back into his chair. The bell rings, signaling the end of morning tea. Soon
            his class will be filled with students. Without a word, he tosses the rest of his sandwich into the wastebasket. I am about
            to tell him about the dab of mustard at the corner of his mouth, when a girl comes striding in, dropping books and pencils
            on her desk. “Sir, you’ve got something on your face.” She taps the corner of her own mouth. The ease with which she does
            this puts me to shame.
         

         
         Quietly, I make my exit.

         
         

         At the entrance of the school library, I run into Jacques, crisp blue shirt, freshly shaven, wearing the Rolex his parents
            bought him for his twenty-first birthday. He checks his watch. “Has it started?”
         

         
         “It’s just about to, I think.”

         
         “Let’s not go in just yet.” He pulls me under the stairwell out of sight, drops his voice. “I’ve been going nuts, thinking
            about you . . .” He draws me in by the waist and I place my hands on his chest, gently push him back.
         

         
         “No, Jacques.”

         
         He draws back, gives me a questioning look.

         
         “What’s wrong?”

         
         “I thought you and Kath are back together now,” I say.

         
         “We talked about it, but nothing’s set in stone.”

         
         I look around the stairwell, am hit with a feeling of déjà vu. Back in the tenth grade, this is where Jacques threw an apple near my head to get my attention. Where that summer break, I’d snuck into the deserted school to meet him here, the smell of chlorine and lotion on his skin, the taste of it in my mouth. The tan line just beneath the waist of his jeans. His hand down my shirt, getting caught in the silver chain of my locket. He never told me he was messing around with Kath as well. 

         
         “Do you remember this place?” I ask.

         
         His eyes soften. “Of course I do.”

         
         I take a step back, lean into the brick wall behind me, lift my chin to meet his gaze. “I nearly lost my virginity, right
            here.”
         

         
         He draws in a breath, caught up in the memory. “But we stopped, because we wanted our first time to be special.”

         
         “You know, Kath was already pregnant that day.”

         
         He blanches at this. “I was just a kid, Mei. I’m glad it happened, because I’ve got Laurie. And you weren’t so innocent yourself.”

         
         This surprises me. “Why would you say that?”

         
         “You and Vinnie.”

         
         “Vinnie?” I snort. “You thought I had a thing with Vinnie?”

         
         “Well, he was always after you, and you didn’t seem to mind the attention.”

         
         I shake my head, feel suddenly sad for him. “Look at you, Jacques—in your thirties and still stuck in this stairwell with
            me, looking over your shoulder for Kath. Don’t you think it’s about time we move on?” I soften my voice. “I told her it was
            over between us, that it was okay for her to tell Laurie.”
         

         
         He blinks. “You told her that? Don’t you think I should have been part of that conversation?”

         
         “It’s not up to you.”

         
         “Then why did you sleep with me?” he snaps.

         
         “I wasn’t thinking straight, Jacques, you know that.”

         
         He runs a hand through his hair, blinks hard. “So, you thought you’d sleep with me, give me false hope, all because you lost Soey, someone who never bothered to give you the time of day? Were you just using me to make yourself feel better?” 

         
         At his words, I feel a surge of anger. “What do you think me and Kath are—plates of fucking sushi spinning around you? You
            can just grab at one of us, depending on how you feel that day?” I think of me and Kath as kids, following him around. I wish
            we’d never given him that power, let him think he could have us whenever he wanted. Built him up to more than what he was.
         

         
         “That’s not fair. We were just kids, I had no idea what I wanted.”

         
         “You’ve had no idea for eight years, Jacques. Eight fucking years I waited for you to make up your mind about me. Eight years
            watching you screw around and treat me like you were waiting for someone better to come along. Maybe your sister’s right.
            Maybe I am a martyr. I’d have to be, wouldn’t I? Sticking it out with you all that time?”
         

         
         He looks around, self-conscious now. But we’re still alone. Lowering his voice, he says, “I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m a shit,
            okay? We’ve already established that fact. But I just want to be with you. I just want you back home with me and Laurie. I
            don’t know why I did the things I did. Maybe I was just scared that life was passing me by. Maybe it’s got something to do
            with having Laurie so young. But none of that even matters now you’re gone. And I know you miss me, like I miss you. I felt
            how much you wanted me that day. Tell me it’s all in my head, Mei. Tell me you don’t want me as much as I want you. Tell me
            you don’t.”
         

         
         I bite my lip, shake my head.

         
         He reaches over, strokes my cheek. “Nothing’s changed, Mei, nothing. You know that. Nothing is ever going to change, not with
            us.”
         

         
         I flinch, pull away. “It’s too late, Jacques.”

         
         “Don’t say that, Mei.”

         
         “It’s too late,” I repeat.

         
         He runs a hand through his hair. “Fuck.” He looks petulant now, like a child, as though he can’t fathom why I wouldn’t come
            running back to him. After all, it’s what I’ve done all my life. And even in this moment, after everything he’s put me through,
            my body still aches for him, still wants to give in to him, give him everything. We’ve always loved each other in this raw,
            unflinching way. Perhaps we always will. If I walk into the library with him now, Kath and Laurie will see it on our faces.
            It is time to leave them alone, let them be a family. That’s what I should have done, right from the beginning.
         

         
         “The debate would have started by now,” I say. “Kath’s probably already inside.”

         
         “Are you coming in?”

         
         I shake my head. “Tell Laurie I’m sorry. Next time, I’ll be there for sure.”

         
         “Mei,” he calls after me, but I keep walking.

         
         

         For the next few weeks, I make a conscious effort to be a better person. I set my alarm at seven every morning, go for a swim
            at the local pools. I do fifty laps, back and forth. The water awakens me on a cellular level. I feel my muscles toning, peaks
            and crevices appearing under my newly taut skin. The strength returning to my bones.
         

         
         At home, I keep the house immaculate, make sure there is always a cooked meal ready when my parents are back from the farm.
            A few days ago, I walked by Pantry and saw a jar of Ashley’s strawberry jam in the window. I’d felt a surge of pride, wished
            I’d had a camera on hand. The whimsical label I’d designed, the little touches. They could be selling by the truckload for
            all I know. Maybe there will be a decent pot of money waiting for me when I am next at the farm.
         

         
         I follow Jen’s advice and end my work relationship with Auntie. She doesn’t take it well, but thankfully, she’s distracted by her legal troubles. I update my portfolio and try my luck again, sending emails to potential clients. This time, I land a sizeable project, working on a catalog selling mail-order Christmas hampers. I superimpose pictures of Santa Claus, reindeers, and snow next to tacky Christmas trees and holly-printed pajama sets. I deep etch Christmas-themed Tupperware and whiten the teeth of the grinning parents and their three perfect children. I fill shelves with festive-themed books and picnic baskets with cute puppies. I hang mistletoe above the model parents who are sneaking a quick kiss while their kids are tearing open their presents. 

         
         My life goes on like this. Each day, I build a tally of good deeds to make up for my past wrongs. I text Jen an apology, ask
            her to call me when she’s ready to talk. When I don’t hear back for days, I assume she still needs time. Jen can be that way.
            Like a shy, skittish animal, she tends to retreat into her shell, only emerging once she feels safe.
         

         
         In my quest for self-growth, I feel I am finally making progress when Kath calls me up one afternoon, sounding frazzled. “Mei,
            I’m in the city for a job interview and the school just called. Laurie’s been sent to the principal’s office and they’re talking
            expulsion. Mum could take care of it, but you know, her English isn’t great. If you’re free, can you get down there?”
         

         
         “Sure,” I say, already pulling on my jeans.

         
         “Thanks, Mei.” She sounds relieved.

         
         “Of course. Good luck with your interview!”

         
         

         The principal, Mrs. Mackenzie, had been our year adviser back when I was at school, and like Mr. Turner, had a particular dislike of the Daisy Chain. Just like Mr. Turner, it was understandable. Once, on a school trip to the beach, she allowed the class to bury her in sand, from the neck down. Gleefully, we’d packed the sand in tightly around her body, despite the growing unease she felt when she could no longer move her limbs. And then Helene got the idea to dump a bag of breadcrumbs on her head. To this day, I still remember the onset of seagulls descending on her, the look of wide-eyed terror on her face. 

         
         Now, she sits behind her imposing desk, leaning forward, tapping her fingers on the polished mahogany. Mr. Turner stands by
            her leather chair, ice pack pressed against his cheek, glaring at a red-faced Laurie sitting across the table.
         

         
         “Mei,” Mrs. Mackenzie says, her voice full of disapproval. “Where’s Kath?”

         
         Suddenly, I feel like I am the kid in trouble. I clear my throat. “Kath’s got a job interview in the city. She asked me to
            come in her place.”
         

         
         She wrinkles her nose with distaste. “Well, her son assaulted a teacher.” She jerks her head toward Mr. Turner, who remains
            silent, a steely look in his eyes.
         

         
         I shoot Laurie a quizzical look, but he is staring down at his lap. I turn to Mrs. Mackenzie. “Can I speak to Laurie in private?”

         
         When she doesn’t object, I lead him out into the hall.

         
         “What the hell Laurie,” I hiss. “You struck a teacher? Are you kidding me? Do you know how serious this is? What were you
            thinking?”
         

         
         “He took away my iPod,” Laurie puffs. “I wasn’t even using it in class, just had in my hand for a second when I was taking
            out some books.”
         

         
         At his words, a memory comes to me. The last bell signaling home time. Soey saying with a devilish grin, I’ve got to go and see Mr. Turner—it’s time to face the music. When was that day?
         

         
         “Anyway,” Laurie continues, snapping me back to the present. “He’s been picking on me since I started here.”

         
         “What’s he been doing?”

         
         “Asking me really hard questions in front of the class to trip me up. Yesterday he kicked my chair because he said my posture
            was bad. And he makes me clear the chalk dusters, knowing I’m asthmatic. A bunch of stuff like that.”
         

         
         I draw in a breath. So, Mr. Turner’s bitterness ran far deeper than I realized. “Does your mum know about this?”

         
         “Nah, I didn’t want to bother her, she’s got enough on her plate right now.”

         
         “And what about today, Laurie? What did he do, besides taking your iPod? Why did you hit him?”

         
         His face reddens, and he goes quiet.

         
         “Laurie,” I say, impatient now. “They can expel you—do you get that? You don’t want to have that on your record. It could
            ruin your chances for a scholarship one day. It can affect the rest of your life. This is really, really, serious, so just
            tell me what happened.”
         

         
         He bites his lip, eyes flashing with anger. “When he grabbed my iPod, I wouldn’t let go, so we struggled a bit and I said
            something about the story you told me, about the water balloon, that it made sense why the Daisy Chain picked on him and he
            completely flew off the handle. He called Mum the c word.”
         

         
         My eyes widen. “He called her that—in front of the whole class?”

         
         “No, he hissed it in my ear. So, I decked him.”

         
         “Oh, Laurie.” I shake my head. “He shouldn’t have said that to you, but you still have to apologize.”

         
         “But—” Laurie protests.

         
         “What he said was wrong, but you shouldn’t have hit him. He’s an old man. But even if he weren’t, you should never hit anyone,
            you know that.”
         

         
         He’s quiet for a moment, shuffles his feet. “Yeah, I know. I feel bad about it, now.”

         
         “Then apologize, okay?”

         
         We go back inside, and I give Laurie an expectant look.

         
         He mumbles, “Sorry, Mr. Turner.”

         
         “What was that?” Mr. Turner says, cupping a hand over his ear.

         
         “I’m sorry for hitting you,” Laurie repeats, louder this time.

         
         “Dead right you should be sorry.”

         
         I shoot Mr. Turner a withering look. “How about you apologize too?”

         
         “Apologize?” He scoffs, removing the ice pack to show me the red patch on his cheek. “The kid hit me.”

         
         “And why would he do that—a straight-A student who’s never been in trouble before?”

         
         Without meeting my gaze, he shrugs. “Why don’t you ask him?”

         
         I turn to Laurie, “Do you want to tell Mrs. Mackenzie why you hit Mr. Turner?”

         
         Laurie looks uncertainly from me to Mr. Turner. Then, something in his expression shifts. “I just lost my cool, that’s all.
            I’m sorry, sir. There’s no excuse for what I did.”
         

         
         Mr. Turner stares hard at Laurie, as though trying to figure him out. “No, there isn’t,” he finally says, but his anger seems
            to dissipate.
         

         
         Mrs. Mackenzie pronounces with an air of benevolence, “Three days suspension for you, young man. And I’d better not see you
            in my office again.”
         

         
         “Right, then,” I say, turning to Laurie. “Let’s get out of here.”

         
         Laurie swings his backpack over his shoulder, follows me out the door.

         
         

         At home, Mum is back early from the farm. She makes a fuss of Laurie, tuts at him for not visiting her as he grins in his
            shy, awkward way. I think she knows he’s a little sad, because she does a happy dance, bopping up and down, clapping her hands
            and manages to wrangle a laugh. She grabs a tin of biscuits, watching with satisfaction as he wolfs them down.
         

         
         We hook up my old GameCube, get sucked into a round of Mario Kart. Right off, my kart runs over a banana, and I go spinning.
            Laurie chuckles, and I send him a red shell in retaliation. He cries out in surprise. Despite the setback, he wins the round
            by a fraction, puts the controller down, and pumps a fist in the air.
         

         
         “Wanna go again?” he asks, with a sideways glance. “I’ll go easy on you this time.”

         
         I give him a wry smile. “Sure, you will, buddy.”

         
         As we race around the track, Laurie asks, “Why were you all so mean to Mr. Turner?”

         
         “I don’t know.” I frown. “I suppose you don’t think about it too much when you’re young. Soey liked to play pranks on him
            and sometimes went too far.”
         

         
         “What kind of pranks?”

         
         “Just your typical stuff, like . . .” I think for a moment. “She’d put a ‘Kick Me’ sign on his back or crawl under his desk
            and tie his shoelaces. Stuff like that.”
         

         
         “That’s terrible! Why would you be friends with someone like her?”

         
         I raise an eyebrow. “Have you met your aunt Helene?”

         
         “Fair point,” he concedes.

         
         “Besides, she was only mean to Mr. Turner. From what I remember anyway.”

         
         “Why? What did he ever do to her?”

         
         I sigh. “I don’t know, Laurie. Things were a certain way in my head, but lately, I wonder if I’ve been wrong about everything.”
            I think of the things that have come to light recently, how they’ve altered the landscape of my past, leaving me mistrustful
            of my own memories.
         

         
         “Dad says you’re sad about Soey, you know, passing away but you never kept in touch after high school. He told me how close
            you were, but then why wouldn’t you stay in touch?”
         

         
         I frown. “To be honest, I’ve been asking myself the same question. Stuff gets in the way, I guess. I didn’t know whether she
            wanted to see me. You build up all these misconceptions in your head when it’s not that way at all. Because when we finally
            did see each other, it was so easy to be with her, to talk to her. It felt like we’d always been friends, which meant we could
            have been all along. That’s why I’m sad, Laurie. Because of all the years I lost.”
         

         
         He chews his lip, thinking. “I’m going to be nice to Mr. Turner.”

         
         This takes me by surprise. “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “I don’t think he’s full of hate, I think he’s sad, like you. I think he misses Soey too, even though she was mean to him.”

         
         “Oh, Laurie,” I say, sensing there is some truth to his words. I know behind the grouchy facade, Mr. Turner was a kind person,
            that he’d tried with Soey. He’d been more forgiving of her antics than she deserved, which is something I am only just starting
            to see. “Is that why you didn’t tell Mrs. Mackenzie what’s been happening, what he said to you?”
         

         
         He nods. “I didn’t want to get him into trouble—I’d just make things worse for myself in the long run.”

         
         “That’s really mature of you.” I feel a wave of affection for him. At least we all did something right, raising this child. “You’re a good kid, do you know that?” 

         
         

         Kath comes over to pick up Laurie, and I meet her at the door, catch her up on everything that’s happened. Her expression
            is like thunder when I tell her Laurie had struck Mr. Turner. “I’m going to kill him,” she seethes.
         

         
         I quickly rush to Laurie’s defense. “You know, he’s been targeting Laurie, because of the grudge he has against us.”

         
         “That’s no excuse to hit someone, Mei, especially someone as old and ill as poor Mr. Turner.” She tries to get past me, bristling.
            “Laurie, get over here now!”
         

         
         “Kath,” I say, placing my hands on her shoulders, “Mr. Turner called you a cunt.”

         
         She stops, eyes narrowing. “He—he called me that? In front of my son?”

         
         “But Laurie handled it well,” I say, relaying my earlier conversation with him. “He didn’t make excuses, he apologized. You
            should have seen the look on Mr. Turner’s face.”
         

         
         Her eyes soften, lips trembling. All the fight drains from her body. When she speaks, her voice is barely above a whisper.
            “He’s growing up so fast, isn’t he?”
         

         
         Just as she says this, Laurie comes up the hall, a wary look on his face. “Mum?”

         
         Her face crumples at the sight of him, as though she’d let him down somehow. She pulls him into a hug, and he relaxes into
            her.
         

         
         “You okay?” She cups his cheek with a hand, wipes a cookie crumb from his chin.

         
         “Yeah. How did your interview go?”

         
         “I got the job!” She smiles. “You’re looking at the new front office manager for the Park Hyatt.”

         
         “Congratulations!” I say, wanting to hug her but hesitating, and the moment slips by.

         
         “Thanks,” says Kath, before turning back to Laurie, “I don’t start until Monday, so we’ll make the most of your suspension,
            okay? I’ll take you to Luna Park, the movies, anywhere you want. You can sleep in late, eat as much ice cream as you want.”
         

         
         Laurie seems pleased about this. Then his expression shifts. “Now you’ve got this job, does that mean I have to move schools
            again?”
         

         
         “I’ll be taking the train to work, so no, you don’t have to move.” With a worried frown, she adds, “Do you want to?”

         
         Laurie shakes his head. “No, I like it at Cabra. The debate team works well together, no one tries to show each other up like
            Danny Reznik used to do. And the chicken pies at the school canteen are seriously good. I like that most of the kids are Asian
            like me, and the 7-Eleven has the best rainbow slushies.”
         

         
         “And you can come here after school, anytime you want, okay?” I add. “It was fun hanging out with you today.”

         
         “I had fun too, Mei.”

         
         On the porch, I wave goodbye as they get into Kath’s car. I stand there long after the headlights have faded from view.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twelve

         
         “You call this a pied-à-terre?” I raise my eyebrows at Helene. She’s in Sydney to view a luxe, Double Bay apartment, spanning
            an entire level, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the harbor.
         

         
         She grins. “Our plan was to get something small, but we were in San Fran recently and got talking to this couple. They list
            their house on a new app called Airbnb, where you can rent your place out like a hotel and make a shitload of money.”
         

         
         “And have strangers stay at your place?”

         
         “It’s totally fine, because everyone gets rated.” She spreads out her arms. “And can you imagine what I could charge per night
            for this place? It’ll be sitting empty most of the time, anyway.”
         

         
         The agent strolls into the sunlit master bedroom, adjusting her black, cat-eye glasses. “What do you think?”

         
         “Not bad,” says Helene.

         
         “Just so you know, it’s currently off-market, but the vendors are ready to push the button on a summer campaign, unless you
            want to make an offer?”
         

         
         “Sure,” says Helene.

         
         The agent blinks. “I’m sorry, do you mean you’d like to make an offer?”

         
         “That’s what I said, isn’t it?”

         
         Her eyes flicker for a moment, as though trying to figure out whether Helene is serious. Then she snaps into action, pulling paperwork from her laptop bag. She goes through them, sprouting real estate jargon, her voice tense and shrill. Handing Helene a pen, she jabs at a page and says, “You can put your offer here.” 

         
         Helene twirls her finger at the bemused agent, makes her turn around. She slaps the document against her back and writes in
            a figure.
         

         
         The agent looks at the number, frowning. “That’s low.”

         
         “Well, that’s the offer. Cash.”

         
         “You don’t need to talk to your bank?”

         
         “Do you know who my husband is?”

         
         The agent nods emphatically, her glasses slipping to sit lopsided on the tip of her nose. “Yes, of course. I’ll take it to
            the vendors, but I’m sure they’ll want to counter.”
         

         
         “They can do whatever they want,” Helene says, unfazed. “But I’m not changing my offer.”

         
         

         Downstairs, we find a nearby café. We order coffee and a slice of carrot cake to share.

         
         Helene says, “I hear Laurie’s having issues at Cabra. Surprise, surprise.”

         
         “Who told you that?”

         
         “My brother.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Jacques doesn’t have a clue what’s going on half the time. Laurie’s happy at the school.”

         
         “Happy children don’t hit their teachers, do they?” she says, referring to the incident a few weeks back. “Although, I can’t
            help feeling a little bit proud of him—Mr. Turner was such a miserable shit.”
         

         
         “Maybe,” I say. “But we weren’t angels either.”

         
         She shrugs but doesn’t dispute this. “Anyway, Mum and Dad would have been happy to help, but Kath is too damn proud. Maybe she’ll move in with Jacques, now they’re back together.” 

         
         I stiffen, feel a sudden tightness in my chest. I get up, my chair scraping loudly against the floor, drawing curious looks
            around the café. To Helene, I mutter something about going to the bathroom, averting my eyes from her. Conversations with
            Helene are often littered with emotional land mines, placed with practiced intention. Usually, they roll over my shoulder,
            but today my guard must be down because now I need a moment away from her to gather myself.
         

         
         In the privacy of the small cubicle, I press my back against the wall, make a conscious effort not to cry. I won’t give Helene
            the satisfaction. My mind tries to sidestep the thoughts of Kath moving in with Jacques, into the apartment I’ve always thought
            of as mine, ever since Jacques walked me through the door, into the sunlit lounge and I’d gasped, Can we afford this? like some ’50s housewife. In answer, he had pressed the keys into my hand, told me it was already ours. It was one of the
            happiest moments of my life. In my mid-twenties, a time when everything was still possible, my boyfriend had just bought us
            our first apartment. I didn’t ask to be put on the deed. After all, his parents had fronted the deposit, his paycheck went
            toward the mortgage. As a software engineer, he made nearly twice my salary, although I paid my fair share of bills and groceries—all
            the incidentals that come with building a life together. I did the bulk of the cooking and cleaning, was the one on her knees
            scrubbing the grime from our bathroom tiles. For eight years, I helped care for Laurie, did the hellish Monday morning school
            run, made his lunches, taught him to swim, to ride a bike, wasn’t that worth anything? I didn’t see it then, my vulnerability,
            didn’t know that it would count for nothing in the end.
         

         
         Back at the table, our coffees had arrived with the carrot cake. Now composed, I settle into my seat, busying myself with cutting the cake in half with a butter knife. I feel Helene’s eyes on me, and once again resolve myself not to let her get under my skin. 

         
         “You know,” says Helene, licking the milk froth from her coffee spoon, “I meant to call you after I heard the news about Soey.”

         
         I brush this off with a shrug. I don’t bring up her meeting with the journalist, Vivian. How it had caused Soey so much pain
            and distress in the days leading up to her passing.
         

         
         “I finally read her book,” Helene continues, nonchalantly. “And I remember you and Jen always going on about Ashley’s playroom,
            like it was the Taj Mahal or something. I’d totally forgotten all about it until that scene. So, tell me, what did you two
            steal?”
         

         
         “That wasn’t me in the playroom.”

         
         “Really,” she says with interest. “Who else could it be—Jen?”

         
         “I don’t know,” I say truthfully.

         
         “In the book, it doesn’t specify whether it was a boy or girl.”

         
         “No,” I say. It was a detail I had previously noted.

         
         “So, it could have been a guy. Maybe Vinnie?”

         
         I snort. “I doubt she would have gone into the playroom with Vinnie. They couldn’t stand each other.”

         
         “Okay, well, maybe she just made the whole thing up.”

         
         “Why would she do that?”

         
         “Who knows why Soey did anything?” She gestures to the scar above my eye. “Case in point.”

         
         “Well, you wouldn’t give her back the Oracle.”

         
         “That’s because she wouldn’t admit that she’d slashed up my ball gown.”

         
         I know the dress to which she is referring. The summer before Laurie was born, Helene stumbled on a vintage Vivienne Westwood gown at a thrift shop. It was the find of the century. She wore it every single day, refused to let her mum wash it. By the end of that summer, the dress was filthy. When Soey shoved Helene into the pool—ball gown and all—we clapped and cheered. Helene’s mum had clapped the loudest. 

         
         Helene brings up this incident now. “After what happened, I had no choice but to let Mum wash it. But the silly woman left
            it on the line overnight, and by morning, we found my dress ripped to shreds. I knew it was Soey—I knew. When I confronted
            her, she just laughed in my face. She didn’t put that in her book, did she?”
         

         
         I take a sip of my coffee. “How do you know she did it?”

         
         She stabs a fork into her last bite of cake. “Who else would?”

         
         I down the last mouthful of my coffee when Helene’s phone pings. She says, “Kath’s on her lunch break, she’s in a taxi coming
            over to join us.”
         

         
         “How long are you in Sydney?” I ask.

         
         “Don’t know, booked a one way.”

         
         Our conversation slips into a lull while she thumbs her phone, making comments about people I know little about. “Why would
            Lillian buy a Pomeranian—she hates dogs. I bet she’s doing it for Facebook likes. Carson’s hooked up with his trainer; oh,
            good for him. After what happened with Andy, he needs to cut loose.”
         

         
         I get stuck into a game of Snake, turning the line of pixels at sharp intervals. Soon my tail almost fills up the screen.
            I miss the pellet and go around again. Helene makes a comment about an influencer she’s following. My snake hits a wall and
            makes a jarring sound. I was just a few points off beating my high score. I put my phone down with a sigh.
         

         
         Kath arrives soon after, dropping her purse onto the table and sinking into her seat. She puts a hand on my arm. “I just saw
            the ghost post, Mei. I can’t believe Soey would do such a thing to you. Are you okay?”
         

         
         I have no idea what she’s talking about. “Ghost post?”

         
         She furrows her brow. “Soey’s ghost post.”

         
         I shake my head, at a loss.

         
         A waitress comes by, and we order a margarita pizza and salad to share.

         
         Once the waitress leaves, Kath explains, “Soey reblogged your Tumblr post this morning, Mei—it’s literally gone viral—don’t
            tell me you don’t know?”
         

         
         “What do you mean she reblogged my post?” I ask, wondering if this was some sick joke. “What do you mean, Kath?”

         
         She whips out her iPhone, clicks on the Tumblr app. “It was a timed post she’d written, before she”—Kath hushes her voice—“you
            know . . .”
         

         
         “Killed herself,” Helene callously cuts in.

         
         Kath glares at her, then continues, “She wrote a response to your post about an ant infestation or something. It’s like a
            suicide letter but addressed to you. Anyway, the post went live this morning and there’s a true crime nut at my work obsessed
            with the case. She showed me your Tumblr right before I left.”
         

         
         Before I can look, Helene snatches the phone from Kath, eyes eagerly scanning the page. “Jesus Christ, this is fucked-up.
            Even for Soey. Why would she do something like that?”
         

         
         “This is exactly the kind of thing Soey would do,” says Kath. “If anyone is going to find a way to mess with you from beyond
            the grave, it would be her.”
         

         
         The flippant way she says this sets me off. “Can you stop running Soey down, Kath? What’s she ever done to you?”

         
         Kath looks at me cooly. “You don’t know?”

         
         “No, I don’t.”

         
         “How do you think my dad found out about my pregnancy?” We all know the story of when Kath’s dad had violently hacked off Kath’s hair after learning of her pregnancy, but I had no idea Soey was involved. 

         
         With a grimace, Helene asks, “You told Soey—of all people?”

         
         “Well let’s see.” Kath places a finger on her chin, mock thinking. “Who do I confide in out of my friends?” She looks at Helene.
            “The sister of the guy who knocked me up, even though said guy doesn’t even know yet?” She looks at me. “Do I tell the girl
            who, as it turns out, was also fooling around with him?”
         

         
         I lower my eyes.

         
         Helene gives a dramatic sigh. “You told someone with a brain injury who had rage issues—what did you think would happen? Of
            course, your secret was going to get out. Soey turned up to our house and trashed Jacques room.”
         

         
         Kath stares at her. “What?”

         
         “Yeah.” Helene rolls her eyes. “She knew Jacques was seeing Mei so when you told her about your pregnancy, she realized he
            was playing you both. Of course, she was going to lose her shit and Mum would figure out what was going on. Soey wasn’t exactly
            discreet when she flew into one of her rages. And how was Mum supposed to know your dad would butcher your hair like that?”
         

         
         “So you’re telling me she was defending us? She was sticking up for me and Mei?”

         
         Helene falters. “Well, yeah—she is her mother’s daughter.”

         
         Kath sits back, a new understanding flickering in her eyes. “Oh, I see. I had no idea she did that. I guess I’ve had it wrong
            all this time.”
         

         
         “Still doesn’t change the fact it was her fault,” Helene retorts. Her phone rings and she checks the caller, eyes lighting
            up. “It’s the agent!” She jumps up, leaves the table.
         

         
         When she’s gone, I let out an exasperated sigh. “Helene’s getting on my last nerve today.”

         
         “Why, what did she say?”

         
         “Oh, you know, the usual stuff.” I don’t want to go into specific details about our conversation, such as Kath moving in with
            Jacques.
         

         
         Kath shrugs. “Don’t worry, she’s just being Helene. And even if she won’t admit it, Soey’s death must’ve hit her harder than
            she lets on. They weren’t always sworn enemies, you know.”
         

         
         “Do you remember her ball gown?” I ask.

         
         Kath pulls a face. “That godawful thing—who doesn’t?”

         
         “Well, she thinks Soey slashed it up.”

         
         “Nah, it wasn’t Soey.”

         
         I look at her, surprised. “How do you know?”

         
         Kath grins. “Because it was me.”

         
         My eyes widen. “You slashed her dress?”

         
         “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.” She laughs. “I tore it up a bit, but the horrid thing was falling to pieces anyway.”

         
         “But why would you do that?”

         
         “Because she tricked me into admitting my crush on Jacques. I told her not to tell him, but straightaway, she ran up to his
            bedroom window, bashing it and screaming, ‘Hey, loser, Kath wants your sex!’”
         

         
         “Helene said ‘Kath wants your sex’?”

         
         “It was so humiliating—I ran home crying.”

         
         “So, it wasn’t Soey then . . .”

         
         Kath seems to sense what I’m inferring. “That doesn’t mean Soey didn’t do a ton of shitty things, Mei. Take this ghost post
            thing.” She takes out her phone. “Look at what she wrote. Helene’s right when she said it’s fucked-up. She’s made you a pariah.”
         

         
         For a brief moment, I’d forgotten about the ghost post. I take Kath’s phone from her, my eyes skimming across the familiar words of my post about the broken sugar bowl, before moving on to Soey’s reply. 

         
         
            
               
                  artbymei

                  The Broken Sugar Bowl

                  The other day, I was struck with a vivid memory from my childhood. I was with Mum outside an old, dilapidated house that looked
                     like it had been sitting empty for a while. It must have been sometime in autumn because the yard was littered with leaves
                     that had fallen from the neighbor’s grand maple tree. I recall being startled by a stray cat and tripping on the steps up
                     to the house, the bucket of cleaning supplies in my hand spilling onto the front porch.
                  

                  Mum, who had cleaned houses to supplement her income, had often brought me along with her. There wasn’t anything unique about
                     that house, and I’m sure the memory would have faded into oblivion had it not been for what we encountered inside. To this
                     day, I can still recall the frightful scene awaiting us the moment we stepped into the kitchen. Across the walls and countertops
                     was an explosion of ants—a dense, pulsing mass moving in unison, humming with malevolence.
                  

                  With a cry of horror, Mum quickly got to work, frantically opening and shutting cupboard doors, looking for the source of the invasion. Finally, when she got to the last cupboard, she gave a triumphant shout. With a sense of trepidation, I went up behind her, to look at what she’d found. I couldn’t work out what it was at first. There was a concentration of ants, crawling all over an object, about the size of a fist. Mum sprayed it with detergent, sending the ants scattering, and a broken sugar bowl emerged like unearthed treasure, its crystal surface glinting iridescent under the morning sun. 

               

            

         
         
            
               
               soeychang reblogged this from artbymei:
                  

              
                     It was the year of the dragon. We found an ant hive in the woods and waged our war.

                     At first, we hit our enemies with sticks. Then, with a paring knife, we sharpened those sticks into spears. But it barely
                        made a difference. We knew the ants were winning. They were tiny, yet they outnumbered us in the thousands. We needed a better
                        plan.
                     

                     Each day we plotted; our pre-pubescent minds fixated on the goal of eradicating our sworn enemies. We discussed new ideas
                        and tactics. Over time it became painfully apparent we were out of our depth. So, we consulted the caretaker. He suggested
                        we harness the power of the sun by using a magnifying glass. This greatly increased our productivity. Still, it wasn’t enough.
                        We poured buckets of water into the hive, yet the ants endured.
                     

                     After class one day, we broke into the caretaker’s shed and found a jerry can marked with skull and crossbones. We were buoyed
                        by this new development. Poison was by far the most promising weapon in our arsenal.
                     

                     It happened so quickly. The poison we poured into the hive led to their annihilation. After weeks of battling the ants, it was over in seconds. We were victorious. The hive was conquered. 

                     But our victory was short-lived—wasn’t it, Mei? One day, you noticed deep scratches along my arms. I told you the ants were
                        crawling under my skin. You said you understood, because you felt them too, burrowing inside. You felt them down to their
                        twitching antennas and tiny, sharp teeth.
                     

                     Mei, do you remember the ants? Do you think they found Daiyu in the woods that day, and they tried to reclaim her for our
                        sins? Do you know the answer? Are you brave enough to tell our story?
                     

               

            

         
         “What the fuck . . .” I say slowly. I stare at Kath, mouth agape. “Why the heck would she do this?”

         
         “I don’t know.” Kath throws up her hands. “I really don’t, Mei. But I can’t say I’m surprised.”

         
         I think of Soey on the phone, in those final moments when the pills were leaking their slow poison into her bloodstream. I know the house, I know the ants. When had she written the post? Right after she took the pills? While she was on the phone with me? And why didn’t she publish
            it right away? Why set a timer to it? It didn’t make sense. I try to explain this to Kath, but my words come out twisted,
            scrambled.
         

         
         “Is it true you attacked the ant hive?” Kath asks.

         
         I swallow. “Yeah—but we were kids. She makes us sound psychotic here, like we were fully aware of what we were doing. And the thing about scratches down her arms? I don’t remember anything like that at all.” I give my head a baffled shake, trying to figure out why Soey would do such a thing. Had she not considered how her words would reflect on me? If told in a different way, this story could be humorous, the strange inexplicable whims of children testing our boundaries. We were barely cognizant at that age. I think back to that day, the jerry can of poison in Soey’s hand. The sick feeling I’d felt when I realized what she’d done, the guilt that must have permeated the fabric of my soul, had remained long buried until now. “Maybe she wasn’t thinking straight . . .” I trail off, my voice lacking conviction. 

         
         That night at her house, I learned she was at my exhibition but didn’t come up to me, didn’t want to drag me into her mess.
            And now, here I was—at the center of the storm she’d created. My fears are confirmed in the comments below.
         

         
         
            
               
                  What the actual fuck

                   

                  Team ants

                   

                  Why would anyone do that

                   

                  Ya’ll should be arrested for this!!!!!

                   

                  Guess the ants won in the end, huh Soey?

                   

                  Um, WTF? Soey and Mei sound like total psychopaths.

                   

                  Literally know what she means about the creepy crawly feel of the ants tbh

                   

                  OMG my fave author is an ant killer like my dad, lol

                   

                  How does this help?

                   

                  Wonder what the ants would say if they could write about their encounters with humans?

                   

                  Team ants! Mei can join her friend in ant hell!

                   

                  Soey killed herself, now it’s ur turn MEI

                   

                  So, ants huh?

                   

                  Is this post really about ants? Or are the ants a euphemism for something else?

                   

                  It’s 2010 and authors are killing ants WHAT A TIME TO BE ALIVE

                   

                  Can everyone pls chill. THEY ARE ANTS ffs.

                   

                  I don’t get it.

                   

                  Had no idea Soey killed herself? Kinda love this post though.

                   

                  This post makes me want to kill ants and then myself.

               

            

         
         I close my eyes, hand Kath back her phone. She says, “You keep framing Helene as the villain, but Soey was no angel either. Helene is a total shit-stirrer, but at least you know where you stand with her. Soey was underhanded, and the stuff she did caused real harm. I know you don’t want to hear it, but it’s true. Look at what she wrote in her book—she snuck into Ashley’s playroom and stole something. That could have gotten your parents fired.” 

         
         “So, you’re not the person she was with?”

         
         Kath shakes her head. “Nah, it wasn’t me. I thought it was you, or Jen.”

         
         “I don’t think Jen would have snuck into the playroom with Soey.”

         
         She smirks at this. “Not miss Goody Two-shoes.”

         
         “By the way, I’ve been meaning to tell you something. You know the cottage on the cover of Soey’s book, the one you said looks
            familiar?”
         

         
         Kath frowns. “Yeah, what about it?”

         
         I am just about to bring up the snow globe in Ashley’s playroom when Helene returns to the table.

         
         “I got the place!” She does a body roll, gives her bottom a triumphant slap. People in the café look over, smiling.

         
         “Holy shit, good for you,” says Kath.

         
         Helene beams, bouncing back into her seat. “It’s more than we wanted to spend, but Mum and Dad are going to kick in some money.
            Me and Dan—we’re going to start trying.”
         

         
         “Oh good, Laurie would love to have a cousin,” says Kath.

         
         “What Laurie needs”—Helene shoots Kath a meaningful look—“is a sibling.”

         
         I stiffen as Kath casts me an uneasy look. Helene’s eyes widen, feigning innocence. A terrible silence falls over our table.
            Neither dares to breathe a word.
         

         
         I smile tightly. “Laurie would love that.”

         
         

         Later at home, I log on to my Tumblr. My dash blinks onto the screen, and I get the same feeling as all those years ago, walking
            into the dilapidated kitchen, confronted with the black, crawling mess. My page is a hive of activity, notifications of reblogs
            and new mail—from deranged rants to gushy messages of admiration.
         

         
         I am still trawling through the comments when Vinnie peeks his head through my bedroom door, startling me. I can’t remember the last time he was over. It must have been years ago. I pull my headphones from my ears. “Ever heard of knocking, Vinnie?” 

         
         “I brought you an iced coffee,” he says, shaking the drink in his hand, the ice cubes rattling.

         
         “Thanks,” I mutter, tugging down my pajama shorts in a vain attempt to cover my bare thighs.

         
         “What are you working on?”

         
         “Just catalog stuff.” I close out my Tumblr dash as he comes around the table and sets down the drink.

         
         “Is that why you’re not doing wedding pictures for us anymore? Because ya left us in the lurch, you know. Mum went nuts, yelling
            like a crazy woman, breaking shit and everything. And boy, did Jen cop it.” He laughs at this.
         

         
         “I’m sure you’ll find someone else to help you,” I say, deeply troubled that Auntie would take it out on Jen. If only I’d
            listened to her repeated warnings about working for her tyrant of a mother.
         

         
         “We won’t find anyone as good as you, Mei. Your pictures are getting all our jobs through.”

         
         Down the hall, I hear the dreaded sound of Auntie’s voice, speaking in vicious tones to Mum. It wasn’t always like that. Before
            she struck it rich, Auntie lived a couple houses down, and the two women were the best of friends. She was always at our place
            or Mum was over at hers, cooking, gossiping, and cleaning while we kids played on the street. But the money changed everything,
            Auntie moved out of Cabramatta, bought a two-story brick house in Wetherill Park. Started treating Mum like she was lesser.
         

         
         Vinnie picks up a stapler from my desk, clicks it a few times, the loose staples falling onto a notepad. I take it from him,
            place it back on the desk. Scoop up the loose staples and throw them in the wastebasket.
         

         
         He says, “I hear Jacques and Kath are back together again, is that true?”

         
         I can feel his eyes burning into me, and I shrug. “Look, Vinnie, I’m on a tight deadline here . . .”

         
         But he’s in no hurry to leave, walking around my room, touching things. He sits on my bed and picks up a copy of Soey’s book,
            left open on my pillow.
         

         
         “Put that down, Vinnie,” I say, not bothering to hide my irritation now.

         
         He ignores me, flicking through, skimming over passages I had highlighted. “What’s your obsession with Soey? You a lesbian
            or something?”
         

         
         “You’re such an asshole, Vinnie.” I get up from my table, march over, and snatch the book from his hand.

         
         “Whoa,” he says, hands up. “Looks like I hit a sore spot there.”

         
         My face is burning, eyes stinging. I go back to my desk, shove the book in my drawer.

         
         He comes over, leans his elbows on my desk, lips twisted into a sneer. “Y’know, I’m glad the bitch is dead.”

         
         I stare at him. “What did you say?”

         
         “I said, I’m glad your fucking dumb bitch friend is dead.” He says this slowly, as though explaining to a child. “She deserves
            to die, after what she did.”
         

         
         “What do you mean by that Vinnie, what did she do? Is this about what you said the other day, that she ruined Jen’s life?”

         
         He looks at me, as though trying to figure something out. “You really don’t have a clue, do ya?”

         
         “Have a clue about what? I don’t know what you mean, Vinnie. I just wish you’d tell me.”

         
         He straightens, jutting his chin at the drawer, where I’d put my copy of The Daisy Chain. “She’s so fucking dumb, she thought it was a real house, didn’t she . . .” Picking up a glass paperweight from my desk,
            he shakes it, like you would a snow globe.
         

         
         I feel a chill, right down to my bones. “How the hell do you know about that, Vinnie?”

         
         He plays dumb. “Know what?”

         
         “Come on, this isn’t funny.”

         
         A look of satisfaction settles on his face, as though realizing for the first time, he’s got something over me. “You’d give
            anything to know who killed Daiyu, wouldn’t ya? Bet you’d do anything I tell you, even get down on your knees and beg. I know
            what happened. I can tell you everything you wanna know—” He clicks his fingers. “Just like that, Mei, I can give you all
            the answers.”
         

         
         My mouth goes dry. “What do you mean, Vinnie? If you know something, then why haven’t you gone to the police?”

         
         He draws a zip over his grinning mouth.

         
         “Vinnie . . .” I plead. “If you know what happened to Daiyu, please tell me. Please.”

         
         He runs his tongue across his top lip, savoring the moment. “Maybe if you’re nice to me, Mei, maybe I’ll tell you.”

         
         There is a suggestive tone to his voice that makes my skin crawl.

         
         He nods at my desk. “You gonna have the coffee? It’s not poison, y’know.”

         
         I pick up the plastic cup, put my mouth over the straw.

         
         “What you waiting for—drink up.” He waves his hand, like the ringmaster at a circus.

         
         I take the cool, bittersweet liquid into my mouth.

         
         “Good huh?”

         
         I nod.

         
         “Why don’t you swallow it then?” He smirks.

         
         I feel my cheeks burn with humiliation, angry that I’d fallen for such an obvious trick. Opening the plastic lid of the cup, I spit the coffee back in. 

         
         His eyes twinkle with amusement. “That’s okay, you can spit it out. I don’t mind.”

         
         It takes all my strength not to throw the coffee at him.

         
         “Anyway,” he says, “Mum wants a chat.”

         
         

         At our kitchen bench, Auntie sits in a regal pose, glaring at Mum, who fumbles with the teapot. I gently take it from her
            trembling hands, try to get her to meet my eyes, offer some gesture of comfort. But it is as though she is afraid to show
            any warmth toward me, for the fear of incurring Auntie’s wrath.
         

         
         As calmly as possible, I pour the tea for Auntie, ask how she is.

         
         “Not good,” she states bluntly.

         
         Mum casts a troubled look my way, asks me in a tight voice why I had suddenly refused to do wedding pictures for Auntie.

         
         I feel a shot of irritation at having to explain myself. “Because I’m busy with other work.”

         
         Auntie shakes her head in disappointment, addresses Mum as though I’m not in the room. In Teochew she rages, “Look at your
            ungrateful child. I give her work, give her a chance to earn good money. I help her when she needs it most and look what she
            does. Turns her back on me. She has no loyalty. What an arrogant child. No wonder she isn’t married. She’s thirty now, how
            much shame she brings onto your family. Do you see my son?” She nods at Vinnie, who stands by the fridge, a smug look on his
            face. “He is a good son. He listens to his mother. Business has been good because of him. And even my good-for-nothing daughter
            knows to obey me.”
         

         
         I think of Jen’s simple dream of independence, a place of her own, a pot plant to tend to, perhaps a cat. Instead she has remained at home, working for her mum without pay, lulled into a sham marriage which had served her no financial gain. It was the same way Auntie used her money to exert control over my family, to keep us under her thumb. 

         
         “Auntie, I’m sure you’ll find someone else to do the job,” I insist.

         
         “Better I use family,” she says, empathically.

         
         I am about to tell her we’re not family, but Mum shoots me a warning look and I bite my tongue.

         
         She turns her attention back to Mum. “Why do you let her disrespect me like that, after everything I’ve done for you?”

         
         Mum casts me a look I am more than familiar with, a silent plea to keep the peace. But I hold firm, do not budge. This seems
            to rile up Auntie even more. She tells us about the settlement she’d reached with Lau before launching into a vicious tirade.
            “That lowlife motherfucker scumbag, after everything I did for him. He can have his money, but he won’t have it for long,
            I’ll see to it. I’ll have his fucking legs broken. I’ll make him eat dog shit in front of his children. I’ll pay men to rape
            his sick wife and make him watch.”
         

         
         And then, she divulges the amount of the settlement she paid out to Lau and I feel a prickling sensation at the back of my
            neck. It sounds like a fortune. It sounds just like the figure Mum owes Auntie. And suddenly it dawns on me why she’s here,
            why she’s really here. I watch her—the way you watch an oncoming train when you’re standing on the tracks—I watch her reach into her bag,
            pull out the bloated, loathsome book of figures, placing it on the kitchen bench. The realization sinks in like a stone. She’s
            not here to convince me to do wedding pictures. She’s here to call in Mum’s debt.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirteen

         
         When Jen comes over the next morning, she can barely meet my eyes. “I can’t believe she’d do that. That’s going too far, even
            for Mum.” In her voice, I hear an underlying fury, hands white-knuckled as they grip the kitchen bench.
         

         
         Although I am relieved she is talking to me again, I wish it weren’t under these circumstances. “We’re going to lose the house,
            Jen.” Even as I say these words, the idea feels incomprehensible. After all, we have lived here since my preteen years, when
            like most hardworking immigrant families, my parents made the challenging but attainable progression from flat to town house
            to house. I remember the SOLD sticker on the “For Sale” sign. The agent snapping a picture of me and my parents, our proud,
            happy grins. Finally, a house of our own. It may have been crooked and ramshackle, power sockets ripped out of the walls,
            kitchen cabinets hanging off their hinges, the garden riddled with weeds, but it was ours, and through the years, we’d turned
            it into a home. Dad had fixed things, added an extra bathroom, beautified the garden with his lemongrass and tomatoes, his
            bitter melon and flowers. Through the kitchen window, I notice the row of custard apple saplings Dad had planted, how he’d
            tended to them each day. Now, he will never see them bear fruit. The thought makes me feel unbearably sad. “Oh god, Dad’s
            going to lose his garden.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, Mei,” Jen croaks, even though she is just as much a victim of her family.

         
         “It’s not your fault.”

         
         “I haven’t been there for you lately—I just have a lot on my mind. You know, everything that’s happened with Soey has dragged
            up some old wounds. . . ”
         

         
         “It’s ok,” I say, putting a hand on her arm, eager to steer her toward a less prickly topic. I just got her back and don’t
            want to lose her again. “But let’s not talk about Soey—I know it upsets you and I don’t ever want us to fight. You’re all
            I’ve got, you know.”
         

         
         She nods. “You’re all I’ve got too . . .”

         
         “Hey, Jen,” I say, cautiously. “What was it like, you know, when you went through the fake marriage?”

         
         With a frown, she says, “Well . . . it’s all a blur now. I had to travel to Cambodia, have the mock wedding. Mum took care
            of the rest. You probably remember the guy who lived in our basement. He stayed there for a couple years, no big deal. Once
            I caught him going through my underwear drawer, but aside from that, he stayed out of my way. When his citizenship came through,
            we got divorced and I never saw him again. Why do you want to know?” As soon as she says this, it seems to dawn on her what
            I’m suggesting. “No, Mei—don’t even think about it.”
         

         
         “It solves our problem, doesn’t it? It will get your mum off our back, for a couple years at least.”

         
         “It will cause you more problems—believe me. I was lucky, but there are horror stories. Some women end up trapped in the marriage, for a load of reasons. The men fall in love, get attached, refuse to sign the divorce papers. You’re legally tied to them, putting you at their mercy. They can extort you, drag things out for years. And you know what Mum’s like, she’s full of tricks. With her, you think you’re getting into one situation, but it could be another thing entirely. You know, she promised me half the money, that’s why I did it. It was twelve grand, enough for me to get a place of my own, get a job, make a clean break. But when the time came, she showed me her ledger, the one where she keeps a tally of everyone in her debt, even her own daughter. She put down toilet rolls I used while living at home, food, rent, electricity, it was all there. She could marry me off ten times and it still wouldn’t pay back what she thinks I owe her.” 

         
         I feel that old, persistent anger on Jen’s behalf, at the injustice of it all. “You should bill her, for all the free work
            you do at the copy shop.”
         

         
         Jen lets out a bitter laugh. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But Mum has a warped way of seeing things. There is no way to
            reason with her. Which is why I think it’s a bad idea for you. There’s got to be another way.”
         

         
         “I’ve racked my brain, but I can’t think of anything. Even if by some miracle I get a job, it won’t be enough. Short of winning
            the lottery, we’re screwed. My parents will lose everything, just like they did in Cambodia. We’ll be on the street.”
         

         
         “What if you meet someone? You’re thirty now, Mei. What if you fall in love for real, want to get married, have a family?
            You won’t be able to move on with your life. You’ll be stuck.”
         

         
         “I’ve made up my mind, Jen.”

         
         “You’re making a huge mistake.”

         
         “Maybe—but I don’t know what else to do.”

         
         “Your mum will never let you go through with it.”

         
         I shake my head. “Jen, it was her idea.”

         
         

         Auntie shows me a photograph of the skinny boy, in his early twenties. His family has hopes for him to migrate to Australia, study medicine at Sydney University, and settle here. We would clear out the shed at the back of the house, make it look like a marital bedroom. He would live there until his citizenship was secured. That was the plan. She would travel with me to Cambodia, organize the wedding. The boy’s family will pay an exorbitant sum to secure the boy’s future. That money would cover a huge chunk of Mum’s debt. We won’t have to sell the house. 

         
         At the copy shop, Auntie hands me a stack of photographs of the boy. In many of the pictures, he is with a girl, young and
            sweet. She wears braces and blue jeans. They seem like they’re so in love. When I get home, I spend the next few hours at
            my computer, inserting pictures of myself into the photos of the happy couple. I find pictures of me and Jacques, replace
            his face with photographs of the boy. I do this until I have a set of new pictures, of me and the boy.
         

         
         We add each other on Facebook, start up a conversation. Over the next few weeks, we go through the motions of a long-distance
            relationship. The messaging back and forth, frothy words of love. I miss you, I can’t wait to see you, I can’t wait to be married to you, I love you. On the phone the boy drones on in Teochew about his life, his girlfriend, their plans. Sometimes we leave the line running,
            without saying anything at all. We rack up the minutes just to have them on record. Things move quickly. Everything is arranged,
            the flights are booked. My fate is sealed. But then, a week before we are due to fly, the boy runs off to elope with his sweetheart,
            choosing love over the prospect of a better life in Australia. Auntie says, “I find new husband for you.” But the days go
            by and nothing happens, the time ticking closer, the debt looming over us. Each day becomes a race against the clock, to figure
            out a solution, to find a way to save our house. And then, there are no days left.
         

         
         

         At the conveyancer, I am sitting between my parents at a long oak desk, facing off with Vinnie and Auntie. Vinnie looks uncharacteristically clean-cut today. His hair is slicked back, and he’s wearing a suit. I try to read his expression, but he’s got his poker face on. 

         
         The lawyer clears his throat, explaining the terms of the agreement, pointing out the crosses where Mum needs to sign. It
            will be a simple transfer of ownership—the house from Mum to Auntie. As our new landlord, she gives us a fortnight to leave
            with nowhere to go. We have no extended family, the three of us are alone in the world. I’ve already spoken to Centrelink
            and applied for emergency housing, but there is a queue.
         

         
         The stress had got to us these past few days, me and Mum snapping at each other. Mum refuses to acknowledge her hand in our
            terrible predicament, blaming everyone else instead. Dad spends all his time in the garden, avoiding conflict.
         

         
         Mum picks up the pen with a shaky hand, ready to sign away our house.

         
         “Wait,” says Vinnie, exchanging a look with Auntie.

         
         She nods sagely at him.

         
         “Mei,” he says, eyes meeting mine. “Wanna talk?”

         
         Outside, we find a bench. I sit, rub my temples, feel a headache coming on. I’d barely gotten any sleep in the last few days.
            “What is it, Vinnie?”
         

         
         He shuffles his feet, seems uncharacteristically nervous. “Well, y’know how you were planning to go through with the phony
            wedding?”
         

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “We might have a husband for ya after all.”

         
         My head jerks up, hopeful. This was typical of Auntie, causing mayhem, then swooping in at the eleventh hour, to the rescue.
            But I don’t have time to get upset, I am just grateful for a solution. “You’ve got a husband for me?”
         

         
         Vinnie nods. “If you want him.”

         
         “Who’s the guy?”

         
         He clears his throat. “Me.”

         
         I shrink back in horror.

         
         In a rush he says, “Mum’s gonna give your parents the house if you marry me.”

         
         “What kind of a fucked-up proposal is this?”

         
         He half-smiles, shrugs his shoulders.

         
         “Forget it, Vinnie—you’re fucking nuts. I’m never going to marry you—I can’t believe you would even suggest that. I’d rather
            be on the street.”
         

         
         “What if we paid off the mortgage on top of that?”

         
         I stare at him. The offer is ludicrous, and I am afraid to even entertain the idea. Yet, I can’t help but think about what
            that would mean for my parents. No more of this hand-to-mouth existence, barely scraping by. They could even start saving
            money for their retirement. Dad would see his custard apple saplings grow into shrubs, their branches laden with fruit. Even
            now I can picture his face, proud and shining, cupping the fruit in his palm and inhaling deeply. I shake this image from
            my mind. It is an impossible dream.
         

         
         “Was this the plan all along?” I ask, fighting back tears of anguish. “You dragged my family here so we can go through this
            pantomime.”
         

         
         “Nope,” says Vinnie, shaking his head. “Mum doesn’t reckon it’s a great deal, but she wants me to be happy.”

         
         “But—” I wipe my nose with the sleeve of my cardigan. “Why would you even want to marry me, Vinnie?”

         
         “Mum says I can have the copy shop once I get married. I have huge plans for it. I wanna turn it into a multimedia gaming
            center. Go legit. That’s my dream, anyway.”
         

         
         “So that’s what it is, you want to marry me for the copy shop?”

         
         “I’m not gonna lie, it’s a great incentive, but you know I’ve always liked you. You know that, Mei.”

         
         “But how can you ever be happy with someone who doesn’t love you? Why would you want that, Vinnie?”

         
         He kicks at the concrete with his shoes. “I know you wanna pretend there’s nothing between us but I’m not stupid. You’ve always
            had the hots for me, really. Like what about the time you kissed me?”
         

         
         “That was a game of spin the bottle, it doesn’t count. We’d just found out that Kath was pregnant, I was hitting out at Jacques.
            That’s the only reason.”
         

         
         He scowls at the mention of Jacques. “Never understood what you saw in that skinny weasel of a guy. I could snap him like
            a twig.” The two had always been at odds with each other, irrespective of me. “He’s a rat, always was. You just couldn’t see
            it. And now, you can’t see what’s right in front of you.”
         

         
         “No, Vinnie. It’s too weird. I could never see you in that way—not in a million years.”

         
         “You’re thirty, Mei. What kinda guy, you reckon, will wanna marry you now? What are your options?”

         
         I think of the boxes of nashi pears, the line of suitors, each more objectional than the next. Even these pathetic offers
            have since trickled to a standstill. Which Mum never fails to gripe about.
         

         
         “Why not give it a try, Mei? It’ll make our mums happy. They’re desperate to marry us off, so why not just marry each other?
            We get along, right? I wanna settle down, get on with my life. I know being married to you will make me a better person. And
            if you still reckon I’m a dick afterward, we can get a divorce.”
         

         
         This gets my attention. “I can divorce you?”

         
         “Of course. I’m not gonna hold you against your will. Don’t be an idiot, Mei, I’m not a monster.”

         
         I test the waters. “What happens to the house if I divorce you? Do my parents still get to keep the house?”

         
         “There will be conditions of course. An agreement’s been drafted but it’s all open for discussion.”

         
         “Is it a condition that I have to sleep with you?” I ask, eyes blazing. The thought makes me want to wretch.

         
         “I’m not gonna pressure you or anything but I want it to be a real marriage.”

         
         My stomach turns at this. “And what about the debt Mum owes?”

         
         “Gone,” he says, waving his hand like an evil genie.

         
         I stare at him for the longest time, before coming to my senses. I shake my head, let out an uneasy laugh. “Jesus Christ,
            I can’t believe I’m even discussing this with you. Look, just forget it, Vinnie, I’m not going to marry you. I don’t know
            why you would ever suggest such a batshit crazy thing, because it will never happen. Not as long as I live.” I get to my feet,
            ready to head back inside when he stops me.
         

         
         “Mei, I know who killed Daiyu.”

         
         I stop, swing around. “I don’t believe you.”

         
         He looks me squarely in the eye. “It’s true.”

         
         “You’re lying.”

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         “Then why wouldn’t you go to the police?”

         
         “I can’t.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “If you marry me, I’ll tell ya. On our wedding night, I’ll tell you everything. It will all make sense to you then, I promise.”

         
         “Does it have anything to do with what you said—about Soey ruining Jen’s life?”

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Then why don’t I just ask her?”

         
         Vinnie laughs. “Go ahead, see how far you get. If she hasn’t told you in nearly twenty years, she’s not gonna start blabbing now.” 

         
         “What if you’re making all this up? What if we get to the wedding night and it’s a trick?”

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         “You’re lying . . .”

         
         “Then why do you believe me?”

         
         I gape at him. He knows he has me—I can see it in his eyes.

         
         “It’s not a bad offer, right?” he says, with a grin. “Your parents get a house, mortgage-free. You get your answer. I get
            you. Sounds like everyone wins.”
         

         
         In his own fucked-up way, Vinnie is right. Everyone wins. I look at him. Could I do it? Grit my teeth and go through with
            the wedding night; do what I have to do. Back in my freewheeling uni days, before I started up again with Jacques, I had the
            odd one-night stand, some casual flings. The sex had meant nothing, wouldn’t this be the same thing?
         

         
         “How long would I have to stay married to you?” I ask.

         
         He shrugs. “Like I said, all this can be negotiated. Let’s go back inside.”

         
         My mind isn’t made up yet, but I’m ready to talk. In the room, I turn to Mum, trying to figure out if she already knows, if she’s in on it. I stare long and hard at her face, see it twist and warp before my eyes, turning tiger-like. My heart hammers in my chest, my mouth goes dry. I take my seat, nod at Auntie. Together, we discuss the terms of our agreement. Vinnie and I go back and forth. Time frames, milestones, what the wedding night buys me, a year of marriage, a child. As I sit there, recklessly trading pieces of my life, I feel it careening out of control. I grip the side of the desk, force myself to breathe. In the back of my mind, I know I’m getting myself into something that I cannot possibly foresee. Even with this agreement written in black and white, I know there must be loopholes Vinnie could slip through. This was his area of expertise, not mine. He has all the power. I have none. 

         
         After a time, the contract is finalized. I cast one more look at my parents, half-hoping they will interject. Dad does not
            meet my eyes. He knows how I feel about Vinnie, and he wanted so much more for me. His face burns with shame, but he accepts
            it as he always does. The war had made him hypersensitive to conflict, no matter how minor. But Mum’s shoulders are already
            sagging with relief. This solves all her problems in one fell swoop. Me, finally married off. She can hold her head high.
            Her slate wiped clean, the house, firmly back in her possession. I have redeemed her, in every possible way. Finally, she
            has reason to be proud of me. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fourteen

         
         The next morning, I am at the local newsagent to pick up some pens. On a whim, I buy a lotto ticket. “Good luck,” says the
            cheery guy at the counter, handing over my change. My phone rings at that precise moment, and while juggling the change, I
            somehow manage to get the flip open and answer.
         

         
         “Mei, it’s Sarah, Soey’s old agent—is this a good time?”

         
         I walk out onto the busy, sunlit street, and set off for home. “Sure, what’s up?”

         
         “So, by now you must have heard about Soey’s ghost post?”

         
         “I’m doing my best to stay away from the drama.”

         
         “Oh, you are?”

         
         “Uh-huh,” I say, thinking of the social media shitstorm Soey had thrust me into. The personal attacks, the hatred and commentary,
            not to mention being framed as someone who participated in acts of animal cruelty. All this has now been enmeshed into my
            digital footprint, for any prospective employer to see. “There are strangers telling me to kill myself. God knows what Soey
            was thinking, sharing that story.”
         

         
         “Well, as it turns out, some good has come out of it.”

         
         I draw in a breath, come to a stop under the shade of a jacaranda tree. Time seems to slow. They must have found Daiyu’s killer. All that hatred Soey directed at me served a purpose after all. Soey, always ten steps ahead of everyone else. I never should have doubted her intentions. She knew the quickest way to find the house with the ants was to amplify my post, get the trolls to do their thing. Find the house with the ants and you will find Daiyu’s killer. Of course. I swap the phone over to my other ear, shove the lotto ticket into the back pocket of my jeans. Perhaps I won’t
            have to marry Vinnie after all. Luckily, there is a cooling clause in the contract, and I still have a couple days to back
            out of the agreement. Another pathway opens before me. The mystery is solved, Soey can finally rest in peace. I can fulfil
            the promise I had made to her. The ace card Vinnie had up his sleeve is vanquished. We’d give up the house after all, cut
            all ties with Auntie. Move into a cheap motel while we figure out what to do next. Mum will get over it. She has no choice.
            I hold my breath, wait for Sarah to continue.
         

         
         “Now, this news may come as a shock to you, so it’s best you sit down.”

         
         Growing impatient, I say, “Just tell me, Sarah.”

         
         “Are you sitting down?”

         
         “Yes,” I lie.

         
         “Since your Tumblr post went viral, everyone is eager to hear your side of the story. So, I put some feelers out into the
            publishing world on your behalf. I hope you don’t mind.”
         

         
         With this, she has lost me. “The publishing world?” I echo dumbly.

         
         “I’d like to represent you, Mei—I want to be your agent.”

         
         My mouth goes dry. “My agent?” It seems I am just repeating everything she says, but my mind is reeling, struggling to catch
            up. Nothing she says is making sense.
         

         
         “Yes.” She laughs. “I’ve been floating the idea of a possible memoir written from your perspective, about Soey’s attack and
            Daiyu’s murder.”
         

         
         My heart sinks when the realization kicks in. “Sarah, why would you do a thing like that? How can you do that to Soey, and
            what makes you think I would ever want to be part of it?”
         

         
         Even through the phone, I can tell she is taken aback, as though she’d expected an entirely different reaction from me. “But—Mei, I don’t think you understand . . .” 

         
         “Sarah, if you think Soey was pilloried for profiting off her sister’s murder, what do you think they will do to me?” I am
            struggling to keep my voice down.
         

         
         “Mei, listen for a minute—”

         
         “No. Didn’t you hear—I’m getting death threats, Sarah.”

         
         “What does it matter? You’re always going to have your critics, Mei. It comes with the territory. Soey would have told you
            that.”
         

         
         “And look at the horrible way she spent her last days,” I cry. My inner turmoil spills onto the street. People walking by
            turn to look at me. My eye begins twitching rapidly. I lower my head, hiss into the phone, “I can’t believe you would do this.
            It’s insulting. I’m hanging up now, Sarah.”
         

         
         “Mei—wait!” she says, panic flooding her voice. “I already have an offer—from Soey’s publishers.”

         
         A wave of fresh anger rises in my chest. “Have they no shame? Their author just passed away and they’re trying to capitalize
            on her death?” My hand is shaking so much, the phone almost slips from my grasp. I swap back to the other ear, take deep breaths
            to calm myself.
         

         
         Sarah in turn, tempers her voice, dropping it down to a flat, soothing monotone. “Look, you’ve got this all wrong, Mei. There
            is no better way to honor Soey’s memory than to find Daiyu’s killer. It’s what Soey would have wanted.”
         

         
         “I don’t care what you say, Sarah. The answer is no. It doesn’t feel right to me. Don’t you ever—”

         
         “They’re offering you a quarter million dollars,” Sarah cuts in.

         
         My grip tightens on the phone. I think about the lottery ticket in the back pocket of my jeans. The irony.

         
         “Are you still there, Mei?”

         
         “Yes.” The word scratches at my throat.

         
         Quarter of a million. It was an impossible amount. Not only would it neutralize Mum’s debt, but we could also just about pay
            off the mortgage. Since signing the agreement with Vinnie, my brain has been scratching itself raw, looking for a way out,
            and here it was. But accepting Sarah’s offer meant forsaking the answer Vinnie had promised me. It was like I’d clawed my
            way out of a burning house only to realize I have to go back in for something precious. And then there was the moral dilemma
            to consider. Profiting from Daiyu’s murder. How could I begin to consider such a thing?
         

         
         “I thought you called to tell me they’ve found Daiyu’s killer.” I don’t even bother to hide the bitterness in my voice.

         
         Sarah persists. “The more this story stays relevant, the greater chance we have of doing just that. Your book could be the
            thing that solves the case. The publishers will provide you with all the resources you need; access to court documents, police
            reports—you name it. You’ll have the weight of their legal team behind you. They’ll even assign you an assistant, someone
            to go through the microfiche with a fine-tooth comb, pick up anything that could have been missed.”
         

         
         As she speaks, a long-held dream starts to crystalize in my mind, a dream so impossible, I could hardly admit it to myself.
            The thought of me as an author. My name on the cover of a book. Onstage, reading my words to a captivated audience. To even
            hope for such a thing, and then to have it offered to me on a silver platter. It was all too much. I shiver.
         

         
         Sarah continues, sensing the weakening of my resolve. “I just want to add, the publishers love your blog. They think your writing is evocative and engaging. They want to foster your career. Turn you into a literary star. Your next book after the memoir can be about anything, anything you want. It’s not just the money, Mei, it’s the life that comes with it. It’s the whole package, the dream.” 

         
         “It just doesn’t feel right to me, Sarah . . .” I say, but with less conviction now.

         
         “Remember the promise you made to Soey. You said you’ll find Daiyu’s killer. She won’t have any peace until you do. I think
            you know that better than anyone,” she says in a hushed tone, alluding to Soey’s ashes, where she’d wanted them scattered
            but only after Daiyu’s killer was found. “You’re the only person who can do it, Mei. She put you in the spotlight for a reason,
            put you in the best position possible to solve this mystery once and for all. This is what she wants for you. Don’t you see
            that? And what’s more, Soey was working on a follow-up to her book, and I can give you her notes, everything she was thinking
            and feeling in the years leading up to her death.”
         

         
         My breath catches. The mobile phone is burning hot against my ear. I switch it over again, mind racing all the while. What
            if I marry Vinnie only to discover I’ve been tricked? What if I sold my soul, wrote this book, but it gets me no closer to
            finding Daiyu’s killer? Frost’s proverbial two roads diverge before me.
         

         
         I sigh. “Let me think about it, okay?”

         
         

         I spend the next few days mulling over the decision. Sarah pesters me all the while, sending me texts that start off businesslike
            but gradually get more passive-aggressive.
         

         
         
            Hello, Mei, just checking how you are? Any thoughts about our conversation?

            It’s a big decision so please take your time thinking things over.

             

            I had a meeting with the publisher this morning and they are so keen to work with you! Should I organize a meeting? :)

             

            Just a gentle nudge to see if you’ve had any thoughts about the offer? Let me know if you have any questions.

             

            I don’t want to rush you, Mei, but the offer won’t be on the table forever.

             

            I haven’t heard from you in days, and you’re not picking up my calls. So, I assume it’s a no, then?

             

            Just so I understand, you’re turning down a quarter million dollars because you want to take the moral high ground? How noble
               of you.
            

             

            I don’t think you realize what you’re giving up. You may regret this for the rest of your life.

             

            Okay, I’ll leave you alone now. Feel free to reach out once you’ve come to your senses.

         

         I toss it over in my mind, not wanting to agree or rule it out. To keep it in suspension until I feel something definitive. I want to talk it over with Jen, but I have been avoiding her since I signed the agreement with Vinnie. I know it’s only a matter of time before she finds out, and she’ll be furious with me. 

         
         Sure enough, in a matter of days, I am invited to Helene’s new apartment, lured there under the guise of a housewarming party.
            I arrive, clutching a pot plant, expecting the place to be filled with guests. Instead, I find Kath and Jen, perched on a
            designer couch, still in its plastic, their faces grim. Helene takes the pot plant from me and sets it down on the kitchen
            bench. “Have a seat, Mei.”
         

         
         I ignore her, remain on my feet. Raising my eyebrows, I ask, “What is this—an intervention?”

         
         My question is met with a stony silence.

         
         Helene continues. “Remember what we said that night we met for your birthday? When we heard about Sim? We promised to tell
            each other when something major happens. But we had to find out you were marrying Vinnie from Jen.”
         

         
         I glance at Jen, who casts her eyes down.

         
         “So,” Helene continues. “We, the Daisy Chain”—she says this without a hint of irony—“hereby declare an emergency veto.”

         
         I exhale. “Is this a joke?”

         
         Back in school, Soey made a rule for our group: the power to veto a member’s decision so long as the rest of us agreed. We’d
            used it sparingly, and it always held—except for our appearance on Crimeline, when she couldn’t get Helene on board.
         

         
         “We’re dead serious,” says Helene, who is uncharacteristically somber. “Despite what you think, I do care about you, Mei.
            And I know the Daisy Chain still means something to you, I know it does. We’ve already lost one member. We don’t want to lose
            another one.”
         

         
         Kath nods in agreement. “We honestly don’t know what you’re thinking, Mei. This is the same Vinnie who used to pull the heads
            off grasshoppers. Who threw firecrackers underneath our skirts.”
         

         
         “Your past self would be mortified with you right now,” Helene adds.

         
         “I know.” I sigh, shoulders slumping. “But I don’t know what else to do.”

         
         Jen reaches out a hand, pulls me onto the couch. I sink in between her and Kath, start to cry. They go to comfort me, which makes me cry even more. In between sobs, I explain the situation to them, even though they seem to already know. “If I don’t marry Vinnie, we’ll be on the street. We don’t have extended family, or a backup plan. I can’t even get a fucking job.” 

         
         “Well, you can stay here,” says Helene, arms out. “You and your parents can stay for as long as you like.”

         
         I shoot her a grateful look. “Thanks but they’ll never be able to navigate all this gadgetry, figure out all the pin codes
            and stuff. Besides, can you imagine what your new neighbors will think when they see my parents treading mud through the hallways
            here? They want to be in their own house, the one they’ve worked for all their lives. They need to be part of a community
            where everyone speaks their language. Mum likes to walk to the shops for the fresh produce, she likes to cook on her burner
            out back. And you know how much Dad loves his garden, the work he’s put into it. I’ll bet you’d all do the same if you were
            in my position.”
         

         
         Jen says quietly, “Knowing my family, I would never go through with this, Mei. I tried to warn you. I knew Mum was planning
            something. I just didn’t know it would be this. You have no idea what she’s capable of. And this wedding just proves you’re
            sleepwalking right into her trap. And you don’t know where it’s heading, you never do with Mum. She’s been whispering to Vinnie
            in the dead of night. They’ve got a room in the house they keep locked up. They don’t want me to know what’s in there, so
            it must have something to do with you. I just have a really bad feeling about this.”
         

         
         “But I can annul the marriage or get a divorce, it’s in the contract,” I insist.

         
         “Mum will have a fail-safe, she always does.”

         
         “A fail-safe?” I frown.

         
         “A way to make you do what she wants. She and Vinnie are a pair of sadistic freaks. They’ll use anything they can against you. Including the people you love. Believe me, she won’t go to all this trouble for nothing. She always has a fail-safe. I’ve had to play her sick games all my life. I never had a choice, but you do. You can walk away right now. Before it’s too late.” 

         
         “Mei,” Kath says, voice pained. “You know who Vinnie is. You’ve heard about the parties in the back room of the copy shop.
            The drugs and the underage girls. His gang of thugs, terrorizing the neighborhood. You know Trung beats up Tammy, like he
            did with all his other girlfriends and everyone turns a blind eye. And Cindy’s mum had her couriering drugs since she was
            barely out of grade school. These are bad people, Mei. You can’t keep deluding yourself.”
         

         
         I twist my hands in my lap. “I’m going into this with my eyes open, you know.”

         
         Kath is looking at me, with her intense, laser-focus gaze. “There’s something else, isn’t there? Losing your Mum’s house—that’s
            not the only reason is it?”
         

         
         My cheeks burn. I shake my head.

         
         “You’re right,” says Helene, watching me closely now. “There’s something else.”

         
         After a moment, I say quietly, “Well, Vinnie said he knows who killed Daiyu and why. He says he’ll tell me on the wedding
            night.”
         

         
         It is as though I’d tossed a grenade in the middle of Helene’s lounge room.

         
         Jen lurches to her feet, eyes wide, breathing quick and shallow.

         
         Kath’s expression hardens, nostrils flaring. “So, it all comes down to Soey then, does it? It’s got nothing to do with your
            parents losing their house. This is all about Soey.”
         

         
         “I—I promised her. I promised Soey I would find Daiyu’s killer, and now I have a chance. I have a real chance.”

         
         Helene loses her cool. “What did I tell you, Mei? This is so typical of you, playing the victim. You’re a fucking martyr, just like I said. And now you’re ready to throw your life in the garbage because of some promise you made to Soey? How do you even know Vinnie is telling the truth? And if he knows who killed Daiyu, why has he kept it quiet all this time? Why not go to the police?” 

         
         Jen shakes her head. “I don’t think he knows anything. I think he’s lying to you.”

         
         But I see it on her face, something she is keeping from me. Suddenly, I feel torn between my friend and the truth. I don’t
            want to lose her, but I’ve got to know the secret she is keeping from me. Tentatively I ask, “Vinnie said Soey ruined your
            life, Jen. What does he mean by that?”
         

         
         Jen visibly blanches, and Kath steps in. “Well look what she did to you, Mei, with the ghost post.”

         
         “About that . . . ” I say, then bring up Sarah’s offer.

         
         Kath blinks. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”

         
         Helene cries, “All this time you were sitting on this? Quarter of a mil? Take the fucking money, Mei.”

         
         “Yeah,” Kath agrees. “Soey had no qualms using you for her ghost post. And surely the main thing is to find Daiyu’s killer?
            You’ve got a better chance solving the mystery with the book deal than with Vinnie. Take the deal.”
         

         
         I notice then that Jen is not saying anything. Neither will she meet my eyes.

         
         “I can’t do it,” I say, “I just can’t. Don’t you see, it’s a test, just like it was with Crimeline. I failed that test once, and now I have a chance to set things right with Soey—”
         

         
         Kath looks at me, aghast. “By marrying Vinnie? That’s really warped, Mei. It really is.”

         
         I give up trying to make them understand. With a shake of my head, I say, “I guess I’ll see you all at the wedding.”

         
         With this, Jen’s face crumples. Kath and Helene rush over to comfort her, casting angry looks my way.

         
         “We’re not coming,” says Helene. “If you marry Vinnie, that’s it. You won’t have us, you won’t have the Daisy Chain. You’re
            out.” She makes a pointed look at the door, and I know it’s my cue to leave. She motions to the pot plant. “And don’t forget
            to take that ugly-ass thing with you.”
         

         
         

         I go into isolation to lick my wounds, hardly leaving my bedroom for days. Helene had said my past self would be mortified
            with my present one. And I can’t disagree with her there. I go back in time, try to find the point when my life derailed.
            Was it when I found out about Jacques’s affair? Was it the night leaving Kath’s place when “There Must Be an Angel” came on
            the radio? Or was it the week after that, with Jen at the KFC parking lot, when I heard Soey’s interview on Booktalk?

         
         As the days wear on, the house starts to feel oppressive, but I have nowhere to go. Dad’s gone into his shell, hardly saying
            a word. He spends all his free time outside, tending to the garden. Like me, he’s lost weight, developed dark shadows under
            his eyes. Mum blooms in her role as mother of the bride, receiving guests, beaming at their offers of congratulations. She
            visits friends to hand deliver my wedding invites, returning home with gifts of oranges and sweets. Late one afternoon, she
            asks me to accompany her, and I oblige, just to fill in the time.
         

         
         Vinnie meets us there, and we climb the two flights of stairs to the small, homely flat. In the lounge room, we sit on a brown faux leather couch as cups of tea are poured at a coffee table, the wood veneer peeling at the corners. The smell of incense permeates the room, coming from the altar attached to the adjacent wall, photographs of lost family members and offerings of oranges and bowls of rice. I sit dutifully by Vinnie’s side as Mum reaches into her tote bag, brandishing a red wedding invite, her face aglow. I feel a sharp jolt, seeing Vinnie’s name with mine and repress the urge to rip it from Mum’s hands, tear it into tiny little pieces. Instead, I remain seated, fake smile pasted on my face. 

         
         Vinnie presents the middle-aged couple with a box of four red bean mooncakes. They are delighted with the extravagant gift,
            make comments on how handsome he is, what a lovely couple we make. They talk about their own children, both happily married.
            One expecting a baby soon. Pity they couldn’t have waited until the dragon year. But if we timed things just right, Vinnie
            and I could have a dragon baby. At their words, you can feel the joy radiating from Mum. A dragon baby would give her the
            ultimate status symbol. In a culture steeped in superstition, a baby born in the year of the dragon was akin to striking gold.
            Her mind is already working away, making calculations in her head.
         

         
         Vinnie reaches across, takes my hand. I stiffen at his touch, try to mask it by shifting in my seat. I study his face in profile.
            He looks shy and boyish as he grins at the couple. They beam at him, faces shining. It is as though they’ve forgotten who
            he is, that they’re supposed to be afraid of him. Marriage will give Vinnie respectability, vanquish all his past wrongs.
            That’s all it will take to redeem him in the eyes of the people. He will complete his transformation, from a lowlife thug
            to this polite, considerable man, who comes bearing mooncakes.
         

         
         My phone rings, startling me. I pull it from my jeans pocket, see it’s Sarah, and decline the call. I slide the phone back in my pocket. A minute later, it goes off again. Vinnie leans over and asks, “Who’s that calling you?” 

         
         “No one,” I say, declining the call again.

         
         

         Outside, it’s a warm, balmy night, the kind that reminds me of being young and full of yearning. Of slipping into a dress
            and high heels. Moving through the dark like a lantern, glowing and incandescent. Vinnie asks me if I’m hungry. I can’t remember
            the last time I had dinner out, realizing how much I miss the simple pleasure of sitting across the table from someone and
            enjoying a meal together. I just don’t want that person to be Vinnie.
         

         
         Mum says she has some errands to run, and Vinnie tells her he’ll take me home. The conversation between them happens around
            me, the decision is made before I even have a chance to open my mouth.
         

         
         Vinnie leads me to his muscle car, a WRX custom painted in canary yellow. The number plate reads VIN888. He asks, “Do you
            like it?”
         

         
         “It’s nice,” I say, for the sake of being agreeable.

         
         Inside, he guns the engine, and we head to the Sizzlers at Lansvale, to meet up with Vinnie’s friends. They’re already seated
            when we arrive, Cindy, loud and obnoxious, corralling the attention of Johnny and Trung. Tammy, her usual quiet self, spooning
            soup into her mouth. When she sees us, Cindy coos, “Hello, lovebirds.”
         

         
         Vinnie ignores her as we settle into our seats.

         
         He snatches a grilled cheese toastie from Johnny’s plate.

         
         “Hey, I was saving that!” Johnny exclaims.

         
         With a shrug Vinnie says, “Ya snooze ya lose.”

         
         He cuts the toastie in half with a bread knife and hands it to me. I set it back down on the table.

         
         Chewing with his mouth open, Vinnie points at my plate with his knife. “You gonna eat that?”

         
         “I’m going to the buffet,” I say, getting up.

         
         I walk through the busy buffet-style eatery, hoping I won’t run into anyone I know. I’d be mortified to be seen here with
            Vinnie and his friends. Even if the news of our engagement has already spread through the community like wildfire.
         

         
         At the buffet, I pile spaghetti onto my plate with tongs, then ladle on the Bolognese sauce. I am so focused on the task that
            I jump when I hear my name. I turn to see Jacques there, blinking at me, as though I am an apparition.
         

         
         “Hey,” he says.

         
         “Hey. What are you doing here?”

         
         “I was just dropping Laurie off at Kath’s and we were driving past here, and you know how much he loves this place . . . ”
            Jacques lets out an awkward laugh. “Last place I expected to run into you, to be honest. It’s funny because I was just thinking
            about you.”
         

         
         Laurie appears at his side. “Hey, Mei!” he says brightly. “Do you want to eat with us?”

         
         “I would love that, but I’m here with Vinnie.”

         
         “Ugh.” Laurie makes a face. “I can’t believe you’re marrying that loser.”

         
         I give him a wry smile. “Neither can I.”

         
         “So, the intervention didn’t work, huh?”

         
         “You know about that?”

         
         He shrugs. “I hear things.”

         
         I change the subject. “How’s school going?”

         
         “It’s all right.”

         
         “Everything good with Mr. Turner?”

         
         “Yeah, he’s giving me piano lessons now.”

         
         I raise my eyebrows. “Really?”

         
         “Uh-huh. We’re having a concert, just before school closes for the summer. You’re gonna come right?”

         
         “Of course,” I say.

         
         “I designed a poster and everything. Do you still have that fancy printer?”

         
         “Sure do.”

         
         “Oh good, can we use it to print my poster?”

         
         “Sure, why don’t you come by after school next week?”

         
         “Cool,” he says, before making a beeline for the dessert station.

         
         Jacques nods at my plate of spaghetti Bolognese. “The usual, huh?”

         
         Despite the strangeness of the situation, I smile. “You know me.”

         
         “Yeah, I do.” He says this with a pained look in his eyes. I want to touch him, but I don’t.

         
         I gesture at the buffet. “What are you going to have?”

         
         He makes a face. “Ah, I think I’ll just stick to the garlic bread. I saw a lady sneezing all over the salad earlier.”

         
         I laugh. Jacques hated this place with a passion. “Laurie dragged you in here, kicking and screaming, I’ll bet.”

         
         “He gave me the puppy eyes.”

         
         “Well, it’s understandable then.”

         
         He falls silent, and I know what’s coming. “I can’t believe you’re marrying Vinnie.”

         
         There is a mixture of pity and guilt in his eyes. I know it’s not his fault, but I feel the same old resentment bubbling up.
            I may have let myself get swept up in this tide, but if he hadn’t cheated on me, I’d never be in this position in the first
            place.
         

         
         He seems to sense what I’m thinking. “I thought maybe you were doing it to punish me.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Get over yourself, Jacques, it’s got nothing to do with you.”

         
         “Of course not, it’s all about Soey, right?”

         
         I feel the anger, rising to my throat, bubbling into words. I am just about to let loose when Vinnie materializes at my side glaring at Jacques. 

         
         “Hey, dude, you stalking us?” Vinnie’s tone is jovial, but there is an underlying menace.

         
         Jacques lets out an uneasy laugh. “Nah, man, we were on our way to Kath’s and Laurie was hungry, so . . .”

         
         Vinnie glances over at Laurie, at the ice cream machine, as he carefully decorates his vanilla cone with chocolate sauce and
            sprinkles.
         

         
         Jacques says, “Well, I’ll leave you guys to it.”

         
         “Did you hear we’re getting married?” Vinnie squares his chest.

         
         “Uh, yeah. Congratulations.”

         
         Vinnie drops the pretense. “Yeah, whatever, man.”

         
         “Hope you two have a nice life,” Jacques adds, sounding belligerent now.

         
         Vinnie jabs his shoulder. “Just stay away from my fiancée, okay.” He gives his head a subtle jerk in the direction of his
            friends.
         

         
         Jacques turns to see Johnny and Trung, giving him death stares from across the room. He opens his mouth to speak, then seems
            to change his mind. With a shrug, he says, “She’s all yours, man.”
         

         
         

         In the driveway of Mum’s house, I am about to get out of Vinnie’s car when he takes my hand. “Wanna stay here for a bit?”

         
         I shut the door, sink back in my seat.

         
         He strokes my cheek, leans in to kiss me. After hesitating for a moment, I let him. His tongue feels cold and slimy, a dead
            weight in my mouth. His hands move down the small of my back, stroking gently, cups my backside with his palm, breath quickening.
         

         
         “You look so fucking hot tonight,” he breathes, mouthing my neck.

         
         I pull away. “Vinnie . . .”

         
         “What?” A note of irritation in his voice. “We’re getting married, remember?”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “So, what’s the problem?”

         
         “I just need time to get used to it, that’s all. Let’s take it slow, okay?”

         
         His eyes narrow. “Are you trying to trick me?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Because you won’t get away with it, ya know.”

         
         I balk at this. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “You’ll find out.”

         
         “Great,” I say, reaching for the door handle. “This marriage is already getting off to a good start.”

         
         He grabs a fistful of my hair, tugs it hard. “Why are you acting like a bitch all of a sudden?”

         
         I shove him off. “Don’t touch me.”

         
         “Don’t be a bitch, then,” he snaps.

         
         My phone goes off. “Shit,” I mutter under my breath.

         
         “Who’s been calling you all night? Is it Jacques? Did you tell him we were gonna be at Sizzlers? What you up to?”

         
         “I’m not up to anything,” I say.

         
         “Then who’s calling you?”

         
         “None of your damn business, Vinnie,” I snap.

         
         “You’re gonna be my wife, it is my fucking business.” He lunges at me. I try to push him off but am no match for his strength.
            He reaches around, slips his hand into my pocket, grabbing my phone.
         

         
         “What the fuck, give me back my phone,” I cry.

         
         He holds it above my head, pushing against my shoulder with his other hand. I grab his ear, twisting it hard.

         
         “Fuck,” he spits, shoving me against the door. The shock of the impact reverberates through my body, stuns me for a moment. He works his fingers furiously, glaring at the screen. “Who’s Sarah?” 

         
         “No one.”

         
         His eyes narrow. “What does she mean a quarter mil?”

         
         I kick myself for not putting a passcode on my phone like Jacques had always bugged me to do. “It’s nothing.”

         
         He goes back to the screen, scrolling through Sarah’s manic text messages. “Don’t look like nothin’ to me.”

         
         I shake my head, purse my lips.

         
         “I am this close”—he pinches his thumb and forefinger—“this close to calling everything off.”

         
         I sit up, try to gather myself. “Maybe that’s a good idea, Vinnie. Maybe you don’t know anything anyway.” I nod at my phone,
            still in his hand. “You’ve probably figured I don’t need your mum’s money. I’ve got other options. Sarah used to be Soey’s
            agent. I’ve been offered two hundred fifty grand to write a follow-up to Soey’s memoir.”
         

         
         “Okay then, get the fuck out of my car.” He throws the phone at me. I gasp as it smacks into my chest with a thud. Wincing
            with pain, I slide it back into my pocket.
         

         
         “Fine, I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking anyway,” I say, and the feeling of sheer relief seeps into every part of
            my body. The fog clouding my mind finally dissipates. Of course I’m not going to marry Vinnie. I want to laugh. Helene was
            right. I’m done with being a martyr. And then I am out of his car and breathing fresh air. I feel suddenly alive again. The
            world trembling with possibility.
         

         
         Vinnie winds down his window. “It’s a shame you’ll never know about the snow globe now.”

         
         At his words, my entire body feels as though it’s been plunged into ice water. I freeze, turn to stare at him. He’d never mentioned the snow globe before. That day, in my room, he’d picked up the paperweight from my desk, shook it like it was a snow globe. But he’d never said the actual words. 

         
         “What do you know about the snow globe?”

         
         “Get back in the car, Mei.”

         
         I look up the drive at Mum’s house, the flickering porch light she’d left on for me. Like a solitary candle in the dark. I
            squeeze my eyes shut. It goes against every gut instinct I have, but I get back in the car, shut the door behind me. I glare
            at Vinnie. “Well? What do you know about the snow globe, Vinnie?”
         

         
         He grins. “I know Soey stole it from Ashley’s playroom.”

         
         Something clicks when he says this. As Soey had said, when something is true, you know it in your bones. “Of course,” I murmur.
            It makes perfect sense. I wonder why I hadn’t thought of it before. Perhaps because it is still there, in Ashley’s playroom.
         

         
         Vinnie seems to follow my train of thought. “Soey stole the snow globe from the playroom, but someone put it back.”

         
         “Who?” I ask. “Was it you? Were you with Soey in the playroom?”

         
         He doesn’t say anything more, just continues grinning at me. It makes me sick to indulge him, but I am now more certain than
            ever that he knows the truth about what happened in the woods that day.
         

         
         “Vinnie . . .” I hear the desperation in my voice, but I’m getting so close to the truth now, so, so close.

         
         “You want your answer, then marry me. That’s the end of it. Call that bitch up, tell her the deal’s off.”

         
         I chew on my lip, thinking. “I’ll call her tomorrow.”

         
         “Call her right now, or it’s over. I’ll never tell you. I’ll take the secret to my grave.”

         
         “I’ll go to the police,” I say.

         
         His eyes twinkle at me. “Yeah? And tell ’em what?”

         
         “That you’re withholding information about Daiyu’s killer.”

         
         “Do you reckon the police would give a shit?”

         
         I know he’s right, so I try a different tack. “No, because they won’t believe you, and maybe that means I shouldn’t either.”

         
         “Suit yourself. But don’t think you’re gonna find the answer anywhere else. I’m the only one who was there.”

         
         I stiffen. “What do you mean by that, Vinnie? Were you in Ashley’s playroom?” I search his face, hoping his expression will
            give it away. But he remains impossible to read.
         

         
         Vinnie crosses his arms. “Deal’s off, Mei. Get the fuck outta my car. And start packing, because you gotta be outta of the
            house in a week.”
         

         
         I imagine going back inside, telling my parents the news, the devastation on Mum’s face. Then I’ll never know the secret Vinnie
            is keeping from me. Never fulfil my promise to Soey.
         

         
         He calls my bluff. “Wait—okay, I’ll call Sarah.” I flip open my phone, press my thumb down on the call button.

         
         She answers right away, breathless. “Finally—Mei, I’ve got incredible news. This tactic of yours, this holding out, it’s worked
            wonders. The publishers have upped their bid to three hundred. It’s going to be their lead title and next year’s biggest hit.
            We’re talking end caps, tabletops, billboards, storefront displays, posters, a nationwide tour . . .”
         

         
         I glance at Vinnie, wanting to slap that smug expression from his face. But I am so close, so close to finding out the truth.
            The snow globe was stolen from Ashley’s playroom and someone put it back. Of course. Maybe Soey had it with her in the woods
            that day, or she was meant to have it. I think of the line in her book, the one she’d read at her signing. My hands felt empty, but I don’t know why. Perhaps there was something I lost that day. Could it be the snow globe? But if she had lost it, then how and to whom? And what does all this have to do with the house that had been infested with ants? Nothing seems to make sense, and yet, in these converging fragments, I can almost glimpse the truth, as though I am standing at the precipice of knowing and one small thing, one minor detail, would bring the entire picture into view. 

         
         Sarah continues to drone on and on, and I can barely get a word in. Meanwhile Vinnie is counting down from ten on his fingers.
            I start to panic. He’s serious. And I know how ruthless he can be.
         

         
         “I can’t do it, Sarah. I’m sorry but the answer is no.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I can’t do it.”

         
         Vinnie smirks, closes both fists. Sticks up a thumb instead. The decision is made—it’s done. Frost’s two roads collapsing
            into one.
         

         
         Sarah is cajoling me, trying all she can to make me see reason.

         
         “I can’t,” I repeat. “I can’t do it, I’m sorry.”

         
         Her tone shifts. “You little bitch.”

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “You little ungrateful bitch. After everything I’ve done for you.”

         
         “What do you mean, Sarah? I never asked you to approach publishers on my behalf. You did this all yourself.”

         
         She is screaming at me now. “Yes, I did this all myself. Me! I wrote the ghost post, and what a masterstroke it was. All the
            true crime nuts gathering. Did you like the detail about the year of the dragon? Makes it seem authentic, doesn’t it?” To
            my horror, she begins to speak in a mock Asian accent. “Ah, yes, glasshopper, me so smart, me so clever. Did you honestly
            believe Soey would have thought of an idea like that? Do you think she could have written something so articulate and compelling?
            I had to hold her hand all the while she was writing The Daisy Chain. I practically wrote the book for her. I had to listen to her incessant whining. Should I be doing this? Am I really honoring Daiyu’s memory? All those fucking morals. So scared of hurting someone’s feelings or doing the wrong thing. Get a grip. And even after Soey went and offed herself, leaving me in the lurch, I found a way to salvage everything. Now look at you, three hundred grand on the table. Do you have any idea how much money that is? Do you? Do you? Do you know what you’ve cost me? Stupid, sanctimonious bitch.” 

         
         I snap my phone shut, shoulders trembling. It takes a moment for the realization to sink in. Soey didn’t write that ghost
            post after all. And now I know this for a fact, it seems so obvious. I imagine Sarah supervising the cleanup, seeing Soey’s
            laptop open on my Tumblr, reading the post about the sugar bowl. Then taking something Soey had told her in confidence, using
            it to her advantage. A sob escapes my throat, and then another. I don’t even know why I’m crying. Vinnie reaches across to
            comfort me, and it’s bewildering to be in his arms at this moment, to allow it. How alone I am, how marooned I had to be,
            to cling to him like this. Jacques had said, She’s all yours, man. My heart had shattered at those words. What did I expect? That he’d be my knight in shining armor, come to my rescue? He wasn’t
            willing to fight for me, he’s never had to fight for anything in his entire life. Jacques always chose the path of least resistance,
            and right now, that was Kath. And here I am with Vinnie, of all people, baring my soul. I say in a teary voice, “Soey didn’t
            write that awful post about the ants, I knew she wouldn’t do that, she would never do that to me. It was Sarah all along.”
         

         
         Vinnie strokes my back and tells me everything will be okay. And maybe he’s right, now I know Soey hadn’t written the post.
            Just like she hadn’t torn up Helene’s dress. And she’d only been defending me when she trashed Jacques’s room, not knowing
            how that would play out for Kath. I know she’s a good person. And didn’t Sarah prove it, just now? Surely Soey’s treatment
            of Mr. Turner was only teenage angst, something she would have grown out of had she not been struck that day in the woods
            and left with a crippling brain injury. I take a breath. If everyone’s wrong about Soey, then maybe they’re wrong about marrying
            Vinnie too. Maybe it won’t be so bad.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifteen

         
         Ashley examines the wedding invitation, brow creased, confused as to why she is invited. Usually, Chinese weddings worked
            on a profit/loss system, and under Auntie’s shrewd business sense, this took on a whole new level. She had been pestering
            me for a guest list, but I could barely come up with a name. Kath and Helene were a write-off, as they haven’t spoken to me
            since the night of the intervention. As the sister of the groom, Jen was coming to the wedding by default, so I can’t include
            her. Not that she has spoken to me either.
         

         
         In the end, I could only come up with a handful of people: an old work colleague and university friends with whom I’d lost
            touch. Ashley had been on that condensed list and now here I am, hand delivering her invite. “I didn’t know you were seeing
            anyone,” she mumbles. And this statement seems weak because I don’t think she’s ever asked me about my personal life. Up until
            this moment, I haven’t decided whether I would tell her the truth or make something up. I settle for something in-between.
         

         
         “It’s kind of like an arranged marriage.”

         
         She gives her head a baffled shake. “Does that still happen these days?”

         
         “Sometimes.”

         
         “So, tell me about the guy. Is he cute?”

         
         I don’t get a chance to answer because she opens the invitation, looks up sharply. “Vinnie? As in Jen’s brother?” With a forced smile on her face she says, “Well congratulations, Mei.” 

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         “Of course, I’d love to come. Do you have a gift registry or anything like that?”

         
         Embarrassed, I point at the tacky passive-aggressive poem, asking for monetary contributions from our guests:

         
         
            Here our wedding comes to pass

            In this joyous occasion all we ask

            Is that you join us in our glee

            And give a gift to our money tree

            Whatever you can spare will do

            And good fortune will return to you

            Your blessings will make our bare tree green

            and the bride and groom—a king and queen!

         

         “Oh,” she says and gives an awkward laugh. “I guess that makes things easier.”

         
         I change the subject. “How’s the jam going? I went by Pantry—the one in Balmain—and saw a jar in their window.”

         
         “We sold about twenty jars—Pantry returned the rest,” she says, nonchalant. I turn away to hide my disappointment. What did
            I expect—that she was selling millions of jars and she’d have a giant check with my 10 percent cut waiting for me?
         

         
         As though reading my mind she says, “Your cut works about to be about twenty dollars.” She reaches into the top drawer of
            her kitchen counter, sifts through change. “Okay if I pay you in coins?” It’s hardly anything, but I take it anyway.
         

         
         “Have you approached any other stores?”

         
         “I’ve been meaning to but lately I’ve been so obsessed with Zumba.” She touches my arm. “Mei, have you tried Zumba?”

         
         I shake my head, no.

         
         Her mouth drops in astonishment. “Well, you’ve got to try it! It’s the best thing ever. The other day, my instructor joked
            I should be the one teaching her class. Which got me thinking. A couple years ago, my friend Pashmina became a certified yoga
            instructor. Her parents got her this cute little space in Byron Bay, and she set up her own yoga business. Now she’s on the
            cover of a women’s health magazine, and she’s about to release a DVD. Anyway, I thought I could do something like that but
            for Zumba instead.” She lightly slaps my arm. “Mei, you’re the first person I’ve met who hasn’t tried it.”
         

         
         My stomach sinks. Well, there goes the jam business, I think.

         
         Mr. Anderson comes in, Maddy skipping alongside him. I haven’t seen him since I was a kid and, like with Mr. Turner, wasn’t
            prepared for how he has aged. I try not to react to the shock of seeing him, all skin and bones, his shirt hanging off his
            too-skinny frame. Small tuffs of remaining hair speckled the front of his bare, mottled scalp, sores along his arms, marionette
            lines cutting deep into his face. A fading bruise under his eye. I think of what Ashley had said, about him being attacked
            by a pair of junkies in a parking lot while his granddaughter sat in the car. How terrified he must have been for her. Looking
            at them both, I can see how close they are, and I feel a wave of sympathy for him. I remember how he was back then, a solid
            brick of a man, strong and capable. Salt of the earth, humble, and always quick to lend a hand. After all the hardship he’s
            endured—from financial ruin to the breakup of his marriage, to the assault, and terminal cancer, you’d think he’d be a shell
            of a man. But there remains a robustness to him that time and misfortune have not stripped away. A fire in his eyes.
         

         
         “Hi, Mei,” Maddy chirps.

         
         “Hey, Maddy.”

         
         Mr. Anderson beams at me. “Look at you—all grown up! I still remember when you were this high.” He levels his hand, so it
            sits just above Maddy’s head. She giggles.
         

         
         Maddy asks, “You knew Mei when she was little, Grampy?”

         
         He chuckles. “I remember it like yesterday, Mei and Jen, running around, causing a ruckus.”

         
         “Your grandad was really nice to us kids,” I tell Maddy. “He even took us to the beach once.”

         
         “Did I?” Mr. Anderson muses, “Oh right, I remember. It was right in the middle of the heat wave. You kids were going stir-crazy.”
            He turns to Ashley. “Do you remember, sweets?”
         

         
         Ashley gives her shoulders a flippant shrug. “Nah, not really. It was way too long ago. Do you want a cup of tea?”

         
         “Sure, love.”

         
         “Mei?”

         
         I nod.

         
         Ashley busies herself around the kitchen, putting the kettle on, pulling out teacups.

         
         Maddy tugs her grandad’s sleeve. “Grampy, Mei said she wasn’t allowed to play with Mummy’s toys when she was little, but Mummy
            said she could play with them now. Do you know what I did? I showed Mei all of Mummy’s toys.”
         

         
         He looks at her fondly. “You did, did you?”

         
         She nods, earnestly. “I showed her Mummy’s Doodle Bear with all the boy names.” She puts a hand over her mouth, eyes twinkling.

         
         Over her shoulder, Ashley laughs. “I thought I’d thrown that old thing out.”

         
         “Um, also, I showed Mei the Etch A Sketch, Polly Pocket—the one with the slide, Tickle Me Elmo.” She ticks each one off with her fingers. “And what else, Mei?” 

         
         My heart quickens a beat. “You showed me your snow globe.”

         
         “Yes!” She beams. “The one with the little house in the forest.”

         
         The kettle boils, emitting a high-pitched wail. A look passes across Mr. Anderson’s face, so quick I’m not sure if it was
            just my imagination.
         

         
         I say to Maddy, “That’s right. The house on the snow globe looks just like the one on the cover of my friend’s book.”

         
         “Your friend?” Mr. Anderson raises an eyebrow.

         
         “My late friend, Soey,” I explain. “Before she passed away, she wrote a memoir about an unsolved murder from the early ’90s.
            She’d been walking her little sister home from school when they were attacked, hit over the head repeatedly with a blunt object.
            Daiyu was killed, but Soey survived.”
         

         
         Mr. Anderson clicks his fingers. “Oh, that’s right. Jeez, that was some time ago, wasn’t it? Now you mention it, I remember
            when it was all over the news . . .”
         

         
         Ashley pours the tea into cups, sets down the teapot. I stir sugar into my teacup, take a sip.

         
         Mr. Anderson says, “I’m sorry to hear about Soey’s passing, it’s an awful shame. I don’t remember her much, but I’m sure she
            was just as lovely as you, Mei.”
         

         
         “Do you know, Dad, she actually mentions the farm in her book,” Ashley says.

         
         “Is that right? I hope she only had nice things to say.”

         
         Ashley drops her voice. “Do you remember Mum’s rule—no kids inside the house? Apparently, Soey snuck in with another friend
            and stole something from my playroom.”
         

         
         “That’s curious,” he says, and I notice a slight catch in his voice.

         
         Sam strolls into the kitchen, says hello to us. He claps Mr. Anderson on the back. “You ready to shoot some roos, old man?”

         
         Ashley jerks her head at Maddy. “Babe, not in front of—”

         
         It’s too late. Maddy’s bottom lip trembles. “Daddy, are you going to hurt the kangaroos?”

         
         Ashley goes to comfort her. “Daddy was just kidding, baby. He was only kidding.” Over Maddy’s head, Ashley shoots Sam a fierce
            look.
         

         
         “But they have little joeys in their pouches,” she whimpers.

         
         “No, no, we’re not doing anything like that, sweet pea,” Mr. Anderson says.

         
         Sam gives Maddy a rueful look. “Grampy’s right, bubs, we’re just checking on them, that’s all.”

         
         “Then why did you say you were going to shoot them, Daddy?”

         
         “We’re going to shoot them up with medicine, just like when Dr. Reid gives Grampy an injection to make him feel better.”

         
         “Will it give the kangaroos an ouchy?”

         
         “Just a little ouchy, and they’ll be all better in no time.”

         
         “You promise, Daddy?”

         
         He draws an x over his chest. “Cross my heart.”
         

         
         She seems satisfied by this.

         
         To get off the subject, Ashley thrusts the wedding invite in front of her dad. “Do you remember Jen’s brother, Vinnie?”

         
         “Uh, yeah, I think so,” he says, without a trace of warmth in his voice.

         
         “Well Mei’s marrying him.”

         
         He shoots me a strange look. “You are, are you? Nice girl like you, marrying a guy like that?”

         
         “Dad.” Ashley clucks her tongue. “I’m sure he’s grown up to be a very nice man.”

         
         Mr. Anderson takes the invite from Ashley, looks it over.

         
         “Vinnie’s mum used to work here, if you remember,” Ashley says to him. “So, for old times’ sake, I thought you could be my
            plus one. If you’re up for it on the night, of course.”
         

         
         He nods, staring at the invite, deep in thought. When he catches me looking, he smiles, but it seems forced. “Congratulations,
            Mei. I’m sure you’ll make a fine bride and maybe I’ll even see you on the night.”
         

         
         I smile back. “I hope so.”

         
         

         On Tuesday, Laurie comes over in the afternoon to print the poster he’d designed. We settle ourselves down at my desk, and
            he hands me a USB key. I insert it into the slot and bring up the file. My eyes grow misty when the design fills the screen.
            A simple vector drawing of a piano on an empty stage lit by a spotlight. The details of the concert and band members overlayed
            in elegant font. It took years for some design students to get that good at composition and typesetting.
         

         
         He looks at me anxiously. “Do you like it?”

         
         “It’s really great, Laurie.” There’s a slight tremor in my voice.

         
         “Are you okay?” he asks, warily.

         
         I wave my hand at him. “Ah, don’t mind me. I’m just feeling emotional. Yesterday you were walking around in diapers, and now—”
            I wave my hand at the screen. “You’re creating masterpieces like this. Where did you get such a great sense of design?”
         

         
         He grins. “Where do you think?”

         
         I look back at the screen, a tiny smile playing on my lips.

         
         “So, what do you like best about it?”

         
         I lightly flick his arm. “Stop fishing for compliments, buddy. It’s obviously great, okay? And you know what—we’re going to
            print this on the Hahnemühle paper.”
         

         
         Laurie gives an exaggerated gasp, covers his mouth with his hand. “Not the Hahnemühle!”

         
         When Laurie was seven, he’d found my prized box of Hahnemühle printing paper and covered every precious sheet with his crayon
            drawings. I bring up this memory for him now.
         

         
         He says, “You took one look at me, sat on the floor, and burst into tears.”

         
         “And you ran off, came back with a Band-Aid and stuck it on my forehead.”

         
         We laugh at the memory as I carefully draw out a sheet of paper from my fast-depleting pack. When the design is printed, he
            fusses over it.
         

         
         “Do you think the color’s right?”

         
         “It’s perfect, Laurie.”

         
         He breathes a sigh of relief as I carefully pack it away for him.

         
         “Mr. Turner says I can put the poster up in his classroom.”

         
         “That’s nice of him. Is he still giving you piano lessons?”

         
         “Yeah, and he’s a way better teacher than my last one.”

         
         “Oh, that’s good to hear. I’m pleased you’re getting along now.”

         
         Laurie nods, chews his lip thoughtfully. “Did you know he used to give Soey piano lessons too?”

         
         I stop, taken aback by this. My voice comes out sharper than I intend. “He did? I never knew that. Did he tell you this himself,
            Laurie?”
         

         
         “Mei,” says Laurie. “Come on, you’re getting all worked up.”

         
         “Sorry,” I say, taking a breath to steady myself. “How do you know he gave her lessons? Did he tell you?”

         
         Laurie looks suddenly guarded. “Not exactly.”

         
         “What do you mean by that?” I put my hand on his shoulder, meet his eyes. “Laurie—this is important.”

         
         His cheeks go red, and I pull back.

         
         “Hey,” I say, softening my tone. “I’m sorry. It’s just—I think I’m really close to figuring everything out.”

         
         “Well, there’s something I found, and I wasn’t sure whether to show you. You look like you’ve been crying a lot lately. I
            don’t blame you, because you’re marrying Vinnie. But I don’t like seeing you this way. And the thing I want to show you, well
            it might really upset you, Mei, like a lot.”
         

         
         “What is it, Laurie?”

         
         “Promise you won’t cry.”

         
         “I promise.”

         
         He lets out a resigned sigh, looks as though he doesn’t quite believe me. Still, he carries on. “So, Mr. Turner lent me an
            album, Glassworks by you know, the composer, Philip Glass. And I was looking through the booklet that comes with it. Anyway, a piece of note
            paper dropped out and it was a letter Soey wrote to Mr. Turner. I don’t know if he ever found it. But anyway, I’ll show it
            to you. But I just want you to be prepared. There’s nothing weird in it or anything like that, but it might make you sad.”
         

         
         I nod at him, steeling myself. Time slows almost to a stop as I watch Laurie pull the album from his school bag, open the
            plastic casing, and pull out the booklet. A small piece of paper drops out onto his lap. He picks it up, hands it to me, a
            wary look in his eyes.
         

         
         I take a breath to gather myself. Here it is, another fragment of Soey, as though she’d left behind pieces of herself on purpose
            for me to find. My fingers skirting the edges of the paper, I can’t seem to stop my hands from shaking. I look at Laurie.
            “Have you read it?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” he admits.

         
         I unfold the piece of paper, and Soey’s writing blooms on the page, like a magic trick. In my hands, the letter feels electric,
            alive and pulsing.
         

         
         
            Hey Mr. Turner,

            I’m sorry about the dirty magazine. Don’t be mad at me, OK??! I only said you gave it to me because if Mum knew it was mine
               she would BEAT THE CRAP OUT OF ME. You know she’s totally nuts! Anyway, I just want to say thank you for the piano lessons,
               they are totally helping me a lot. I listened to Glassworks and like it soooooo much. The arpeggios in “Opening” remind me of watching the sunrise at this special place I go to.
            

            Anyway, I know I can be a real pain, I’m REALLY REALLY sorry okay?!! I just wanna tell you you’re a REALLY REALLY great teacher
               and I’m sorry for being a jerk or whatever. Something really bad happened to me last summer and it’s so bad I can’t even tell
               anyone about it. Not a single person. Not even my best friend. And that makes me so angry that sometimes I want to scream
               at the top of my lungs and make everyone around me suffer just as much as I am. I know it’s wrong and I’m sorry if I take
               it out on you sometimes. It’s nice to know you care about me, you’re literally the only adult I can trust. Like the other
               day when you said I was a prodigy, and I thought about that a lot and who knows, maybe one day I might make you proud! What
               do you think of that, Mr. Turner? Maybe you’ll go and see a concert one day and I’ll be sitting at the piano. Nothing would
               make me happier because I think you’re the best teacher EVER and I’m sorry again for how I’ve been lately but don’t ever give
               up on me OKAY?!!!
            

            Your best student, (HAHA) Soey

         

         I look at the date. Soey had written the letter just months before Daiyu’s murder. I break my promise to Laurie as one tear after another rolls down my cheeks. I reread the line: Something really bad happened to me last summer. Last summer. I try to think of what we did the summer before Daiyu was attacked, but as before, nothing specific comes to
            mind. I’d thought we knew everything there was to know about each other. Our histories so intertwined, we could tell each
            other’s stories as convincingly as our own. How could I have missed something this big and what could it be?
         

         
         Laurie looks at me anxiously. “You said you wouldn’t cry.”

         
         I bat away my tears and force a smile. “They’re happy tears, Laurie, it’s a gift getting something like this.”

         
         “You know I’m not a little kid anymore. You don’t have to sugarcoat things for me now.”

         
         I look at his young, serious face, and feel a range of emotions passing through. I reach over, pull him into a hug. “I’m glad
            you showed this to me, Laurie. Thank you. I feel it’s important somehow.”
         

         
         He pats my back. “Yeah, I kind of figured that too. I don’t know why that is. I just thought maybe you should see it.”

         
         “Do you mind if I hang on to this?”

         
         “Yeah, sure. I mean, I was gonna give it to Mr. Turner, but you can keep it if you want.”

         
         I tuck the note safely into my top drawer, my mind reeling. I had no idea Mr. Turner meant as much to Soey as he did. She’d
            always given him a hard time, and as a kid, I didn’t think too deeply about this. But now it was obvious she pushed his buttons
            because she felt safe with him.
         

         
         As though sensing what I’m thinking, Laurie says, “He’s not a bad guy at all. Even when he was mean to me, I felt there was
            a reason behind it, like he was sad about something or whatever . . .”
         

         
         Outside we hear dad’s Tarago pull into the driveway. Mum is through the door in moments, calling Laurie’s name. She must have seen his shoes out front. 

         
         We meet her in the hallway, and she begins chiding him for not visiting her more often. Grabbing his hands, she leads him
            into an impromptu dance. He laughs, flicks his fringe back from his eyes. She runs a hand through his hair, clucks her tongue.
            “I cut now for you, okay?”
         

         
         He nods. “Okay.”

         
         She asks, “You want dumpling?”

         
         His face lights up. “Yes, please!”

         
         

         Mum is missing a few ingredients, so I take a short walk to the bustling shopping strip of Cabramatta. Under the spotlight
            of the hot, afternoon sun, my journey takes on a dreamlike quality, even though I have been down this path more times than
            I can count. The busy Woolworths car park to my left, the mobile phone store on the corner—landmarks of my childhood. Soey’s
            childhood too.
         

         
         In the distance I catch sight of the multistory parking lot. I think of the letter Soey wrote to Mr. Turner. The arpeggios in “Opening” remind me of watching the sunrise at this special place I go to. I close my eyes, imagine us in our adolescence, scrambling onto the roof of the stairwell as dawn is breaking. The soft warm
            light sweeping over the concrete pillars. Cabramatta below us, just waking up.
         

         
         I open my eyes to the hot, oppressive sun. Suddenly, I feel dizzy, steady myself against a nearby power pole. My breath grows ragged. Moving forward or back seems impossible, so I stay exactly where I am. My heart hammers with an irregular beat, my chest constricting. I suck air into my lungs, but it is not enough. I crouch down on my haunches, wanting to be low to the ground, feeling safer there. I cup my face in my hands, wait for the anxiety to subside. After a few more labored breaths, I get up, force myself to take a step, and then another. 

         
         

         At the Chinese grocers, I am browsing the chilled section where I see a blond woman staring with a perplexed expression at
            the broad range of dumpling skins. She looks so lost, so out of place. I figure she must have seen a cooking show on the Food
            Network, and was inspired to make dumplings, making the brave trek here to gather authentic ingredients. She reminds me of
            Ashley.
         

         
         “Those ones are the best,” I say, pointing out a brand of dumpling skins Mum used.

         
         She turns to me, her face flooding with relief. “Oh—thank you!” she gushes. With a wide smile, she picks up the pack of dumpling
            skins I had suggested, placing it in her basket.
         

         
         My mind lingers over this simple interaction as I add fresh shitake mushrooms, ginger, and spring onion to my own basket.
            I relish feeling useful, something that has been sorely missing from my life. I realize it has been such a long time since
            I was the authority of anything, even if it was such a small, inconsequential thing as knowing the best brand of dumpling
            skins.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixteen

         
         By late November, the wedding invites have all been handed out and my situation with Vinnie takes a dark turn. The concept
            of a dragon baby had bloomed in Mum’s mind like a virus—insidious and all-consuming—driving her to close ranks with Auntie
            as the two fixated on what had begun as a casual remark from a well-meaning couple. They discussed timings and schedules,
            coerced me into a range of fertility tests where I was poked and prodded, my cervix scraped, my breasts squashed flat in a
            plastic vise, my vagina probed by a phallic-shaped camera to scan my ovaries. The fact that Auntie had latched on to the idea
            of the dragon baby with such fervor led me to question whether it was she who had planted the idea in Mum’s mind in the first
            place. If the well-meaning couple were little more than pawns in her game.
         

         
         More than ever, things start to feel like they’re spiraling out of my control. Dad’s passivity, Mum’s insistence, and Auntie’s dogged determination had somehow grounded the unthinkable into reality, and for me to refute it would mean putting a stop to the marriage. Which doesn’t feel as simple as I had initially thought. As the days wear on, and I find myself marooned in this strangeness, the lines of reality become increasingly blurred, so I find myself wondering if I am living in an artificial world. Everything Jen warned me about was now coming into fruition. She said her mother must have a master plan. And now, I am beginning to suspect that the baby could be the reason why Auntie had pulled me into this vortex, laid crumbs at my feet, luring me in one step at a time. I can’t imagine how much planning and patience had gone into such a plan as this. She had always exerted control over our family, and this was the ultimate win for her. And if I am right, and the dragon baby is the master plan, that means there is a fail-safe, as Jen had said there would be. Auntie would not go to all this trouble to have me pull the plug at the last moment. As for what this fail-safe could be, that remains to be seen. 

         
         

         Less than a fortnight before the wedding, Auntie sends my parents on a surprise trip to Cambodia. At the eleventh hour, Vinnie’s
            elderly grandma had insisted on attending, and they were tasked with the job of escorting the old woman back to Sydney. Feeling
            uneasy about the trip, I beg Mum not to go. But as usual, my words fall on deaf ears as she brims with self-importance, as
            though she were an executive sent on an important business trip. Dad is quiet as usual, but the night before they are due
            to fly, I catch him standing at the world map stuck up in our hallway, tracing a finger from Sydney to Phnom Penh.
         

         
         Vinnie comes by the next morning, loads their cases into his car. He asks me, “Are you coming along to see your parents off?”

         
         “Of course. Do you think it’s a good idea for them to be going away, so close to the wedding?”

         
         “Why not? There’s plenty of time left. They’ll even get to do some sightseeing.”

         
         “They’ve never been overseas before, not since settling here in Sydney. They barely know anyone in Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge
            burned their entire village to the ground. Hardly anyone survived.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry, our family will take good care of ’em.”

         
         He reaches into the glove compartment, pulls out travel documents, and hands them to Mum. She looks them over, lips moving, as though in pantomime to the words on the page, even though she can barely read a word of English. But she’d refused to let me look them over, brushing me off with a harried sigh. She slots the documents into her handbag, her face shifting into a look of anticipation. 

         
         My parents settle themselves in the backseat of Vinnie’s car. Mum remarks on how immaculate it is. Once we’re on our way,
            she hands out banh mi sandwiches she’d picked up from the bakery earlier that morning. She checks her passport intermittently,
            chastises Dad about dropping crumbs all over his trousers.
         

         
         When we arrive at Sydney airport, Vinnie finds a car park, and we walk my parents into the terminal and help them check in.
            As we say our goodbyes, Mum cups a hand over his cheek, calls him son. Dad shakes his hand.
         

         
         On the drive back, Vinnie drops the nice guy act. He is quiet and surly, blasting hip-hop music and tailgating the odd car
            in an aggressive way. He says things like “Fucking Sunday drivers” and “C’mon, step on it, you ugly old bag.”
         

         
         I sit low in my seat, wishing I could disappear. We get dirty looks from almost every driver we pass.

         
         I turn the sound down and ask, “What’s wrong?”

         
         “It’s Jen,” he says with a scowl. “She’s being a lil’ bitch.”

         
         “How so?”

         
         “Well, I’m getting married. She’s s’posed to be helping Mum, but she’s doing fuck all. Dunno what her problem is. She’s such
            a drip, a real fucking loser. Such an embarrassment to our family. Maybe you can have a word with her. Get the useless bitch
            to pull up her socks.”
         

         
         “We had a fight, so she’s not even talking to me at the moment.”

         
         “What did you two fight about?”

         
         I think of the intervention at Helene’s place, Jen’s pained expression. “Well, what do you think?”

         
         At this, he punches the steering wheel, partially sounding the horn. He slams his foot on the pedal, accelerating. My eyes
            go fearfully to the speedometer, watching it twitch, then climb by alarming degrees. I clutch the grab handles of his car.
            “Can you slow down?”
         

         
         He skids into a side street, slams the brakes. For a moment, he just sits there, gripping the steering wheel, breathing heavily.
            Then he turns to me, eyes full of venom. “I’m so fucking sick of this shit. You agreed to marry me, Mei. Stop acting like
            you’re being forced into it. Either get with the program or call off the wedding.” He pulls out his phone, waves it inches
            from my face. “I can call Mum right now, if you want. Tell her the whole thing’s off. I don’t have to put up with this shit
            from you or my sister.”
         

         
         I sit there, heart racing, overwhelmed by indecision. I could get married, find out the truth, get out. Do my own double cross.
            But what about the fail-safe? Could it be my parents, about to board the plane?
         

         
         “Well?” says Vinnie, fingers drumming the dash. “What’s it gonna be—are we doing this or not? You’re either all in, or you’re
            out. It’s up to you. But I’m not putting up with this wishy-washy shit anymore.”
         

         
         “W-wait,” I stammer. My mind races. I feel so close to the truth. I see a flicker of it, just at the edge of my peripheral.

         
         “You know what—fuck it, I’m calling Mum. You think you’re hot shit, don’t ya? That you can keep disrespecting me, and I’ll
            just take it. Well, guess what, you stupid bitch. I’m only marrying you to give Mum the dragon baby she wants so badly. She
            won’t hand over the copy shop until she gets one. But I can find some other dumb chick to impregnate.” He stops, realizes
            what he’s given away.
         

         
         “So that’s it then—this is about your mum wanting a dragon baby.”

         
         He doesn’t say anything, but I see it in his eyes—the confirmation of Auntie’s diabolical plan. I want to laugh. The dragon
            baby was the prize she’d been gunning for all along. She’d held that card close to her chest while drawing me in with the
            promise of easy money, preying on my vulnerability. My job loss and relationship breakdown. Didn’t they say that’s when demons
            possess you? When you were at your lowest? I see it now, the masterful way she had lured me in. Now I know why Jen had been
            so insistent about me staying away from Auntie, how she’d tried to warn against her own mother, at great risk to herself.
            She was only trying to protect me. All she’s ever done was try to protect me. And now I am so far in, I don’t know if I’ll
            ever be able to get out. Auntie had taken possession of my parents’ house. As of this morning, she has them hostage in Cambodia.
            I never saw that coming. But Jen said Auntie always had a fail-safe. And she’s after a dragon baby. But now I know her master
            plan, I’m going to make damn sure she never gets that far. I’ll throw myself down the stairs before I let that happen. She
            has her plan, but I have mine.
         

         
         Tired of waiting, Vinnie drops his thumb on the call button. I lunge at him, wrestling the phone from his grip. We get into
            a struggle. He elbows me in the ribs, and I gasp, break away.
         

         
         “Don’t call your mum, Vinnie—don’t,” I beg, desperate to placate him. Otherwise this would have all been for nothing. “I’m
            sorry, Vinnie, I’m sorry—okay? I want to get married. I want to go through it like we planned. We’ve both got a lot to gain
            from this, okay? Let’s be grown-ups about it.”
         

         
         To my relief, he sets his phone down. “Well then stop going around with your nose in the air, like some stuck-up bitch. Cindy
            thinks you’re a fucking snob. Maybe treat me and my friends with some goddamn respect.”
         

         
         “Okay, I’m sorry,” I insist. He starts up the car and we’re quiet for the rest of the drive back to Cabramatta. I break my silence when he drives straight past my street. “You missed a turn.” 

         
         He casts me a sidelong glance. “Do you reckon Mum’s gonna let you stay at the house all by yourself—so Jacques can come around
            and fuck you? Mess up her dragon baby schedule? Do you think we’re gonna let that happen?”
         

         
         At the next light, I fumble for the latch of the door. “Vinnie, let me out. I can walk home from here.”

         
         He activates the child lock with a click. “You’re gonna stay at our house until the wedding.”

         
         “Come on, I promised Dad I’ll take care of his garden while he’s away.”

         
         “Fuck his garden.”

         
         

         I can’t remember the last time I’d been to Auntie’s house. But I can clearly recall the first. That twenty-minute drive from
            the eclectic mess of Cabramatta into the heart of suburbia—paved footpaths, treelined streets, and shopping malls. Everything
            orderly, from neatly trimmed hedges to letterboxes with brass numbers shiny and perfectly intact. Children riding their bikes.
            People walking their dogs.
         

         
         The two-story white brick bungalow had seemed like a mansion to my kid self, with its manicured garden and grand, wrought
            iron gates. Auntie had bought the place after her windfall, the one she’d parlayed into her reign as the formidable loan shark
            queen of Cabramatta. Back then, Jen was the only person I knew who lived in a house with a staircase. I’d brought my rainbow
            Slinky to the house the day she moved in, and we spent hours watching the springy contraption summersault its way down the
            stairs.
         

         
         Today, the place is abuzz with people, stringing up wedding decorations and rearranging furniture. Vinnie’s gang is here, Cindy throwing her arms around me the minute we’re through the front door. 

         
         “Here comes the bride,” she chortles, already half-drunk.

         
         Auntie is in the kitchen, talking to the local witch doctor. Mum had sought her services once, when a freckle under my eye
            was considered unlucky. I still remember, at ten years of age, being pinned to a massage chair at the woman’s house as she
            plunged a fire needle repeatedly into my cheek.
         

         
         Now, she is in Auntie’s kitchen, waving a hand over a boiling concoction of Chinese medicine. She catches sight of me, coaxes
            me over with the crook of her finger. I approach her with a sense of trepidation, tense up when she places her hand flat against
            my belly. She presses lightly on my abdomen, exchanges an indeterminate look with Auntie, then nods toward the stove. Auntie
            takes the medicinal soup off the boil, pours it into a mug, thrusting it to me. Some kind of fertility drink, I imagine. They
            must have been expecting me, as though Auntie had, in advance, marked the spot where I am now standing. I stare down at the
            cup of bubbling black liquid, try not to gag at the putrid smell. I wait for it to cool, then drink it over the sink, holding
            my nose.
         

         
         When I’m done, Auntie leads me to a door, secured with a padlock. Jen’s warning rings in my ears. My mouth goes dry as Auntie
            jams the key in the lock. Inside waits the marital bed she has prepared for me and Vinnie. She tells me I can stay here while
            my parents are away, leaves me to settle in for now. Later, Vinnie will take me home to collect some of my things.
         

         
         I wander around the room zombie-like, in a state of bewilderment. The extent of Auntie’s yearning is evident as I take in the details of the room. The king-size bed by the picture window, overlooking the garden. The display shelf filled with curios that must have taken years to accumulate. Strange totems of money and fertility, a fiery dragon languishes in a nest of gold ingots, a tiny porcelain boy urinates into a stream, a woman carved from jade cradles her swollen belly. Anne Geddes portraiture of babies placed in egg cups or sleeping peacefully in womb-shaped basinets decorate the walls. 

         
         Down the hall, I knock on Jen’s bedroom door. It opens a fraction, and I can glimpse through that small crack, her eye peering
            through. “Jen,” I say. She shuts the door, and I try again. “Please, I just want to talk to you for a minute.” There is silence
            on the other side. I wait, press my cheek against the door. “Please, Jen . . .”
         

         
         She must hear the desperation in my voice because she relents, lets me in. I take one look around and dissolve into tears.
            I have never seen a place so depleted in my entire life, stripped of any personality, such a contrast to the vibrant, expressive
            space I remember from my childhood. It spoke of a woman who had long since outgrown these repressive walls but was never allowed
            to leave. Never allowed to live. The bedspread, the armchair, the desk—everything was soulless and gray, like the waiting
            room of a doctor’s clinic. No books or DVDs, not a single photograph or memento. The shades, partway down, diminishing the
            sunlight. The walls are completely bare. It is as though Jen hasn’t allowed an ounce of who she is to touch this place. As
            though offering anything to this room would feel like a betrayal of herself.
         

         
         “I didn’t know, Jen,” I sob, gesturing around me. “I didn’t know you lived like this, I didn’t.” I try to think of the last
            time I was here, but I can’t. It would have been more than a decade. I had left her here, in this desolate place, while I
            went on with my life, oblivious. Moved out of Cabramatta, lived in blissful ignorance with Jacques. Met her for the occasional
            coffee or dinner, listened to her complaints about her family but never imagined it had been this dire. I feel racked with
            guilt. How could I have abandoned my friend like that?
         

         
         She says, “It’s okay, Mei. I’m an adult, I could have found a way to leave. It just got harder as the years went by.” After a pause she whispers, “It’s not too late for you, though.” 

         
         “Your mum wants me to have a dragon baby. That’s her master plan.” I relay my conversation with Vinnie, then tell her about
            the marital room.
         

         
         Jen drops to a sitting position on her bed, her expression bleak. “I tried to warn you, Mei. At Helene’s place, I tried to
            warn you. She’s had that room locked for a while now. She must have been planning this for ages.”
         

         
         I think back to the intervention. It seems like a lifetime ago now. As though I had aged several years since then. “I’m sorry,
            I really am. I should have listened to you.”
         

         
         She raises her hands, then lets them fall limply. A gesture of surrender. We are quiet for a few moments. Then I ask after
            Kath and Helene.
         

         
         “Helene’s still in town, but I haven’t caught up with her or Kath. Mum’s keeping an extra close watch on me leading up to
            the wedding. She doesn’t trust me.”
         

         
         “You know how you said she’ll have a fail-safe? Well, she’s sent my parents to Cambodia, to escort your grandma back for the
            wedding. I’m scared she’s going to hold them hostage, to get me to cooperate. I think that’s her fail-safe.”
         

         
         Jen nods, dejected. “I think you’re right. Mum knows a lot of people in Cambodia, ex-Khmer Rouge who never had to pay for
            their crimes. Some who are still in high levels of government today. I just wish you’d never gotten yourself wrapped up in
            all of this. I know you were in a desperate situation, but you have options.”
         

         
         I sit down on the bed beside her. “Jen, can I ask you something?”

         
         She looks at me, suddenly guarded. “What is it?”

         
         I choose my words carefully. “Can you tell me what Vinnie meant, about Soey ruining your life? Can you just tell me?”

         
         She starts to tremble all over.

         
         “Jen,” I say, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong. What is it?” And then it hits me. “You know, don’t you?
            You know about the snow globe. You know it has something to do with Daiyu’s murder.”
         

         
         She shrugs me off. “It has nothing to do with Daiyu’s murder.”

         
         “If you know something, Jen, why won’t you tell me? Why would you let me go through all of this?”

         
         “Let you go through all of this?” She chokes, incredulous.

         
         “What is it about the snow globe? Were you with Soey in the playroom? Did you see her take the snow globe?”

         
         She shakes her head, hands twisting in her lap.

         
         “You need to tell me, Jen. Please, I need to know.”

         
         When she speaks, her voice is barely above a whisper. “I can’t.”

         
         I let out a breath. It was as good as an admission from Jen. I say, as delicately as possible, “You can tell me—just tell
            me what it is.”
         

         
         “I can’t.”

         
         “Why? Is it because of your mum?”

         
         Her eyes stare into my mine, wide and tremulous. Then she nods.

         
         “Look at me, I’m marrying your brother, Jen. What more can they do to me?”

         
         She shakes her head. “You really have no idea, Mei. You really don’t.”

         
         “Try me.”

         
         She opens her mouth to speak, when there is sharp knock on the door. She leaps to her feet, eyes fearful.

         
         Vinnie pokes his head around the door. He looks from me to Jen, eyes narrowing.

         
         “Mei was just asking me about wedding stuff,” Jen blurts, averting her eyes from him.

         
         “Whatever,” Vinnie says, belligerent. He turns to me. “Mum said I should take you home to grab your stuff. I got a lot on
            today so let’s get going.”
         

         
         

         The following week, Auntie takes me to a bridal store in Bankstown with Cindy and Tammy in tow. The shop is in a mini mall,
            wedged between a nail salon and a place that sells futon beds. Inside the store the shopgirl fawns over Auntie, sitting her
            down in a chair and serving hot tea.
         

         
         Cindy pulls a dress from the rack, holds it up against her body in the mirror, pouting. “Whatcha reckon, Mei? Think Johnny
            would pop the question if he saw me in this?” Cindy’s been with Johnny for years, and it’s no secret she’s been hounding him
            for a ring.
         

         
         Tammy jokes, “Why buy the cow when you can have the milk for free?” She doesn’t have a mean bone in her body and most likely
            is only parroting a line she’s heard somewhere, but Cindy takes offense.
         

         
         With a scowl she shoots back, “So, how many cows ya reckon Trung’s been milking then?”

         
         At this, Tammy looks utterly crestfallen, like she’s about to cry. Annoyed by the sudden tension, Auntie clears her throat,
            purses her betel-stained, orange-rimmed lips. Cindy puts the dress back on the rack, mutters something about going out for
            a smoke. Tammy trails behind her, speaking in a conciliatory tone, clearly anxious to get back into her good graces.
         

         
         The shopgirl comes over, appraises my body shape, then picks out a handful of hire dresses for me to try. There will be three wedding dresses in total—one for the tea ceremony, another two for the reception. The first cheongsam fits me like a glove, and Auntie sits back, gives a nod of approval to the shopgirl. I stare down the bloodred silk draping the length of my body, a cascade of gold embroidered phoenixes and flowers. I imagine myself erupting into flames, reduced to ashes before remerging as a bird or an airplane, anything with wings. 

         
         Afterward we go for yum cha. At the table, I check the time on my phone. My parents should be boarding their flight back home.
            I think back to my phone conversation with Mum the night before, her voice bubbling with delight as she extolled the virtues
            of Auntie’s family with whom she is staying, how hospitable they’ve been. I tried to warn her, make her understand she had
            to tread carefully, but she had brushed me off, launching into another story about the bowl of Phnom Penh noodle soup she
            had, how delicious it was and that it had only cost her pennies.
         

         
         A cart comes to our table and Auntie selects a variety of dishes: chicken feet, spring rolls, and har gow.

         
         Cindy leans in toward me. “Mei, have you been to the lingerie store?”

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         “If I were you, I’d skip the department store stuff and go straight to the sex shops.” She rattles off a list of stores she
            frequents. “You gotta keep ya man interested, Mei. Do you know what gets Johnny really horny? Watching pornos together. Especially
            the girl-on-girl stuff. He loves that.” She nudges Tammy, who blushes. “Don’t be like this bitch who can’t even get her man
            hard. Or he’ll go lookin’ somewhere else.”
         

         
         My phone rings. I see it’s Mum and my stomach twists itself into knots. I answer, but the line is patchy, Mum’s voice cutting in and out. I check my reception, only one bar. I excuse myself, find the stairs, go up to the highest level of the mini mall. I check my phone, another bar. Good. I find a quiet place, away from the noise of the gaming arcade, press the phone tight against one ear, stick my finger in the other. “Mum, are you still there?” 

         
         Her voice comes through clearer. She is hysterical. “Mei,” she sobs. And in Teochew, “They won’t let us board the plane. They’re
            keeping us here.” My anxiety skyrockets. Although I’d been half expecting something like this, it still hits me hard. Here it was, the fail-safe.
            Just as I feared.
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         After a long pause, she explains how they’ve had a processing issue at the border. Something to do with their visas. I bite
            my tongue, resist the urge to say “I told you so.” The bottom line is, they weren’t allowed to leave the country and come
            back home until a large sum of money is paid to immigration.
         

         
         “How much?” I ask, dreading her answer.

         
         She tells me the amount, and I shut my eyes, feeling suddenly dizzy. The line cuts out. In a daze, I make my way back down
            to the yum cha restaurant, to the table where Auntie is stuffing her mouth full of siu mai.
         

         
         She stops chewing and asks, “Mei Mei, what wrong?” But it’s clear from her expression she already knows.

         
         Still, I reiterate my conversation with Mum as calmly as I can manage. I don’t want to make a scene here. “Can you wire the
            money over?”
         

         
         Cindy and Tammy exchange uneasy looks.

         
         “No money. I spend already too much money,” Auntie says, alluding to the wedding. She reaches across the table, picks up a
            chicken foot.
         

         
         “You’ll make all the money back and more. But Mum can’t travel back in time and attend her daughter’s wedding. You know how much this day means to her.” Although I wasn’t sure how everything will go down with Vinnie, I wanted Mum to have her moment, to be there with all the guests fawning over her, to experience that once in her life. Again, I insist, “Please, Auntie. You can’t do this to her. She’s your oldest friend. She’ll never get over it.” 

         
         Auntie sucks at the end of the chicken foot, her grotesque, orange-stained mouth chewing noisily at the gristle. She takes
            her time with the foot, only setting it down once it is picked clean. In Teochew she snarls, “Your parents can return once
            you marry Vinnie. If you don’t, they might not come back at all. Maybe they’ll get into the wrong car. Maybe they’ll crash—”
            Auntie bangs her fist hard onto the table, the plates jumping. In English she hisses, “Maybe they die!”
         

         
         

         As though things couldn’t get any worse, that same night, I come down with a bad case of food poisoning. It goes on for days,
            my body racked with pain as I dry retch, unable to keep my food down, only acid and bile churning in my stomach. In this feverish
            state, I feel weak and vulnerable, my head going around in circles, full of regrets. The only saving grace is I’m too ill
            to attend the hens’ night Cindy had planned for me.
         

         
         On the eve of the wedding, I find myself alone in the dark, on the bathroom floor, when I hear the bedroom door creak open.
            I peer out of the en suite, watch as a shadowy figure crosses the room. I blink. In my delirium I think I’m seeing things,
            my heart catching in my throat. But then to my relief, I realize it’s Jen. She joins me on the floor, gently rubs my back.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Jen,” I croak.

         
         “For what?” she asks.

         
         “I don’t know. For everything, I guess.”

         
         “It’s okay.”

         
         “I don’t deserve you.” Tears well up in my eyes.

         
         She makes soothing noises. “Well, you’ve got me.”

         
         Despite how lousy I feel, I still manage a smile. “I’ve really fucked everything up.”

         
         She doesn’t disagree, and I suddenly have an urgent need to spew out everything that’s been swirling around in my head. “I
            don’t know what I was thinking, getting myself into this messed-up situation. Now your mum is hell-bent on the dragon baby,
            and I don’t want to sleep with Vinnie. The thought makes me feel sick to my stomach. But they’ve got my parents hostage in
            Cambodia. I never saw that coming. Things are going from bad to worse, and every day, I live with this awful dread in the
            pit of my stomach, waiting for the next bad thing.”
         

         
         “Welcome to my world,” Jen says, grimly.

         
         “I wish I’d known how bad it was for you here. I should have known. I should have done something about it.”

         
         She pushes a lock of hair from my face. “All I wanted was to keep you away from my family, as far away as possible. And now
            you understand why. Now you know what you’re dealing with.”
         

         
         I nod, tears running down my cheeks. I reach for the tissue roll, blow my nose. “I feel like I’m going crazy. I don’t even
            trust myself anymore. I keep trying to grasp at straws, trying to keep my promise to Soey. I keep asking you things that I
            shouldn’t be asking. And nothing makes any sense.”
         

         
         “You’re not crazy,” Jen says quietly. “There are things I’ve had to keep from you. Not because I want to, but because however
            bad things seem, Mum is capable of a whole lot worse. But I don’t have the answer you want. I don’t know what happened to
            Daiyu in the woods that day. I don’t believe Vinnie does either, unless he knows something I don’t.”
         

         
         “This thing you’re talking about—it has nothing to do with Daiyu’s killer?”

         
         Jen squeezes her eyes shut as though to steel herself. Then she looks at me with an expression that sends chills down my spine. “No, it doesn’t. But something did happen on the farm long ago. And I think you should know as well, because it concerns you and your family. When I tell you what Mum did, it will all make sense to you.” 

         
         In the dark, I can barely make out her expression. I try to anticipate what she will say next, try to brace myself for whatever
            dark truth she is about to unearth. I hold my breath and wait. And then.
         

         
         “Mei Mei!”

         
         I nearly jump out of my skin. Auntie must have been listening at the door.

         
         Jen scrambles to her feet. “Mummy?”

         
         “What you talking?” she screams at Jen. “What you saying?”

         
         Auntie flicks the switch and light floods the bathroom, dazzling me. I squeeze my eyes shut, see dark spots everywhere. Then
            a sharp, piercing scream and I force them open. To my horror, I see Auntie, fists clenched, raining blows on her daughter’s
            face and chest.
         

         
         “Stop! Stop!” I cry.

         
         Auntie ignores me, forces Jen into a kneeling position and orders her to beg for forgiveness. Jen presses her hands together, as though in prayer, wailing an apology. The sight is so disturbing, I make several attempts to get Jen to her feet. But she resists, paralyzed with fear. Auntie shoves me aside. Her eyes are wild with rage. In my weakened state, I am no match for her strength. Her ugly, orange mouth, like a rabid dog, barking a string of insults at me, her spit raining on my face. She turns her attention back to Jen, grabbing items from the bathroom cabinet, a bar of soap, a pair of scissors, a half-empty bottle of Eagle oil. She hurls each item at Jen, who holds up her hands protectively, begging her mum to stop. The Eagle oil bounces off Jen’s shoulder and smashes onto the ground, filling the bathroom with a strong, medicinal scent. “Chi sin!” Auntie roars, jabbing a finger into the middle of Jen’s forehead. She falls back, cuts her hand on the broken bottle, blood
            gushing down her palm. Auntie sees this, steps onto her injured hand, grinding it farther into the glass. Jen howls with pain.
         

         
         “Mummy,” she sobs. “Mummy, stop, please stop!”

         
         I throw myself in front of Jen, try to act as a barrier. An electric toothbrush hits the side of my head. Auntie grabs my
            hair with both hands, slams my back into the wall. The impact reverberates through my frail body, I can feel my bones rattling.
         

         
         She kicks Jen, hard. “Bad girl! Dirty girl! Eat shit! Puk gai!”
         

         
         Vinnie appears at the door, bleary-eyed. “What’s going on?”

         
         Auntie tells him in vicious tones about Jen’s betrayal.

         
         He narrows his eyes at Jen. “You fucking bitch. We told you to keep your mouth shut. And you go behind our backs, after everything
            we’ve done for you.”
         

         
         “Don’t talk to her like that,” I hiss.

         
         He looks at me, eyes full of menace. “Or what?”

         
         I take a step back.

         
         “What the fuck you gonna do, Mei?” he challenges me.

         
         “It’s okay, Mei,” Jen says, struggling to her feet, cradling her injured hand.

         
         “Get the fuck back into your room,” Vinnie spits at her.

         
         She hobbles fearfully past him, stumbles, almost trips.

         
         He shoves her roughly. “Fucking idiot.”

         
         I open my mouth to defend her, but he shuts me down with a long, withering look, jabs a finger at me. “You—stay the fuck away
            from my sister. I don’t want the two of you talking shit about us. We’re getting married tomorrow and ya look like shit. Get
            some fucking sleep.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seventeen

         
         By the time morning comes, I am wide awake, have not slept a wink. My stomach remains unsettled. The stale smell of vomit
            and Eagle oil permeates the room, a reminder of the disturbing night before, witnessing Jen’s shocking abuse. I push back
            the sheets, shake the harrowing images from my mind. Getting up, I throw open the window. In the en suite, I scrub the bathroom
            with detergent, but I can’t seem to get rid of the sour smell. I dry retch into the basin, then stick my head under the tap,
            swallow a gulp of water. Then I get in the shower, turning the water scalding hot. I think of what Jen had said about the
            farm. What was she about to tell me before Auntie barged in? Something Auntie had done. Something bad. But it had nothing
            to do with Daiyu, did it? Maybe Vinnie knows.
         

         
         I dry off, look at myself naked in the bathroom mirror. My skin stretched taut over my rib cage, stomach concave, hip bones
            jutting out. My skin is pale and blotchy. Dark rings under my eyes. Ya look like shit, Vinnie had said. He’s right, I do. I look sick, possessed. The hours stretch before me, dark and forbidding, wanting the day to pass without having to go through it. Dreading the night when I will leave the reception and come back here to this bedroom, Vinnie climbing into bed with me. I feel a rush of revulsion at the thought. Suddenly, I can’t even remember why I am doing this. To keep our house. To find out the truth about Daiyu. You’re a martyr, Mei. You love nothing more than playing the victim. Helene’s voice in my head again.
         

         
         There is a sharp knock on my door. Then Cindy and Tammy burst into the room, hands laden with dresses, and a canvas grocery
            bag stuffed full of makeup and hairbrushes, a curling iron sticking out like a breadstick. “Today’s the big day,” Cindy sings,
            before rambling on in her usual, crude manner. She sits me down at the vanity, pulls things out of her shopping bag, and lays
            them on the table.
         

         
         “You should be a makeup artist for real, Cindy,” Tammy says, always ingratiating herself.

         
         “I am a makeup artist for real, dumbass,” Cindy retorts. “Vinnie’s paying me a hundred bucks for today.”

         
         “A hundred bucks?” Tammy cries, genuinely impressed. “That’s how much a professional costs.”

         
         Cindy shoots her a withering look, turning to me, a pair of tweezers in her hands. She plucks at my eyebrows, clucking her
            tongue at their unkempt state. “Vinnie wants you looking smokin’ hot tonight.” She says this in a suggestive tone. “He likes
            his girls to look sexy but not like whores or anything.” She laughs. “Okay, a bit like a whore.”
         

         
         I take in her fake lashes, push-up bra, lips pumped full of collagen, long, pointed nails.

         
         “Do you mean like you?” I know I’m being bitchy, but I can’t help it. Cindy gets on my nerves. Besides, she’s mean to Tammy.

         
         Cindy brushes me off with a laugh. “Nah, nothin’ like me. You’re real classy, Mei. I’m just gonna give you a bit of va-va-voom,
            cha-cha-cha.” She wriggles her hips.
         

         
         She continues plucking my eyebrows, smirking with satisfaction each time I wince in pain. It is obvious she enjoys hurting me. “You’re a lucky girl, Mei. Vinnie’s hot. You should treat him right.” When I don’t respond, she sneers. “Or someone else will do the job for ya.” With this, I am almost certain Vinnie is fucking Cindy behind Johhny’s back. 

         
         I sit wordlessly for the next hour and a half as Cindy barks orders at Tammy. The poor girl is berated for dropping a mascara
            wand, then accused of misplacing a makeup sponge. Tammy flits around nervously while Cindy plasters my face with foundation,
            tacks on false eyelashes, and teases my hair. She finishes me off with glitter spray, steps back, and admires her work. Tammy
            makes a fuss, clapping her hands, singing Cindy’s praises. “You look so beautiful, Mei, you look like a”—she struggles to
            find the words—“like a bride! You did such a good job, Cindy. You should do this for real. I mean, for real, real.”
         

         
         Ignoring her, Cindy turns my chair so I am facing the mirror. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it isn’t this. I want
            to laugh but I don’t. I look like a carbon copy of Cindy: big hair, big lashes, multitoned eye shadow, rouged cheeks, full,
            red lips—a caricature of myself. It’s fitting.
         

         
         They escort me out to the lounge, where the finishing touches are being made to the tea ceremony. Cushions positioned on the
            ground by a pair of elmwood oriental chairs, the lighting of incense. A large, oval mirror etched with “Vinnie & Mei” and
            the date of the wedding is hung above the mantelpiece.
         

         
         Johnny comes over, grabs Cindy around the middle, and she squeals. “What do ya think of her makeup, baby?” She gestures at
            me.
         

         
         Johnny says, looking me up and down. “Damn, baby, you did a good job. Mei looks fuckin’ hot.”

         
         Her eyes narrow at this. “You fuckin’ asshole.” She bashes his arm.

         
         He backs away, rubbing the spot he was struck. “What the fuck, woman!”

         
         “You’re s’posed to say I did a good job, not go on about how hot she is. That’s Vinnie’s wife, you fuckin’ perve.”

         
         They get into an argument, and Auntie comes storming over, sends them both out.

         
         Tammy timidly approaches me. “Mei, it’s about to start.”

         
         I nod, allow myself to be led to the cushions. In the oval mirror, I catch Jen walking into the room, a bandage over her injured
            hand. Scenes from last night flash through my mind. I press my lips. Our eyes meet, and her expression brings to mind the
            sad bride with my mother’s face. It is as though, dressed in my red cheongsam, I have stepped into her photographs, as though
            I have pasted myself into this scene of red satin curtains, red rose altar, strung-up red lanterns, red as a blood-soaked
            bedsheet. My face in this scene, no more preposterous than a tiger’s.
         

         
         The guests start to arrive. The show begins. Vinnie makes his entrance in his ceremonial gown, hands pressed together, meek
            and self-effacing. Our eyes lock. An understanding passes between us, but there is no warmth there. The tea ceremony begins.
            I kneel beside Vinnie on the embroidered cushions, serve tea to the elders who sit in the elmwood chairs, adorn me with gold
            jewelry, each necklace a tightening noose, every bracelet, another tether.
         

         
         

         The day blurs by: outfit changes, posing for the camera, an increasingly intoxicated Cindy, touching up my makeup, getting
            heavier with the rouge each time. The endless greetings and shaking of hands. The day lapses into the afternoon and then the
            evening comes, and I am full of apprehension. But there is no time to think. I am racing to the finish line, my focus is on
            getting there, getting through it, getting it over and done with. Then maybe I’ll know. I’ll finally know.
         

         
         We arrive at the Lucky Eight Club for the reception, and a member of the staff escorts the bridal party to the changing room, equipped with a vanity and three-seater couch. There is a table with drinks, and an assortment of snacks. The staff member leaves us to settle in. Cindy grabs a bag of crisps and flops onto the couch. She pops open a can of soda, takes a long swig, and burps loudly. In the vanity mirror, I see my upper lip is beaded with sweat, and I pat it with a napkin. Cindy jumps up with a scowl. “I gotta redo your lippy.” 

         
         “It looks fine,” I protest but she’s already whipped out the lipstick.

         
         Vinnie comes into the room. “The guests are starting to arrive, Mei. We gotta go and greet ’em now.”

         
         I follow him across the dance floor and to the entrance, where a vine-covered altar has been set up as a backdrop for photographs.
            We take our positions as husband and wife, greet guests as they come through the door, handing each a small, plastic rose.
         

         
         The band starts up. A woman in her forties croons, “I just called to say I love you.” The guests make their amble from us
            to Auntie, to the long table, draped in a red tablecloth, where she sits, emptying red packets of money. On the tablecloth,
            she writes the amount next to the name of the guest, accounting, as she always does, for every dollar. When I am asked about
            my parents’ absence, I repeat the same old story. Auntie’s mum wasn’t well. She couldn’t travel after all. My parents have
            stayed back to take care of her. It is a lie of course. But so is all of this.
         

         
         Halfway through the banquet Vinnie and I are brought to the center of the dance floor for vulgar wedding games. Vinnie, surrounded by a trio of leering uncles, has two eggs dropped down his trousers. A group of fussy aunties pull me into their fold, wrap a blindfold around my eyes, and instruct me to remove the eggs from down Vinnie’s pants. I am glad Dad is not here to witness this, to suffer the indignity of this grotesque spectacle, me feeling my way blindly to a pair of trousers, to the sound of encouragement from the MC. The room erupts into raucous laughter. The MC informs the room that I have the wrong guy. The invisible man pushes his crotch into my outstretched hand, more laughter. Like a fool, I keep feeling around the room, then finally find my target. I slip a trembling hand down Vinnie’s trousers. My hand rummaging around in his pants, impossible to avoid the bulge that waits for me there, to miss his sharp intake of breath. Still, I play the game. I fish around for the eggs and end up crushing both, my fingers coated in slimy yolk. 

         
         

         Due for an outfit change, I make my way to the bridal room. I am just about to round a corner when I catch a conversation
            between Vinnie and Johnny. I stop and listen.
         

         
         “Vinnie—you lucky bastard. You finally did it, huh? You got Mei to marry you.”

         
         “She’s always been hot for me, I told ya, didn’t I?”

         
         “Cindy’s done her makeup real nice too. Bet you’re gonna have a good time with her tonight, aye?”

         
         “Sure man, yeah. Her pussy’s gonna be real sore tomorrow.” Vinnie laughs.

         
         

         In the dressing room, I sit at the vanity, dabbing at my lipstick with a tissue, trying to par it down. I tear away my false eyelashes, incensed at how Vinnie had spoken about me. I imagine him the next day, full of stories and exaggerations. The leering, sideways glances I’ll have to endure from him and his friends. This wasn’t part of the deal. But what choice do I have? There was so much at stake. My parents in Cambodia, the house. The answer from Vinnie I am hanging all my hopes on. I cast a glance at the outfit laid out on the couch, a pale cheongsam, with a simple pattern of cranes, bursting into flight. How I envy those cranes. 

         
         With a heavy feeling, I get up and put on the dress. I have just pulled up the zip when there is a knock at the door. “Hey,
            can I come in for a second?” Vinnie calls.
         

         
         I open the door to let him in. He shuts it behind us, turns the lock. He is unsteady on his feet. Fumes coming off his breath.

         
         “I heard what you said to Johnny just now. Why would you speak about me like that?” I demand.

         
         He grins. “It was a joke. It’s a guy thing, you wouldn’t understand.”

         
         “It’s really disrespectful, Vinnie.”

         
         “Oh shit, we’ve been married for a second and you’re already turning into a nag.”

         
         I blanch at this.

         
         “Smile, it’s our wedding night. You’ve come this far, right? You don’t wanna blow it now, do you?”

         
         I force a smile.

         
         “There, that’s better.” He bends down to kiss me. I expect something chaste, a quick peck before we go back to our guests,
            but his mouth sucks greedily at mine, tongue probing into my mouth. I try to relax but my jaw clenches. I endure it for as
            long as I can before breaking away.
         

         
         He looks down at my body in a way that makes me shrink back. I grit my teeth, remind myself why I’m doing this, how close
            I am to learning the truth, but my body is in revolt.
         

         
         “I like how Cindy did your makeup.” He puts his hands on my hips, and the room seems to shrink around me. “It really turns
            me on.”
         

         
         “Our guests are waiting—we should get back outside.” I loosen myself from his grip, step toward the door, but he pounces on me from behind, yanks down the zip of my dress. Suddenly his mouth is on my neck, his hands grabbing roughly at my breasts. I try to disentangle myself as gently as I can, clumsily working the zip back up. “You’ll ruin my dress,” I chastise, trying to make light of it. 

         
         “So what? I paid for it.”

         
         “Your mother did,” I counter.

         
         His expression darkens, and I see the internal struggle behind his eyes. He grinds his jaw slowly, as though chewing through
            his anger. I take a step back.
         

         
         “Come on, Mei.” He drops his voice. “It’s our wedding night. We have a deal, remember? I’m so fucking hard right now. I’ll
            tell ya everything, right after we fuck. I promise.”
         

         
         “And if I say no, you’ll hold my parents hostage in Cambodia. Is that it?”

         
         He grits his teeth. “What game you playing, Mei?”

         
         “I’m not playing any game.”

         
         “Well, it’s too late now, isn’t it? We’re married.”

         
         “I can get the marriage annulled—it says so in the contract.”

         
         He grins, runs a hand over his jaw. “Yeah, well . . . there’s a caveat. Mum thought you’d chicken out, so she’s found a way
            to make sure ya don’t.”
         

         
         “It’s not going to work, Vinnie. I’ll find a way to get my parents back home. It’s only money, right? I can go back to Sarah
            and tell her I’ll take the book deal after all.”
         

         
         “You really think that’s it? Man, you’re a lot dumber than I thought.”

         
         I let out a bitter laugh. “Well, what else is there, Vinnie? What more can you take from me? I have nothing left.”

         
         A slow grin spreads across his face, and suddenly I am terrified. He speaks slowly, relishing the moment. “If you back out,
            we’ll send Jen to Cambodia.”
         

         
         The floor drops out from under me. My mind is reeling, trying to process what he is saying. This has come so left of field, it’s given me whiplash. “Wh-what do you mean, Vinnie?” I stammer. “What does Jen have to do with anything?” 

         
         “We’ll send her to Cambodia,” he repeats, face glowing. This is a masterstroke, and he knows it. He must have envisioned this
            moment, fantasized about it. Just to see the look on my face. “We’ll send her there for good.”
         

         
         “You can’t do that.”

         
         “We can’t? We can do whatever we want, haven’t you figured that out yet? We already married her off once, we can do it again.”

         
         My mouth goes dry. “Marry her off?”

         
         Vinnie relishes my reaction, how he’s managed to destabilize me. I can see how much it excites him. “There’s a guy high up
            in the government. Him and Mum go way back. He’s always had his eye on Jen. He’s more than twice her age, ugly as fuck. Heard
            he’s a sadistic bastard too. Beat his last wife to death, but Jen can’t be too picky now, can she?”
         

         
         There it is in full—the fail-safe I didn’t see coming. They were going to use Jen to keep me in line, have this threat hanging over my head until the day Auntie holds the dragon baby in her arms. And then, when they have no reason to keep Jen any longer, they will send her into the nightmare anyway, the one I have allowed them to create for her. Bile rises in my throat; I want to gag. Poor, sweet Jen, who had only ever had my best interests at heart. Who had tried time and time again to warn me about Auntie’s treachery. Tears of anguish form behind my eyes. I realize now I have to stop them. I’m the only one who can. My brain reconfigures itself, a new sense of purpose emerges, overriding everything else. I have to stop them, I will stop them, but Vinnie has me trapped in this room, and now he’s got a fistful of my hair in his grip. “Do you wanna know what happened to Daiyu? I can tell you right now. But you gotta make good on your deal first. Get down on your knees and beg.” 

         
         “I don’t want to know, Vinnie,” I say, realizing that I mean it. My mind has switched gears to focus entirely on Jen. Only
            Jen. I back away from him, and he moves with me, like a sick waltz.
         

         
         The couch bumps into the back of my knees and he has me trapped. His hand shoots up the side slit of my cheongsam, the tips
            of his fingers breaching the lining of my underwear, as he jams them inside me. I gasp in pain.
         

         
         “Vinnie—stop!” In a panic, I tug at his wrist, but he digs his fingers in deeper, his wedding ring cutting into my flesh.
            “That hurts, Vinnie, that really hurts!” I cry, somehow managing to yank his fingers out. He laughs, as though he’s just teasing.
            I am in full panic mode now, fighting him off as best I can. But he is determined, breathing hard, undoing his belt and unzipping
            his trousers. He takes out his penis, grotesque, veined, and purple.
         

         
         I am trembling. “No, no, I don’t want to, please, no.” My voice comes out watery and thin.

         
         “Shut up,” he growls, grabbing my hand and forcing it down to his crotch. I try to resist but he closes his fist over mine
            and starts pumping, groaning. I feel him under my palm, hard and sticky, like the egg yolk. His face, sweaty, glowing.
         

         
         I try to get my hand away. “Stop, Vinnie—stop! Please stop!”

         
         His lips curl into an ugly smirk. “Come on, do it for Jen.”

         
         At his words, I feel a murderous rage, eclipsing everything else. Do it for Jen. How dare he. This depraved, loathsome excuse for a man. Do it for Jen. Well, that’s exactly what I’ll do. Carefully, I fix my expression into something demure, stop resisting him. He relaxes as
            I close my fist gently around the shaft of his penis. He shuts his eyes and licks his lips. “That’s a good girl.”
         

         
         I drop my voice to a sultry murmur. “Do you like that, Vinnie?”

         
         “Uh-huh,” he moans.

         
         I cup his testicles in my hand. “Does that feel good?”

         
         “Uh . . . God, ah yes . . . yes.”

         
         I think of the crushed eggs and squeeze as hard as I can. He howls with pain, stumbling back, his stupid grin wiped clean.
            He backhands me across the cheek.
         

         
         “Bitch!” he spits.

         
         I am stunned enough for him to shove me onto the couch, his face pinched with fury. “You’re gonna pay for that!” And then
            he’s on top of me, tearing off my underwear, pulling up my dress. “Lie still,” he demands. “This dragon baby ain’t gonna make
            itself.”
         

         
         I allow my body to go limp, and he groans, stroking his erect penis, readying himself. For a split second, I let him think
            he has me, then I jam my knee into his groin with a loud, satisfying smack.
         

         
         He cries out, doubles over in pain, and it gives me a moment to get up from under him.

         
         I stumble to the door, fixing my dress.

         
         “Are you gonna do that every time?” he gasps.

         
         I walk out, slamming the door behind me.

         
         

         I stumble blindly into the banquet hall, look around frantically for Jen. I am going to drag her out of here, out of this life. I have to tell her about Auntie’s plan, that she is the fail-safe, not my parents, and that I have to get her out, am going to get her out, once and for all. I don’t care what it takes. I will call Sarah first thing tomorrow, groveling. Take the book deal, if it’s not too late. Sell my soul. My loyalties have shifted. What a mess I’ve made, trying to delve into the past. To know the unknowable. I made a promise to Soey, but that can wait now. I can’t do anything there, but I can do something now to save Jen. It’s my fault she’s in this mess. Only I can fix this. I feel a sharp pain between my legs, an oozing wetness, bleeding from where Vinnie had dug his fingers so violently into my flesh, where the wedding ring had snagged my skin. I can still feel his fingers, perhaps I always will. I understand now the extent of her family’s cruelty. It all makes sense now, the sterility of Jen’s bedroom. The abuse she has been subjected to. Auntie’s foot, grinding the broken glass into her hand. I will not allow her to suffer another minute in that house of horrors. 

         
         Someone touches my arm, and I swing around to see Ashley beaming at me. “Mei, finally! I was looking for you everywhere. Sorry
            I’m late, the traffic and all that. Anyway, I just want to say congrats and I love that dress. It’s so adorable. I’ve wanted
            one ever since I watched that movie—what was it, again? You know the one with Samantha from Sex and the City? Something about China, I think.”
         

         
         “Big Trouble in Little China,” I say, impatiently. Over her shoulder, I continue to scan the banquet hall looking desperately for Jen, my eyes moving
            past the tables littered with guests, sitting down, standing up, milling about.
         

         
         “Ah, Big Trouble in Little China, yes that’s it! Oh, by the way, my friend Debbie, you know the one who’s obsessed with that book. She showed me your Tumblr
            post.”
         

         
         “She did?” I say, distracted, finally spotting Jen, across the dance floor, standing next to Auntie, chatting with guests.
            I cast an uneasy look behind me. Any minute now Vinnie will figure out my intentions, any minute now, he’ll be out, and he’ll
            try to stop me from leaving and taking Jen with me. Any minute now and it will be too late, both our fates will be sealed.
            But I don’t care about myself. If I can get her out, I don’t care.
         

         
         “Anyway,” Ashley bats my arm. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         “Tell you what?”

         
         “Tell me that your Tumblr post—the one that everyone’s talking about, why didn’t you tell me it was about our silly old house?”

         
         I feel the air compress around me. Suddenly, I find it hard to breathe. I swallow hard, stare at her. “What do you mean your
            house?”
         

         
         “The house with the ants.” She laughs. “God, I hated that house.”

         
         My heart throbs in my throat. I grab her shoulders a little too hard. “You—you know the house with the ants? You know it?”

         
         “Of course I do, silly! That was our house—remember? When dad lost all that money, that’s the house Mum moved us into. She
            must have slipped your mum some cash to clean it for us. Anyway, the last tenants left a broken sugar bowl . . . all those
            ants, right? Mum said at first, she thought it was black paint on the walls, but then it started moving.” She shudders. “Gross. But that’s the day we found our cat, Muriel. Mei, you must remember?”
         

         
         And then I do, the memories coming one strobe light after another. I see the kitchen covered in ants, Mum frantically going
            through the cupboards. Then, like a camera panning out, I see Mrs. Anderson at the kitchen bench, a horrified look on her
            face. Ashley cradling a cat in her arms. Soey, still frustratingly out of frame, but I can sense her presence now, like a
            whisper. I squeeze my eyes shut. I am so close to the truth—I can feel it pulling me like an undertow. The Minnie Mouse tee,
            the snow globe, and now the house with the ants. Find the house with the ants and you’ll find Daiyu’s killer. Something to do with the farm, with the Andersons’.
         

         
         Ashley continues to ramble on, but I stop listening. There’s too much going on in my head right now, it will take time to sit down, piece it all together. And soon, I will have all the time in the world to do exactly that. But now, I must focus on what is right in front of me. I must focus on Jen, not get distracted. Everything else can wait. I must get to Jen first. Let her know what they have planned. Get her away from here. I don’t know how much time I have. I need to get her out of here before it’s too late. 

         
         “Ashley, I have to go,” I say, placing a hand on her arm. “Thanks for coming.”

         
         She grabs my arm. “Oh, before I forget—I wasn’t sure about the protocol—where to hand in this envelope. I couldn’t find a
            Chinese envelope, so I just used a regular one, I hope that’s okay. I did make sure it’s red though. And I know the amount
            is per head, but I included Dad, even though he couldn’t make it. Poor thing is feeling so unwell today. But he sends his
            love.”
         

         
         And then, as though she’d willed it, the doors burst open and Mr. Anderson comes striding through. “Dad,” cries Ashley, face
            lighting up. “You made it after all!” But he walks right past her, not looking at either of us, and her smile fades, replaced
            with a look of utter confusion. “Dad?”
         

         
         Mr. Anderson is in his dusty farm clothes, a sharp contrast to the wedding attire worn by the guests. He is holding something
            in one hand, heavy and truncated, marching straight toward Jen and Auntie. And I realize then with the murmurs of confusion
            around me, as the room devolves into screams of horror, that the thing in his hand is a sawn-off shotgun. My heart seizes
            in my chest.
         

         
         I watch in horror as he closes the distance between him and Auntie, cocks his gun, and sticks it in her face. She stares down
            the barrel, calmly, as though she knew this day would come, like one who makes a deal with the devil, and now he’d come to
            collect his dues. I set off as Ashley remains rooted to the spot, eyes wide, mouth ajar, disbelieving. A single tear rolls
            down her perfectly made-up cheek. “D-ad?” she stutters.
         

         
         “Mei!” Cindy screams at me, “Get back, get back!” But I don’t turn around, don’t pay any mind to the crowd of people, now screaming my name. I face away from them, set my sights on Jen, pushing and shoving my way through the onslaught of people moving against me, bashing into my shoulder. I concentrate on staying upright, on not getting trampled in the chaos, keep moving upstream toward Jen. Oh God, Jen, run, please run, I think as I get closer and closer to Mr. Anderson, his gun still pointed at Auntie’s face. Johnny and Trung, her protectors,
            have deserted her, but I am just steps away when I feel a violent tug, jerking me to a stop. My arm feels like it’s been torn
            out of its socket. I trip and stumble, look back at a panicked Vinnie. “Mei, stop, get back. He’s got a gun.”
         

         
         And I am clawing away at him, spitting, biting. “Don’t touch me, don’t you dare touch me. Let me go you motherfucker, let
            me go!” And then a gunshot rips through the air, and I scream, wriggle out of Vinnie’s grasp, fall hard onto my knees, half
            crawling toward Jen, but Vinnie grabs my ankle, the acrid smell of gunpowder filling my lungs, choking me. When the smoke
            clears, Auntie no longer has a face, just a bloody mess where her head used to be. Her body goes limp, falls onto the ground
            with a thud. Vinnie lets out an animal howl. Pandemonium erupts, a stampede like thunder, screams tangled with the smashing
            of plates.
         

         
         “Jen, run!” I scream. But she remains rooted to the spot, her blood-splattered face staring, eerily calm. Blood on her face,
            just like Soey at thirteen, when she turned up at my house. Jen, I think, Jen. If I can reach her in time, if only I can reach her. Mr. Anderson turns to face her, and I freeze. It’s too late, I’m too
            late. Hot tears squeeze out of my eyes. Let me go, let me go. I’m not sure if I say these words out loud but I keep crawling forward, with Vinnie’s iron grip around my ankle, jerking forward,
            moving closer in small increments, and . . . and . . . I’m so close now, so close that when I stretch out my hand, I can almost
            touch the undone lace of his muddy boots. Let me go, let me go. But I know I’ll never reach her in time. Just like Soey, I’m too late. Always too late. With one hand, Mr. Anderson pulls
            something out of his jacket, a shiny round orb. The snow globe. Time stops as I stare up at it. Almost level with my eyes
            now, the house sails past my eyeline. As though in slow motion, I see in exquisite detail, the house engulfed in a storm of
            autumnal leaves. And suddenly it all makes sense to me, why Soey had seen the house appear before her, as it is before me
            now, the blunt object that crashed into her skull as she was blindly crawling on the ground. My eyes grow wide. The snow globe.
            The murder weapon. When something is true, you know it in your bones. And then everything happens in a split second. Mr. Anderson turns, sees me on the ground crawling on my hands and knees,
            Vinnie, behind me, gripping my ankle.
         

         
         Vinnie shouts, “You killed my mother, you piece of shit, you fucking pervert . . .” dissolving into an incoherent rant.

         
         Mr. Anderson cocks his gun. “The money wasn’t enough, was it? You had to poison my crops, threaten my livelihood. But you
            crossed the fucking line when you threatened my granddaughter. You piece of shit. Let’s see how well you do without your fuckhead
            friends.”
         

         
         Vinnie releases his grip on my leg, gets up with a roar, charging at Mr. Anderson.

         
         I shut my eyes, hear the gun go off, and Vinnie is a silent, crumpled heap on the floor, a huge gaping hole in his chest.
            Blood already pooling underneath. A few labored breaths, left leg spasming, and then he is still. I scramble into a kneeling
            position and freeze when Mr. Anderson meets my gaze, points his gun at me.
         

         
         My heart stops. I shut my eyes and wait for the bullet, for oblivion. But when I open them, he’s no longer focused on me. He’s looking at Jen. I shake my head, lunge at the gun. He kicks me off, boot digging into the soft flesh of my stomach, winding me. I cough, splutter, clutch my stomach, ready to go for it again. But I’m too late. I know it. I’m too late. I plead with every force in the universe, Not Jen, please, oh God, I love her so much—please leave Jen alone. Sweet, kind Jen. Not her, not her. What could she have
               possibly done?

         
         And then, to my utter confusion, he hands her the snow globe, an action that feels bizarre, almost genial. With a nod of acquiescence,
            she takes the snow globe, and he cocks his gun. My eyes widen with absolute terror.
         

         
         He’s wheezing now, breath rattling in his lungs like a man drowning when he says to her, “I’m sorry, Jen. I’m sorry for what
            I did to you,” then sticks the barrel of the gun in his mouth and pulls the trigger.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eighteen

         
         In the aftermath, as the dust settles, I am sitting at the back of an ambulance with Jen. Earlier, she had been attended to
            by a kindly paramedic, who saw the amount of blood on her face and clothing and thought she had been hurt. There was some
            confusion about her injured hand, which I cleared up for him. He asked Jen questions such as “Do you feel any pain or dizziness?”
            and, because of her proximity to the shooting, “Do you hear ringing in your ears?” to which she either shook her head or nodded.
            He checked her vitals, shone a small flashlight in each eye, then with a damp cloth, gently cleaned off the blood as best
            he could. He redressed her injured hand, put a blanket around her shoulders, gave her a warm drink, and asked me to stay with
            her, not that he had to. You couldn’t tear me away from her if you tried.
         

         
         The parking lot is swarming with police officers setting up the crime scene, stretching tape across specific areas to establish boundaries, herding the wedding guests, who are wandering around shell-shocked, pushing back the rubberneckers who’d come along to watch the spectacle. An officer walking by, speaks into his walkie-talkie, “Three bodies; double homicide, third fatality—perpetrator shot himself.” Police cars parked haphazardly across the lot, ignoring the white lines. Ambulance trucks stationed by the entrance of the club, red and blue lights strobing. Shootings are common in Cabramatta, but this wasn’t the usual gang-related violence. This was something far darker. It must be all over the news by now. I imagine the phone lines running hot in Cabramatta, the news spreading like wildfire through our small community. On the gurneys, they are wheeling out the body bags and someone asks Jen if she wants a moment to say goodbye to her family. She declines. 

         
         I take her good hand in mine, and she grips it, white knuckled. The snow globe sits between us with all its terrible secrets.
            She lays her head on my shoulder, and I put an arm snug around her. I don’t question her about the events that had unfolded
            earlier that evening. I’m just glad she’s safe, that I didn’t lose her as I had been certain I would. I don’t want to think
            about the reason why she was spared when the rest of her family were slain. Why Mr. Anderson had apologized to her in the
            way he had, voice full of anguish and regret. Why he had handed her the snow globe.
         

         
         In the distance, I spot Kath’s car pull into the lot and park. She locates Ashley, who is being questioned by a detective.
            Ashley turns, points us out. Not a trace of warmth in her expression.
         

         
         Kath hurries over, eyes widening at the sight of Jen’s face. Tears well up in her usually stoic gaze. Seeing her cry gets
            me started.
         

         
         “Jen, oh God,” she says, gently touching Jen’s cheek. “Oh, Jesus Christ, I came as soon as I heard. What happened?” She looks
            from Jen to me.
         

         
         I take a moment to gather my thoughts before relaying the events of the night. Mr. Anderson bursting into the banquet hall with a gun, shooting Auntie point-blank, then gunning Vinnie down. “I thought he was about to shoot Jen, too—” My voice breaks, and I shut my eyes, reliving the sheer terror of that moment. Then I tell Kath about the snow globe, how inexplicably, Mr. Anderson had handed it to Jen, before turning the gun on himself. A silence falls. Kath exhales sharply, clearly shaken. Then, with a frown, she notices the snow globe. In a slow, considered way, she picks it up, a strange look on her face. She holds it up to the fluorescent light of the ambulance, and her eyes widen with comprehension when she sees the diorama inside. She gives the globe a shake, looks at Jen. An understanding seems to pass between them. 

         
         Jen clears her throat, voice raspy when she speaks for the first time that night. “I’m glad they’re dead—Mum, Vinnie, Mr.
            Anderson. I’m glad they’re all dead.”
         

         
         Kath says, “Jen, you don’t have to explain. God knows you’ve been through enough tonight.”

         
         “No, it’s okay.” Jen lowers her head. “I can finally tell the truth about what happened to me on the farm. There’s no reason
            to be afraid now that Mum’s gone. I don’t have to lie for her anymore.”
         

         
         I squeeze her hand, bracing myself for whatever horror she is set to reveal.

         
         Kath grits her teeth, nodding. “Go on, Jen.”

         
         She draws a long, shaky breath, eyes staring into the distance. “It started when Soey stole the snow globe. I tried to stop
            her, but she wouldn’t listen.”
         

         
         “You were with Soey, in Ashley’s playroom,” I say.

         
         Jen nods. “Soey was in a foul mood that day. She seemed on edge, like she wanted to do something reckless. The Andersons were away, holidaying in Europe, and we managed to sneak into the house without anyone noticing. Somehow, Soey worked out where they kept the spare key.” She stops to take a sip of her warm drink, before setting down the Styrofoam cup. Her eyes grow far away. “When we found Ashley’s playroom, I was scared at first. But then I was awestruck. All those toys. It was like a dream. When I saw the snow globe, I was completely mesmerized. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, with leaves instead of snow. A tiny, idyllic world. Soey must have seen my reaction to the toy and grabbed it from the tallboy. I begged her to put it back, but she was already walking out with it. I tried to explain that Mum would kill me if she ever found out. Tried to make her see reason. But Soey wouldn’t listen.” 

         
         Jen presses her lips in a pained expression. “That night, I was filled with dread. I couldn’t eat or sleep. The Andersons
            were away on holiday, but I knew they would be back soon. The snow globe looked expensive, like something they would miss.
            Ashley’s mum was already paranoid about us immigrant kids stealing from her. The next day at school, I begged and begged Soey
            to give it back to me. She promised me she would.”
         

         
         Jen stops, lets out a long, shuddering breath. “But, of course, that was the day she and Daiyu were attacked in the woods and Soey lost her memory. At the hospital, I couldn’t bring myself to ask her about the snow globe. It didn’t feel right. She’d just lost her sister. And even if she could remember, the snow globe would have been the last thing on her mind. I was at my wit’s end. The Andersons would be back in a day or two. In my mind, I’d committed a terrible crime. I was petrified of Mum finding out. She would tell me repeatedly about the time she’d witnessed a pair of Khmer Rouge footmen capture a beautiful, young girl. After they took turns violating her, one of the men drew out a hunting knife. He made a cut around her wrist, a perfect circle, like a bracelet. Then he proceeded to peel back her skin the same way you would a plum. And it didn’t stop there. After he turned her arm into a pulpy, skinless mess, as she was writhing in agony, he threw salt on her wound. When I was a child, Mum would threaten to do the same to me. Once I skinned my knee and instead of placing a Band-Aid over the scrape, she threw salt on it. I still remember the pain—it was excruciating. She was trying to make her point that if a tiny scrape could hurt that much, imagine how it would feel if it had been my entire arm. And it was so terrifying to think she could inflict this on me if I upset her enough. I was a kid—how was I to know any different? I spent my childhood walking on eggshells. So, of course, I just wanted to put the snow globe back where it belonged. And then, Kath, you and me, we found it in the dumpster. That day we were looking for the Oracle—that pink eraser—we found the snow globe. It was like a miracle. I didn’t even care how it ended up there, I was just so relieved to have found it.” 

         
         As though coming out of a trance, Kath whispers, “Yes, I remember now. You pulled it from the dumpster at the back of the
            school. With all the chaos after the attack, I must have forgotten all about it. That’s why the house looked familiar to me.
            But I couldn’t figure out where I’d seen it.”
         

         
         Jen nods at her. “And so, the first chance I got, I snuck it back into Ashley’s playroom. The Andersons were back by then,
            so I had to be extra careful. I was right there, just about to put the snow globe down on the dresser. I was just about to
            do it.” Her voice breaks. “But I was caught.”
         

         
         A chill goes down my spine. Kath shoots me a furtive look, the fear in her eyes, reflecting my own.

         
         Jen’s expression grows dark and haunted. “Mr. Anderson caught me. I tried to explain the situation to him, but he threatened to tell Mum, and I was so scared she’d make good on her promise. That she’d tear the skin from my arm and throw salt on me. I was more frightened of my mother than anything else in the world. And Mr. Anderson was threatening to tell on me.” She stops, swallows, eyelashes fluttering as she blinks back tears. “He took the snow globe from me and set it down on the dresser. I was so relieved at that point. I thought he was only lecturing me, like any adult would do. And it should have ended there. But he wouldn’t let me leave. At first, I was confused as to what he wanted. He was one of the few adults I trusted, someone I really liked. When he started touching me, I just froze. Even now, when I go over it in my head, I know I should have screamed or stomped on his foot and ran. But I couldn’t move. I just couldn’t. I let him do what he wanted. The weird thing is, I thought, you know when we used to watch sex scenes in movies on SBS or whatever, I thought you had to take your clothes off . . . I thought I was safe if my clothes stayed on. And they did. My clothes stayed on. He just shifted them around. It seemed second nature to him, like he’d done it before. And I just couldn’t get my head around that. What he was doing to me, how it was happening, while I was still fully clothed.” 

         
         “Oh, Jen.” There is a quiet anguish in Kath’s voice.

         
         A wave of grief passes through me, hollowing out my chest. “But . . . I never knew.”

         
         Jen shivers, pulls the blanket tighter around herself. “I felt like I’d died, you know. I felt like I’d died and come back
            as someone else, something else. Something ugly and shameful and disgusting. But Daiyu had only just been murdered, and I
            couldn’t even feel sad for myself. Even when he was hurting me, I convinced myself it wasn’t as bad as what happened to poor
            Daiyu, that I was lucky to be alive. The thought even crossed my mind that so long as he doesn’t tell Mum about the snow globe,
            it would be okay. I could handle anything else but that. But then . . .”
         

         
         I squeeze her hand.

         
         Jen swallows. “But then . . . my worst fears came true after all. Vinnie must have been following me that day. He climbed
            the trellis and saw everything through the window. And then he went and told Mum.”
         

         
         “And she didn’t report it?” Kath asks, incredulous.

         
         Jen laughs, a bitter laugh. “Nah, she just beat the shit out of me. Grabbed the kitchen knife and got Vinnie to pin me down.” She stretches out her arm, stares mesmerized at her wrist, as though reliving the trauma. “She pressed the knife into my skin, hard enough to draw blood. It scared the shit out of me. I was screaming, crying, begging her to stop. I thought she was going to do it—I really believed she would. I’d never seen her that furious before in my life. She was going to peel the skin from my arm and throw salt on it. In my head, I had already accepted my fate. After all, I never thought I’d be violated like that girl was. So, it seemed entirely plausible she would rip the skin from my arm. You see, I didn’t know this at the time, but she had a marriage arranged for me in Cambodia. I was betrothed to someone important. She hated working as a farmhand, thought it was beneath her. She was holding out until I turned fifteen and would use my dowry money to start a business. Of course, what Mr. Anderson did to me had ruined her plans. She couldn’t marry off a daughter who was no longer a virgin. But she found a way to take advantage of the situation.” 

         
         I feel a wrench in my stomach, like I am going to be sick. “What do you mean she took advantage, Jen—how much worse could
            she have possibly done?”
         

         
         Jen swallows. “She extorted Mr. Anderson. Told him she would go to the police unless he paid up.”

         
         My center of gravity shifts. Fragments of my past were thrown scattered into the air, to settle back down in unfamiliar places. “Of course . . . ” I mutter, my mind racing to catch up with Jen’s revelation. “Of course, that’s how she got the money.” It seems so obvious to me now. There had been no investment. Mr. Anderson did not lose the family’s life savings in the crash of ’92. The reversal of fortunes between Auntie and the Andersons was a simple, clear-cut case of extortion. One that made Auntie a wealthy woman and forced Ashley out of her beautiful home and into the dilapidated, ant-infested house etched in my memory. I shiver. 

         
         Jen continues. “Mum kept torturing Mr. Anderson, even after he paid her the money. I think she enjoyed having power over someone
            who was once her employer. She relished destroying him in every way she could. Even years afterward, she sent Vinnie back
            after him. There was no end to it. Vinnie’s goons messed with his crops, his finances, his health, his sanity. I only know
            this from the times I’ve overhead Vinnie gloating to Mum. What they put him through was no less than what he deserved, I know.
            But there was a part of me that did feel sorry for him. That may sound strange to you. But in a way, he and I were both victims
            of Mum’s sadistic games. And Vinnie was only too happy to do her bidding. And even when he’d run out of money, Mum still got
            Vinnie to go after him.”
         

         
         I think of what Mr. Anderson had said to Vinnie, right before he pulled the trigger. You crossed the fucking line when you threatened my granddaughter. I think of Maddy in the car, oblivious, and I shudder. That would have been the last straw for Mr. Anderson. After years of
            torment, he’d finally snapped. And when he’d seen my wedding invite, he’d found a way to exact his revenge, and to make sure
            Vinnie and his thugs would never come after his family. And then another realization hits. If Auntie made her fortune from
            extorting Mr. Anderson, then there never had been a legitimate investment. Which meant Mum’s debt was a case of outright theft.
            Auntie bailing Mum out with the same money she’d been given for the bogus investment. That’s when it sinks in, the true scope
            of Auntie’s treachery, the depth of her evil. The disdain she often expressed toward Jen when her empire had been built on
            the back of her daughter’s sickening abuse. The cruelty was incomprehensible. “I’m glad they’re dead too,” I say viciously.
         

         
         Kath’s eyes are blazing. “If only they could die a thousand times over.”

         
         I feel the anger bubbling up, my body fizzing with it. “If I’d known, I would have killed them all myself.”

         
         Jen says to me, “I would have told you all this, right from the beginning, if I hadn’t been so afraid of what Mum would do.
            Not only to me, but to you and your family. She had your Mum trapped in the bogus debt, but there were worse things than that.
            Besides, you had enough on your plate when it happened. Soey needed you more than me. I knew you had enough to deal with,
            and I couldn’t burden you with my troubles as well.”
         

         
         I go back to that time, try to recall memories of what would have been the aftermath of Jen’s assault. But nothing comes to
            mind. All my focus had been on Soey. Just like in the present, she had monopolized all my attention. I missed what had happened
            to Jen, repeating the same mistake I’d made in the past. Blinded by Vinnie’s promise, when it was now clear the only knowledge
            he possessed was what he saw through the window. Even now, I can see the look on his face, that ugly, self-satisfied smirk.
            That’s how he knew about the snow globe. That’s what he had been alluding to when he said Soey had ruined Jen’s life.
         

         
         Tearfully, I say, “I should have looked out for you, Jen, the way you’ve always looked out for me. Even when we were kids,
            I should have paid more attention, should have sensed something was off about Mr. Anderson. The way he was always so attentive
            when we were kids. I mistook that for kindness, but I should have known better. Like that day when he drove us to the beach.”
            I think of that once-happy memory, now forever marred by the vile act he’d committed against Jen. I picture him on the shore,
            watching us prepubescent girls splashing around in our underwear and feel sick to my stomach.
         

         
         Jen smiles sadly. “The beach . . . that was a good day. I had no idea then, about Mr. Anderson.”

         
         Kath goes deathly silent. “The beach . . .”

         
         I turn to her. “You were there?” And the moment I say this, I see a flash of her on the shore, backlit against the sun, poking
            a beached jellyfish with a stick. She looks sad in that memory, and I feel a strange, tender nostalgia, as though I’d missed
            something crucial that day—something Kath, being an astute observer, has since recalled. Something of significance. “You were
            there,” I repeat, but it’s not a question this time.
         

         
         Kath’s eyes grow distant. “Yes, I was there. I can’t believe how it’s all coming back to me now. It was the summer before
            Daiyu was murdered. There was a heat wave, the one that was all over the news. Bushfires were raging out of control. We were
            warned to keep out of the sun and stay hydrated.”
         

         
         As she speaks, further scenes from that day flash through my mind. Her recollection so vivid, I feel my own memories stirring.
            “That’s right,” I say. “The Andersons had just put a pool in, but they hadn’t filled it with water yet. We were pretending
            to swim.”
         

         
         Kath nods, her darkening expression filling me with mounting unease. “Yes, we were playing inside the empty swimming pool when Ashley came over and asked if we wanted to go to the beach. She said her dad had offered to take us. We were thrilled, none of us had ever seen the ocean before. And all the way there, we were filled with anticipation. Mr. Anderson let Soey sit up front with him. He was teaching her how to switch gears. I remember Ashley being jealous of the attention Soey got. I remember that. And I remember how much we loved the ocean, all of us. Even Soey. It was like a dream. Even now, I can almost hear the waves crashing, feel the bubbling foam around my ankles, taste the salt water. We had such a fun day, splashing around, laughing, just being kids. The beach was almost empty despite the heat wave. Thinking back, Mr. Anderson must have planned the trip around which beach was likely to be deserted. He’d brought beach towels, prepared a picnic—hot dogs and lamingtons. He even had a cooler filled with ice cream and fizzy drinks. But I didn’t think about all that at the time. I was just happy to be there.” 

         
         She pauses, choosing her next words carefully. “When it came time to leave, Soey felt self-conscious about changing on the
            beach. Mr. Anderson offered to take her to his car. I think he said something about the windows being tinted for privacy.
            And I have this image of him leading her up the sandy path to the parking lot. They were gone a long time. We built sandcastles
            while we waited. I remember how quiet Soey was on the drive back. She didn’t sit up front this time, and when we stopped at
            McDonald’s, she turned down a Happy Meal. I thought that was weird. What kid turns down a Happy Meal? She said she had a tummy
            ache. But she didn’t even want the toy. I thought maybe she was just tired, but when I look back on it now, that’s around
            the time she started going off the rails. And after what you’ve just told us, Jen, I wonder, if Mr. Anderson had done the
            same thing to Soey, that day on the beach.”
         

         
         Jen clamps a hand over her mouth, eyes filling again with fresh tears.

         
         “But—” I shake my head, baffled. “But I was there that day. Surely, I would have known something was wrong. Surely—” Ashley’s Minnie Mouse tee flashes through my mind. The one thing I had been focused on that day. Walking down the sandy path to the beach. The glittering red bow. Ashley had it tied around her waist. She’d lost it in the water. That’s what I’d thought, anyway. Only she couldn’t have, because Soey had taken the shirt that day, and in the dying embers of her newly sparked memory, she had left it for me on her cluttered desk. Right before she called to tell me something bad had happened to her, so bad—it made her want to die. In the letter Laurie found, she said the same thing to Mr. Turner. That something bad had happened the summer before the attack. And wasn’t it after that summer that she had an irrational hatred of the sea? Why she’d developed a cruel streak, evident in the lengths she went to humiliate Mr. Turner. Maybe Kath was right. Maybe Mr. Anderson did hurt Soey on the beach that day. And that’s what she had been trying to tell Mr. Turner in her letter. And it had all happened right under my nose, but I missed it. 

         
         I convey all this now to Jen and Kath, stumbling over my words. I tell them about the Minnie Mouse tee, the house with the
            ants, and then, the letter Soey wrote to Mr. Turner. “She said something really bad happened to her. The date on the letter
            matches up with when Mr. Anderson took us to the beach. That explains why she took the Minnie Mouse tee that day. And why
            she stole the snow globe from Ashley’s playroom. She was trying to tell us what had happened to her. She was trying to tell
            us.”
         

         
         “Wait a minute—” Kath starts, peering into the snow globe, eyes moving rapidly, thinking hard. She gives it a shake, watches
            the leaves spin around. “This snow globe . . . in her book Soey sees it right after a blunt object smashes into her skull.
            She sees a swirl of leaves flying around her, right after she’s hit.” She drops her voice. “What if she was hit with the snow
            globe? That would make sense, right?”
         

         
         I nod, then tell them about my revelation earlier as the snow globe, held tightly in Mr. Anderson’s grip, had sailed past
            my eyeline. I’d felt a familiarity with the passage in Soey’s book, as though fate had brought me to the same place she had
            been on that sunny afternoon. To show me what she saw that day in the woods. I feel something tugging at the back of my mind,
            a gossamer-thin thread of memory. Mr. Turner’s voice booming, Soey, what have you got there? It was the dirty magazine, wasn’t it? No, that was another time. It was something else. Something else. I look at the snow globe, and suddenly, it hits me. 

         
         “Soey was playing with the snow globe in Mr. Turner’s class, and he confiscated it from her.”

         
         Kath and Jen turn to me, brows furrowed.

         
         I shut my eyes and see Soey’s face. Her eyes twinkling. The last bell signaling home time. Soey saying with a devilish grin,
            I’ve got to go and see Mr. Turner—it’s time to face the music. I start talking fast now. “Soey must have gone to see Mr. Turner that afternoon, to try and get the snow globe back. In her
            book, she remembers an empty feeling in her hands, something she’d lost that day. The snow globe must be it. Which means Mr.
            Turner never gave her back the snow globe.”
         

         
         They gape at me, faces deathly pale.

         
         A heavy silence falls as we try to grapple with the sequence of events that followed, that fateful moment when Soey pulled
            the snow globe from the tallboy. As though we could stop our friends from ever going into Ashley’s playroom. We each stare
            at the snow globe in Kath’s hands. And I verbalize the singular thought that must have just passed through our minds at precisely
            the same time. “Which would mean Mr. Turner had the snow globe in his possession when Daiyu was murdered.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nineteen

         
         At Cabramatta High, near the music room, Laurie bounds up to me and Kath. “Mei, everyone’s talking about the shooting. Far
            out. Like whoa, you could have died! And Auntie Jen too . . .”
         

         
         “Laurie,” Kath gently reprimands him. “Settle down, okay? Mei’s been through a lot the last couple of days.”

         
         He looks sheepish. “I know. But the wedding is all over the news—everyone’s asking me about it. They’re saying you were trying
            to grab the gun from the guy, is that true, Mei?”
         

         
         “It’s all a blur now, Laurie. I was just trying to save your auntie Jen, that’s all.”

         
         “Well, I’m glad you’re both all right. Or I would have had to avenge your deaths.”

         
         I tousle his hair, smiling. “You’re playing way too many video games.”

         
         He squints up at us. “So why are you guys here already? Did you not read the info on my poster? The concert’s not for hours.
            You’re way too early!” He sees the look I exchange with Kath, and his expression shifts. “What’s wrong? Is it Dad? He’s still
            coming, right? He promised he would when he dropped me off this morning.”
         

         
         Kath says, “Dad’s fine and of course he’s coming.” She pauses, puts a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Sweetie, Mei’s got to
            go and speak to Mr. Turner.”
         

         
         “Why?” he asks, looking from Kath to me. “Is this about Soey’s letter?”

         
         Kath doesn’t say a word, but the answer is all over her face.

         
         His expression darkens. “What the heck is going on? Why aren’t you saying anything, Mei?”

         
         “I’m sorry, Laurie. But you have to stay here with your mum.”

         
         “No,” he croaks, then more forcefully. “No! I never should have given you the letter. I wish I never gave it to you.”

         
         Kath says gently, “Laurie, it’s not about the letter. That’s only a small part of it, okay? It’s much bigger than that. You’ll
            see one day. You did the right thing, giving it to Mei. It was the right thing to do.”
         

         
         He shakes his head, refusing to accept it. “But—but, he’s a good person, he really is! You read the letter yourself, Mei.
            Soey liked him. She really did. He was the only adult she trusted, that’s what she said.”
         

         
         “Things aren’t always black and white, Laurie.” I frown. “Sometimes good people do bad things for reasons they can’t even
            explain to themselves.”
         

         
         But Laurie isn’t ready to see reason. “You two always ruin everything good in my life. I didn’t even want to come to this
            stupid school in the first place. Now you’re gonna trash my concert when I’ve worked so hard for this. Couldn’t you have waited
            until tomorrow? Why does it have to be now?”
         

         
         “Laurie . . .” I shake my head, at a loss.

         
         Kath explains, “It’s not up to us.”

         
         The bell rings, as students pour out of class for lunch.

         
         Laurie looks around self-consciously, then turns to glare at his mum. “Great, now everyone’s gonna see me cry. Fantastic.
            Just when I was getting somewhere in this stupid school. Thanks a lot.” He bows his head, wipes at his tears with his palm.
         

         
         Kath tries to comfort him, but he steps away from her, mortified. She says to me, “You’d better go, Mei. You don’t have much time.” 

         
         He jerks his head up. “Much time for what? What do you mean by that, Mum? What’s gonna happen to Mr. Turner?”

         
         I put a hand on his shoulder, and he shrugs me off.

         
         “Laurie,” Kath warns.

         
         He kicks his shoes against the bitumen. “It’s my fault, it’s all my fault. Now he’s gonna be in trouble because of me.”

         
         I tip my chin down, so my eyes are level with his. I say, “Laurie, we all love you very much, okay? But please understand,
            this goes way back to even before you were born. So it can’t possibly be your fault.”
         

         
         

         Through the doorway of his classroom, I see Mr. Turner bent over his desk, marking papers. He cuts a sad figure, gnarled,
            arthritic hands moving at a snail’s pace across the page, tremors rippling through his body. He pulls his cardigan tighter
            around himself, heaves a weary sigh. I clear my throat, and he looks up, startled. “Oh, hello there, Mei. Are you here for
            Laurie’s concert?”
         

         
         I shake my head.

         
         He sets down his pen. In a neutral tone he asks, “Then to what do I owe this pleasure?”

         
         Tentatively, I make my way to his desk, memories sparking with each step, such as the time I handed in my test, fingers crossed
            behind my back, hoping he wouldn’t notice I’d copied the answers from Soey. Or when Soey and I discovered a rare, iridescent
            bug and brought it to show him, knowing how much he would appreciate such a find. It is the same path I’d trod countless times
            in my adolescence, ready to be met with approval or disdain. I have the same anxious feeling now as I approach him. As he
            looks at me with a growing wariness. Mouth twitching. Body tremors intensifying.
         

         
         Without a word, I take out the snow globe, place it on his desk.

         
         He stares at it for a moment, disbelieving. A muscle at the side of his temple throbs. Then with trembling hands, he picks
            it up, turns it over in a slow, considered way. Terror in his eyes, and then a tired resignation. In a voice, laden with sorrow,
            he says, “I knew this would find me again someday.”
         

         
         I nod. “So, it was you, then.” It was what I had expected. His words do not come as a surprise. The moment I remembered he’d
            confiscated it from Soey, I knew.
         

         
         He is silent for a long moment. “I didn’t mean to hurt them.”

         
         A chill goes down my spine.

         
         He presses his lips together, shakes his head. Tears welling up. “I didn’t know what had gotten into Soey, why she’d started
            acting out. Why she made me the target of all her angst and rage. You see, she wasn’t like that when she didn’t have an audience.
            She was a different girl when no one was watching. Bright and happy, brimming with talent, so much promise. I believed in
            her. And I don’t know why . . .” His hands clench the snow globe. “I don’t why she had to have this back so badly. Why she’d
            come to me that afternoon, demanding she have it back. I said she could have it at the end of the week. That was my rule.
            She should have respected that. If I made allowances for her, it wouldn’t have been fair to everyone else. But then she started
            threatening me. She said she was going to tell everyone that I’ve touched her. She started saying all these imaginary things
            I did to her, every disgusting detail. She was so convincing that even I started to question myself. I thought, Christ, how
            does a girl her age know such evil, obscene things? When she left my classroom, I thought I was having a heart attack. I went
            after her, followed her into the woods. I wasn’t in my right mind, you see. I thought, she wants the snow globe, well she can have it.”
         

         
         He stops and swallows, aged, paper-like skin stretched taut over his Adam’s apple, bobbing anxiously. His eyes, wide and unseeing.
            “And I was going to scare her that’s all, just going to scare her, nothing more. Make her think about what she was doing,
            destroying my life. She almost got me fired with that dirty magazine. So, I thought I’d just scare her. Make out like I was
            going to hit her with it, but my hand came down, like it wasn’t even my hand. I think I even said to her, ‘You want the snow globe, you can have it.’ ” Tears course down his cheeks, eyes faraway, as though staring at the memory.
         

         
         I look down at the snow globe and shiver, imagine the moment it crashed into Soey’s skull. I feel the impact of that instant
            reverberating through time. I chart the course of its trajectory, from one terrible moment to the next.
         

         
         He continues. “And then Daiyu was suddenly there. Out of nowhere she appeared. I didn’t know she was there, oh god, I didn’t,
            but she saw me. She saw what I did to her sister. I panicked. My wife had just had our first baby. I got married late, never
            thought I’d find that kind of happiness in my life, and our baby boy, he was all I thought about in that moment. I couldn’t
            bear the thought of losing my boy. It didn’t matter anyway. I lost him in the end. I lost my wife as well. She couldn’t figure
            out what was wrong with me. Why I couldn’t bear to look at our son’s perfect little face. I couldn’t do it, not without seeing
            Daiyu, without thinking about what I did to that poor girl. So, I stopped looking at my beautiful boy. I stopped looking at
            Margie.” The snow globe slips from his grasp, clatters onto the desk, and comes to a standstill. “Oh god.” He looks down at
            his hands. “Oh god, I didn’t want to hurt her. She was such a tiny, sweet thing. I didn’t—but I had no choice.” He looks at
            me pleading. “You understand, don’t you? I don’t know why I did it, Jesus I don’t.”
         

         
         I bite down on my lip, try to hold my tears back but fail. I feel too much here, as though my pain is intrinsically tied to this room where I sat next to Soey in class, day after day. Even now, I see us, almost twenty years ago, our past just flickers of immutable light. 

         
         Swallowing hard, I pull out Soey’s letter. “Laurie found this inside the sleeve of a CD you leant him.”

         
         He takes it from my hand, gently unfolds the paper, as though already sensing the significance of its contents. His eyes move
            over Soey’s words, face twisting with agony. “Oh, dear god, oh why couldn’t I have seen this before I—before I . . .” He trails
            off, unable to say the words.
         

         
         In a trembling voice, I say, “I think all the awful things she said you did to her, were done to her by someone else. Another
            adult she had trusted. I think she was lashing out at you because you resembled the man who hurt her. I think in a roundabout
            way, she was trying to tell you what had happened to her.”
         

         
         Mr. Turner folds up the letter, places it in his shirt pocket, presses his palm against it. “Yes, yes, of course, that makes
            sense. If only I could have seen it, maybe I would have understood why she said all those things . . .”
         

         
         I nod, blinking back tears, trying to reconcile the conflicting emotions passing through me. He’d killed Daiyu in cold blood.
            In many ways, he’d killed Soey too. But I sense the depth of his remorse, could appreciate the tragic circumstances that had
            driven him to commit such an act.
         

         
         He adds, “I loved her. I wanted the world for her, I know it’s a strange thing to say.”

         
         “She loved you as well, she felt safe with you.”

         
         His shoulders shake, a sob rises in this throat. He shoves a fist in his mouth, as though in a vain attempt to contain his
            sorrow. “She should have been safe.”
         

         
         I nod, face crumpling. “Yes, she should have been.”

         
         He sits up, straightens his shirt. Takes a deep breath to gather himself. Again, he presses the pocket of his shirt where
            Soey’s letter thrums, alive and present. “You’ve already called the police, I presume?”
         

         
         “They’ll be here any minute.”

         
         He looks around the room, as though for the last time. “I thought the police would find the snow globe in the dumpster. I
            almost hoped they would. But they never did. And so, I sat here every day, waiting for Soey’s memory to return, hoping, dreading.
            It seems, I’ve lived my entire life that way, waiting for the axe to fall. It was as empty and hollow as a life could be.
            But I lived it and it’s more than what I deserve.”
         

         
         At his words, a sensation like a knot unravelling in the pit of my stomach. Finally, I can put this whole tragic saga to rest.
            Begin the healing process.
         

         
         There is a knock at the door. Two stoney-faced police officers stand, waiting.

         
         Mr. Turner slowly gets to his feet, nods at me. “Tell Laurie he’ll be wonderful out there tonight. Tell him I wish I could
            have made it.”
         

         
         

         Days later, Jen comes with me to the airport to pick up my parents. Helene had fronted the money to smooth over their visa
            issues and yesterday, to my great relief, my parents were finally cleared to fly back home. At the arrival gate, they emerge,
            shaken and disheveled, as though they’d been through hell and back. Which isn’t far from the truth.
         

         
         As we make our way to the car park, and stow their luggage in the boot, Mum rambles on about Auntie’s family throwing them out on the street. With the little money they had remaining, they managed to find accommodations in a dingy, rat-infested motel. The nights were terrifying, and they slept in shifts, keeping a watch on the door, which had a barely working lock. Their trip to the airport was no better. Their shady driver took them a roundabout way as they anxiously watched the meter tick up. When they finally made it to the airport, they didn’t have enough money to cover their fare, and Mum had to give him her gold chain with the jade buddha pendant. And now they are here, settled in the backseat of my car, asking me about the wedding. They’ve only heard in brief about the shooting, and not much else. On the drive home, Jen and I take turns in the retelling as Mum sits back in her seat, hand on her chest, shaking her head, tapping Dad every so often, exchanging shocked looks. 

         
         When we arrive home, Dad, overcome with emotion, walks the few momentous steps to the green patch of grass in his garden,
            drops down to his knees at the edge of his tomato plants, scoops a handful of dirt in his hands, inhales deeply, eyes shining.
            Snapping back to form, Mum chastises him for getting grass stains on his trousers. The world seems to right itself then.
         

         
         A few days later, Jen comes over. There had been more meetings with Auntie’s lawyer, and she wants to fill me in on everything.
            In Dad’s garden, we sit on the grassy patch in the sun. We make daisy chains, the way we used to when we were kids.
         

         
         “Mum left everything to Vinnie in her will, nothing to me. But as the only surviving relative, I get it all. Weird how life
            works, huh?” A shadow of a smile passes across her lips. I think of Jen’s simple wish, a place of her own, maybe a cat. Finally,
            this could be hers. As though reading my mind, she says, “I’m looking for a place, far away from here, just in case I inherited
            mum’s enemies too.”
         

         
         “How about I come with you?”

         
         She grins at this. “I’d love that.”

         
         “Maybe a road trip?”

         
         Jen’s eyes light up, talking about all the places she’s dreamed of visiting. And then she says, “Oh! I brought you something.” From her bag, she withdraws the loathsome book of figures, holds it gingerly between her thumb and forefinger. I jump to my feet, suddenly energized, movements jerky, comical. Jen laughs, follows suit as I race around, looking for the tin bucket we used to burn ghost money. I locate the lighter fluid and a box of matches, then call out to Mum. She comes out into the garden to join us, squeezes Jen’s shoulders. 

         
         Jen tells her the house is back in her name, and Mum beams.

         
         “You my daughter now,” she says.

         
         Jen nods, blinking back tears.

         
         I set down the tin bucket, and Jen drops in the ledger. I hand her the lighter fluid, and she gives it a good dousing. I strike
            a match, let it fall. A woosh of flame takes us by surprise and we step back, laughing. Jen had been heavy-handed with the
            lighter fluid, but it was befitting, a ceremonial cleanse.
         

         
         I look at the row of Dad’s custard apple saplings, almost to my waist now. They’ll grow into trees by next fall. I smile at
            this thought. We watch the ledger burn down into a pile of ashes, sending it back to the hellish place from where it came.
            I think of Soey’s urn, her wishes to have her remains scattered at the Dutton Lane car park once Daiyu’s killer was found.
         

         
         I tell Jen my plans, ask her if she wants to come.

         
         She bites her lip. “I don’t know, Mei. Let me think about it, okay?”

         
         “Kath and I will be there at dawn.”

         
         Mum goes back into the house singing, a new lightness in her step. Jen and I stay out in the sunshine, in Dad’s garden. We
            go back to making daisy chains.
         

         
         

         I arrive at the Dutton Lane car park before dawn, go to the top floor and scale the ladder onto the roof of the stairwell. I strip off my backpack, set it down on the concrete slab. I sit for a moment to catch my breath and wait for the first slivers of light. 

         
         The concrete is saturated in graffiti, and I think of the first time the five of us came up here, when the ground had been
            untouched and with permanent marker, claimed our territory. My fingers trace the mess of names, symbols, and slogans, stops
            when I finally see it. Mei, Soey, Helene, Kath, Jen—We are the Daisy Chain. The words pulse between my fingers. I feel my eyes well up. Taking a marker from my pocket, I squeeze in Daiyu’s name next
            to ours.
         

         
         Then I unzip my backpack, draw out the urn, hold it to my chest for a moment. Carefully, I place the urn in the spot where
            Soey always sat, watching the sun rise. From my backpack, I pull a handful of other items to construct a makeshift altar.
            Offerings of white rabbit candy, cigarettes, a bottle of West Coast cooler.
         

         
         I hear my name being called and peer over the edge of the concrete slab. Down below I see Kath and Jen waving up at me. They
            call out again, their voices in the breeze, melding into one. And then to my surprise, a third. Helene, at the far end of
            the car park, crying, “Wait for me!”
         

         
         Moments later, they are scaling up the ladder to join me on the roof.

         
         Kath asks, breathless, “Are we too late?”

         
         “No, you’re just on time,” I say as first light breaks.

         
         Jen lays flowers by the urn. Kath sets down a Post-it pad and pen. Helene pulls out a pink eraser. We look at her in surprise.

         
         “Is that . . .” Jen starts.

         
         “It’s the Oracle,” she confirms, looking contrite.

         
         I shake my head. “I can’t believe you kept it all these years.”

         
         “Well,” she mutters, “I always planned to give it back to her eventually.” It wasn’t an apology but probably the best I can
            hope for, coming from Helene.
         

         
         I light the cigarette, the smoke curling up in wisps toward the blushing sky.

         
         Kath pulls out a copy of Glassworks. “Laurie wanted Soey to have this.”
         

         
         My heart squeezes. “Is he okay?”

         
         “He’s fine. He says he’s sorry for the other day in the playground.”

         
         I shake my head. “He’s got nothing to be sorry for.”

         
         “No.” She smiles tightly. “He doesn’t. But I think I owe an apology to Soey.”

         
         “Me too,” says Jen. Helene just nods.

         
         Tears are stinging my eyes. My mind slingshots back in time, imagines it all differently. I go to the day at the beach when
            I could have said to Soey I’ll come with you, as Mr. Anderson led her up the sandy path. And maybe it would have ended there. Soey would have remained herself, not some fractured version filled with shame and self-loathing, carrying something of that magnitude on her tiny shoulders. She never would have felt the need to hit out, to sneak into the playroom, to take something from the Andersons. The snow globe would have remained fixed to its position on Ashley’s tallboy, collecting dust. Mr. Turner would have never reached for it that bright, sunny afternoon when Soey and Daiyu set off into the woods, it would have never passed from Jen’s hand to Mr. Anderson, who took advantage of her vulnerability in that moment. And without her daughter’s abuse to trade, Auntie would never have gotten her hands on all that money. The fortunes would have favored the Andersons, Ashley, carrying on with her charmed life. There would be no marriage breakdown, no move to the dilapidated, ant-infested house. Auntie would have remained a farmhand; would have never become the fearsome loan shark she had. I see her ledger, and all its figures, all that pain and misery dissipating before my eyes. And if there had been no debt, our house would have been unequivocally ours, there would have been no suggestion of marriage to Vinnie. I shut my eyes tight, not wanting to think about those few hellish moments I’d spent with him in the bridal room. Instead, I keep my mind on Soey, an innocent child whose actions were a projection of what had been done to her. I feel the deepest sense of sadness for all of us. But I am hopeful too. 

         
         I bow my head, whisper a prayer, wish Soey peace. I tip her ashes over the edge, watch the dense cloud of dust dissipate into
            thin air. Below us, Cabramatta is just waking up. Shopkeepers hosing the frontage of their stores, chattering to each other
            in a range of dialects. The trucks delivering produce, from persimmons to choy sum to freshly caught seafood. The busy clattering
            of plastic containers, the smell of fried garlic, incense, and cigarette smoke wafting in and out.
         

         
         I set down the empty urn, think of Soey’s dedication to Daiyu. For the year we lost. For all the lost years. I turn to the three women beside me, see our interweaving tragedies playing out, simultaneous and intrinsic. Kath, Jen, Helene,
            and Soey, the threads of our existence interwoven like a quilted bedspread. The synchronistic patchwork of our collective
            stories and secrets that moved under the depths, coming to light. I tilt my chin to the sky, feel the warmth of the rising
            sun on my face. I take one deep breath and whisper a final goodbye to Soey, for everything that was taken from us, for all
            the lost years. I turn to Kath and Helene, who nod at me, then to Jen, who touches my arm with a smile. In tribute, we raise
            our hands high above our heads and clap twice.
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