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			1

			February 2016, Harbin Railway Station

			On the eve of the New Year, the train to Beijing pulled into Harbin Railway Station as a thousand people jostled at the gate, bound for a thousand homes. The babble grew fierce—it was time, the time had come. Song helped River into his backpack and handed him their bag of snacks for the journey. One at a time, she loaded up the rest of their things, small and large—several bags looped around each shoulder, the biggest one on her back, looming over her head.

			As the gate opened, she picked up the rice sacks she’d stuffed with winter clothes and cooking supplies, two in each hand, and shouted, “Follow me, son.”

			The mass of people surged—young people in their school tracksuits, rich people in shoes that had never touched the earth, retired people and other people who collected dust, working in the sun—and Song moved forward with the determination of a mule. The bags creaked around her, straining against their straps. Someone stepped on her heel and she felt the pile of bags sway and she leaned to the other side and willed them back into place. She made sure River was beside her and there he was, as she knew he would be, hugging her side, grasping at her sleeve.

			“Stay with me,” Song said anyway, and they fought through the gate and squeezed onto the escalator and spilled out onto the platform where the train waited and the tracks stretched clear to the setting sun.

			People dashed toward the open doors, shouting as they pushed their suitcases past Song, and she crouched and began to run, too. A bag slipped down her shoulder, forcing her to run like she had one leg, lopsided. The pots tied to the bag clanged in warning. Making her way down the platform, she peered through the windows of the cars. She had booked their tickets two months ago but with every migrant worker in China doing the same thing, the only tickets left had been for standing room on the slow train.

			It happened every year, like birds flying south and salmon swimming upstream; the nation’s people heeded the call of the Spring Festival and flooded the railways and airways and highways by the millions to rejoin their families. Now, as Song searched for standing room, she saw only people—braced against armrests, sitting on suitcases, pressed back-to-back in the aisles.

			The conductor swung out of a doorway as Song passed. “All aboard! Everybody squeeze in,” he bellowed in Song’s ear, and she stopped at the next car and shouted for River over the whistle of the train.

			“Quickly! Get on,” she panted, looking up and down the platform. It was emptying, the last of the passengers pushing into the train.

			“Squeeze in, squeeze in,” the conductor urged, pulling people into his car, herding them closer together.

			The train hissed and spat and the conductor hollered, “If you want to make it home for the Spring Festival, for heaven’s sake, squeeze. Otherwise you’ll be left behind.”

			Song lunged for the nearest doorway. Setting one foot inside the car, she forced herself into a wall of bodies. “Make room, la! Make room, o!”

			The bodies were warm and moist from simmering inside the train. Song pushed at them until they yielded and she kept pushing until both of her feet and all of her bags were inside the train. She set down the rice sacks.

			“Come on, River. Your turn,” she puffed, sticking her hand through the doorway.

			River shook his head, staring at the people crammed in the train corridor, toeing the edge of the doorway, and they blinked back at him like goldfish.

			The door sighed and began to slide shut. With a yelp, River sprang toward her and she caught him by the elbows and pedaled backward, ignoring the gasps of the people behind her.

			“You’re squeezing me to death,” someone snapped, pushing back at her with a sweaty forearm.

			Song whirled around, growling, “Then get out of my way.”

			“Ma, there’s no room,” River said, and Song shuffled her feet and shrank back. River pushed forward but one foot remained stranded on the top step. The door bumped against his leg as it closed. It jerked open.

			Song angled her shoulders and sucked in her stomach, fighting to make more space. As the door reversed, sliding shut once more, River pulled his foot onto the train. He wedged himself between Song and the wall just before the door clamped shut, catching the corner of his backpack.

			“River!” Song pried at the door, trying to force it open. “Pull, son! Pull!”

			River pulled at his backpack and Song seized it with both hands and yanked with all her might. The door hiccupped, stuttered open, and Song freed River before it slammed shut. The floor lurched and the wheels screeched as the train pulled out of the station.

			River inched toward her, his snack bag rustling as he clutched it to his chest. She lowered the rest of her bags and placed her hand on the hump of his neck, which was shy and brown like a camel. Gazing at the pile at her feet, at everything in the world that belonged to them, she exhaled into his hair.

			“We made it, son. We’re on our way.”

			He rested his soft cheek against her rough coat as she ruffled his bangs. She had cut them while he was practicing the piano, taking the fastest route—a straight line, one snip—so that they sat like a curtain rod above his eyebrows. When he peeked up at her, his face was bright, eager to please—he was just a boy, after all, eleven years old—but it was a careful face, too, because of his weak lungs.

			To keep him safe, Song had taught him to avoid elements and extremes. He had learned not to run too fast or jump too high and as time passed how he survived his condition became who he was. He moved through life without laughing too loudly or speaking too boldly or wishing too freely or fervently. When he did go outside, he stiffened his arms and balled his hands into fists, hunching his back like he knew what the world thought of him and he believed it.

			If that was why River made himself smaller, then for the same reason Song made herself bigger. She was the mother. It was up to her to clear a way for River, and all he had to do was step back and let her.

			But their lives were changing, Song knew. It was obvious at a glance that her son was meant for more—those ears, protruding from the sides of his head, perfectly formed to scoop the music right out of the air.

			“That sink runs water in G,” he would mention as he dried his hands. That spoon clattered to the floor in A-flat and that lightbulb flicked on in D-sharp and that tinker hollered under their window in a hoarse C while the keys over his shoulder jangled in a brassy F. That sports car cruised to the stoplight in an easy B and that three-wheeled wagon—the third wheel was the bicycle, powered by a man whose eyes seemed two sizes too big for his face—creaked along in E, loaded with young coconuts.

			Her son had dimples like her husband’s, and his amber eyes caught the light like hers did. Those eyes did the laughing for him. “Mama, look. Look at me,” he’d say before shooting a pea out of one nostril or playing the “Rondo alla Turca” a half step down.

			“Well, Mozart didn’t have a bedtime,” he’d retort when she told him it was time to stop practicing.

			When the walls of the train stopped juddering, people began venturing deeper into the cars, hoping for more space in the aisles, maybe even an abandoned seat. They camped outside the bathroom and dozed underneath the hot water dispenser and the corridor to Song’s left was just as clogged. Everywhere she looked, there was already someone there.

			Sweat pricked Song’s eyes and her arms were numb, the tips of her fingers tingling. They would be here all night and her back would snap if she didn’t find somewhere to sit. She noticed that the metal door leading to the next car was propped open, leaving an empty space behind it, a small triangle formed by the door and the wall.

			“Come,” she said, picking up a bag. It swung around her body, clipping the jowls of a fat man crouched against the wall, sweating over his phone.

			“Are you people blind? Who needs so many things for a few days?”

			“We’re moving house,” she retorted, holding the bag higher as she stepped over suitcases and squeezed past bodies. She reached for the metal door and the people around her shifted, shooting her the same look—you people. She wrestled the bag off her back and the sudden sensation of lightness made her dizzy.

			“Sit on it, River,” she instructed, shoving the bag into the corner. She elbowed her way back to the doorway to fetch their remaining bags, and she piled them up beside River and sat atop them with her toes skimming the ground, her chin lifted like she was a queen on a throne. She leaned forward to pull the door open, creating a barrier between them and the world.

			As people on the other side of the window yelled into their phones and played videos at maximum volume, Song calmly made a list of ingredients in her head—minced pork and green onion and ginger, black vinegar and garlic for dipping. Once they arrived in Beijing, there were things she had to cook to make the new place smell like home.

			It would be just the two of them over the Spring Festival but she would make it feel like a holiday for River—dozens of dumplings, lined up on the counter waiting for the water in the big-bellied pot to boil. Pig trotters, stewed until the skins curled and slipped off like little gelatinous shoes.

			The train chugged south toward the capital and Song maintained her hold on the door, keeping it open to protect the corner she had claimed, and eventually she found a piece of string in her bag and tied one end to the door handle so that she could rest her arm as she held the other end.

			Beside her, River took Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1 out of his backpack and bent over the score. He wasn’t a singer but his voice was high and clear as it arrowed through each note.

			“You’ll ruin your neck doing that. I’ll hold it for you.”

			Song plucked the book from his hands, remembering the sound it had made five years ago when he’d opened it for the first time—like biting into an apple. The first page had been unmarked then, crisp and white. Now she smoothed her hand across the mealy surface, following the map of the years of River’s life. Fingerings were scribbled in pencil beside the notes. A tea ring was stamped into the bottom of the page. The directive at the top—Maestoso, meaning majestic—had been underlined twice by River’s former piano teacher, whom they had once trusted.

			Anger blossomed in Song’s stomach at the thought of what he had done, and she suppressed it with a shudder. She knew how to leave people behind. The trick wasn’t in forgetting about them—it was the opposite, preserving them like a thousand-year egg in the clay of the past. There was no longer a teacher for River back in Harbin and there was a teacher waiting for River in Beijing. This was their best choice and this was their only choice and it wasn’t often in life that things aligned so neatly.

			A baby began to cry, the shrill sound threading through the hot, packed corridor, making Song’s teeth throb, and River covered his ears and said, “F-sharp.”

			As the mother fumbled for a bottle, the train jerked and the bottle went flying. The baby screamed. Someone—the fat man who had snapped earlier at Song—pounded the wall and screamed back.

			“Shut the fuck up! Shut that baby up!”

			Song dropped the music book and charged out from behind the door. “For heaven’s sake—you shut up! Have a heart!”

			The man rose, breathing hard, plucking at the damp shirt that clung to his meaty shoulders and hips. “Don’t you tell me what to do. Go back to your village.”

			He meant to cut her down but she made herself as immovable as a tree trunk, and her tone was sharper than any cleaver. “Motherfucker, you sit down. Shut your mouth.”

			Then, shoving past him, she picked up the bottle and brought it back to the mother, who lowered her head, cheeks burning. Song knelt and looked her in the eye.

			“You’re doing fine,” she said. “The baby will stop fussing. You’ll sleep again. One day you’ll wonder, where did the time go?”

			She thought back to those days, which had been lonelier than being alone. How weary she had been! How River had squalled!

			When she looked over her shoulder, she saw that River had picked up the Tchaikovsky, and he had found a room in his head and closed the door and was listening now to the swell of the strings.

			In thirteen hours, the train would arrive and there would be no one in Beijing to pick them up. There would be no one to help them. But Song had stopped asking long ago.

			She had managed to carry their bags onto the train; she would manage to carry them off again. She had money saved up, and she had fists for swinging and legs for marching. Most important, she had the phone number of the piano teacher who would make River great.

			She didn’t need help anymore. Returning to her corner, she settled onto the pile of bags and picked up the string and closed her eyes, undaunted.
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			The door banged against Song’s forehead as someone barged past. A serene voice said, “We are now arriving in…Beijing Railway Station.”

			Song woke instantly, realizing that it was morning. She had meant to set an alarm so that they would be the first to disembark, ready with all of their bags at the front of the line, but as she clambered now to her feet, gripping the side of her neck, she saw that the line had formed without them, stretching down the length of the car. The metal door that had protected them became a trap as people jammed themselves into the corridor, swarming the exits.

			“Motherfucker,” Song croaked. “River! Up!”

			He mumbled something, folded in the corner with the Tchaikovsky nestled under his cheek, and Song hauled him to his feet without waiting for him to rouse himself. As he rubbed his eyes, she slipped her arms through the straps of the largest bag and looped the remaining bags around her shoulders and it felt like she was moving underwater. She stood, and the weight of the bags yanked her back.

			“I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said, crashing into the door. She shook River’s hand off her wrist and pushed his backpack into it instead. “You go first.”

			She used her body to block the doorway, allowing him to dart forward as the people behind her protested. As she bent to pick up the rice sacks, someone shoved the door, using their suitcase as a battering ram, and she staggered. A few people squeezed through, slipping between her and River.

			“Son?”

			She bobbed on her toes, scanning the packed corridor.

			“River, where are you?”

			“Here, Ma.”

			Several people and suitcases in front of her, a hand appeared, waving, and she let out her breath.

			Across the platform, another train arrived and people gushed out in a panic like they were running for their lives. At the sight, Song felt an urge to take River and flee as well, but she couldn’t even turn a shoulder. There were too many people in the too-narrow corridor, and the grip of the crowd was tight enough for her to feel the squeeze in her lungs.

			Then the doors of their train opened and everyone began to push, crushing her.

			She fell over, her feet leaving the ground, but she remained suspended, pinned in place by the people around her. In the next second, she found her feet and charged the door, spotting River as she nearly toppled down the steps.

			The crowd caught her in its whitewater roar and she turned, sputtering. With her arms weighed down by bags, she drove toward River with her shoulders and legs, sweeping him up just before the current forced them toward the stairs.

			“The handrail,” she shouted, spitting out a mouthful of someone else’s hair. “Hold on to me!”

			River hung on to her with one arm, clutching the Tchaikovsky with the other, and she threw herself at the rail like it was a lifeboat. Her hands were full so she pressed her hip against the rail and began to descend. She fought to go slowly but the current battered her, people rushing past.

			She saw, with an icy clarity, that they would be trampled to death if they fell. But whenever her feet slipped, she found another step. River stumbled and she summoned a burst of energy and grabbed the back of his jacket. The bags bore down on her and she hoisted the mountain higher on her back, strength coursing through her.

			She spilled out of the stairwell with River tucked safely against her body and now they were in the Main Hall, a long straight highway crowded with glowing signs. Numbers flipped like tile puzzles overhead while arrows blinked underfoot, pointing the way, but to where? There was no end in sight, only the staggering sea of people, with more people crashing in like waterfalls from both sides. Song pushed River behind her, sheltering him as she caught his hand.

			“Ouch! Let go, Ma! Slow down!”

			Song ignored him, following the arrows and staying with the current, growing breathless as the waves pounded at her. A man in a bomber jacket broke through the flow of people and bolted past her, knocking over River.

			As River went sprawling, Song tightened her grip and didn’t let go. Her son never hit the ground; it was the Tchaikovsky that fell, a flurry of pages, as if River had released a bird.

			“You son of a bitch,” Song snarled at the man, and then, to River, “Leave it—”

			“My book!” He twisted and his hand was like a small fish, slipping out of hers as he dove to the floor.

			The current pulled Song instantly forward and she shouted for River, wading back to the spot where he had lost the Tchaikovsky. She scanned the crowd, struggling to plant her feet as she looked for the break where her son would eventually appear.

			Where are you? Her eyes jumped from one face to the next as she moved against the crowd, bumping into bodies and tripping over suitcases.

			Where are you? The crowd kept coming and she bumped and she tripped through a moment that had no end.

			Where?

			Where?

			She paused when she sensed a shift at her back—daylight, entering through a row of doors, and two big banks of escalators ascending into the haze.

			Her heart stopped. That was the end of the Main Hall; that was how far she had drifted.

			“River,” she screamed, but the waves rose and crashed, pushing her farther away, drowning out the sound of her voice.

			She pictured him flailing and sinking. She pictured him cowering as people flowed over him, their feet pounding relentlessly against the cord of his spine, their suitcases flattening the delicate ridge of his neck. She heard his shriek of pain. Mama!

			Song dropped the rice sacks. She threw off her bags, every single bag that held her back, and she surged against the current, clawing at arms and backpacks and ponytails, grabbing people and casting them aside.

			Son, I’m coming, she thought as she slogged her way back up the hall.

			But when she finally reached the spot, she didn’t see River, and terror exploded inside her. She gathered up every jagged fragment and every scalding drop of that terror and hurled it out in every direction, screaming for River, crying for help.

			The current couldn’t hear her; the current didn’t care, and it swept her away once more, and she fought it. Her face contorted, despair streaming out of her nose and pouring out of her mouth.

			“River! River! My son, have you seen my son?”

			Over and over, the ocean rose and she rushed headlong to meet it. She commanded her body not to slow down and then she commanded it simply not to stop. Her legs cramped, muscle hardening into stone, and her throat thickened with some sticky substance, and she kept going because she could tolerate just about anything.

			She reached the spot again and River wasn’t there, waving the Tchaikovsky. He wasn’t there with his big ears and relieved grin.

			He wasn’t there and the intolerable pain overtook Song, the stretching and the tearing as a part of her own body was separated from her.

			Her son was lost.
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			July 2004, Lakeyard

			Song gave birth in the swelter of July, wearing wool socks and a padded coat. The window was tightly shut, the door, too, and the room with its cement walls and cement floor filled with a jungle heat, her own blood, her own breath. She labored on the hearth bed that was made entirely of brick, kneeling with her forearms braced against her husband, and she looked over his shoulder at the filmy window.

			She wanted to open it and beckon to the wind. She wanted to peel off the socks and tear off the coat and run into the lake, past the women squatting on the banks, scrubbing their hands raw in the muddy waters, past the gaunt men wading in and sighing like life was good to them, those lucky sons of bitches. The courtyard shimmered with dust. Sweat trickled into her eyes and became tears when she greeted her son.

			“Let’s call him River,” her husband said as they gazed down at the squirming bundle.

			“Because he’s noisy,” Song guessed, making Blue laugh, which was the point. “Because we’re in a house near the lake?”

			In the winter, the lake would freeze solid and the children of the Lakeyard would skitter across with blocks of wood strapped to their feet for skates. Song imagined River among them in a few years, red coat, red cheeks, shining with joy as the bitter Northeastern winds cut into him.

			Blue shook his head. His dimples reappeared, wells that were sweet but also deep, so that a little sadness pooled at the bottom. “Because rivers stretch on forever. Endless.”

			“Our River,” she said, so that it sounded like an echo.

			“Stop crying, Song,” her mother interrupted, crouched like a crab at the foot of the hearth bed. “Wang Lisong! Keep your tears. Your body has lost enough fluids.”

			Song watched her mother scrub the floor, knuckles grinding against cement. She didn’t have the energy to lift a hand and dry her face, but she pressed her lips together so that nothing else could escape. This was the house she had grown up in—the main room with a hearth bed and a doorless cupboard cluttered with every loose item they could call theirs, the crooked ear of the kitchen with a giant wok and a basin that held lake water for cooking and drinking and washing.

			Song hoisted herself into a half-sitting position. Through the bedding, the bricks of the hearth bed dug into her spine. She eased herself to one side, rolling onto her elbow, perching on her hip bone. The five of them slept on the hearth bed at night and she’d spent the last month of her pregnancy wide awake, counting the bones in her body and the kicks of her baby.

			She tugged at her coat, trying to air it out. It was like a sponge, growing heavier as it absorbed her sweat. But it could be worse. The hearth bed was hollow inside, with a grate at the base that could be opened and stuffed with straw and tree bark and torn leaflets, and when the kindling was set ablaze the whole thing glowed like a giant fireplace. At least her mother hadn’t fired it up to hasten her recovery.

			A wave of nausea rolled through Song. She sat up, fumbling with the buttons of her coat, and her mother snapped the cleaning rag. “Stop that, daughter. How many times do I need to tell you? After birth, one month of bed rest. Stay warm. Your body needs to heal.”

			Song thought the heat would sooner kill her but still, she did as her mother bid. It helped to keep her eyes on her husband, who was crooning to their son.

			That first week, she felt like she was lying in a bog, gnats swarming her greasy hair, ants crawling up her sticky back. Whenever she rolled over, she saw her mother crouched at the foot of the bed, cleaning the vegetables or the floor or the diapers, which had been cut out of soft sweatshirts. The village was a mud pit when it rained and a dust bowl when it didn’t; something always needed cleaning and so her mother did it with her eyes hollow and her mouth twitching.

			Song didn’t have to look for her older brother to know that he was curled around a beer bottle, snoring in the corner, on a beaten rush mat. He didn’t wear shirts in the summer; his stomach was bloated and his skin reeked of sweat and cigarettes.

			The family ate dinner late in the afternoon, when Song’s father returned from the mahjong den, because there was nothing else to do before the sun set. Song ate chicken soup that was mostly water and bone; she wasn’t allowed to have salt in this month of healing. She ate on the hearth bed as her mother and her father and her brother unfolded the card table and ate on the other side of the room, the three of them slurping and smacking with their backs turned to her, like she wasn’t there at all.

			Between six and seven in the evening, her husband returned from the cornfields, calling out to her mother and father and brother, who sat in the alley with the neighbors, gossiping and slapping at mosquitoes.

			Song knew all the sounds of her husband—the dusty clap of his shoes and the ladling of water from basin to wok and the crack of a single precious chicken egg, followed by the precise beating of chopsticks—and when she heard those sounds, she bent her head toward River. “Everyone is home.”

			The steamed egg custard that Blue prepared wasn’t for himself and it wasn’t for sharing; he insisted that it was only for her and so she ate it while watching him carve a face into a wooden clothespin.

			“I used to make these little things for fun,” he said with a push and flick of his knife, and with his thumb he brushed off the wood shavings. “Three soldiers for my three brothers. A spoon for Ma and a little dog for Ba and a whistle for myself. Funny what you remember about being a child once you become a father.”

			He pulled back to examine the clothespin doll, which had a thick knot of hair and a slanted, skeptical mouth—or was that a suppressed smile? It could’ve been either but then Blue raised his knife and carved the eyes, pinched with mischief.

			“Isn’t that me?” Song marveled, setting her empty bowl on the windowsill.

			The following evening, Blue carved a second clothespin doll, every feature soft and warm, eyes and hair and smile, dots for dimples—himself, of course, and Song said, “Look what you made.”

			“Look what we made,” he said, setting down his knife.

			As one week turned into two, Song stopped caring that she wasn’t allowed to rise—not to stretch, not to catch a breeze, not to step outside and wash away the blood between her thighs. Her baby, her River, lived in the middle of the hearth bed, sleeping and shrieking and suckling ferociously, and so she lived there, too.

			Suddenly, for the first time in years, she wasn’t on the move, taking jobs to make money or looking for jobs to make money. She wasn’t on her feet, whirling like a harsh wind, everywhere and nowhere. She was simply here; she existed beside her son, bathing in the days.

			As her mother banged joylessly around the kitchen, Song told River about his family—about his grandpa, who had worked his way up from laborer to foreman at a state-owned coal mine before retiring; and about his grandma, who made the most pungent fermented bean paste in the village and had won a prize for it once; and she saved his uncle for last because he was supposed to be the bright spot, the balloon released into the sky, full of hot air and ambition.

			It was the math teacher who had first told them that her brother showed some promise with numbers, and from that moment on, the entire family scrimped and saved to send him to college in Wuhan or Guangzhou, somewhere made of concrete and tile rather than mud and dust. To contribute, Song had dropped out after junior middle and worked at a factory that made frozen chicken legs. In the end, they saved up enough money, but her brother never left the village. The township leader had more money than Song’s family could ever save, and with all that money he stole her brother’s spot and gave it to his own son instead, leaving her brother to sink back to the earth, down and down.

			Song left that part out of the story; there was no point in feeling sorry about it. She looked at her brother in the corner, a deflated balloon, and she told River about who his relatives had been before, not who they were now, and she touched a finger to his nose, tap, tap, like raindrops, and he startled with each gentle splash.

			“So that’s your family, Baby. You are beloved.”

			One afternoon at the beginning of the third week, she woke and saw her mother beating her father with a slipper.

			“How many days of losing at the mahjong table? How many days of your son staggering around the bar? Is there anyone here who can make money?”

			Shouting back, Song’s father seized the slipper and threw it at the wall. Blearily, Song brought River to her nipple and winced as he latched on to her like a tiny shark, clamping down with his gums.

			She waited for the shouting to stop and said, “I can, Ma.”

			Her mother buried her face in her hands, racked by dry sobs. “When was the last time we tasted noodles? We can’t even buy one bowl to split between us. Who will help?”

			“I’ll always help you,” Song said, and she always meant what she said.

			There was no real work to be found in the village; the strong had no choice but to leave behind their young and their old and set out for wherever, cities that needed them but didn’t want them, to work for however long, until they weren’t needed anymore. For now, confined to the house by the lake in the village, the best Song could do was piecework.

			She began making earrings on the hearth bed after midnight, when she was awake anyway; River mewled for milk every two hours, sometimes every hour. Those were strange passages of time, fable-like, when she threaded earrings by moonlight with slumbering bodies heaped around her. Her brother snored on the other end, guttering like an unsettled flame, and her father stretched out like a reclining Buddha, deaf to the world, and her mother was motionless in the middle, lying flat on her back like a corpse.

			Song wanted Blue to be well rested but she was glad all the same when, one night as she made earrings, he sat up beside her, uncurling his body, which in sleep had sheltered River while growing toward her. He placed his hands on her shoulders and she let her head fall back as he kneaded. Then, picking up a straight pin, she resumed threading earrings. She hunched, squinted. The holes in the glass beads were minuscule.

			“Stop,” she whispered. “You’re rocking me.”

			He watched her make one, two, three pairs of earrings, and then he picked up a pin and stabbed at a bead. Song eyed his clumsy attempts and relieved him of the pin.

			Working quickly, she looped her earrings through labels provided by the factory. They were glossy purple, printed with black skulls. She couldn’t read the symbols but she could read the numbers. Someone in America would pay twelve dollars for them. Someone in Harbin would pay Song twelve cents.

			Grabbing another pin, Song hissed. A red bead formed on the tip of her thumb.

			“Let me,” her husband said, taking her hand. He licked off the blood and put her thumb into his mouth, applying pressure with his tongue, and when he caught her eye and grinned, she felt herself falling into those deep, sweet wells. After a moment, he pulled back and examined the puncture. “There.”

			“I’m all right now. You need to sleep,” Song urged, because Blue was leaving in the morning to look for work and he was prone to car sickness when he was tired.

			But he didn’t go back to sleep and she didn’t ask him to stay longer and they didn’t talk about his departure as it drew nearer. They were migrant workers, after all; they came and they went, the same way they slept and they woke, mourned and laughed, scattered and gathered, remembered and forgot. That was the relentless rhythm of their lives, powering the growth of a nation.

			“We’ll see each other for the Spring Festival,” he said, knowing her thoughts. “That’s just half a year away.”

			When the summer was over, Song would also have to go out in search of work, leaving River behind with his grandparents, but she didn’t want to look that far ahead. She would grow dizzy peering into her future, that vast emptiness.

			“Only for one or two weeks. Only once a year for the Spring Festival. If everything goes smoothly for us.”

			“It will. And after a few years of me working and you working, we’ll have enough money to start another business of our own, and we won’t have to leave each other anymore. We’ll never leave River behind again. We’ll be one family in one place. Together ever after, eating chicken eggs and pineapple shortbread all day long.”

			Song followed the lines as he drew them, the beginnings and the ends—a future with a shape, one she could envision without tipping forward and falling in.

			“Once a year, then ever after,” she said to seal the deal, adding, “No pineapple anything,” as she remembered how they’d numbed her tongue and left her hands sticky.

			“Still!” Blue bumped her shoulder, teasing. “Hasn’t it been two years?”

			That was when they’d met—two years ago, a few months after Song had quit her job at the factory closest to the Lakeyard. The girl next to her on the assembly line had collapsed and Song had looked down into the girl’s face, which was the same fleshy hue, tinged with misery, as the frozen chicken legs strewn around them, and she had decided there were other places to make money.

			Her mother had shouted herself raw and Song had stood there and taken it. Then she’d gotten onto her scooter, riding four hours to Harbin, the capital of the province, where she sold pineapples out of a wagon. She chopped off the tops and skinned the prickly sides and dug out the eyes, working her way down the pineapples in meticulous spirals. Sweet juice dripped from her fingers and perfumed the air.

			In the gaps in foot traffic she watched the construction workers across the street, tearing down one shopping center to erect another. They hollered over the jackhammers and they squabbled as they smoked and they roared with laughter upon hitting the bottle. Song took note of the quietest one, because the others quieted, too, to hear what he had to say.

			One evening as she watched them banter, sitting with her ankles crossed on the back of her wagon and fluttering a paper fan over her flushed skin, she caught sight of a pack of not-quite-policemen ambling up the sidewalk past the construction site. These particular officers were charged with keeping the streets orderly, and there were four in this pack and one was swinging a baton. He stopped when he noticed Song and the pack changed course, moving toward her.

			She snapped her fan shut, sticky and irate, because if the officers decided there was something wrong, then there would be something wrong. Just the other week, after discovering that his wife had been having an affair, one officer had taken a wrench to a watermelon vendor who happened to be on that corner.

			As trouble approached, Song pried up one of the wagon floorboards and retrieved her documents. That was what the officers demanded first from people like her—her ID and her rural residence permit, which she had inherited from her parents, which her children would inherit from her, which stamped them as peasants and chained them to the old village even as they lived and worked in cities elsewhere.

			“My documents are in order,” Song said as the officers fanned around the wagon, two in front of her and two behind her. “What’s the problem?”

			“Clear out! You think you can peddle fruit anywhere you want?”

			The officer with the baton gave her back wheel a kick and the wagon shuddered, the plump satin-smooth pineapples at the top of her pyramid plopping to the floorboards.

			Song’s throat tightened. “Have a care. Look, you’ve dirtied my pineapples.”

			She whirled to her other side as a different officer chimed in, “Your pineapples?”

			He smirked at his comrades, his lips as thin and red as his eyebrows were thick and black. “They’re our pineapples now. Leave the wagon and get lost.”

			“You can’t have my wagon. That’s called stealing, when you take other people’s property.”

			The red lips disappeared, the eyebrows darkening. “Watch your stinking mouth, farmworker. Around here, that’s called confiscating.”

			Song jumped off her wagon. The officers moved closer. The one with the baton took aim like playing golf and the pineapple made a wet noise as it landed in the street.

			“Bandits!” Song’s hands became fists. Fury oozed from her pores, sticky as the juice from the crushed pineapples, filling the air with its sickly sweet scent.

			Then a voice she’d never heard before washed over her like a morning breeze, both gentle and bracing, and it said, “You don’t have to fight.”

			A construction worker—the quiet one—slid between Song and the officers. He repeated his words, sweetening them with his dimples, and Song was so startled by the notion that she actually took a step back, her fists unclenching. The construction worker stood in front of her and faced the four officers, an undersized brown figure in an oversized orange vest, a bag of steamed buns dangling from one hand and a small pail of toiletries dangling from the other.

			“Think carefully before you do anything,” he said to the officers in that same mild tone, but without the dimples.

			The baton rose and the officer said, “Fuck off.”

			The construction worker didn’t flinch. “If you’re going to beat her, then you’ll have to beat me first. But don’t forget—people are watching.”

			The baton stopped moving as the officer’s eyes drifted to the construction site, where the other workers had stopped hollering and squabbling and roaring and were now looking their way, and his gaze snapped back to Song. Her heart fell as he slid the baton into his waistband and said, “Leave the wagon and get lost.”

			Song left without her wagon or her pineapples but she did leave with the construction worker, the quiet one who could make people listen. Her knees shook as they walked away. His face was sweet and his voice was soft but when he took her hand—briefly, before returning to the construction site—his knuckles were hard and his grip was strong, which meant that hers didn’t have to be. A candle flared in Song’s chest, a molten warmth pooling beneath her belly.

			Over the next few days, she sold pineapples out of a cooler on a different street and tried not to think anymore about what had happened. But in the evenings, as her dorm mates chattered around her and climbed into their beds, she conjured the quiet of his voice. You don’t have to fight.

			Each night, his voice brushed her ear and trailed down her neck and slipped all the way to the base of her spine. She didn’t know his name but she shivered, imagining him whispering hers.

			By the end of the week, she was tired of fighting. She made a dough in the kitchen of her dorm, and she boiled and mashed a handful of red beans, enough to fill two hotcakes. She fried them up on Sunday morning so that they were still warm when she arrived at the construction site and gave them to the worker.

			“I wanted to thank you,” she said, turning red because that wasn’t really the reason, and then he smiled at her, looking so happy that it shattered her heart.

			“Can I walk you home?” he asked.

			The next day she brought him two more hotcakes and again he walked her back to the dorm and that became their ritual, in rain and in sun, in fall and in winter.

			“I don’t mind the job. I’ve always liked making things,” he said as they left the construction site one spring morning, sharing breakfast and walking home. “I’m just tired of doing it for other people. I want to start making things for us.”

			He caught her hand and stopped under the blooming magnolias. She turned to him and saw the quiver of his throat and the tremor of his smile and so she became the steady one.

			“Why, Blue,” she declared. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

			Less than a year after they met, they traveled to Song’s old village for their wedding, and afterward, back in Harbin, they pooled their money and bought a food cart that hitched to a bicycle—Song’s idea. How many times had Blue joked about the hotcakes being worth their weight in gold? How many workers had cajoled her to bring a few for them, too?

			In the afternoons, Song and Blue hunched over their table, tucking spoonfuls of red bean paste into envelopes of dough, and in the dark, at four in the morning, they loaded up their cart. That was their ritual now, sharing the work and setting out from home. By six they were at the construction site, lining up hotcakes on the griddle and dishing them out to the brown-faced, bare-shouldered workers who stepped to the side and wolfed them down, and by ten all the hotcakes were sold.

			It wasn’t easy to make something of their own—but how easy it was for Song to make Blue laugh, turning each evening into a game. How easy it was for Blue to drape his jacket around her shoulders and pull her feet into his lap. After years of living in dorms full of people, how full their room was when the night stilled, just the two of them moving and breathing.

			After several months in business, when the foundation for the new shopping center had just been laid, the construction site went silent for some reason no one seemed to know although everyone assumed there must’ve been a good one. Dump trucks and big roosters filed out onto the road, shoveling away the workers—the food cart’s customers—as if they were mounds of rubble.

			That had been a setback, another loss of livelihood—and that hadn’t been their only change in circumstance. Packing one bag each, Song and Blue had returned to the old village, as they had for their wedding, only this time it had been for the birth of their child.

			In Song’s lap, River unlatched with a sigh, a sound of supreme contentment.

			“Lucky baby,” Blue said as River placed a possessive hand on the swell of Song’s breast. It was a big hand, compared to the rest of him. Song uncurled his fingers and pressed his palm to her cheek.

			“These hands will do great things,” she murmured, even though none of them were meant for much. But she said it because they were a family now, and family was the most important thing. It was more important than money.

			“We are as rich as the richest family,” she whispered to River.

			“That’s the first thing you’ll learn in this life—Mama is always right,” Blue said, lifting River’s lolling body to his shoulder, and Song leaned into her husband and the three of them became one—inseparable, even though they faced a lifetime of separation.

			“I have a feeling about you,” she said to their son, not knowing if their future had a shape or if it was an empty formless sea, their moments together like islands, few and far between. River’s head bobbed on the soft stalk of his neck as he fought to lift it, like her voice was the sun.

			“You’ll be beautiful and you’ll be strong—running and jumping, singing and dancing.”

			Her husband set River down on the hearth bed and she placed her hand on the scrawny plane of his chest, feeling the miraculous rise and fall. “You’ll go to school and be number one and you’ll make a good friend. You’re a good boy. Mama loves you, and you’ll know that you are someone who matters.” Leaning over, she inhaled the softness of his head, aching for him.

			And then River smiled. He smiled his first smile, and it was for her.

			When day came, the world moved around Song and River. Through the closed window, the sun beat down and bleached the pink flowers on the bedsheet and from the alley came the impatient tap of a horn.

			Blue knelt beside the hearth bed and brushed his lips against River’s forehead, a kiss like a whisper, stirring the fine hairs. “Once a year, then ever after.”

			When Blue straightened, Song saw a wooden clothespin clenched in each of River’s fists, the girl and the boy. Then Blue slipped something into her hand, too, and she tried to push the money back into his pocket but he pinned her arms down. He touched his forehead to hers and they lingered there, breathing. She inhaled when he exhaled, taking him in.

			The horn sounded again, no longer a tap, and Song stole another breath before her husband was gone, climbing into a dusty van of dusty men packed three to a row.

			The van was making its way south, to the heart of China’s rust belt in Shenyang, where migrant slums were being demolished to make room for high-rises, and sleek industrial parks were populated by German car manufacturers and IT companies. Blue had heard about it from a teacher who liked to read the People’s Daily—Shenyang was developing and there were jobs to be had, opportunities for any kind of person, as long as they worked hard. Even the robotics companies needed people to tend to the boiler rooms and sort through the trash.

			Song lifted River to the window and he flinched to hear the door of the van slide shut. He began to cry, fists screwed around the girl clothespin and the boy clothespin.

			“Up in the sky, the stars don’t speak. Down on earth, the child misses Mama…”

			It was the lullaby she had sung to herself as a child, every night as she’d drifted off to sleep, and she sang it now to River to soothe them both, soaking in the music so that her heart felt big and soft even though the world was small and hard.

			The van reached the rotting mountain of trash that marked the end of the alley. The left blinker started to flash. The other workers dozed, already weary, but her husband gazed out the window with bottomless eyes and drank in the sight of his wife and his son as the van took him away.
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			February 2016, Beijing Railway Station

			“Come back here!”

			River snatched the Tchaikovsky off the grimy floor, a boot heel imprinted on the cover. “Got you! Look, Ma.”

			He sprang to his feet and turned to show her the book.

			“Ma!”

			He turned to his other side, feeling the press of bodies around him. He tilted his ear and listened for the B-flat of her voice, but the static of the crowd overwhelmed his senses.

			“Ma!”

			She had been right there, and now she wasn’t. Panic struck at him, a brilliant hammer that fell repeatedly on C. The crowd turned him this way and tugged him that way and he lost his bearings.

			“Mama? Where are you? Mama!”

			He squatted, squeezing his eyes shut and covering his ears. People began tripping over him and he realized his mistake as he found himself smothered by coats. No one could see him down there, and a boot stomped his knuckles and a knee drove into his temple and his head struck the side of a suitcase.

			He tried to cut through the crowd like his Ma had but each time he attempted to stand up, people flowed into him, knocking him back down, and by the time they reached back to help, they had already flowed away, the gaps they left instantly filled by other people.

			He gave up and shrank into a smaller ball instead, to defend the Tchaikovsky, and a voice like a tiger’s claw slashed through him.

			Get up, son!

			He blinked and saw Mama, as if she were really there. The sunspot on her cheek matched the light brown of her eyes, where little lanterns flickered and swung when she looked at him.

			Rolling onto his knees, he began to crawl.

			He moved in frantic bursts, an insect seeking safety, until he emerged into an alcove formed by a set of escalators. There, at last, he was able to stand.

			The crowd split to his left and to his right, flowing around the escalators, moving toward the exits. The smell of fried chicken coated the air. Sniffling, he zipped the Tchaikovsky into his backpack. He clutched the straps, backing into the alcove until his head bumped against the sloped ceiling.

			“Mama!”

			He took off his yellow jacket and waved it like a banner but the crowd continued to stream past. He puffed his chest and cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted as loudly as he could and his voice was just a small dog, chasing itself around the alcove. No one could hear him.

			He wished desperately for a phone. Then all he would have to do was call Mama and wait in the alcove until she arrived—problem solved.

			He knew Mama wanted to buy him one but couldn’t, because money didn’t fall from trees. But now he wondered angrily—why didn’t it? Why couldn’t Mama do what she wanted?

			If he had a phone, he would buy a ticket and take a train back home to Harbin and knock on his old piano teacher’s door. He would ride a bus or hail a car or check out a share bike, even, and pedal it to Beijing’s Central Conservatory of Music where his new piano teacher was expecting him for their first lesson.

			Without a phone, he couldn’t even walk into a store and buy a bottle of water for one piece. Cash was old and brown, a dead thing. People didn’t want to touch it.

			A phone was a key to a house, and inside the house was a kitchen with food and a room with a bed and a desk stacked with textbooks, and clean air and boiled water and medicine for the sick. Without a phone, he couldn’t go into the house and he couldn’t leave it, either. He was stranded on the front stoop as wild beasts lurked in the bushes.

			River felt so sorry for himself that it didn’t occur to him to borrow a phone until someone else entered the alcove—a narrow man, sliding out of the crowd and slipping toward River.

			“What’s the matter, child? Do you need help?”

			“I’m lost, Uncle. I need to call my Ma.”

			Looking concerned, the narrow man laid a veined hand on River’s arm. “Of course, child. We’ll find her. I’m sure of it.”

			He squeezed River’s arm in reassurance but it was somewhat painful and River glanced down at the narrow man’s hand, with its web of blue veins. His eyes were full of veins, too, filaments of red.

			“My phone is in the car,” the narrow man said without letting go of River’s arm. “Here, come with me. It’s not far from the station.”

			In a burst of longing for home, River said, “All right.”

			He needed a phone. Mama would be sick with worry, barreling through the train station with her eyes like flashing sirens. She would be wondering why he hadn’t called yet.

			The narrow man glanced around the alcove. “Then we should go quickly.”

			His voice started on one note and slid up half an octave, a nervous glissando, but River shook it out of his ear and let the narrow man steer him into the crowd.

			“Quick,” the narrow man urged as River broke into a trot to keep up, “before your mother leaves you behind.”

			River pulled back. “She wouldn’t.”

			His ear never failed him; he shouldn’t trust this man. Wrenching his arm free, he ducked past the narrow man and ran.

			He couldn’t run very fast because of all the people, but he tripped through the crowd for what felt like a long time, and when he looked over his shoulder, half expecting a veined hand to appear, there was no one behind him.

			The narrow man was gone. He had given up, whoever he was, whatever he wanted. When it came to grown-ups, River knew, it almost always had to do with money.

			But, as he faced forward, he saw a shadow slipping through the crowd. It slid into gaps with ease, sidestepping obstacles, and those bloodshot eyes were locked on River.

			The narrow man was following him.

			River lurched into motion, every part of his body pumping, propelling him away from danger. He stumbled and glanced back.

			How had the narrow man gotten so close? He moved through the crowd like there was no crowd—like he was an arrow, aimed at River.

			Once more, Mama’s voice came to him, and this time it told him a story from when she was a little girl, playing tag with her brother. He was bigger and faster, with longer legs; she always lost, until she decided to change the game. Without saying anything to her brother, she stopped playing tag one day and started playing hide-and-seek instead, crouching along the riverbank, waiting for her brother to pass before flitting to a different tree.

			In the train station, the trees were the people. There were countless places to hide.

			River stopped running and dropped low. A middle-aged couple with fanny packs and hiking poles got into line at the fried chicken kiosk and River stepped behind them, disappearing as the narrow man flitted into view. He stood where River had stood just a moment ago, scanning, searching.

			When he started moving again, River darted behind a man with a briefcase and followed him under a sign for the West exit—through the turnstiles, across the ticket office, out of the station, and the cold hit River in a ferocious blast like the Winter Wind étude.

			He didn’t make the error of looking back. With the Winter Wind swirling in his ears, he emerged from hiding at a dead run. Lungs aglow, feet catching fire, he hurtled like a meteor across a teeming square.

			He flew past people with their heads down and their hands in their coats, even their breathing harried, bursting in white plumes from their mouths. He collided into people who were sitting on the ground on cardboard sheets and plastic bags, peeling oranges and lighting cigarettes and wondering aloud when the train to Nanjing or Inner Mongolia arrived.

			His chest tightened into a fist—too fast, too cold, too much—and even though he was afraid of the narrow man, he forced himself to stop running. It would be harder for Mama to find him if his lungs failed and he became just another body sprawled on the ground.

			He needed a hiding place, where he could catch his breath in safety, and a chime sounded as if in answer, a brilliant drop of dew—Ten pieces received!

			A woman was selling sweet potatoes nearby, wrapping them in foil and roasting them in a metal trash barrel. A cloud of warmth surrounded her cart, smelling of burnt sugar.

			“One for you, too? You scan me.” The sweet potato woman indicated the QR code taped to the counter and River slunk back, muttering, “I don’t have money.”

			A teenager with a basketball and a diamond in his earlobe dribbled up to the cart. Wedging the basketball under one arm, he raised his phone to scan the code, and the sweet potato woman’s phone chirped, Ten pieces received!

			When she turned to serve her customer, River darted behind the trash-barrel roaster and the heat of it loosened the knots in his chest and the scent that poured out was thick as caramel. Shrugging off his backpack, he rummaged for the snacks Mama had packed and came up with a half-eaten tube of hawthorn flake candy. As he peeled back the wrapper and placed a single disk on his tongue, his stomach rumbled. The sweet potato woman glanced back at him and he crossed his arms and legs and pretended like no one could see him.

			After a moment, he heard the rattle of a sweet potato being pulled from the roaster. As foil crinkled, he couldn’t resist taking a peek. The skin glistened with beads of sugar and steam poured out as the sweet potato woman cut into it with a pocketknife and with a fork, she fluffed the orange flesh.

			River looked away before the sweet potato woman could catch him staring. She tapped his shoulder anyway, confronting him with a sweet potato the size and color of a new sun, and his limbs uncrossed.

			“I’m guessing you’re hungry,” the sweet potato woman said. “If you’re anything like my own boy.”

			River imagined reaching out and taking the sweet potato, but how could he do something so brazen?

			From the front of the cart, her phone chirped, Ten pieces received!

			Both of them looked over and River caught sight of a veined hand. Without lingering to see the customer’s face, he dropped back behind the roaster. As long as he remained in his hiding spot, as long as he didn’t move, didn’t breathe, didn’t blink—

			“I wonder,” the narrow man said with a ghost of a smile, tucking his phone into his pocket and taking the sweet potato he had purchased, “if you’ve seen my son? He wandered off while I was in the bathroom, the naughty child.”

			The sweet potato woman glanced sideways at River and the narrow man leaned over the counter to follow her gaze.

			River grabbed his backpack. It was open but there was no time to close it and he heard something clatter to the ground as he bolted. The sweet potato woman called for him to come back and he sensed the flickering, just out of sight, as his taller, narrower shadow slipped after him. It would be a mistake to go back now, just as it had been a mistake earlier to go back for the Tchaikovsky.

			He squeezed his eyes shut and saw Mama beside him, the two of them pretending to be explorers, sailing to the far end of the square, where he discovered there was nowhere to go but up to the footbridge, and so he began to climb. Up and up he went, scaling the stairs as the wind whistled through the passage.

			At the top, he was confronted, briefly, by something immense—an impression of heights and distances and density, looping highways and gridlocked intersections and skyscrapers crammed one after another. Immediately, he put his head down and glued his eyes to his feet, his ears filling with the sound of his breathing, a prickly white thicket.

			The city of Beijing reminded him of the Tchaikovsky—overflowing with riches. The concerto was a hundred pages long; to learn it, River focused on one measure at a time, memorizing it and mastering it before allowing himself to look at the next measure. That was the only way to keep from losing his nerve.

			So that was how he would take in Beijing—one measure at a time. With cars honking beneath him and birds wheeling above him, he crossed to the other side of the footbridge and descended on quivering legs, landing with a sharp little huff.

			Staring at his feet, he walked until the loud places inside him quieted, and eventually he realized that the other world, the outside one, had also gone quiet. He lifted his head and squinted into the distance.

			On a street that smelled like home, paper burning and green peppers frying, it dawned on him that he was a long way from the train station. It was sometime in the afternoon and he was somewhere he didn’t know, just that it was a long way from Mama.
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			November 2004, Lakeyard

			Song stretched the days of that summer into months, the months into years. She made that summer last as long as those summers when she was a girl and no one bothered with her or maybe they forgot about her. No one forgot about her anymore, now that they needed her money, and sure enough, one evening in November, her mother joined her on the hearth bed and said, “Tomorrow, Wang Lisong. You’re leaving home tomorrow.”

			Her mother leaned over River and covered his eyes before uncovering them suddenly, separating her hands and flashing her dead tooth. River gurgled happily, four months old, with the quivering plumpness of a hot-water bottle, and Song’s mother gave him a poke.

			“Your Ma has to go far away and find work so that you’ll have nice things to eat and nice clothes to wear. You’ll live here with Granny and Granny will take good-good care of you and you won’t miss Mama a bit. Isn’t that right?”

			“Of course, Ma.” Song stared at the sunset, her voice as flat as the horizon. “You don’t have to remind me.”

			Out in the alleys, she could hear the tofu man making his rounds, listless variations on the same song—tofu, hey, selling tofu, hey, fresh tofu, hey—and she pictured herself striking out on the road to Harbin as she had two years ago, only this time she was a wife and a mother, and without her husband and without her son she found herself questioning the way. Which road, again? Which lane was she to stay in, which turn was she to take?

			Late that night, she woke to River crying—a frail sound, like his hunger was a thread winding through his nose. She rolled over to nurse him. The hearth bed wasn’t quite so cramped now that six had become five. After tomorrow, four. They couldn’t live for free, after all.

			“I’ll come back in no time,” she murmured, so that River might forgive her for leaving. Like a blind person, she traced the contours of his miniature face. “Mama will come back for you. Once a year, then ever after.”

			At that hour, in the dark, it was impossible to pretend. The next time she saw her baby, he would be crawling. Then walking, eventually talking—time rushing on, demolishing their plans, and she imagined herself years later, standing at the threshold of the old home, staring at a boy who didn’t recognize her, either.

			She crushed her cheek to River’s, whispering urgently, “Mama’s still here. Right here.”

			Through the night she clung to him, a ferocious heat emanating from her chest, and that was where it came from, sprouting like a seed from her desperation—an idea so impractical and unnecessary that it felt like a wish.

			What if she stayed with River for a little longer? It was as simple as asking her mother for a few more weeks at home, maybe even a few more months, until Blue came back for the New Year.

			Her mother would be as surprised as she was by the idea, because it wasn’t the usual way of things in the Lakeyard, but Song knew by the cooling of her heart that it was the right thing for her and River. They couldn’t be separated yet. Tomorrow was too soon.

			The sun rose and her father and her brother left the house and her mother prepared to step out, too, gathering the clothes that needed to be washed and scraping up the last of the soap. Song watched from the corner of her eye while making the bed, shaking out the blankets and wondering when to ask and how.

			She had never asked her family for anything before, but when her brother had needed help, they had all banded together and supported him. He hadn’t thanked them and they hadn’t expected him to, because he didn’t owe them anything. That was family. And they would do the same for her.

			Was she being selfish, asking them for help? If it was the first time, she reasoned as she tugged the curtain open, maybe that meant she wasn’t. The silence of River’s slumber filled the room like contentment but she saw, when she turned from the window, how diminutive he looked, lying there by himself on the bare hearth bed. She would do anything for him.

			She picked him up, balancing him on his stomach on her forearm, and she followed her mother out into the courtyard. Asking for help would be like jumping into the lake—one instant that stole her breath, and then it would be over. She just had to show her mother what was in her heart.

			But when she did, her mother set aside the washboard and laughed, long and loud like a pirate, dead tooth glinting in the cavern of her mouth. Wet clothes hung like tattered sails from the drying line.

			Song’s eyes flooded and her voice grew thin. “A little more time, Ma. I’m afraid to leave. The baby needs me.”

			“He doesn’t need you. He needs—we need—money.”

			“I know it’s not normal, Ma, but we could make it work. Brother gets to stay at home, drinking all day, and I’ve never asked for your help with anything.” Song bowed, tightening her grip on River. “Help me, Ma. Let me stay. I beg you.”

			With white knuckles and a white face, she bowed and she bowed and River remained pliant on her forearm with his limbs dangling like loose vines from his body.

			“You don’t think it’s hard for me? For them?” Her mother gestured and Song followed that gesture past the front gate. She followed it over the narrow canal that carved through all of the alleys, filled with all of their stinking mud, which didn’t flow anywhere—across the crumbling lakeside promenade and the underground shopping mall with its frozen bumper cars and the park with its patched-up trampolines and all the way up to the pagoda where an old man sang “Liuyang River” with the vigor of a young man.

			“And yet,” her mother said, yanking Song back into their courtyard, “we do what we’re supposed to do, and we survive it, and so will you.”

			“I can’t leave him,” Song begged, bowing frantically, and her mother stabbed the air with a gnarled twig of a finger, softened by the lake and hardened by the sun and stripped by the wind.

			“You must. Go pack, Wang Lisong. Give the baby to me.” She opened her arms and Song said, “No.”

			Her tears evaporated, leaving a gritty salt. “I’m taking him with me.”

			Her mother slapped her thigh, looking around the courtyard at an imaginary audience. “You’ve gone crazy, daughter. Raising a baby in the city? The child is better off here. Who will take care of him when you work?”

			“You.” Hope and desperation packed Song’s throat and she croaked, “Come with me. Come with me to Harbin and take care of River while I work.”

			Her mother’s nostrils flared, her voice climbing higher. “You’ve lost your fucking mind. Everyone will die laughing at us.”

			“But I can’t do it unless you come, Ma—”

			Song’s cheek burst into flames and River wailed as if he were the one who had been struck.

			“Get out of my sight,” her mother hissed, lowering her hand, and Song retreated at a run, the screen door slapping shut behind her.

			She had cracked herself open and her mother was nowhere to be found. She had asked for help and it didn’t matter because she didn’t matter. The only thing she could do was soothe her crying baby before she left.

			She drew the curtain shut and walked with River across the darkened room, a few steps forward to the wall, a few steps back to the hearth bed, and still River screamed with the fury of being helpless. He screamed like he knew she would soon leave him behind.

			The childhood instinct rose in Song and she plugged in the dusty radio and turned the dial until a station came through. It wasn’t the Beijing opera she had clamored for as a girl, listening with her father until her brother complained about the racket; it was classical music, where the instruments sounded like human voices but without any lyrics, and that left space for Song’s own thoughts. The next song was Debussy’s Arabesque No. 1, according to the announcer.

			At the sound of the piano, River stopped crying and stared at the radio with round eyes, rapt. Only the rope of drool moved, stretching from his chin.

			Song turned up the volume and set the radio on the hearth bed and lifted River to her shoulder. She stood in the middle of the darkened room and swayed.

			She kicked off her slippers and took off her socks. She swept across the floor, the cement chilling her bare toes. She stepped and she spun, making her hair swish.

			Many years ago, she had seen a pianist on TV, performing at the national Spring Festival Gala. In the spotlight in his sparkling purple suit, with the adulation of the audience raining down upon him, no one would’ve guessed that he had come up from a left-behind place like the Lakeyard.

			Song had burned with envy, watching him play. She wanted to have the ability to make music whenever she felt like it, whether she was happy or in pain or full of sorrow. Then she would never be powerless; she could always escape.

			In reality, only the best escaped, and she wasn’t the best at anything. She would never be that pianist on TV. What she had, for this one moment, was her son, and the music on the radio. It was fleeting but it was still a kind of escape.

			She danced with River in their concrete box with the curtain drawn shut, waltzing between the cupboard and the card table, the radio glowing on the hearth bed. They danced until time and money didn’t exist and neither did the room. Around them, a flurry of notes drifted down like leaves, landing in a wistful sigh, and Song lifted her arms to the autumn trees and the crisp sky and the blinding light of her baby, her son.

			Then she knew—she had to do it with him. The two of them would leave together and go to Harbin, and there would be traffic on the way.

			She placed River on the hearth bed and packed in a hurry, dumping out a drawer and stuffing their clothes and identification documents into a canvas bag. River blinked heavily at her as she pressed the clothespin toys into his moist palms.

			“You can sleep soon,” she said, lining the empty drawer with cloth diapers. “And Mama will find the way.”

			She dressed him warmly and laid him in the drawer and that would be his cradle. She tucked the radio beside him, and that would be his companion.

			As for her, she had the money Blue had given her—she had counted it last night, along with some of the earring money, 362 pieces in total, folded in her pocket and held together by a rubber band—and she had her mobile phone, which was charging on the floor, looking too new for their haggard home.

			The phone had been Blue’s wedding gift to her even though he couldn’t afford one himself. Their wedding had been simple, held in a homestyle-cooking restaurant with plastic tablecloths and sticky floors, and she had worn the pale blue suit she’d gotten the previous New Year, the fabric thin and scratchy but the cut flattering, in her opinion, and the color fresh and pretty.

			The guests ate fish caught in the lake and served whole and magnificent on platters, and Song’s brother acted as the master of ceremonies, telling embarrassing stories and directing the games—Song blindfolded, feeling her way down a line of hands and guessing which pair belonged to Blue; Song and Blue thrusting their hips, popping the balloon between them. Brother placed a balloon on Blue’s lap and Song took aim and plopped down, missing her target, her bottom hitting the floor instead.

			Her cheeks hurt from laughing, her face glowing from the countless toasts—neighbors and old classmates, her parents sitting stiff and sullen on one side of the head table while Blue’s family crowded around the other and spilled out across the next few tables, too—all those siblings and aunts and uncles, Northeasterners as well, but their province bordered North Korea, not Russia.

			“Eat, eat.” Song’s mother-in-law reached over Song’s mother and made a show of serving the newlyweds, handing Song a ragged piece of fish with gray edges. A stingy portion. Beside it, Blue’s piece glistened, snowy white, and Song understood something, then, about Blue’s family: They were the kind who only took care of their own. To them, she would always be an outsider. Then Blue switched the plates, and he bounded to the microphone to present his gift.

			Rich men wooed their wives with property, high-rise apartments with gleaming white floors, but Song hadn’t expected anything more than Blue’s dimples. She held the gift in the palm of her hand, a gleaming white phone with buttons like pink candies, and her mother-in-law harrumphed, “Too expensive. She doesn’t need such a thing.”

			Ignoring her, Song went up to Blue and put her arms around his neck. Her skirt fluttered as he carried her out of the restaurant, past everyone clapping, her glowing cheek pressed to his glowing cheek as they ducked through the doorway and entered their new life.

			The memory of that day was warm and compact, as solid a weight as the phone in her pocket, and she felt less alone. In the kitchen, she took a piece of cornbread and sprinkled tea leaves into her water jar, which used to be a sauerkraut jar, and then she hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and carried River in his drawer out of the house.

			Her mother didn’t come to her; she didn’t even look, staring into the washbasin and scrubbing as Song stood over her.

			“We’re leaving, Ma—River and me. I’ll send home money. Don’t worry.”

			“You’ll come crawling home in shame.” Her mother’s words were brittle, cracking against her teeth. “My stupid daughter. You’re going to fail.”

			Song’s sweater was too heavy and the drawer dug into her hip and her palms were slick with sweat but she refused to set down the load she had chosen for herself. Her back was a concrete wall, her shoulders barbed wire.

			“We’re not coming home. Goodbye, Ma.”

			Out in the alley, atop a pile of discarded building materials, Song found a rope and looped it around the bottom of her scooter, securing the drawer to the footboard, where she could keep an eye on River.

			As she knotted the rope, she heard her mother in the kitchen, pounding cloves of garlic and cutting a cucumber into matchsticks. When her father and her brother came home, the three of them would sit around the card table and eat without talking—just chewing, just her brother belching, rubbing his bloated stomach.

			If River stayed, he could end up like that. She wouldn’t allow it. She crammed her bag into the seat compartment and heaved at the scooter and the engine hiccupped as she hopped aboard.

			At the mountain of trash, she turned left. She rode for a while, steering carefully to avoid the walls that lined the alleys and the muddy canal that lapped at her wheels. She went slow, giving her mother a chance to catch up.

			But no one chased after Song. The walls fell away, the stench dissipating, and the wind lifted the back of her shirt and dried the sweat on her face. She went fast, outrunning the dust and leaves that snapped at her heels. Her engine whirred with the cicadas. She looked down, at the drawer braced between her feet.

			River slept with his arms flung over his head, his mouth settled in a pout, and as she watched, his limbs twitched and the corners of his mouth turned up, like he was smiling back at her. She rode out into the world with the sun blazing overhead, with River, and it didn’t feel like making a mistake. Because she was hopeful, it felt like the start of an adventure.
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			In the early evening, Song arrived in Harbin, merging onto a congested four-lane highway. River had slept the whole way but her eyes were bloodshot—the dust, the worry. What was she doing, riding off to Harbin with a baby, without any plan but 362 pieces?

			Muscle memory guided her off the ramp, past a shopping mall that blinked like a spaceship, past imposing buildings made of patterned brick, dressed with tall columns and arched windows and domed towers. She turned onto a side street, searching, and when she spotted the gate in the wall, she squeezed through on her scooter.

			It had been many months but the place was the same as she and Blue had left it. The narrow lane roiled with evening noises and smells, like a cauldron on the verge of bubbling over. Sewer gases billowed around children jumping rope and children kneeling on low stools, doing homework. A stray dog stopped to sniff at a crushed soda can.

			As Song steered, her left knee brushed a rack of blouses and her right knee bumped a stack of birdcages. The sparrows hopped from wall to wall, twittering, and overhead there were no stars; there were tarps and power lines, hanging low and thick. The air, spiced with chili oil and garlic, made her nose itch and her stomach growl.

			There was the stall where she used to haggle for tomatoes and chives. There was the locksmith who had made her and Blue a copy of their room key when they’d moved in together after the wedding, and there was the pancake stand Blue had hurried to late at night when she was pregnant and moaning for salt and vinegar. There was the shop where they’d bought fistfuls of chopsticks and stacks of patterned bowls for their new business, and there was the pothole that had caught them once during a storm, the front wheel of their food cart sinking into the mud, the two of them heaving and slipping and roaring into the rain.

			A bell rang and she looked up to see a man barreling down the lane on his bicycle, swerving as a woman stepped out of a noodle bar and tossed a bucket of dishwater into the street.

			“Motherfucker! Take a look first,” he barked, and River’s fists stabbed at the air as he startled awake.

			Song peered down at him, smiling. “Baby, we’ve arrived. This is where Mama and Baba lived before you.”

			The management office smelled like layers of cigarette smoke, years on top of years. A portable heater ticked and hissed in the corner. A man in a white golf shirt slouched in a one-armed chair with his feet propped up on the desk. He was watching a War of Resistance drama on TV, his eyes half closed, like a dozing lizard.

			“Do you have a room for us?” Song hefted River’s drawer as a bomb exploded on the TV screen and a Japanese soldier screamed in agony.

			Lizard Man leaned over his chair and hawked a glob of spit onto the floor. “Three hundred pieces.”

			The drawer slipped and Song caught it with her knee. “Did prices go up? Because my husband and I lived here not long ago and—”

			Lizard Man flicked his eyes in her direction. “Of course prices went up.”

			“Cut me a deal,” Song pleaded, sweating as she grappled with the drawer. “Please. I don’t have anyone. My baby is four months old—look at him!—and it’s getting colder by the day. I need help.”

			Lizard Man switched off the TV and stared at Song. His face was smooth in the way of someone who never smiled. “You’re wasting your own time. Go on.”

			As he regarded her with his lizard eyes, Song turned her face away and wished to disappear. A black slick of shame coated her insides.

			She had wasted her breath asking for help. She had spent her strength and given away her dignity. It had taken her a few tries—she had never been a good student—but now she committed the lesson to memory: The world didn’t care. It wouldn’t help her.

			She shoved the drawer onto Lizard Man’s desk, crinkling his receipts and sending his pens rolling. She licked a trembling fingertip and counted through her stack of money, and then she threw the bills down like a winning hand even though they looked mealy and sad on the table. Wasn’t her money as good as anyone’s?

			“Three hundred pieces.” She straightened her back and lifted her chin. “I’ll take it.”

			The room was on the second floor, and the air inside was cold and musty like vegetables forgotten in the cellar. Glancing at the one window, caged and closed, Song set down the drawer and surveyed the barren wasteland of the walls. A lightbulb dangled, spiderlike, from the ceiling.

			“This will do, Baby,” she said, plopping down on the narrow bed.

			The bed was the only thing in the room. The two of them would sleep on it and sit on it and eat on it and play on it, and Song thought of River sprawled on the expanse of the hearth bed just that morning and her insides prickled with guilt.

			At the Lakeyard, he would’ve had the entire courtyard to crawl around as fresh laundry flapped and fresh air swirled. He would’ve sat on an unsoiled carpet of dirt, his penis peeping through the slit in his pants, his belly swollen with warm goat milk. When he was older still, he would’ve played Reds and Japs with the neighbors’ grandchildren, and then they would’ve hopped over the canal to buy milk-flavored popsicles at the little convenience mart two alleys down.

			“We’ll be here together,” Song pointed out. “We’ll hang up a calendar. Brighten up the place.”

			Before setting to work, Song plugged in the radio and River babbled and kicked, listening to Chopin’s Nocturne in E-flat Major, his mouth forming a wet O as a pair of notes flitted like butterflies across the room.

			Song made the bed and swept the floor. She unpacked their belongings late into the night, setting out the cup for their toothbrushes and hanging up their coats and lining up their shoes, leaving a little space for good luck to find them.

			When she was done, she leaned over River, who fought to keep his eyes open, gazing at her like she was as beautiful as his music.

			“Sleep well,” she said, turning off the light, leaving on the radio.
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			Song woke up hungry the next morning. Her thoughts jumped to the sixty-two pieces in her pocket, and that paltry sum was the only thing keeping her and River together, buying her a few days—not nearly enough—to find a job. Despair, that lonesome feeling, swept through her, and she stroked River’s plump cheeks and squeezed his fat thighs and rested her hand on his round belly, reminding herself of all the things she was responsible for.

			Creeping to the door, holding her breath as she closed it, she proceeded to the shared bathroom at the end of the hallway, passing along the way a two-burner stove that served as the shared kitchen. She entered the one stall and squatted over the ground, feet placed awkwardly on the footholds to avoid the smears. Then, at the one sink, she washed herself with a hand towel, scrubbing her back and chest and armpits, because a visit to the bathhouse would cost twenty pieces.

			Back in the room, she put on the pale blue suit she’d worn for her wedding, and when she buttoned up the jacket and smoothed out the skirt, she felt bold. Who wouldn’t want to hire her? Putting River into his coat and moving him to the drawer, she stripped the bedsheet and twisted it around her body to make a sling.

			She locked the door behind them in case someone with even less stole their radio, and then she walked to a street lined with restaurants. It was quiet at this hour, just a trickle of bicyclists and a truck, beeping as it reversed, but come lunchtime all those sidewalk tables and plastic stools would be buzzing with patrons.

			Through the window of a barbecue restaurant, Song saw a man tinkering with a tabletop grill. She hugged River close, and then she threw her shoulders back and marched inside to ask for a job.

			The man stepped out from behind the grill to greet her. With his beefsteak hands and apple cheeks, Song assumed he would have a rumbling way of speaking. Instead, in a petal-soft voice, he said, “How can I help you, miss?”

			He folded his hands and dipped his head, waiting.

			Song explained her situation, and when he unfolded his hands and lifted his head, she saw genuine regret in his eyes.

			“Without the baby, maybe. I could find something for you to do. But…”

			“I can work harder than anyone,” she said quickly. “I can learn to do anything.”

			The man spread his palms in embarrassment.

			“That’s fine. I understand.” Song backed out of the restaurant, her smile bright and flimsy as tinfoil as the man cocked his head and did a little wave for River.

			She inquired next at a crawfish restaurant. She went into a ramen shop and a Sichuan eatery and a beef noodle joint and there was no place anywhere for a woman with a baby. To make matters worse, the kitchen smells made her so hungry that she nearly turned to her toes, swollen to sausages inside her shoes. She had skipped dinner yesterday and breakfast that morning to save money, but at half past one she gave in and stopped at a pancake cart in the doorway of a boarded-up bar.

			A woman ladled a thin batter onto a griddle that looked like a giant wheel. With a twist of her wrist, she spread the batter like a fan across the hot griddle—sizzle—and with her other hand she picked up an egg—crack—and as the pancake bubbled she broke a wonton sheet in half—snap. A scattering of cilantro, dollops of chili sauce and sweet flour paste, and the woman folded up the pancake—chop chop chop, into thirds—and slung it into a plastic bag. Song counted out eight pieces and took the steaming bag to the steps of the bar.

			“Any other ideas?” She laid River across her lap and while he stretched, she removed his wet diaper and hung it from the railing. “Something indoors, obviously. A cleaning agency? I wish, Baby. I wish.”

			Cleaning agencies required referrals and she didn’t know anyone who could refer her. With fifty-four pieces left, wishes were worse than a waste of time. They would make her ravenous and leave her unsatisfied.

			She shoved the pancake into her mouth. Her jaw cracked and her cheeks bulged and she looked down and saw two wet patches on her shirt. She plucked at the fabric, holding it away from her leaking breasts as she chewed.

			River’s diaper was still damp when she finished eating and she had no choice but to fold the cloth and wrap it around his wrinkly bottom. She tucked him back into the sling and it didn’t bother him that he was sitting in a soiled diaper. He dug his nails into her chest and peered out at the world, smiling a gummy smile because he didn’t know anything better.

			Song walked all afternoon—into hair salons and dry cleaners, grocery stores and photo studios, rental agencies and bank offices. She walked into the shopping mall and stood in the middle of a marble sea, trying to decipher the network of escalators above her.

			By the time she left the mall, the sun was setting behind a river of cars and trucks. She paid ten pieces for a bowl of noodles and limped home. For something to do, she pictured Blue at the construction site in Shenyang where he’d found work. Dinner would be over by now although he might still be a little hungry, sitting on his bunk bed in the corrugated tin can he shared with the other men. She imagined him lying down and falling asleep with his socks still on, his big toe sticking out of a hole. There were always holes in his socks. They were always joking that he had talons like a chicken.

			That night when River fell asleep, she unlatched him and remained curled on her side, looking at the photos taped to the wall. Blue in an orange helmet, a neon vest dangling from his bony frame. Blue posing beside their food cart, thrusting a hotcake at the camera. Blue on their wedding day, gripping a microphone, beaming at her.

			She wished she could see him, right then and there; she wished he could see River. But for the next two months, until the New Year, he would be a distant voice, a few minutes each week, because there were other men waiting for their turn to use the one mobile phone they passed around. The next time it was Blue’s turn, she would tell him that River was in Harbin with her. Regardless of her situation then, she would tell him that she had a good room and a good job and everything was good, because his worry was no use from five hundred kilometers away.

			The next day, for twenty-three pieces, Song bought a sack of rice and a packet of fermented bean paste that managed to be too salty and too bland at the same time. She thought of her mother’s prizewinning recipe and something fine and sharp, like a splinter, lodged in her heart.

			On Thursday, Song spent sixteen pieces—a pancake for breakfast and a pancake for dinner—and she found a fan heater in front of a deserted office. She carried it home and plugged it in, flattening a spider that crawled out from behind the blades as they began to turn.

			On Friday morning, with five pieces left, she loaded River onto the scooter and pinned her last hope on Central Street. Tourists flocked there to stroll over the cobblestones and snap photos in front of the European-style buildings. Where there were tourists, there had to be jobs, selling Russian souvenirs, selling snacks—the famous Modern popsicles, candied hawthorn skewers, barbecued octopus—and in the winter the tourists bought dogskin caps and drank vodka and paid to marvel at Harbin’s illuminated ice palaces.

			Song walked until closing time and then she sat on a bench in the plaza, where a violin quartet was playing.

			“I guess this is it,” she said, watching people walk by eating creamy Modern popsicles.

			It would be months until Blue had money to send. He wouldn’t be paid until a certain phase of the construction project he was on was complete, and even then, wage delays and underpayment were routine. She had the sack of rice and the room for the month but she was already defeated. She couldn’t find a job. She couldn’t keep them together. All of this, her so-called adventure, was as worthless as the five pieces in her pocket.

			She watched a girl with pigtails slurp at a Modern popsicle, milky drops sluicing down her forearm, and Song could almost feel the stickiness against her own skin.

			An old man wearing an icebox wrapped in rags hobbled through the plaza. “Ice cream, popsicles, ice cream, popsicles—”

			Song waved him over, feeling reckless, and with her last five pieces, she bought a Modern popsicle.

			She tore open the wrapper and dropped it on the ground. Cold vapor steamed off the bar. She took a bite and held it in her mouth, where it melted into a pool of milk and cream and sugar. What kind of mother was she?

			She lifted River out of the sling and sat him on her lap. He grabbed the popsicle with both hands and brought it to his mouth, gumming the top corner. Nearby, a poet wrote on the ground with a water brush the size of a mop. The poet had a face like a walnut but his calligraphy was graceful and spare.

			An older woman cut across the poem, smudging some of the characters. She wore a backpack with a squeegee handle sticking out of the top and her shoes were scuffed and pink, with cartoon flowers for eyelets. Her sweater looked just as girlish, with its two enormous pockets shaped like red apples. Song felt a prickle of irritation as the cleaning lady squeezed onto her bench.

			“Ai-ya, there goes another day,” the cleaning lady sang, warming up for a conversation. Peeling off her rubber gloves, she tightened her pink shoelaces and picked up Song’s discarded popsicle wrapper.

			“Hey there, handsome fella,” the cleaning lady said, putting the wrapper into her backpack. “Look how strong and sturdy you are. Look at those legs.”

			River kicked in hearty agreement, and because he was grinning at the cleaning lady, Song also gave her half of a smile. “Sturdy, indeed—he doesn’t stop eating.”

			The cleaning lady clucked in sympathy. “Babies are like that. Who’s helping you look after him?”

			“Just me. I—” Song’s chest flooded but she stopped herself just in time.

			“Did your Ma pass? What about your people?”

			The pressure built again in Song’s chest. In a strangled voice, she said, “I left home.”

			Then she kept going, pouring out her story, and she hiccupped at the end, holding up her popsicle. “Here it is—my last five pieces, melting all over me. I’ll lose my son when I go back.”

			“They melt fast,” the cleaning lady said. “You eat. I’ll hold him.”

			She took River and wiped his hands on the front of her own sweater. She pressed her forehead to his and pretended to forehead-wrestle with him.

			“You know, this isn’t the end for you. It’s just the beginning, and the beginning is always the hardest part,” she said, now tickling River’s feet and giggling along with him. “You can get used to anything. You can rely on yourself.”

			“How can you be so sure? You don’t know me.”

			“Because of him. Look at this little emperor and tell him you can’t do it.” She turned River around and Song looked into his startled face and smiled.

			“You’re right. It’s impossible.”

			“What did I tell you? Hey, would it help if I introduced you to my agency?”

			Song’s heart leapt and she almost shouted—Yes! Yes!—before she caught that elation and swallowed it down. In one bite, she finished the popsicle, letting the cold knife through her head, a reminder of the disappointments of the week.

			In a neutral tone, she said, “It would. But…why would you do that?”

			The cleaning woman gave Song a little swat on the knee, as if she had said something ridiculous. “If I can, why wouldn’t I? Here, take down Mrs. Zhang’s address. I’ll arrange for you to meet her tomorrow morning. She’ll work you hard, but she won’t cheat you. She’ll pay you on time. She’ll pay you what you’re owed.”

			Song’s pulse quickened, her heart climbing once more. “Do you know that she’s hiring?”

			“She is. I’ll tell her you’re a friend. She’ll want you to start immediately.”

			“But how do you know?” Song persisted.

			“Because I’m leaving.” The cleaning lady pulled River’s coat down, making sure his belly was covered. “Heading back to the old home. My Ma is sick. I’m going back for a few months to be with her before she passes. She spent her life cooking for all of us, two brothers and two sisters. How come it didn’t occur to any of us to cook for her? So I’ll go back and I’ll make a mountain of candied sweet potatoes for her. I’ll add sprinkles, like I would for a child. We’ll lie in bed and eat the whole thing while watching a Korean drama.”

			River pushed her away and reached for Song and Song welcomed him back, scattering kisses across his face. “But what will you do for work when you return?”

			“It’s all right. I don’t know when that will be and I’m in no rush. People are always rushing here and rushing there—what’s the rush? We only have that last appointment to make.” The cleaning lady’s smile grew sad when she said, “I can’t remember the last time I was home for so long.”

			“And I don’t know if I can ever go back to mine.” Song made a funny face at River but he didn’t laugh, heaving a sigh instead and patting her cheek.

			“That’s all right. You have each other. That’s all you need.” The cleaning lady swung her backpack over her shoulder and stuck her hands into her apple pockets. “If Mrs. Zhang asks, tell her you have the old folks here to take care of the little fellow when you work. How would she know? She’s sitting somewhere else, making schedules.”

			“I don’t know how to thank you.”

			“Don’t be so polite. Walk slowly, Little Sister.”

			“Steady winds home.”

			“Bye-bye, handsome,” the cleaning lady said, fluffing River’s chubby cheeks. “Be good to your Ma, all right? She loves you the most.”

			Song picked up River’s hand and waved it for both of them. She remained on the bench after the cleaning lady was gone, feeling faint because she was still there.

			She didn’t know how. As she looked around, she saw so many people that the air shimmered with lives like fine threads, and yet she had crossed paths with the one she needed.

			She wasn’t lucky, which meant it couldn’t be as clean as that, the threads going in just the right ways to cross in just the right places. It had to be that they crossed in so many places and so many ways that they formed not a path, but a tangle—a fine, shimmering mess.

			It was beautiful all the same. She had fought fate and won. Now she was going to make a new life.
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			February 2016, Beijing Railway Station

			Beep! Swoosh.

			Song heard the flap of mechanical doors and stopped struggling against the crowd. It wasn’t what she wanted but she had arrived and the destination was the East exit. That was what it meant to be trapped in a current; the best she could do was float, blindly, to where other people were going.

			The crowd funneled through the turnstiles, ejecting Song, and she was an individual once more, free to think her own thoughts and go her own way. She realized, now, that it had been a mistake to fight her way back up the Main Hall. Fighting was her first instinct but it wasn’t her son’s.

			She thought of his careful face, his habit of disappearing behind her when others approached, and she understood that his first instinct would’ve been to hide. She knew, too, that he was smart; when he felt safe, he would find a phone and call her.

			She moved to the end of the turnstiles and took out her phone. As she waited for it to ring, the battery icon turned red and the fear that engulfed her was agonizing as any flame.

			River would call but too late, too late—her phone was dead.

			Or River wouldn’t call—too late, he was face down on the ground, bones cracking under the weight of strangers.

			Song extinguished the image, a forceful pinch of the will. River would call, and her phone wasn’t dead yet.

			Two paces away, behind a potted tree, a woman cut her fingernails. Farther down the wall, two men leaned against a No Smoking sign—twins, practically, both of them young and trim, wearing penny loafers and light coats over light slacks. Song caught a glimpse of one Twin in profile, typing on his phone—the slash of his jaw, his nose, his cheekbone, like three knives in a block. A cigarette smoldered, dangling from the corner of his mouth.

			At the turnstile closest to Song, two people started through at the same time. They grappled with each other, neither one yielding until the police officer stationed at the exit cracked his baton.

			“Cease!”

			The command ricocheted like a bullet off the tile walls and the brawlers ducked and ran. The police officer watched them go, his eyes hardening, glittering in the granite block of his face, and Song backed away before he could catch her rubbernecking.

			As she retreated, she bumped into a wall that hadn’t been there before. The wall split into two people. One of the Twins leered and flicked his cigarette at her while the other snickered into his upturned collar.

			“Motherfucker,” Song muttered under her breath, brushing the ashes off her coat. “Why the hell would you stand so close?”

			Turning away, she checked to see if River had called. Her blood turned to ice water trickling through her veins. Where was her phone?

			She unzipped her coat and patted her hips. She emptied her pockets and found only the boy clothespin, which she had used to clip together her ID and her residence permit. She lifted her arms and feet, rotating slowly as she looked for her phone, and when she glanced up, she saw the Twins, joking with each other as they slipped through the turnstiles. One of them was holding a phone—her phone, which River was bound to call, and the Twin spun it like a pinwheel in his hand before pocketing it.

			“Stop! Thieves!”

			Song launched herself after the Twins and slammed into the closing turnstile door. The Twins lengthened their stride and didn’t look back and she screamed again because they couldn’t outrun her rage. The turnstile door opened and she was through in an instant, closing the distance, and her hands formed claws as she pounced.

			One of the Twins raised his long arm like a flag—not in surrender but in attack.

			“Police! This rotten migrant is harassing us.”

			Song jerked back, scalded. The granite-faced police officer swiveled his head to look first at the Twins and then at Song. His eyes glittered and his hand drifted to his belt.

			The smell of pineapples overwhelmed Song. This time, Blue wasn’t here.

			But he was never far from her. She forced herself to loosen her fists and walk forward—toward the Granite Block, with his black boots and black weapons. She stood without fighting and spoke with the quiet resolve of her husband.

			“They’re thieves. They stole my phone.”

			Then the Twins bumped her out of the way, babbling over each other in their excitement.

			“Why would I steal from her—”

			“—late getting home, my old Ma will be worrying, wondering—”

			In seconds, the Granite Block sized up the situation and flicked his hand. “Go on, don’t keep your Ma waiting.”

			It was worse than the crack of a baton; Song gasped, her head reeling. “Are you kidding? You just believe these two—based on what?”

			“Happy New Year,” he said like she was a ghost, like he couldn’t hear her, and the Twins echoed blithely, “Happy New Year.”

			The injustice of it—resounding, like the tolling of a bell—reverberated through Song’s body, and she forgot her husband and she forgot herself. As the Twins sauntered around her, she struck, lunging for the one who had her phone.

			“Cease!” The Granite Block caught her around the waist and she bellowed, “Let me go,” kicking and twisting and heaving with her entire weight, as if she could move a granite block.

			He gave her a violent shake. “Aren’t you people embarrassed, carrying on like this in public? Enough! You’re leaving.”

			“No, no, no!” Song thrashed and dug in her heels, resisting, and a tidal wave of red slammed into her and she shrieked, “My boy is still here! Eleven years old! I can’t leave without him.”

			The Twins watched, laughing, as the Granite Block dragged her like a bag of wet sand to the exit. A path opened up for them—people stopping, turning to stare—and with a grunt, the Granite Block heaved Song out the door.

			The cold hit her, hard as the ground beneath her hands and knees. Shivering, she scrambled toward the Granite Block.

			“I need to find my son! I need my phone!”

			The Granite Block took a heavy step and knelt beside her. “Keep making trouble and I won’t just throw you out—I’ll throw you in jail.”

			He lifted his eyes and Song saw the camera over the doorway, and beyond this camera and this Granite Block were more cameras and more Granite Blocks. There were ticket checkers and bus monitors and security screeners, security guards stationed at every entrance of every park and shopping mall and office building and apartment compound, unarmed packs of not-quite-policemen roaming the streets, armed squads of more-than-policemen standing at attention on shaded podiums.

			Song lowered her gaze and the Granite Block nodded. “That’s right. So if I see your face back here again…”

			He left her with that, and the door closed behind him and she didn’t move a muscle. There were eyes everywhere, watching, glittering, but none of the eyes blinked and saw her. To whom could she lodge a complaint or make an appeal? Her phone was gone and there was no getting it back.

			She had to find River without it. As she stood, a delivery worker in a pink coat nearly bowled her over. The clock towers began to play their stirring anthem, “The East Is Red,” and she looked across the square at all the people lined up at the entrance, waiting to pass through the security checkpoint.

			She could push her way to the front. But without a ticket, the security guards wouldn’t let her into the train station. Without a phone, she couldn’t buy a ticket. Those were the rules. If she broke them and made a scene, a different Granite Block would be there to arrest her. Then who would search for River?

			So she kept thinking, and in the middle of the square was a miniature house with navy trim and a white picket fence and a planter of peonies on the windowsill—a surveillance bus.

			She could knock on the door and report her child missing. But the police would have excuses, urgent matters and lunch breaks and box after nonsensical box that had to be ticked. She would wait and wait and wait for them to tell her what she already knew—that she was on her own.

			People like them didn’t care about people like her. She was one worthless soul in the field of life and death. The forms she filled out would be misplaced and the calls she made would go unanswered. The Granite Block who came out of that surveillance bus would sooner find a reason to punish her than file a single report or send out a single patrolman.

			These hours belonged to her son; she couldn’t give any of them away to the police, at least not yet, when time was critical.

			By now, River had probably tried calling her. When she didn’t answer, would he come out of hiding to look for her? Then the current would also push him outside, which meant she had to search the square, starting with the other exits.

			Song muscled her way through the crowd, and fear was a rock in her stomach that didn’t erode. It was below freezing—a problem for River’s lungs, and he was wearing only a yellow jacket, having taken off his padded coat on the train.

			But she couldn’t think like that. She imagined River bouncing on his toes and breathing into his hands, singing Liszt’s exuberant Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6 to beat the cold—tapping the tip of his tongue to the backs of his front teeth, striking the octaves like they were matches, momentary visions of warmth.

			He would turn when she came up behind him and draped her coat over his shoulders. He would demand to know what had taken her so long.

			She ran toward the exits—toward him, she imagined, shouting until her voice was dry as a twig, scraping her throat. She ran until a new layer of sweat formed atop the layer that had previously dried, like a finishing coat of paint. The harder she ran, the slower she seemed to go, until she ran in place and it was the world that moved, scrolling past her.

			He wasn’t at the first exit or the second or the third, and so she ran to the places that might appeal to him. Toward the music—a dragon dance. Toward the warmth—a sweet potato cart, and she welcomed the pang in her stomach and the saliva that bathed her mouth.

			Somewhere in the station or the square, River was cold and hungry, just as she was cold and hungry. That, at least, was something that connected them, now that her phone had been stolen.

			She rapped a knuckle against the counter. “Have you seen a boy in a yellow jacket? Singing, most likely.”

			The sweet potato woman looked up from her trash-can roaster and lowered her tongs. “A singing boy, no.”

			He’d go toward high ground, Song thought, turning her attention to the row of stone balls lined up across the square, and the sweet potato woman called her back with a snap of the tongs.

			“A boy in a yellow jacket—yes. Earlier this morning. Skinny-small, with big ears? Same age as mine—eleven, twelve?”

			“That’s my son!”

			Relief made Song lighter than the air, a shimmering bubble. River hadn’t drowned in the crowd. He hadn’t been crushed. He had been seen.

			He had left the train station, which meant that he wouldn’t be allowed to go back inside, either. She could narrow her search to the square outside.

			The sweet potato woman hurried around the cart, gesturing for Song to follow. Her voice was taut with concern as they huddled beside the roaster.

			“A man showed up, claiming to be looking for his son. Sleepy eyes. Rail-thin hips. Is that your husband?”

			Song’s body turned cold even as the heat rippled across her face, filling her mouth with ash. “That’s impossible. My husband is dead.”

			Everywhere, all over China, mothers whispered the stories of children gone missing while walking home from school or playing jacks beside the beverage cart or lagging behind their grandparents at the fish market—children stolen and sold into rich families if they were lucky, stolen and sold to the streets if they weren’t.

			“I see,” the sweet potato woman said with a grim nod. “Yes. I suspected something was wrong, based on the child’s reaction. He was scared. He ran away.”

			“The man,” Song choked. “Did he—did he catch—”

			“No. I lied and told him I saw the boy running toward the dragon dance. Later, the man climbed onto the back of someone’s scooter and left. Empty-handed.”

			“Oh my mother. And—and my son? Did you actually see where he—”

			The sweet potato woman pointed and Song followed her finger—away from the train station, beyond the square, and the sweet potato woman said, “There—there—” and pointed at the pedestrian footbridge that spanned a rushing thruway.

			Song’s body vibrated like a tuning fork, a piercing note. River had left the square. He was neither inside nor outside; he was no longer lost in the train station. He was lost, now, in a city of twenty million.

			He didn’t have a phone, which meant he didn’t have money. It was February and he didn’t have anywhere to go and he didn’t even have a padded coat.

			A waterfall roared in Song’s ears as she felt herself drawing closer to the edge of some catastrophe. She reached for the boy clothespin and thought of the girl clothespin she had given to River three and a half years ago, when he had needed it.

			“I’ll be right there with you,” she had told him, putting it into his pocket.

			So that was where he had kept it since then, and Song closed her hand around the boy clothespin and imagined River doing the same, holding on to the girl clothespin—pieces of each other that were also pieces of Blue.

			“Save your biggest sweet potato for me,” she said, blinking rapidly at the sweet potato woman. “As soon as I find my boy, I’ll come back to buy it.”

			Song turned away from the cart and set her sights on the footbridge and as she prepared to enter the maw of a fearsome city, she kicked something with her shoe—a blue tube, and she knew, even before picking it up and reading the label, that it was River’s medicine.
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			The room was still dark, the alarm silent, when Song woke to two-and-a-half-year-old River’s coughing, his entire body clenching and expelling what sounded like clouds of soot. With a miserable moan, he rolled over and threw an arm and a leg across her, his toddler limbs made even stumpier by the padded coat and fur-lined pants he wore throughout the winter, including to bed.

			Song lay awake as he tossed and coughed, her thoughts murky with worry and exhaustion, and the radiator that cut off at night clanked feebly in the corner. All week, it had been like this—waking to River’s coughing, the wind sweeping in from Siberia and cleaving through bone, the morning sun frozen in a block of smog.

			At six-thirty, her alarm rang—birds chirping, a zither playing—as it had every day since she had started working for Mrs. Zhang two years ago. It was Friday, which meant that she would be fully booked. People liked to have clean homes ahead of the weekend. River would spend the day strapped to her back, if the customers were home, and if they weren’t, she would turn on the radio and set him on the floor and scatter a handful of corn kernels. At night she would put him to sleep on her last customer’s couch.

			She took a fortifying breath, memorizing the weight of the blankets and the warm puff of her son’s breath, milky sweet with dreams, and the shivering began before she had even slipped out of bed. Feeling around for her slippers, she draped a second coat over her shoulders and pried her toothbrush off the windowsill, breaking the seal of ice that had formed overnight. On her way out of the room, she scooped a bowl of rice from the sack behind the door and a clothespin came up with the rice—the boy.

			With frozen fingers, she fumbled to take it out. The clothespins turned up in the strangest places these days, reminders of her husband stuffed into the toes of her shoes and dropped into cooking pots and bags of puffed corn. Once, River had thrown the girl clothespin out of the window and it had landed in the live catch tank of the first-floor restaurant, startling the catfish.

			She traced the boy clothespin’s sweet smile with her thumb. Yet another year had passed; yet another New Year holiday started next week, but this year it would be special, because she would celebrate it with her husband.

			Once a year, they had told each other at parting, but things hadn’t gone so smoothly for them. That first New Year, as everyone else dispersed to their old villages, Mrs. Zhang had chosen Song to stay in Harbin and work over the holiday. It was only fair, since Song had just started her new job, and then it only made sense for Blue to stay in Shenyang and pick up overtime hours at three times the usual rate. The more money they saved, the sooner they could stop working for other people. They would delay their once a year to have their ever after.

			“Don’t cry,” Blue had said, so soft that she wanted to bury her face in his voice. “Instead of buying a train ticket, I’ll buy a mobile phone for myself. So we can talk whenever we want.”

			Then, the following year, Song’s mother had called her—the first time she had done so since Song left home, and Song only ever called her mother to say she had sent money. Despite everything, she still viewed that as her duty as a daughter and a sister.

			She imagined her mother paging through her little book of phone numbers and removing the handkerchief draped over the telephone and forcibly pressing the dust-choked buttons—going to the trouble not for her disobedient daughter but for her husband, who had been hospitalized. He needed heart surgery and heart medicine.

			There were no other discussions. Song’s mother knew that Song had a job, from the money that came in, and from that she could also deduce, if she wanted, that her daughter and grandson were fine. She didn’t ask for details and Song didn’t offer them. She agreed to send extra money and then they hung up on each other.

			There wasn’t enough money left afterward for a train ticket; Song and Blue stayed where they were and spent a second New Year apart with phones pressed to their ears, communicating not so much in words but in the silences between those words, like moonlit waters, and then Song held the phone to River’s ear and let him babble to his father until he trailed off mid-giggle, asleep.

			But not this year. This year, they had the money and they had the time.

			Song was suddenly giddy as she thought of the math homework she used to rip up and shove into the hearth bed—Big Tooth leaves on a scooter from Harbin at forty kilometers per hour and Black Bean leaves on a train from Shenyang at ninety kilometers per hour, how long will it take for them to collide?

			It would happen at Blue’s old home because Song didn’t have one anymore. Blue had booked his ticket and Song had changed the oil and Song’s mother-in-law had bought a slab of pork the size of River, or so she claimed. The dates were circled on the wall calendar, beneath a picture of a red-and-gold dragon.

			Song returned the boy clothespin to its spot on the windowsill—leaned against the girl clothespin, so that they held each other up—and in the shared kitchen, she poured the bowl of rice into the rice cooker and added ten bowls of water to make a loose porridge, so that she could stretch the sack of rice.

			As breakfast cooked, she continued down the hall and washed her face in the bathroom. Her cheeks were a little sunken and her hands, after two years of being submerged in detergent and bleach, looked like they belonged to her mother. Would Blue, too, have new lines and spots? Song didn’t care as long as she could still find him in that shy smile, and she tucked her hair behind one ear and hoped he felt the same about her.

			When she returned to the room, River was awake, sitting in bed with his hair rumpled and the blankets tangled around his waist. He teetered in her direction and made his kissing face, eyes half closed and mouth half open, and she pressed her cold cheek to his warm mouth.

			“Come eat, sleepyhead. The porridge is hot-hot.”

			“Eat, eat,” he chanted as she put the two bowls on the table—just an empty paint bucket topped with a wooden board—and she put him on her knee and fed him while dodging his attempts to feed her.

			“Yuck, yuck,” he said, knocking the spoon out of her hand. Porridge spackled the wall and he wriggled out of her lap and seized the hand broom.

			Song wolfed down the leftovers as he made sweeping motions, smearing porridge across the floor. He thumped his chest in satisfaction and swept under the shoes, as he had seen Song do, and he swept the porridge clinging to the wall and he climbed onto the bed and swept the pillows and then he shrieked as Song chased him around the room.

			“No music,” Song puffed, stuffing him into a second layer of padded clothing. “No music today unless you hold still!”

			In their double layers, in their gloves and boots and scarves, they tottered out of the room, and River took the stairs two at a time, throwing his weight forward with the confidence of someone who had never been allowed to fall.

			“Get ready,” Song said at the bottom of the stairs, tying down the flaps of her hat and pulling up her fur-lined hood.

			“Ready,” River chirped, but he gasped anyway when Song opened the door.

			“It’s icy-icy, isn’t it? But let’s go—we can’t be late.” Making an airplane noise, she swung River into the air, and he squealed as she flew him to the scooter.

			At another time of year, it would take half an hour to ride to Greenmeadow Garden, the compound where she was most often scheduled. But it was winter now. All over the city, coal poured into heating systems. A million stoves burned in the countryside and a thousand wheat fields were set ablaze. Smoke rose from the factories in great white pillars that held up the sky. Song hadn’t seen that sky in a month; day after day, she woke in a dark room as a white cloak of pollution doused the sun and shrouded the tundra.

			She had been shocked by the smog her first winter in Harbin. Entire buildings vanished while their neon signs remained, floating in midair like a city of ghosts. The streets became gridlocked, the drivers unable to see beyond the hoods of their cars. Once, after a string of pileups, the police had closed the highway and she had missed a morning of work. It was a wonder Mrs. Zhang hadn’t fired her.

			Song had thought the worst of it was over after that first week on her own with River, but that first winter had been the true test. Life became a fog she trudged through one day at a time and living became the business of enduring. It was always dark and she was always cold and weary and although she had River, she was ever alone.

			“I’ll come back. I’ll take care of both of you,” Blue had insisted, but she knew he couldn’t.

			He hadn’t urged her to take River back to her mother, either; he knew she wouldn’t. When she had first confessed to him that River was in Harbin with her, he had said, “What’s done is done. Don’t second-guess yourself. You made the best choice you could.”

			So that winter, every time they spoke, he had said to her, “You’re doing it. You’re doing it so well.”

			“Take it one step at a time,” he had said to her, and so she had, walking that bitter road, cleaning apartments and making enough money to feed their son, sending the remainder to her family. Now the worst of it was behind her; she knew she would survive, as she knew the sky would be there when the pollution lifted.

			Today the smog was bright, almost hard; there was a malicious glint to it as it crept up around them, and the cold burned through Song’s gloves as she loaded River onto the scooter. He had outgrown the drawer he had arrived in; his place was in the front basket now, and he kicked his feet and shouted and pointed as a truck rumbled past their alley, playing “It’s a Small World” with salt water blasting from its cannons.

			A coughing fit interrupted River’s excitement. The basket rattled beneath him and Song steadied the scooter and inhaled deeply, breathing for both of them, but there was a density to the air, like it had turned to sediment at the bottom of her lungs. It wasn’t good for River to be outside on a day like this, which was nearly every day in the winter, four hours round trip—but what could she do? She couldn’t afford a car and she had to work and River had to come with her.

			She pressed her tea jar to River’s lips and coaxed him to sip the hot liquid and steam rose into his face and turned into frost on his eyelashes.

			“Hang in there, son. We’ll be at Greenmeadow soon.”

			The apartments there were warm, and they had double-glazed windows and air purifiers, machines half the size of refrigerators that sifted through the air and cleaned it before pumping it back into the room.

			River’s face reddened as he coughed, and he pushed away the tea jar and began to cry and that made the coughing worse. He retched and screamed, hanging over the side of the basket.

			“Don’t cry. Your tears will freeze.” The cold gnawed on Song’s fingers as she looped a mask around his ears. “Hold on, we’ll be there soon. The mask will keep you warm-warm.”

			River coughed as Song thrust her hands into the warming mitts attached to the scooter’s handlebars. He coughed as they pulled out of the alley and he coughed as they inched onto the highway. His mask slipped and Song saw that his nose was streaming.

			Pulling her hand out of the mitt and taking off her glove—the cold instantly scorched her skin—she pinched the mucus off River’s nose and shook it onto the road. Her scooter drifted until it touched the bumper of the taxi in front of her. The taxi flipped on its emergency blinkers and Song steered around it. She turned on the music and for two hours River was calm, coughing and breathing in the smog and listening to Beethoven’s Fifth.

			Song conjured the warmth of the hearth bed where she would soon celebrate the New Year with Blue, and she arrived at the Greenmeadow compound with a gruesome smile frozen to her face. Her phone rang as she lifted River out of his basket and lowered him to the ground.

			A pleasant voice spoke without pausing for breath and Song interrupted, turning down whatever it was the automated voice was selling, but then the robot said her name and became a person.

			Song pressed the phone back to her ear as River coughed beside her. “Yes, that’s me. Speak up, I can’t hear you.”

			“There’s been an accident,” the pleasant voice said. “There was an onsite accident early this morning involving your husband.”

			“What are you saying? What kind of accident? He’s supposed to take the train to his old home in a few days.” Taking River by the hand, she whisked him out of the malevolent fog and into the lobby. “The trains are full and it’ll be impossible to book another ticket.”

			“The company sends its deepest condolences. It was out of their control. You will be compensated for your loss.”

			“Even if you compensated us, we won’t be able to buy a ticket. I told you, they’re sold out.”

			The pleasant voice said, without inflection, “No. No, you see, the accident was immediately fatal. Your husband has left.”

			The pleasant voice ran through the details but all Song could hear was the buzzing in her brain and beyond that, River hacking.

			“You’re mistaken,” she choked before putting the phone down and taking her son up to 14A, her first appointment of the day.

			The apartment was empty and the air was warm and pure. River’s coughing faded and Song sat beside him in her two winter coats and outside, it started to snow. The buzzing intensified. The whites of her eyes vibrated and not a drop trickled out. Everything remained trapped inside her, all the water in the world.

			When River drifted off, Song stepped out onto the balcony and called the one person who remained.

			“Wang Lisong? Is that you?”

			Only her mother could sound like that—blunt and sharp at the same time. Song had known what her mother would say and how her mother would say it and that was why she had called even though they hadn’t forgiven each other. Her mother was the same, and there was comfort in that.

			There was a pause as her mother waited for her to say that money was coming, as she always did, and when she didn’t, her mother also did something unusual. Instead of hanging up, she said, “I’m making lumpy soup.”

			Perhaps she was distracted by her task and had forgotten that they no longer spoke beyond what was necessary. Perhaps she was having a good day and feeling chatty. Perhaps time could soften a person, but no amount of time could make a person care.

			Song could see the exact set of her mother’s jaw as she drizzled water into a bowl of flour and dragged her chopsticks through the mixture to form lumps. She could mirror the motion of her mother’s fingers, scraping the lumps off the chopsticks and dropping them into the pot, and the lumps would sink to the bottom and thicken the broth, bubbling to the top when their work was done.

			As Song pictured her mother in the kitchen, she sagged against the railing and wailed, a dry, crackling sound like something burning. The smoke stung her eyes and finally the waters came, in a rush, a release.

			“My husband is gone. Blue. Dead.”

			It was something someone else would say. She could never make up such a thing. They came as a pair, just like the clothespins, the girl and the boy who were always turning up in the strangest of places and forever finding their way back to each other.

			On the other end of the phone, her mother was silent. Then she said, “How did he die?”

			“They said he went up in a storm. The winds were too strong. He fell off the scaffold.”

			When Song closed her eyes, she could see it all—the flicker of electricity and the workers slipping through the mud, the wind pushing the scaffold like a playground swing, the figure clinging to the rail and losing his grip, his limbs spreading as he fell, like he was trying to float, like he was back at the Lakeyard, in the middle of the lake.

			Even though it made her sick, Song watched the scene play out in her mind and it felt like an act of loyalty to be there with her husband as he died.

			Her mother swore under her breath. “Who would send him up in the middle of a storm? Where was his harness?” She tutted and Song pictured her shaking her head and pinching the bridge of her nose, as if she had a headache. “Some small boss was bent on making a deadline. Making a profit. You should sue the company. They’re overflowing with money.”

			Song stopped crying. Her insides were shriveled and black. “Money.”

			Of course—that was her mother, too. Ruthlessly practical. How had she forgotten?

			“Come home, Wang Lisong. Your father, your brother—we’re all here. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

			On the frigid balcony, Song said, “I have a life here with River. I have to get back to work.” She clutched the railing and pulled herself upright. “I needed your help two years ago. I don’t need it anymore.”

			Her heart was a tough muscle and it did the only thing it knew how to do. It kept going, pushing her through the day, and in the evening, it carried on doggedly as River coughed in the dark. Turning on the music, Song steered them home.

			She took off River’s shoes and tucked him into bed in his winter layers. In the hallway, she boiled water and stirred in a spoonful of sugar, her nose tingling from the Sichuan peppercorns someone had fried earlier, and she burst into tears.

			That night, she stayed beside River, spooning sugar water into his mouth between bouts of coughing. The calendar hung on the wall above them, the red-and-gold dragon, and Song made no move to tear it down. Part of her was still waiting for those circled dates, even though she knew they would never come.

			River arched his back, his neck straining as he clawed for air, and Song said, “The suffering will pass,” even though her son no longer had a father and she no longer had a husband.

			“Mama is here. Don’t be afraid. When you wake, it will be morning.”

			River’s head slipped off the pillow. He peeked at her from the corner of his eye, utterly wrung out by the coughing. “Music?”

			Song set aside the sugar water and lifted his head back onto the pillow. “There will be music.”

			That pleased him; she could see his hand moving toward his chest, trying to thump it, but every breath was a fight and he turned his attention back to the battle.

			After a while, he wheezed, “Sun?”

			“There will be nothing but blue-blue sky.”

			“Mama?” He stared up at her, wide-eyed and unblinking, like he was afraid another one of them would disappear.

			“Where you are, I will always be there. Now sleep.”

			River’s condition deteriorated as the night wore on. His breathing grew as loud as a scream, and Song scooped him up and carried him back out into the night, leaving a solitary trail in the bone-bright snow.

			The community clinic was located across from a supermarket and beside a post office. Inside, the walls were bare and the waiting room was full. People dozed on the chipped tiles. A child bled and a man cried and an old woman keeled over in her chair as Song rushed past. The scent of bitter herbs hung in the air.

			As River gasped noisily for breath, Song waited in line to register and she waited in another line to pay the cashier and it was a lot of money because she didn’t have an urban residence permit—just a rural one, for the hospital near the old village.

			Song waited in a third line to see the doctor, and he yawned as he plodded out of the exam room in rubber slippers and a white coat stained like an apron.

			“He’s very young, but it’ll be asthma,” the doctor said as he examined River on a metal table. “I see it all the time in children here. I’ve seen an eight-year-old with the lungs of a coal miner. It’s linked with the air pollution.”

			“I see,” Song said, even though she didn’t. She had never heard of this sickness before, but the doctor made it sound ordinary, expected, just something children caught from the air.

			“This is a rescue inhaler,” the doctor said, placing a mask against River’s face. “It’ll open his airways.”

			He administered the medicine in one puff, and as Song watched, River’s breathing eased. Her son came back to life and she cried out, folding over the metal table, and the coolness felt like mercy against her forehead. “He’s cured.”

			“There’s no cure for asthma,” the doctor corrected, leaning back with his hands in his coat pockets. “It’s a condition he’ll have to manage his whole life. He’ll need to carry an inhaler—take this to the pharmacy.” The doctor freed his hands and scribbled out a prescription. “You’ll need to teach him to avoid triggers—strenuous exercise, the pollution, especially. We have some of the country’s worst pollution here in the Northeast. In the winter, he should be indoors as much as possible. Keep your windows closed and run your air purifier. Since the countryside isn’t much better, some parents will send their children to the South, or out of the country. The symptoms tend to improve with clean air.”

			Song nodded and looked at her son, lying unprotected on the metal table. She couldn’t afford to stay at home, even for a day, and she couldn’t afford an air purifier. How the hell could she afford to send River to a faraway place and where would she send him to, anyway? Who did she have to receive him?

			“But he’ll be all right,” she ventured. “Here? Outside? As long as he has the medicine.”

			The doctor bobbed his head, but then he shrugged and added, “He’ll be vulnerable. His body is still developing. Those fine particles in the air that we call pollution—they’re insidious. They penetrate his lungs. They get into his blood and flow through his body. Imagine that—particles of smoke, pumping through his heart, bathing his brain. That explains the surge in cancer rates. The more you’re outside in the pollution, day after day and year after year, the more you’re impacted.”

			“I see,” Song said for the second time, uncertain whether the truth was in his words—terrible, as if they were all doomed—or in his demeanor, which was calm, a little bored, like he knew they would all be saved nonetheless.

			What made it worse was that she had no say in whether they were doomed or saved. Where could she take her son so that the pollution couldn’t touch him? What could she do so that his condition couldn’t harm him? With no money, she had no choices.

			“There are people waiting here,” someone complained from the hallway, even though they had been in the room for no more than five minutes. “Are you ever going to call it a day?”

			Never ever, Song thought. Never again would she see Blue, who she loved, who loved her.

			In a flash, she was back in her pale blue suit on her wedding day, blindfolded, hands outstretched as she searched, and Blue’s voice drifted into her ear—a crisp sail, a serene morning.

			Blue’s voice in her ear as she labored on the hearth bed. Blue’s voice in her ear as they fell asleep, their bodies bent toward each other with River in the center. Blue’s voice in her ear as they said goodbye.

			Never would they say hello again. Never would she hear that voice in her ear.

			And never would she give up on her son, who lifted his arms and locked them around her neck as she picked him up.

			“Don’t be afraid,” she whispered, the voice in his ear. “I know things don’t look so good, but Mama will find the way.”
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			February 2016, Beijing

			River borrowed a phone from a young couple, a stocky girl and a svelte boy of the same height, wearing matching purple shirts. He chose them because they sounded nothing like the narrow man, their voices harmonizing as they bumped heads and then kissed. The problem came when he pulled up the keypad and promptly forgot Mama’s phone number.

			But he had memorized all two dozen of Chopin’s études, and that knowledge wasn’t in his head; it was in his fingers. He hovered over the screen until his fingers began to move, and he relaxed when he heard the flowing, daydream lines of the Arabesque.

			That was Mama’s call tone, her favorite piece because it was his first piece, heard over the dusty radio.

			Already, he could feel the rush of her relief seeping through the speakers. She would be too happy when she heard from him to be angry about the rest. She would be aghast about the narrow man, and then she would be proud of River for outsmarting him in the end.

			All things would end well on the first day of the New Year. Once Mama found him, he would ask to sit somewhere and eat and then they could meander through one of the malls he had passed, with aquariums built into the ceiling and skate parks carved into the atrium and flowering gardens planted into the walls.

			Soon enough, life would resume—a job for Mama and a piano for him and he pictured them working and eating and sleeping, hoping and dreaming and living, in a room in Beijing that looked a lot like their room in Harbin.

			The Arabesque continued to play and just as River began to wonder if it would play on forever, it stopped, and he remembered how cold he was. With clumsy fingers, he typed a message telling Mama to meet him in the square, next to the woman selling sweet potatoes, and then he returned the phone and retreated into his jacket, pulling his arms up into his sleeves and tucking them against his ribs.

			He began the trek back to the train station, street after street lined with cheerful trees and grim apartment buildings. Wanting to arrive sooner, he broke into a run—but Mama wouldn’t want him to trigger an episode, and so he forced himself to walk briskly and breathe slowly.

			It was nearly four when the sprawling train station came into view, the sun suspended between the clock towers. The sweet potato cart was gone. How could Mama come to a place that no longer existed?

			Then he noticed something on the ground where the cart had stood, a gift wrapped in foil, left there on purpose. There was no one around to watch him. He pounced, tearing off the foil, burying his face into the warm glow of the sweet potato.

			With his stomach full, his heart was lighter. Mama would come, and his job was to wait for her. He waited and then he waited some more and when he reached into his backpack—his breath was a little thin, his throat a little thick—he felt a pinch of worry. His medicine was missing. Mama would give him an earful for being careless, once she found him.

			He would have to get out of the cold, then, and wait inside the train station. The streetlamps clicked on as he made his way to the security checkpoint. There was just one other person there, passing a zip-tied box through the X-ray machine before stepping through the metal detector and presenting his ticket to a woman with square shoulders and square glasses and a square jaw. Behind her, on the other side of the security checkpoint, a man in an orange uniform stood on a ladder, sponging the glass doors and scraping off the suds with a squeegee.

			After three scrapes, it was River’s turn. Tentatively, he rested his backpack on the belt, and he held his breath as he stepped through the metal detector. A beep erupted from the machine, drawn out like a fermata. He cringed back and tried again, breathing out when the machine remained silent.

			The woman faced him and blinked twice. “Ticket, please,” she said in a monotone.

			He hid behind his backpack, peeping through the top handle. “I’m w-waiting for m-my Ma.”

			“You need a ticket to enter the station.” The woman’s glasses flashed silver as she tilted her head. Her short hair appeared oiled to her scalp. “I can’t let anyone in without a ticket.”

			“Sorry,” River mumbled to his feet. It happened a lot—wherever he went, he was somewhere he shouldn’t be. Sometimes he forgot, until someone caught his eye and reminded him.

			As he left the security checkpoint, he heard a thump. Behind the glass doors, the man in the orange uniform waved his squeegee. He stretched his eyes wide and pointed to his left; he wanted River to go in that direction.

			River thought of the narrow man and knew that this, too, could be a trap, and then he thought of the sweet potato woman, and that had been a gift. He could tell by the orange uniform that this man worked at the train station, and it seemed like he had a message for River. He had been mouthing something—something about Mama, possibly. Did he know where she was?

			For several minutes, River walked westward along the square, trailing his hand along the wall of the train station to reassure himself that he was going the right way.

			As he passed the ticket office, a voice hissed, “Over here, boy.”

			A door swung open and the man in the orange uniform leaned out, a radio crackling at his shrunken waist, the scent of medicinal herbs wafting from his skin. He jabbed his flashlight into the night like he was trying to scare it away, wide swings that illuminated his own long face, a large mouth, like a horse’s.

			“Come in, before someone sees. Come in! What are you waiting for? You’re letting in the cold.”

			He stepped back, holding the door open as River leapt inside.

			“This way,” the man said, leading them across the closed ticket office. At the turnstiles, just as he produced a set of keys, a group of people exited in a flurry of beeping and swooshing.

			“Hello,” he said, hiding the keys behind his back, pulling his lips down over his large teeth. “Hello. Hello.” He nodded at each person and when the last person passed through, he added, “Good night. Off you go!”

			Glancing around furtively, he inserted a key into a slot. The turnstile in front of them flapped open and they walked into the train station like partners in crime, not looking at each other and not speaking until they reached the Main Hall with its two banks of escalators.

			Then the man in the orange uniform slung his hands on his hips and said, sternly, “You said you were waiting for your Ma. So where is she?” He tapped his foot and scowled. “Tell me quick, boy. I have better things to do.”

			River’s face crumpled. “I don’t know. I thought you had seen her. Isn’t that why you let me in?”

			The man threw up his hands. “How would I know? You looked like you were freezing into a popsicle, that’s all. What were you doing out there by yourself, anyway? If I discover you’ve been up to no good…”

			“I’m lost,” River said, staring at the man’s black cloth shoes.

			“Lost?” The man’s jaw dropped, making his face even longer, and then his radio crackled. A woman’s voice burst through the static.

			“What was that, Bing? Don’t tell me you’re in a muddle about the glass. Can’t you do anything?”

			Bing snapped his jaw shut and lifted the radio. “No—that is, yes—that is, I’m not in a muddle.” With a nervous whinny, he added, “Crystal clear!”

			“I didn’t mean to get you into trouble,” River said as Bing hurried back to the squeegee and dunked it forcefully into a bucket.

			Bing ignored him, huffing as soapy water dripped onto his shoes, and River nodded and trudged toward the turnstiles. “I can wait for Mama outside.”

			“Boy, just where do you think you’re going?”

			The tone was harsh enough to catch River but the man remained where he was, holding his dripping squeegee, casting a long shadow across the Main Hall. Someone entered the train station then, letting in a gust of wind. River raised his arms as the long shadow slipped toward him—but Bing still hadn’t moved, only his uniform, billowing around his spindly frame.

			River lowered his flimsy shield. “What do you want? Who are you?”

			“Surname’s Guo. Guo Bing. I’m the night janitor. I keep watch. I clean what’s dirty. I fix what’s broken. I chase away trouble.”

			River took a step closer. “What kind of trouble?”

			“The usual kind of trouble that finds a train station late at night. Drunks. Hooligans.”

			“You sound like Mama.”

			“Your Ma was right. You stay away from them,” Bing growled. “You should see the beatings I’ve gotten for telling them off. Once, my eyes were so swollen I couldn’t open them for a day.”

			He put down the squeegee and peered across the hall at River. “You can’t go. It’s ten below, at least. A child, lost out there…a person can’t even bear to think of it. Let me show you the Waiting Area.”

			At the tone of his voice, a C Major seventh, River walked back to Bing and looked up at his long face and long limbs and he saw the gentlest of scarecrows, guarding the train station.

			“Let me wait with you,” Bing urged. “In case trouble comes along.”

			They took the escalators to the second floor, where there were enough chairs for thousands upon thousands, a sea of foamy green, but only a quarter of the seats were occupied at this hour. People draped themselves along the rows, eating fast-food burgers and dozing under coats.

			Bing stumped ahead with his arms stiffly bent and his knees splayed outward and River followed close behind. They sat in the middle of the Waiting Area, where the two sections joined in a horseshoe, and they could see the entrance and the Main Hall below. Bing shifted in his seat, grumbling about hemorrhoids, and when he was done grumbling, he fished a bag of tea eggs out of his uniform.

			“Have you eaten?”

			Smacking a tea egg against the armrest, he shelled the top half and gave the egg to River. Peeling a second egg, he deposited the shells into a potted plant and settled back in his chair. The two of them chomped on their eggs and watched the train station empty below them. For the first time since he had been separated from Mama, River felt safe.

			He described Mama’s appearance and added her number to Bing’s phone and Bing tried several times to call her.

			“I suppose her battery died,” he said as the Arabesque played yet again, and River said quickly, “She’ll come anyway.”

			While he waited for Mama, he sang. When he reached the end, Bing’s eyes pleated at the corners. “Hey, that’s pretty.”

			“It’s the Tchaikovsky.”

			“The what-sky?”

			River unzipped his backpack and showed Bing the Tchaikovsky, pointing at the notes as he sang them.

			“Let me try.” Bing whistled the first few notes. “How did the rest go?”

			River sang the next few notes and Bing whistled them back. Starting from the beginning, he whistled the entire opening melody. “Did I get it right?”

			“You did. You hit all the notes.”

			Bing chuckled, his cheeks turning pink. “Eat,” he said, gesturing at the pile of peeled eggs.

			River took another egg and gazed across the Main Hall. “Mama always finds the way.”

			“Less talking, more looking. I’ll try her number again.”

			From River’s perch, the Main Hall no longer looked like something from a nightmare. He gazed down at the polished floor and the twinkling shops and the helpful signs, all those numbers and arrows and pictures, and in that safe and orderly place—as the last train pulled into the station and the escalators stopped moving and the clock towers played their anthem—he realized with a startling clarity that something bad had happened to Mama.

			There was no other reason she wouldn’t be there. She wouldn’t leave him and she wouldn’t give up. If she could find him, then she would.

			Something had happened to her in the hall—or in the frenetic snarl of the streets or in the restless shadows of an alley. Mama had been trampled; she had been struck; she had been robbed; she had been arrested; she had collapsed, her ankle twisting, her knee buckling.

			He thought about the bad things that had already happened to her and he couldn’t think of a reason for why they had happened, which made the real reason obvious: One bad thing, once it happened, attracted more bad things. It wasn’t earned and it wasn’t indiscriminate and that was how some people ended up with more than their fair share, born into their misfortunes as if they were rural residence permits.

			When he was little, something bad had happened to his father and his father had never returned. River held perfectly still as the thought made its way through him, a deadly spider climbing up his neck and crawling into his hair. He tossed his head violently to shake it off.

			Something had happened to Mama but she would return for him—when she woke, when she recovered, when she regained her bearings. He didn’t know how long it would take but it wouldn’t be forever. Signs glowed around him, bobbing like buoys in a dark empty sea.

			He hugged the Tchaikovsky to his chest. “Can I sleep here?”

			“Sleep? What are you saying? These seats are hard as boards.”

			“I want to make sure I’m here. When Mama comes.”

			“The train station is closed now. Locked. But—” Bing scrubbed his face and sighed. “But if you want to stay here, I have a room where you can sleep.”

			He led River to one end of the Waiting Area, then through a door and into a maintenance corridor.

			“What’s it like to live in a train station?” River asked as ventilators hummed overhead and rubber mats squished underfoot.

			“I always have people around me. I like hearing them as I fall asleep, going about their business. It doesn’t feel like I’m living alone. Enough of these useless questions; here we are.”

			Bing stopped in front of a cargo elevator, and a trapped wind moaned in the stairwell and the exposed pipes clanked as he selected a key. He unlocked the door to what looked like a supply closet except when the door shuddered open, there was a bed inside, and a television on a three-legged stool.

			“It’s not much. But it’s warm, and I won’t be back until later in the morning, when my shift is over.”

			River walked into the room and stepped on a bowl that had been left on the floor, crusted with the remnants of Bing’s dinner, which was really his breakfast. As River set the bowl atop the television, Bing pointed a remote control at the air-conditioning unit mounted on the window. The parted curtains fluttered as the vents opened and blasted warm air into the room.

			When River thanked Bing, Bing looked annoyed. “It’s just a small thing. If you wake before I get back, there are instant noodles under the bed. If you decide to take a walk, stay away from the Supervisor. You heard her on the radio—she’s exacting and impatient and…not friendly.”

			River sat on the bed and picked up the chair cushion that Bing used as a pillow. “If I’m asleep when Mama gets here, can you tell her where I am?”

			“I will. I’ll keep an eye out for her, rest assured. I don’t want you to be here just as much as you don’t want to be here.”

			River took off his shoes and tucked his feet under the flowered quilt. “I hope you don’t get a beating tonight.”

			“That’s none of your concern.” Then, softer, “All right, boy—close your eyes. Sleep.”

			With a little bob and wave, Bing shuffled back and closed the door, and then the room was dark as the inside of a heart, and warm, and the elevator whirred next door, making the walls vibrate. Within that throbbing heart, River waited.

			Something flickered across the ceiling—an eighth note, a pale bird with one wing, pulsing with the cool Blue of C. River pulled the quilt up to his chin as more notes appeared—a luminous flock, swirling through the darkness.

			The notes glimmered around River, hints of color in a dull gray world—Purple for D and Yellow for E, Green for G and Red for A—and so he sang them. The throbbing of his heart eased and he knew that wherever Mama was, whatever had happened to her, she would hear the Tchaikovsky. Lifting her ear, putting all else aside, she would follow it back to him one day from now, or she would follow it back to him two days from now, or she would follow it back to him three or four or five days from now. Time didn’t matter. Only the music, and she would follow it back to him.

		

	
		
			8

			August 2008, Harbin

			Apartment 14A was a north-facing unit that was a good size for one family but Song had deduced—from the photo frames she dusted and the number of beds she made and the sheer amount of garbage that accumulated in the bathroom and kitchen—that two families had squeezed themselves in, two sisters and their husbands and their two little girls.

			14A was River’s favorite place, which made it Song’s as well. On Tuesdays and Fridays, he traded his corn kernels and clothespin dolls for tricycles and chatty animals and picture books in lollipop hues, and Song smiled beatifically as she tottered past with a bucketful of bleach, a mother who could give her child everything.

			One Tuesday morning, as Song unlocked the door, River raced past her and shouted, “What is that?”

			“It’s called a piano,” she said, examining the latest acquisition of 14A. “It makes music—the music we’re always listening to.”

			She had seen a piano in person once, in the window of a shopping mall. It had been white, the size of an elephant, with curves that gleamed under the spotlights. This one was more like a donkey, stout and plain, made of some kind of plastic, but when she lifted the lid, she saw that the keys inside were the same—those slippery surfaces, that dizzying run of black and white, like looking down a staircase.

			Already, the piano’s legs were scabbed over with stickers, and one of the keys was smeared with what Song hoped was chocolate. As she polished the key with her finger, she bumped against the neighboring key as well. River clapped his hands over his mouth in gleeful horror at the sour twang.

			“Orange and Yellow,” he said, and he pressed his stomach to the bench and hauled his legs up and around. He sat with his back straight and his feet dangling, waggling, and his chin cleared the keyboard but not by much; he was four years old, and small because his parents were small.

			He raised an index finger like he had an idea. Then he pressed a key, letting his finger sink to the bottom. A smile erupted across his face, his eyes curving with his mouth and sparkling under the lights.

			“Gray,” he said, the same way he would point at the sky and say, Gray—a simple proclamation of a fact.

			He pressed a different key and said, “Green,” and he declared the other keys Red and Blue and Purple. Song didn’t know the actual names of the keys, so she didn’t correct River as he named them after the colors of the rainbow.

			“Gray. That’s my favorite,” River decided, going back to the first key and making that melancholic sound over and over, and Song wondered if that was what he heard when she spoke.

			A year and a half ago, she had traveled, as planned, to Blue’s old village, except the Spring Festival was over; she was there to bury her husband. Upon her arrival, his family descended and carried River off as if he belonged to them. They stood apart from her during the funeral as if the accident had been her fault, and their sobs rose over hers as they processed into the rapeseed fields, following the coffin.

			She had been able to bury her husband because she’d had her son. She didn’t know what the past year would’ve been like without River—if she might’ve crawled out of bed on any given day and found herself falling, instead, through the ground.

			“Yellow,” she challenged now, picturing the rapeseed fields in bloom around her husband, and River released Gray and tapped the note she had polished earlier. “That’s Yellow? Good.”

			She left River at the piano, tapping keys and spouting colors. As she washed the dishes in the kitchen, she gazed out of the window at the skyscrapers hovering in the fog. In the summer, the pollution took on a mystical quality, drifting and dreamlike, and on the fourteenth floor, she felt like she was standing at the top of a mountain.

			As Song scoured the stovetop, which was crusted with grease, she heard music.

			Twinkle, twinkle, little star…

			She didn’t know where it was coming from, at first. Setting aside the steel wool, she stuck her head out of the kitchen. She called for River and there was no reply but for the music.

			Up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky…

			She hurried to the living room. River was right where she had left him, sitting at the piano. A strange feeling stole over her as the music continued.

			Twinkle, twinkle, little star…

			Coming up behind her son, she rested her hands on his shoulders. The compact furnace of his body warmed her palms as she watched him play. He hopped down the keys with two index fingers and she felt, through his T-shirt, the stretch of tender muscles.

			Landing on the last note with the force of an exclamation point, he sprang away from the piano and thumped his chest. “Mama! Did you see?”

			She sat on the piano bench and pulled him into her lap. “Now where did you learn to do that?”

			River stretched out his hand and placed it carefully against her throat. “Blue-Blue, Green-Green, Red-Red, Green.”

			Turning to the piano, he repeated the colors while tapping at the keys, picking out the melody like it was laid out across the keyboard and all he had to do was follow the rainbow.

			Song gave him a thumbs-up. “Awesome. You are too awesome,” she said, and he hugged himself and giggled, tickled by her seriousness.

			When she kissed his palm, it smelled like cornmeal and grape juice. She held up his hand, turning it over, and she saw that there was grace in those fingers. She straightened them one by one, those small fingers, those elastic bones.

			River had taught himself to do something that she didn’t know how to do. He had listened to her sing this song and he had made the piano sing it back to him. Song glowed with delight. Her son was something indeed.

			An image filled her mind—the pianist she had seen all those years ago on TV—and she imagined River in a sparkling purple suit, seated at a piano as grand as the one in the shopping mall, and it was the prettiest picture she had ever seen, a revelation.

			Who knew? Not her, but her son—a pianist.

			That evening, as she stepped out of Greenmeadow, a hot summer wind blew into her face like she was standing before an inferno. As River boarded the scooter, seating himself on a plastic stool glued to the floorboard, Song typed a message on her phone.

			I’m thinking about piano lessons.

			She sent the message to Blue—to her dead husband’s phone number, as she had been doing for months, writing when she missed him and when she was worried, when she was nostalgic and when she was lonely.

			He’s finally asleep. He’s holding the clothespin dolls so tightly I can’t get them out of his hands.

			And, What kind of mother spills the soup and burns her son?

			And, Tomatoes are back in season. Remember the time we ate six each, cut up and doused in white sugar?

			And, I found a white hair. We’re getting old, Blue.

			It wasn’t unusual in families like theirs for the husband and the wife to go years without seeing each other, and so Song pretended he was still at the construction site, reading her updates, too weary to respond but following their lives nonetheless. Besides, she already knew what he would say about the piano lessons.

			If you want. If it makes our son happy.

			On the way home, Song stopped by the music store in the shopping mall, and the salesman called her Beautiful Lady and handed her a directory of music teachers.

			“You are certainly an imaginative mama,” said the first teacher, laughing, when Song called later that night. “What you’re describing is not possible.”

			Song worked her way down to the bottom of the list, and by the time she dialed the last number, she had lost hope. Professor Li was the best piano teacher in Harbin, according to the salesman, which meant he would also be the most expensive and the most selective. He would brush her off as the other teachers had.

			When Professor Li answered, Song heard the tinkling of notes in the background. She told him what River had done that morning and he said immediately, in a voice as polished as the piano she imagined him playing, “Come see me. Tomorrow night.”

			The next evening after work, Song took River to a barber who worked out of a three-wheeled wagon parked in a cul-de-sac. He charged six pieces for the haircut and Song ran into a fruit shop afterward to buy a box of strawberries. Each strawberry was the size of River’s hand, sitting in its own pleated wrapper and wearing its own foam jacket. Each one cost as much as his entire haircut. She handed the box to him as she mounted the scooter.

			“They’re for Professor Li,” she admonished as he stared longingly at the strawberries. “Hold them for me while I drive.”

			When they arrived at Professor Li’s compound, River said, “It opened by itself,” and waved the empty box, hitting Song in the face.

			“You little bandit.” She gaped at the strawberry juice that bloodied his mouth and stained his good shirt. “All of them?”

			River’s smile faltered and he hid the box behind his back. Song sighed. “They must’ve been sweet-sweet.”

			Empty-handed, they walked into the compound and took the elevator to Professor Li’s floor. When the doors opened, they heard music—big, warm crashes of sound that heralded their arrival, like River was a king and she was a queen and they had an army behind them. The music unfurled like a red carpet, leading them to a door, and River fell behind as Song marched ahead. She turned around and was spellbound by what she saw.

			River stood in the middle of the hallway and he turned and he turned and he turned. With inquisitive fingers, he reached out as if to touch the music, and he turned his palms up as if to catch it, and joy bubbled out of his throat as he seized the air, grabbing notes by the fistful.

			The crashes of sound took on the shape of a melody, the piano opening its arms and sweeping them up. River went still. His smile was a wide sky and he closed his eyes, soaring.

			Song’s eyes filled at the sight of her son. The way she loved music was not the way he loved music. Right now, he looked like he had the peace of someone who had lived for a hundred years, and he had just run into an old friend.

			She grasped his hands and led him into a twirl. She swung their arms in and out and together they danced through the hallway. Song felt herself being lifted through time, the music bearing her back to the old home, depositing her in that meadow and under those trees where she had danced when she was twenty-one.

			Four years ago, River had fit in the crook of her arm, and she had carried him as they danced. Now he stood on his own two feet, waving his arms and jerking his legs, and eventually, when she was no longer young and strong, he would carry her as they danced.

			But whether it was four years from now or fourteen or forty, there she would still be—dancing with her son. She saw that the framework of her life would remain the same and she saw that the two of them within it would not, and that was, in her eyes, the picture of love.

			Crossing arms and locking hands, the two of them spun like planets, gathering speed as they pulled each other closer.

			When the walls stopped spinning, Song took River’s hand, with its sticky palm and strawberry-stained fingertips.

			“This is the one who’s going to teach you the piano. He’s going to teach you to play this song. Then you’ll be better than me and better than your Ba.”

			River looked up at her. “How do you know?”

			“Mama just knows,” she said, smiling down at him as she knocked on the door.

			The music stopped. The door swung open, and there was Professor Li.

			“Please come in.” He extended a hand—immaculate, the fingers cool and elegant, the fingernails clean. His clothes were pressed and his hair was parted and not a thread or strand was out of place; his appearance was precise as a brass watch, polished to a high shine.

			“Good evening, young man,” he said. Then he looked at Song and said, “Good evening,” and his gaze was slow and steady as he spoke, as if they were discussing something of deep meaning. Song blushed a little to see the fire that darkened his eyes—passion, not for her, but something she could feel nonetheless.

			He led them into the apartment and Song noted that he walked with his hands in a peculiar position, palms facing backward, and when they sat in the living room, she looked around for more clues as to who he was.

			Professor Li’s apartment was, like him, the image of perfection. The books and recordings on the shelves were about music and the people who made music, and so were the monochromatic photos on the walls. There he was, performing in Beijing, his hands springing up from the keys like flamboyant flowers. There he was again, teaching at the Harbin Conservatory of Music, emoting like an actor, his gaze cutting an intense line across the stage.

			Music was his life, then. That was good for a piano teacher.

			“Mama, look.” River tugged her hand, pointing at the piano. With its angled wing and blinding sheen, it looked like an airplane banking out of the sun.

			“Your Ma tells me you can play.” Professor Li opened the keyboard lid. “Show me.”

			River hid behind Song, sensing the teetering weight of the moment. Song nudged him.

			“Play ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.’ Listen to Mama.”

			He did what she said—he was a good boy, her son—but he took his time shuffling to the piano and he dawdled on the bench until Song said, “Play, son,” and he plunked his hands on the keyboard and played.

			He played the first note wrong, and he played the second note wrong, and heat crept into Song’s face as he played the third note wrong, too.

			“I—I’m so sorry,” she stammered as River played a fourth wrong note, and she was shocked when Professor Li’s lips curved like a bow. He drew a finger down the center, shhh, and shook his head ever so slightly at Song.

			After a few more notes, Song realized what Professor Li already knew. River wasn’t trying and failing to play “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” He was playing another song entirely.

			“Tchaikovsky,” Professor Li said softly as the flames leapt in his dark eyes, and then Song remembered.

			“That’s what we heard you playing through the door?”

			Professor Li nodded. “It’s the greatest showpiece of all time.”

			“When will my son be old enough to learn it?”

			With a dry laugh, Professor Li said, “When will he have the endurance to run a marathon? When will he have the stamina to sprint to the top of a skyscraper? But with me at his side—yes. One day. I’ve never come across such a gift. Your son…he’s a little wonder.”

			He held Song’s gaze and she saw, in the depths of that fire, the way for River to escape.

			She remembered that night at the community clinic, with her husband dead and her son helpless, unable to breathe. She had vowed to find the way, not knowing what it was.

			But now she did.

			The piano would take River to places where the pollution couldn’t touch him. He would go where he wanted to go and do what he wanted to do. As long as he played, he could survive. He could get out.

			From the day River was born, Song had known something about him, but that knowing had been just a wish, a wisp of a thing. As she listened to Professor Li speak, the wisps became strands that formed a door and a road and an entire future they could count on.

			The piano would save her son. One day, he would be great. He would have what she never had—a life he chose for himself.

			Abruptly, Professor Li walked to the piano and grabbed River’s wrist, yanking him away from the keyboard. River grunted in protest but Professor Li tightened his grip and turned River’s hand over, revealing the sticky red palm.

			“Next time, wash your hands,” he said.

			At the door, Song pulled a crisp stack of bills from her pocket, feeling self-conscious. She had more money now than she’d ever had before, thousands of pieces paid out by the construction company after the accident.

			“You’ll want your payment up front, of course. How much do you charge? I’ll cover as many months as I can.”

			“Save it for a piano,” Professor Li said, pushing all her money away without looking at it. Reaching into a jar of fruit jellies, he selected a strawberry one.

			“See you next week,” he said, holding it out to River.
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			At their first lesson, Professor Li swept his arm theatrically and said, “I have something for you.”

			It turned out to be a booster seat, purchased in the feeding section of a baby store. Professor Li strapped it to the bench and slid a stool under River’s feet.

			“Arms parallel to the floor, shoulders relaxed,” he instructed. “Young man! Sit up straight. Feet flat. Bad posture is for the wretched.”

			Over the following weeks and months, Professor Li taught River the language of music and Song followed along, reciting the names of the keys—letters, not colors. Then Professor Li blindfolded River and played a series of chords and River called them out as he heard them, an F-sharp to a D augmented to an E-flat diminished seventh. Stretching his fingers, cracking the joints, Professor Li mashed his hands against the keyboard and River correctly identified all ten random notes.

			“As suspected, the child has perfect pitch,” Professor Li nearly crowed, gleeful as a child himself.

			Next, they worked on technique, and River learned to hold his wrists flat and steady as he played. Professor Li placed coins on the backs of River’s wrists and when one of them slid off, he picked up a back-scratching stick and rapped it against River’s knuckles.

			Once River’s wrists were flat and steady, Professor Li turned to his fingers. “Are you also a Frenchman?” he demanded as River pushed at the keys. “We use the Russian technique. This is the best technique. This is the virtuoso technique.”

			So River learned to curve his fingers and lift them like little hammers, striking the keys so that each one rang out like a bell. He didn’t learn about the pedals yet; he couldn’t reach them. Professor Li taught him to play legato instead.

			“Smooth, smooth, smooth,” Professor Li boomed, circling the piano with his palms facing backward. He stopped behind River and leaned over to demonstrate, playing a C Major scale, and Song realized that the way he held his hands over the keys was the same way he held them when he walked.

			“You must create the illusion of smoothness. An illusion, River, because this is the tragedy of the piano. Once a note is played, it is already diminishing. Like me, like you. Legato!” He pounded the wall, bringing River’s attention to a photo of a man wearing gloves and an overcoat. The man had a sensitive face, a face with shadows and peaks. “Imagine that you are Horowitz! You don’t need to hide behind the pedal. Roar with your hands, cry with your face—appearances matter!”

			At home, River listened to Vladimir Horowitz play Liszt as Song spooned fire-braised eggplant into his bowl. He listened to Glenn Gould play Bach and Arthur Rubinstein play Chopin and Martha Argerich play Mozart, following along with the score in his lap, singing the notes. That was the only way he could practice outside of Greenmeadow 14A.

			In the winter, one of Professor Li’s students moved to Hangzhou and Song bought the student’s upright piano. Two workers unloaded the piano and toted it up the stairs and Song kept her face hidden until they were gone.

			The piano stood in the middle of the room, taking up all the space between the bed and the door. It was a warm brown, glossy as a racehorse. Song skimmed the top with her fingertips, her own spine tingling in response. She brushed her knuckles along a curved flank and, kneeling, ran her hands down the slender length of a leg.

			It was the nicest thing she owned. It was going to save River. But it was also what her husband’s life was worth.

			There would be no room where the three of them lived together, but the piano lived with her and River now. That meant something.

			“It’s beautiful,” Song said, and she bowed her head and sat with the piano, resting both hands on the keys. “Thank you.”

			River practiced the piano in the mornings while Song made breakfast, and he galloped through Hanon finger exercises while she cooked dinner. Unlike Song, who worked seven days a week because she had to, River practiced seven days a week because he wanted to. On some nights, the upstairs neighbor complained and Song had to force River to stop, wrestling him away from the piano as he glued his fingers to the keys and hooked his legs around the legs of the bench. On the weekends, though, she allowed him to stay up an hour later, playing with the fingering of tricky passages and making up his own songs—one for the dog snapping its tail in the alley, one for the girls skipping rope upstairs, one for Song.

			Hers started off militant—marziale, River declared—and then became so tender that Song dabbed at her eyes with the pillow cover.

			“Con amore,” River said, the meaty bits of Italian rolling around his tongue where they would’ve scraped and stuck to hers.

			At lessons, Song continued to puff like a steamship behind River, learning what she could so that she could help him. She built a vocabulary of Italian terms and she memorized chord progressions and she read a book about Mozart to equip herself for River’s development.

			“Think lively. Like your hands are dancing,” she said as River practiced. “Mozart says, Ahh-la—Ahh-lo—”

			“Allegretto,” River finished glibly.

			Or, “Not so much rubato,” as she listened to his rendition of Für Elise and paddled fried rice into their bowls.

			Time became elastic when he played rubato. He could speed up, but usually he stole a few beats and slowed down. That was how Song understood life after Blue’s passing; she had a name for the past two years. Time stretched, rubato, as River grew into a little boy, shedding the proportions of babyhood, and she endured while her husband faded.

			Two years after starting piano lessons, River started school, which was a room thirty kilometers away run by a teacher from Liaoning who did what he could with three rows of desks, three rubber balls, and fifty migrant children. It was a private school, not a good one but the only one that would accept River; the public schools, like the public hospitals, were for children with urban residence permits.

			I’m more nervous than he is, Song messaged Blue on the first day of first grade. It wasn’t until later, in the spring when she had a funny dream and picked up her phone to message Blue, that she realized seven months had passed since her last message. Without her noticing, she had reached the end of the rubato and time had returned to its original pulse.

			Now River was a little boy growing into a pianist, and when Song picked him up from school that Wednesday, he tossed his book bag into the front basket and whined, “Mama. We’re going to be late for piano lessons again.”

			“I know. The Greenmeadow elevators broke down.” She sighed, touching his ears briefly in apology. They had turned red at the tips, making them look larger than they already were.

			“That’s OK,” he said, huddling on the stool in front of her, and just like that, she was forgiven.

			When they arrived at Professor Li’s compound, River shot off the scooter and skipped into the building, humming the Haydn sonata he’d learned that week.

			“Take it easy,” Song said, even though April was the best time of year for his condition—not hot and not cold, not clean but not dirty. The smog was a breezy layer of gauze, wrapped loose and soft around the city.

			River waited and walked the rest of the way with her, except at the end when he couldn’t help darting ahead to Professor Li’s door. Professor Li answered looking as polished and precise as he had at their first lesson.

			This time, when he uttered those words—I have something for you—he presented River with a score.

			The title was stamped on the cover in gold foil: Tchaikovsky.

			Then, in smaller print underneath: Concerto No. 1.

			“Vladimir Horowitz. Arthur Rubinstein. Van Cliburn in Moscow, at the height of the Cold War. Lang Lang, for his debut with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. If you want to become a legend, River…” Professor Li rubbed his hands and a dark fire kindled in his eyes. “This is what you want to play.”

			River opened the score, flipping through the pages with care. “But Professor Li, you said my hands weren’t big enough yet.”

			“They’re not. But give it two years—they will be.”

			Holding the score like a crown, River placed it on the piano rack. Positioning the footstool—he had outgrown the booster seat—he stretched a hand across the keyboard, comparing it to the size of the opening chords.

			The first page was a canopy of notes as thick as the Amazon rainforest. Song shook her head. “Those chords are for giants. He’s only six—it must be too early.”

			“For a monster like the Tchaikovsky, too early is just right. River can start listening and singing, and by the time he realizes he should be intimidated, it will already be a part of him.” Professor Li smiled, the faintest of blushes dusting his cheeks. “I bound this copy myself. It’ll last a lifetime.”

			They watched River feel out a few bars, singing, acquainting himself with the score, and Professor Li tilted his head toward Song. “He’s old enough to start competing locally. Before long, he’ll be good enough.”

			“Good enough for what?” River asked, reminding Song that he was always listening, especially when she thought he wasn’t.

			“For being number one. But you need to have a plan,” Professor Li said, and he began to pace.

			“When you’re good enough, you’ll enter the smaller competitions on the local circuit. That will prepare you for the bigger competitions on the regional circuit, like the one here in Harbin, but you won’t be old enough to enter until you’re eleven.”

			He descended onto the piano bench, his voice quickening with excitement, and River scooted over to make room.

			“That will be a big one. Your debut in front of everyone I know. And when you win in Harbin, you’ll qualify for the big one, the World Chopin Competition in Beijing, which you’ll enter when you’re sixteen. For the final round, you’ll have to play a concerto.”

			Professor Li ran a thumb down the middle of the score and made the first crease. With a pencil, he marked the date, 4/2011, adding a flick at the end of each digit.

			“You have ten years to prepare your Tchaikovsky.” He turned sharply to River, and the air thickened as if with the fluttering of wings. “Do you see? The plan I have for you.”

			“I see it,” Song said, and she saw River tall and handsome on a stage in Beijing, River playing the Tchaikovsky, and where would he go next, after he won? Song’s heart lifted, whispering, Everywhere. Anywhere.

			River frowned. “What, Mama?”

			“Winning the Competition means being the best pianist in all of China. Do you know what it means to be the best, son?”

			Song swooped in and tickled her scowling son.

			“It means freedom,” she said as he giggled, and then she hugged him, tucking his head under her chin.

			“Yes. You’re free.” Professor Li lifted one marble-smooth hand and then the other, calmly straightening his cuffs. “No need for a show. No need to prove anything to anyone. They’ll already know—you’re the best. The Haydn, now, River. From memory, of course.”

			The D Major was a brisk, cheerful sonata, and Song stood behind River and watched him play, his hands like two birds, flitting from key to key, trilling as they worked.

			Professor Li bobbed his head. “Con brio, young man. With spirit.”

			River snapped his wrists and tightened his fingers like springs, digging in with his left hand so that it became driving and industrious, bouncing his right hand so that it became irrepressible, and Professor Li circled the piano, humming as he listened, conducting as if the eyes of the world were upon him.

			Con brio, Song mouthed.

			It was a time for industry and vigor, and she lifted her knees and swung her arms and skipped with River out of the compound and all the way to the scooter. They set out on the road, and now they had a map and a destination.

			“Con brio,” she urged over the summer when River slowed his pace, hearing the shouts of the other kids who roamed the playground after dusk.

			In the winter, the other kids ran into the snow with their shovels and spoons, and when the snow melted over a national holiday, one of those kids—a boy from Xinjiang with twigs for bones and a beak of a chin—knocked on their door.

			The boy had drawn, on the back of a canned fruit label, two stick figures kicking a ball. Song folded up the invitation and linked her arm through River’s, reminding him, “Con brio,” as she steered him to the piano. At dinnertime, when her own spirits flagged, fatigue setting in, she reminded herself—con brio, maintaining a stream of animated chatter as she shoveled green beans into her mouth.

			In the spring of 2012, her father, whom she hadn’t seen in seven years, passed. Her mother called, sobbing, “While we were sleeping—his heart tearing like a paper bag.”

			Stuffed with a few too many pebbles, Song thought—too many small gray days.

			In the five years since Blue’s passing, she and her mother had exchanged a few more details about their lives—as if Song had given them permission that day when she had reached out in her pain. When she called to say that money was coming, she mentioned that River was taking piano lessons, or her mother mentioned that something else was failing her, her eyes or her joints or her back or her son, Song’s brother.

			River was playing Scarlatti at the moment; still, to ensure he didn’t overhear, Song left the room and sat at the top of the stairwell.

			“Don’t cry, Ma. It will be all right.”

			“Your brother is marrying and moving away. Come winter, I’ll be alone. Hurry up and come home, Wang Lisong.”

			“Ma, we’re simply too busy here. Professor Li says River will be ready to start competing in the fall, and then he’ll have competitions lined up for months. He can’t spare a single day of practice.”

			“Then who will help me? Who will help you?”

			“Me,” Song said, getting to her feet, and as she stood in place the stairwell echoed with the relentless sounds of other people ascending and descending. “I’ll send you more money this month. That’s most important, right?”

			She had River’s future to think about and she wouldn’t slow down for anyone and she wasn’t anything like her mother.

			Softly, she said, “I’m sorry about Ba.”

			She hung up. She patted her cheeks to give them a vibrant color, and she threw her shoulders back and strode briskly up the hallway, pumping her arms, con brio, in split time.
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			February 2016, Beijing

			Song dropped to her knees on the corner of a street whose name was meaningless. She realized, too late, that she had been searching for too long. Her voice was gone, and her strength. She couldn’t walk another step. Now she, too, would freeze to death on this first night in Beijing, with no phone and no money and nowhere to go.

			She lifted her eyes and saw a small building with a flimsy façade, like a bell cut out of white cardboard, frosted with pink swags and topped with a cherry-red cross. The sign was missing most of its letters and a dog had stopped to piss against the wall.

			But the front door was old-fashioned and sturdy and it had been left ajar, as if inviting her to enter.

			So she did, and she called in a voice worn down like the nub of an eraser, “Hello? I just came in to warm up.”

			Beside her, water dripped from a pipe into a well-placed bucket. She waited for someone to chase her out.

			The room was bigger than she had anticipated, with rows of pews trimmed in fading pink velvet and long naked stretches of wall splashed with red. All was quiet, all the lights turned off except for the chandelier over the stage, which illuminated a table covered in the same velvet as the pews, decorated as if for a party, with baubles and ribbons and flowers.

			“Is anyone here?”

			Song drifted up the aisle and perched on the corner of a bench, ready to spring up at the first sign of movement, but the quiet hadn’t changed since she had entered. There was something imperturbable about it, like a smooth warm stone, and she relaxed and lay down on her bench.

			For a while, she skimmed the surface of sleep. Then the air stirred near her head and the pew across from hers creaked. She sat up—she was no longer alone.

			A man was sitting in the other pew. His face, full as the moon, shone with tranquility. Song saw that he was praying and she, too, bowed her head. What kind of life was this? Bitterness and pain radiated from her.

			The man rose as if he had been summoned, offering her the sleeve of his ill-fitting tweed suit. “There’s always hope. In the kingdom of God, the last will be first and the first will be last.”

			Song ignored his sleeve, letting her face stream. “We’re in the kingdom of men, Pastor.” Her lip curled and turned her teeth into fangs. “Your pity is useless. You don’t know what I’m going through.”

			“No. But God does.”

			“Who’s God? Is God a mother?”

			“He has a son, which makes him a father.”

			“All right, then. Tell me—did this God lose his son as well? Leave him to die alone?”

			The Pastor’s eyes were like pools. He dipped his head. “Yes.”

			“What kind of God abandons his son?”

			The Pastor contemplated what she had said and responded to what she hadn’t said. “I imagine it felt to him the way it feels to you.”

			He stood up, his knees cracking with the pew, and Song turned so that she could see him. “Well—what happened to the son?”

			The Pastor gazed at the wall and his face shone as if there were a window. “Why, he rose.”

			He handed her a pamphlet and she saw, on the cover, a photo of two rainbows.

			She thought about how she had buried her husband nearly a decade ago, and she had been able to do that because River had still been alive. As long as he was alive, she could endure anything. Even this—searching, not knowing where he was.

			She tossed the pamphlet to the other end of the pew but kept the photo of the double rainbow.

			If the Pastor spoke the truth, then someday, River would rise. Just as they had planned five years ago over a hand-bound copy of the Tchaikovsky.

			River was to become great, the best pianist in the country, which meant, first, that he would live.

			Song received that basic knowledge as a gift. That was faith. It was firm and certain. There was no hope without it.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			On the morning of the second day, Song set out from the little church at a run, because she had survived the night and River was waiting for her and she had formulated a plan in those fitful hours of sleep—a bank, first, where she could present her documents and withdraw paper money, and then she could buy a phone and then she could do anything.

			As her feet carried her into the alleys, her mind ranged ahead to the next steps in her search for River—to sleeping in a motel and renting a share bike and buying a scooter, every day spending money without making money. She weighed the time it would take to find River against the time it would take to run out of money, and it wasn’t an unsolvable equation. The two sides would remain balanced as long as she didn’t run out of money, which meant finding a job.

			She ran faster, rounding a corner, and the next thing she knew, a horn was blaring and a delivery worker on a scooter was barreling toward her. In the narrow lane, there was nowhere for either of them to go.

			The delivery worker slammed on his brakes and his sunglasses flared; at that speed, he was going to flatten her. She threw up an arm and screeched as the scooter bore down on her, and then the delivery worker unleashed a berserk battle cry—Haiiii-eeeeeee!—and yanked at his handlebars, deliberately ramming himself into the wall.

			Metal scraped against stone. The side mirror snapped off and the delivery box popped open and the scooter reared like a wounded horse and fell over, taking the delivery worker with it.

			“Oh my mother,” Song cried. “Are you all right?”

			From the cobblestones, the delivery worker stirred. He flailed beneath his scooter, surrounded by bags of food, and Song rushed to his side and dragged the scooter off his legs. A few meters away, his phone pinged. Random identity check! Please promptly scan your face.

			A timer appeared on the screen, counting down from fifteen minutes. Spread-eagled on the ground, the delivery worker sighed. “Fucking platform.” He stuck his hand into the air and wiggled his fingers. “Give it. Give it to me.”

			Song ran to fetch the phone and he held it in front of his face and cracked a bloody smile. The screen turned green. Passed!

			The delivery worker flopped back. “Did my sunglasses make it?”

			Somehow they had, and Song handed them over and he put them on and his leather jacket creaked with every move he made, as if it were also in pain. Song grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet. “Are you hurt? Do you need to go to the hospital?”

			The man was in his forties and he looked like a fighter pilot in his leather jacket and sunglasses—even more so with the blood and dirt on his face. With a whoop, he spat on his shredded palms and jumped to his feet, jiggling his shoulders and shaking out his arms. As he adjusted the leather sling across his back, he discovered a tear in the seat of his pants and burst into laughter.

			“Don’t move. You might have a concussion,” Song said.

			The delivery worker bent back at the waist and roared at the sky, a wild sound that dislodged the pigeons from the eaves. Catching his breath, cradling his side, he beamed at Song, his top lip already starting to swell.

			“It’s been a fucking day. First, the shitty algorithm has me running around like a headless chicken, then the customer enters the wrong building number, and then I have to sacrifice my headless body to save a pretty lady, also headless. Delays upon delays upon delays.”

			Still laughing, he crouched to clean up the mess, using his hands to shovel food back into containers and containers back into bags.

			“The soups are a lost cause, right?” Surveying the lane, he picked up a pan-fried bun and popped it into his mouth. “Zucchini. More salt, I’d say. Less pepper. Or is that dust?” Chewing, humming strains of a mountain song, he loaded the bags into the delivery box attached to the back of his scooter.

			“I’m sorry,” Song said as he retrieved the decapitated side mirror. “I was…making plans, and I didn’t see you coming. Are you sure you’re all right, Big Brother?”

			“Never better, Little Sister. Just look at this white-white set of teeth and this full-full head of hair.”

			He rummaged under the seat of his scooter and produced a roll of duct tape. Clamping the roll between his teeth, he positioned the side mirror against the handlebar. “Hold this if you please, headless lady.”

			“Song,” she corrected, and he shot back, “White Dragon.”

			Song held the mirror in place as White Dragon wound the tape around and around, zip zip, and then he changed directions and wound the tape around the handlebar, zip zip, setting the fracture with the assured motions of a doctor.

			“It’s hazy today,” he commented as he worked. “A little pollution blowing in from the south.”

			Song frowned at the sky. River didn’t have his medicine. Maybe he had found somewhere to go, a place to breathe good air. Then again, maybe he hadn’t. His face was like sweet clear water, cupped in her mind, trickling away as she worried about his lungs.

			With his teeth, White Dragon severed the end of the tape. “Don’t you worry. Two good puffs from the grasslands will clear it out. Unless those puffs turn into cyclones—then we’ll get a dust storm.” He lobbed the tape into the seat compartment.

			With the side mirror secured, he straddled his scooter and glanced at Song. “Find your head, Song, and don’t let it go. All right?”

			He started the engine with a kick and she said, “Please, while you’re here—do you know if there’s a bank nearby? And a basic motel?”

			“Do I know? This is my territory. I know these streets like the back of my hand. It’s a bunch of luxury hotels around here but there’s a little place hiding behind a big place that I run deliveries to all the time, with a bank around the corner.” He patted the back of his seat and lifted his sunglasses, squinting at her like it was sunny where he was. “Hop on. I’ll burn you over there.”

			He dropped her off in front of the bank; after that, with her pocket warmed by a fresh loaf of paper money, she went by foot. Cars like spaceships whooshed around her on the network of highways that fed through the capital, bending into rings and branching into alleys.

			She made her way down a broad street that was clean as a table, dusted of all crumbs and scrubbed of any spatters. It was meticulously ordered with signs and arrows, fences and dividers, deliberately placed benches and trash cans and green patches, and it was like a drawer of miscellaneous people had been emptied out over all that order—everyone in uniform, ties or aprons, jumpsuits or backpacks, boots or cloth shoes or designer logos.

			People on their way ignored the signals and rules and bowled over people going nowhere in particular. Next to Song, a hired auntie pushed a tank-sized stroller onto the crosswalk; another baby gawped at her from the ledge on the other side as it sat on a pillow tied to a Coca-Cola crate tied to a folding luggage cart.

			The moment her foot touched the curb, the intersection behind her erupted with every kind of vehicle. There were dusty white sedans and neon electric cars and two-seaters with duct-taped doors, and there were bicycles and taxis and buses and cement mixers, and there were scooters pelting in from every direction, and all of them jostled along under the eyes of the state that balanced them in a precarious harmony.

			She spent the rest of the day looking not for River but for a store that would accept her paper money in exchange for a phone. As she stepped into the street—pushed off the sidewalk by the share bikes sprawled there like some kind of sea creature, a shifting, regenerating organism—she caught a whiff of five-spice and sesame paste.

			It was coming from a neighborhood hot-pot spot with two mammoth American trucks double-parked out front, blocking the entrance to an alley, and in that alley, in a grubby shop that also sold teapots and T-shirts, Song secured a phone from a seller with the sleepy-calm expression of a turtle. When she asked him to transfer her old number, he gave her a slow blink and said, “Nope, can’t do it.”

			“What do you mean, nope-can’t-do-it?” Song demanded at double speed, to make up for his lethargy.

			“You don’t have your old phone. You didn’t register your identity when you bought it. You bought it from a little place like this in Harbin.” With a lazy smack of his lips, he held out the new phone. “That’s what I mean by nope, can’t do it.”

			“What can you do?” Song muttered, snatching the phone out of his limp grip.

			“I can help you transfer your data from the cloud to your new phone.” He peered at her through heavy eyelids and she scoffed.

			“Do I look like a young person or a businessperson? I don’t know what the cloud is.”

			As soon as Song left the shop, she called the train station. She listened to the menu options several times before settling on the extension for the Lost and Found. She steeled herself but the woman who answered had the kindest voice she had ever heard.

			“We’ll take a look around the train station and let you know if he’s here,” the woman said, adding gently, “You can rest assured.”

			“Thank you,” Song said, allowing herself to sink into the warm bath of that voice—not because she believed the woman, who was, after all, just the person who answered the Lost and Found calls, but because there was only one other person she could call once she hung up.

			She needed a photo of River. The Twins who had stolen her phone had stolen more than her future with her son; they had stolen her past with him, too, all of the moments she had preserved.

			They had done it all while laughing, because they had known they could. They would’ve stolen her present as well, had they been able to unlock her phone and access her mobile wallet.

			Seething already, Song called her mother. The more she said, the heavier her mother’s breathing grew, and before she could finish, her mother began to shout. Song bit her tongue and paced the sidewalk, her own rage mounting.

			“I would’ve had more photos if you hadn’t kept him from me,” her mother railed. “He could’ve found his way back to the old home. He could’ve called me and I would’ve helped.”

			“But you didn’t! You’ve never helped,” Song exploded, because she’d had the very same thought.

			When the storm inside her abated, she went to see the police, who said they would do what they could, which meant they would do nothing at all; there were too many missing children for them to pay attention to River.

			That night, Song’s second in Beijing, she went to the motel White Dragon had told her about. In her room, she scrolled through the smattering of photos her mother had sent. The earliest one was a black and white that Song had scanned the week before leaving for Harbin; in it, River was three months old and Song was holding him in the alley, both of them wearing identical sober expressions.

			The most recent one was from the past November. Song had sent it when she had told her mother they were moving to Beijing. In it, River stood in front of a concert hall with the sunset in his ears, holding a pizza box and pinching his knees together to ward off the chill.

			It was like prodding a loose tooth; she kept doing it even though it hurt, going through the photos of River, and she didn’t stop until she remembered that she had another photo—the one she had taken from the church, the double rainbow, which according to the caption arced over a highway in California.

			She applied a dab of toothpaste to the back of that photo and pressed it to the wall. The motel room needed cheering up and she needed to know what miracles looked like. Then she picked up the newspaper that was lying on the desk, and she propped the boy clothespin against the lamp where he could see.

			“Would you look at that—panda triplets. See how small-small they are,” she said, stifling a yawn as the boy clothespin smiled shyly. “They’re saying it’s so rare, it’s like a miracle.”

			She unfolded the newspaper, studying the photo of three black-and-white bears curled up in a crib, beneath the headline World Rejoices! Carefully, she tore out the photo, and then she paged through the rest of the newspaper and set it aside, picking up a magazine—a sweet-faced girl holding a bottle of peach yogurt, a car speeding on a red carpet through a lunar landscape, a couple of foreigners reveling over a platter of food. She came across a photo of a night sky blooming with color, green and pink and blue, like a storybook garden.

			“Now that,” she said, holding the magazine like someone else was clamoring to see it, “is another miracle. Let’s save it, too.”

			Outside, workers emptied dumpsters and loaded pickups—mountains of cardboard to be recycled, mountains of share bikes to be redistributed—and in the room next door, someone watched slapstick comedies when they should’ve been sleeping, their laughter growing louder and louder as Song grew quieter and quieter.
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			Song woke in the no-man’s-land between the moon’s departure and the sun’s arrival, and the first thing she thought of was River.

			The nature of the world had changed. Before, she had inhabited the only universe that was possible, and that was the one where she woke up beside River. His absence sundered the one world into many and she found herself, now, in the worst version—a low-occupancy back-alley motel with stains on the ceiling and cigarette burns on the pillowcases, and the beating of her heart rose up like the drums of a nightmare.

			Setting out for the third day, she could search more efficiently. With the phone, she graduated to a share bike, pedaling through the alleys and pausing whenever she encountered a pocket of people—gliding on ellipticals in an exercise park, playing chess on a tree stump, buying mangosteens from a three-wheeled wagon, waiting at a bus stop.

			She told them about River; she listened for the Tchaikovsky. Spotting a boy in yellow loping through a manicured garden, she rushed after him and dropped back when she caught sight of his ears—small and flat, quotidian ears.

			In the garden, she came across a contingent of food delivery workers just like White Dragon, lined up in three rows of five among the cherry trees and peony beds. A man with a bullhorn jumped onto a bench.

			“Observe the rules of the road,” he barked. “Maintain your scooters and sanitize your delivery boxes. Wash your uniforms weekly. If you can’t make a delivery on time, let the clock run over. Don’t rush. Be safe.”

			The bullhorn squealed as he brought it to his mouth. “We help people eat better—”

			“We help people eat better,” the delivery workers shouted back.

			“Live better—”

			“Live better!”

			The train station was located in the center of the city, which was Dongcheng District. Song started there, in the square, and she worked her way through the surrounding neighborhood as the light changed around her, filtered through the pollution—brightening like a coal, then cooling into the evening and turning black as night fell. Calves cramping, thighs chafing, she locked the bike and hobbled back to her motel.

			On the fourth day, when she called the train station, the Lost and Found woman broke the news gently—no lost boys had been found there. As for Song’s belongings, they hadn’t been recovered, either.

			“Most likely cleared away by our trash collectors,” the woman said, and Song didn’t mourn any of the useful things she had packed. She thought instead of her old wedding phone. It had contained some messages from Blue—not many, since each had cost extra money, but still some. She had never gone through them again, but the possibility had been there. Now that possibility was gone, leaving a tiny hole somewhere inside her, as if she’d been poked by a needle.

			When Song didn’t respond, the woman prompted, with deep warmth, “Perhaps your son is elsewhere?”

			In case he wasn’t, Song returned to the square one more time. Then she biked into new neighborhoods in search of River, moving out from the train station in a spiral like a snail’s shell. When she came across a scooter shop, she tossed aside the share bike and emptied her mobile wallet. Beijing consisted of sixteen districts and she needed a scooter to get to all of them, the suburban enclaves to the east and the agricultural south, the Western Hills and the rugged north intercepted by the Great Wall.

			She rode out into the capital on her new scooter, which was a tireless cherry-blossom pink, and in her pocket was her new phone with her new phone number, linked to her shopping and social media and dwindling bank accounts. Like lungs and brains, those were vital parts, but her heart was missing. Figuring that her fist was about the right size, she shoved it against her chest to stop the hole from leaking onto the street.

			From one tip of the day to the other, she ran without flagging, stopping only to fill her tank at a gas station overrun by tour buses, stopping again when it was too dark to see the faces that passed, and then she wielded the torch of her phone and bombarded her new social media accounts with River’s photo.

			Over the next two days, everywhere she searched, she saw delivery workers. Some of them specialized in groceries, sporting green or pink uniforms as they lugged watermelons and drums of water into compounds. The ones in yellow uniforms delivered food, charging out of restaurants with tubs of soup and fruit tea. The guys who delivered packages wore red and drove compact three-wheeled trucks rather than scooters, and they set up camp wherever they could on the sidewalks, sealing boxes and sorting packages late into the night, surrounded by bubble wrap.

			The delivery workers could form their own army, their own city. Not all of them wore uniforms, Song noted as she followed their formations through the streets. Many of them, like White Dragon, wore their own clothes. They, too, were easy to spot. They were the men striding through crowds with several batches of takeout in one hand. They were the ones scrolling through their phones as they steered one-handed against traffic.

			Song observed delivery workers weaving indiscriminately between the road and the bike lane and the sidewalk, and she noticed them idling in groups, roosting on the front steps of restaurants or parking curbside in the sun, their feet propped up on the handlebars as they snoozed, their phones broadcasting voice messages from home.

			She circled the neighborhoods alongside them, doing the same thing they were doing, only they were making money doing it. It occurred to her that if she was one of them, she could make money and look for River at the same time. She would be paid to do what she wanted to do.

			The motel had drained her mobile wallet as well as her soul, and while the little church had done the opposite, the pews were hard and narrow, designed not for sleeping but for staying awake. She couldn’t go back there.

			At the end of the week, coming out of the motel, she heard the chuff of an engine, a shout—“Hey! Red hat!”

			As Song retrieved her fallen sun hat—a happy red, the shade parents picked out for their babies, so that River could pick her out of a crowd—she recognized the flash of the sunglasses, accompanied now by the wink of a duct-taped mirror.

			She shielded her eyes and called out, “Big Brother, are you following me?”

			White Dragon stopped on his scooter and pushed up his sunglasses to squint at her. “Who’s following who? I’m just minding my own business, running some orders, making some money.”

			He gave her a cheerful nudge with his foot. “I was late on those deliveries, by the way. You owe me two pieces in penalties.”

			“As soon as I find a job.” Song put on her sun hat and tightened the chin strap. As she peered into White Dragon’s good mirror to check her reflection, she caught his eye. “Tell me how I can run orders like you.”

			He folded his arms and smirked, his face still scabbed from the crash. “Women don’t run orders.”

			She hiked a foot onto his front tire and leaned over the handlebars. “I do.”

			It was a matter of downloading an app and registering with her ID and watching a safety video, and White Dragon eyed her like he was trying to make sense of an optical illusion.

			“I know of a room for rent,” he said when she submitted the application. “With some other delivery workers, in a courtyard house not far from here. My neighbor just moved out.”

			“What did you do to scare him off?”

			White Dragon threw his head back and laughed like everything in life was going his way, and it reminded Song that things wouldn’t always be bleak. She would find River. Nothing was impossible, as long as there were people who could still laugh like that.

			“Me? I’m a pussycat, Little Sister,” he said, twiddling his thumbs in a show of innocence. “In truth, it was the work that scared him. Last week, the guy found himself sandwiched between two semis. He came straight back after that, packed his things, and hightailed it to his mother’s home. Said he couldn’t handle the dangers of the job. Big sturdy fellow like him.”

			He quirked an eyebrow at Song, who bristled. “Do I look like a cowardly lion to you?”

			“Just a lion.”

			As he looked at her, she realized it wasn’t that the sun was in his eyes; it was just how his eyes were, maybe how he was.

			“You can move in whenever. I’ll drop you a pin,” he said, pulling up his feet. “Until then, Song.”

			Returning to the motel that night, she pried her three miracles off the wall, taking care not to rip the corners; she wanted to hang them up in her next room. Looking at the double rainbow, she thought of what the Pastor had said, and what he had said had merely reminded her of what she had already known to be true. She hadn’t once wavered, even when River had started competing, which was when others, and River himself, began to doubt that he would rise.

			Earlier that day, she had picked up a few magazines, hoping for another sign, and she looked through them now. She tore out one photo—streaks of light raining down from a December sky—and she tore out another, two penguins with black wings spread and white throats exposed. The caption told her they were faithful birds, spending most of their lives apart and reuniting once a year at their nest, where they danced.

			“A little like us. Me and your Ba.” Song touched their fiery crests.

			Her phone pinged—Your application has been approved. Welcome!

			Something moved inside her, a wind pushing through the trees. She would see her son again.

			She knew it would take time to find him, his single shining thread in the knot of humanity that was Beijing. It could take so much time as to seem impossible.

			But with tens of millions of people tangled in even more places and ways, all she had to do was keep going. As long as she kept going, she would come across one place and one way.

			It started tomorrow. Tomorrow, she would move into the courtyard house with White Dragon and join the harried ranks of Beijing’s delivery workers. She would keep going, one street and one neighborhood and one district after another.

			She imagined coming across River in the lobby of a museum or the north wing of a mall, or knocking on a door to find out that yes—the customer had noticed a boy who looked like that, a boy without his mother, singing outside the flower market or napping in the park or gazing out at the storm from an underpass.

			Witnesses. Clues. The police hadn’t conducted an investigation for River, so for River, she would conduct her own.
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			October 2012, Harbin

			Not so long ago, life had looked one way, with single-story homes and dirt alleys that were also trash dumps, and main streets riddled with potholes and clogged with three-wheeled wagons, and Song newly married with husband and phone—the best money could buy—in hand. The smell of the mall and the market and the movie theater was the smell of the outhouse but people didn’t notice as long as their bellies were full.

			Then, in the city, life looked a lot easier. Cars overtook bicycles on streets that had been broadened and paved and planted with birch saplings overnight. Potted flowers and art installations and exercise parks sprang up where there had been heaps of garbage. Gone were the canals overflowing with shit; people moved, whether they wanted to or not, out of their single-story homes into high-rises with sitting toilets that flushed, and they kept their caged crickets where they kept their rolls of toilet paper and they filled their empty spaces with sofas and DVD players and refrigerators they kept in their original plastic wrapping.

			Song made good money cleaning apartments; she purchased an air purifier, just a tabletop model, but good enough for their small room. River’s coughing dwindled and her wedding phone gave out and she almost threw it away along with all the other relics of their past. Just in time, she remembered Blue’s messages, trapped inside the plastic shell, and she stuffed the phone into a drawer instead.

			On her smartphone, she took photos and played games and recorded videos of River. There he was beside Professor Li, deconstructing the next four measures of the Tchaikovsky. There he was on his eighth birthday, eating a slice of cake made of whipped cream and strawberries, wearing new sandals and a too-big sun hat. There he was playing the Pathétique, his octave tremolos fevered, urgent, as he prepared for his first competition.

			That video was from last Saturday, when he’d practiced for eight hours without eating or drinking, and when he’d finally risen to stretch his numb legs, Song had noticed a spot of blood on the keyboard—a paper cut he’d gotten days ago, which reopened each time he played. She’d forbidden him from playing until the cut fully healed but the very next day, she had been woken up by a particularly frantic rendition of “Flight of the Bumblebee.”

			“I couldn’t help it,” River said as the fingers of his right hand continued their chromatic race up and down the keyboard, the middle one double-bandaged. “My hands itched and I couldn’t breathe.”

			Song recorded him the morning of the competition, making his way through the deserted alley with his hood pulled up and his hands shoved into his front pockets, his shoulders rounded like a fighter entering the arena. The shops around them were shuttered; even the milkman was still in bed as they set out for the train station. River turned back and lowered his hood.

			“Mama, I can hold it.” He reached for the plastic bag that hung from her arm, packed with enough food to carry them through the day, sweet sausages and green onion rolls and lychee juice.

			Song stopped recording and swung the bag out of his reach. “It’s not heavy,” she said as the handles cut into her fingers.

			Professor Li had bought them three tickets on the high-speed train, and their compartment was like someone’s house, clean and spacious. They sat around a four-person table as the train slipped like a silver eel across the landscape, and Song pointed her phone out the window. Malls and high-rises flew past, yielding to drab apartment blocks where underpants and undershirts fluttered from the windows, and those collapsed into shacks with tin roofs, clustered into villages, surrounded by farmland.

			“Hi, Professor Li,” she said, turning her phone across the table, and Professor Li crossed his legs and looked gravely into the lens like he was posing for a portrait.

			“Let’s go,” she cheered at River, waving from behind the camera until he lifted his head.

			“I don’t feel so good,” he mumbled, his eyes darting like minnows away from her. She zoomed in. Had that started with the bully?

			At the beginning of the new school year, when she arrived to pick up River, she found him slumped on the cement field with his new sandals broken and his sun hat crumpled underneath him. His lip was bleeding.

			It had been one of the public school boys, coming around to parrot what his grandmother said about the migrant kids. Song wanted to cancel the piano lesson but River insisted—he didn’t need to rest, he needed to play—and Professor Li’s eyes flashed when they arrived at his apartment. Producing a pristine handkerchief, he crouched in front of River and dabbed at the blood.

			“You forget about that buck-toothed bully.” He lowered the handkerchief. “He’s average. A loser. Don’t spare him another thought.”

			It had been just the thing to say to make River feel better, in a tone that made Song feel better, too—a fatherly balance of hardness and softness.

			Now, as she stopped recording and drew River into a hug, it was Professor Li, once more, who said what River needed to hear.

			“It’s normal to be nervous.”

			River blinked, eyes wide. “What should I do?”

			“Breathe in through your nose, out through your mouth. Visualize yourself on the stage, successfully playing your pieces.”

			River closed his eyes and placed his hands on the table. Pretending it was a keyboard, he played the Pathétique. He rocked his left hand from side to side to hit the octave tremolos and his right hand skipped up and away and his wrists were skinny, raw as stretched dough. He gazed at the smoke-shrouded mountains as he played, hearing the notes in his head; he peered up at the luggage rack with luminous eyes, feeling his way across the table with coltish grace.

			But as Song watched, he broke out in a cold sweat, his forehead shining like it was coated in wax. He stopped practicing and buried his face in his arms and Song draped her jacket over him and said, “Sleep.”

			Two hours later, they arrived in Changchun. The competition was held in a music store that was the sole occupant of the basement level of a mall. Half the lights on that floor had been switched off, along with the heat, to cut costs. A Grand Opening banner stretched across a chilly performance room festooned with balloons and artificial flowers, and the audience comprised a dozen parents scattered along rows of folding chairs, cracking pumpkin seeds between their teeth as they waited.

			River lined up along the back wall with the other competitors, the number nine taped to his chest. Professor Li cleared his throat and when River looked at him, he tapped his mouth, demonstrating a confident smile. He threw back his shoulders and puffed his chest, mouthing, Appearances matter.

			As soon as River’s number was called, Song stood up and started recording. A red light blinked on her phone as he brushed past her and walked onto the small stage.

			There he was, turning to face the audience. There he was, frozen in place. His cheeks were banners of red. With a shudder, he bounded off the stage and ran out of the music store.

			Song found him outside, kicking at piles of leaves made by the street sweepers. As she approached, a bird sang from a balding tree and something warm splattered onto her head. She touched her hair and narrowed her eyes.

			“Fucking bird!” she shrieked, realizing what it was, and River hooted in disbelief as she grabbed a handful of leaves and scrubbed at her hair, cursing as the leaves crumbled. She threw the handful of leafy ash at River.

			“Help me, son!”

			“You’re dripping,” he managed before dissolving into fresh giggles, rocking and clutching his side. A leaf clung to his shoulder, trembling with his mirth.

			As a drop of bird shit trickled out of Song’s hairline, she sank into the pile of leaves and joined her son, laughing uproariously. She dabbed at her wet eyes. How she adored his laughter; how she felt his struggle.

			Finally, River picked through the pile and found a leaf that was still green. Song held still as he cleaned her hair, and when he was done, she held out her hands and he pulled her out of the leaves and laughed a little more as she stamped and swatted at her clothing.

			“Why did you run away?” she asked, and he stopped laughing.

			“I didn’t run away. I was possessed by…by an alien. It wiped my mind and took over my body and now I feel like throwing up.”

			His shoulders curved into a frown. “Mama, do I have to perform?”

			Song nodded. “This is how you become the best. You have to go up, son—that’s the only way out. Up and out.” She put an arm around him, drawing those sad shoulders toward her. “It won’t be easy. I know. But it will be easier next time.”

			“River? Don’t you want to come back inside?”

			They both looked up at the sound of Professor Li’s voice, and Song glanced at River and said, “Not today.”

			On the train back to Harbin, Professor Li diagnosed River with stage fright. “You’re in good company, young man. The world’s greatest concert pianists suffered, just as you did today, from extreme cases of anxiety before performing. Before one concert, Argerich sliced her finger open with a knife, so she would have a reason to cancel. And she became a legend anyway. So, think of today as a learning experience, and don’t let it happen again.”

			“How, Professor Li?”

			“You train, performing and competing as much as you can. You practice, so that even when you’re not at your best, you are still better than everyone else.” With a pale, pensive hand, Professor Li strummed the line of his jaw. “I also recommend these. I take them myself before important performances.”

			He produced a foil sleeve and River exclaimed, “Mints!” at the same time Song said, “Isn’t that medicine?”

			“Beta-blockers. They suppress the physical symptoms of stage fright—sweaty palms, shaking, nausea—so that you are able to play the way you know how to play.”

			Song pressed her lips together and pushed away Professor Li’s medicine as he had pushed away her money. The only medicine River took was for his lung condition and fear wasn’t a condition; it was an obstacle, meant to be overcome. There wasn’t anything wrong with her son.

			“They’re completely safe and permitted in competitions,” Professor Li said, and River turned to her with pleading eyes. She held firm.

			“River is brave. Like his Ma. He doesn’t need help.”

			River jerked his hand away and slumped in his seat, arms folded. “I’m not brave. Don’t you know me, Ma?”

			But that wasn’t defiance in his eyes. Even now, her son didn’t raise his voice to her, and she said, “I know you’re afraid and I know you’re brave. You don’t have to believe it. I believe it.”

			He would see—he didn’t need anything outside of himself. He would make it to the piano next time, even if he didn’t manage to play. He would play next time, even if he didn’t manage to win. Eventually, he would believe in his own bravery.

			River glowered at the seat across from his, one leg swinging. When she reached for him, he slipped out of her grasp like a block of ice.

			For two days, he pretended he didn’t need her. When she picked him up from school, he climbed sullenly onto the back of the scooter. When they got home, he headed immediately to the piano without so much as a word or a glance.

			At the lesson on Wednesday, Professor Li opened the Moonlight Sonata to the third movement and wrote the date at the top. That was part of the ritual of starting a new piece; then River relinquished the bench, and Professor Li took his seat and played.

			He put on a show, with swift climbs and dramatic accents, and then something must’ve gone wrong because his face turned red in a hard flash, like a pot boiling over. He stopped playing. With a shout, he punched the bench, and when that wasn’t enough, he turned to his own leg, pummeling with fists that seemed to belong to someone else, and his eyes were both darker and brighter than the ebony gloss of the piano.

			For the first time in two days, River turned to Song. “Did he mess up?”

			“I suppose. You know his temper. He’ll be fine in a minute.” She covered River’s eyes so that he didn’t have to watch but he pushed her hand aside, fascinated.

			Professor Li was passionate; Song had seen that from the start, and over time she saw that the thing that made him great was also what made him volatile. Once, while reading a review that labeled his recording of Bach overly Romantic and ostentatious, he’d thrown a chair at the wall. When the electricity went out during a lesson because he’d forgotten to add money to his meter, he’d ripped out the closest lamp and tossed it through the sunroom window.

			Song wasn’t a musician and she wasn’t sensitive but she imagined that passion had depths, like the sea, and it was dark at the bottom. In an instant, that darkness could be called to the surface, and just as quickly it could recede so that the sea was once more blue glass.

			She knelt beside River and took his hand. “Remember this, son. If your emotions overwhelm you, break something else. Not yourself.”

			He had been so far away lately that she wasn’t sure he heard, until a glint appeared in his eye. “What if I break something expensive?”

			“Who cares about money?” Song made a spitting sound. “We have money.”

			After two days of clouds, River’s dimples broke through like twin suns and there he was, the boy she had missed, who needed her more than ever.
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			At the second competition, as the three of them sat in the audience and a girl onstage slipped effortlessly through the Fantaisie-Impromptu, Song tapped River’s knee and said, “Look what I brought.”

			She opened her hand to reveal the two clothespin dolls, and she kept the boy clothespin for herself and tucked the girl clothespin into River’s pocket. “Now I’ll be right there with you when you perform.”

			Onstage, another girl marched diligently through Rachmaninoff’s Prelude in G Minor, and then it was River’s turn and Song squeezed his hand and it felt like a rubber sack filled with pudding.

			“Not too fast,” Professor Li instructed as River stood. “Like you’re a bride on her wedding day. Just the way we practiced, remember?”

			River began his trek to the piano, proceeding slowly up the aisle. Song sat up, her heart beginning to pound, and Professor Li was anxious, too, muttering to himself, “Not too slow, like you’re a lost lamb.”

			River picked up his feet as if he had heard, and maybe he had, in his head. Marching onto the stage, he placed a hand on the piano and turned to face the audience. When his gaze met Song’s, Song gave him a deep nod of encouragement.

			“Arms relaxed at your sides,” Professor Li continued under his breath, as if his guidance could lead River to victory. “Hands open, facing in.”

			River flexed his hands, pressing his fingers to the seam of his pants. He bowed.

			“Not too shallow. Not like you’re arrogant.”

			River bent a little lower, then straightened and took his seat. He scooted the bench forward.

			“It’s too low. Don’t rush. Position yourself.”

			River turned the wheel to adjust the height. He pushed the bench back by a millimeter and he scooted himself forward.

			“Breathe in through your nose, out through your mouth.”

			He looked down at the piano, scrubbing his hands on his thighs.

			“Hear the music first.”

			He rested his hands on the keys, which looked heavy and rich like cream under his fingertips.

			“Then, you play.”

			And he did.

			There were more competitions after that, month after month after month. There were trains to Suihua and Mudanjiang and Daqing and River slept with his head rattling against the table and Professor Li crossed his legs and tapped at his phone with a stylus and Song sat up straight in her seat, looking out the window. The moon hung over the trees—sometimes one wedge, sometimes four or five, sometimes the whole globe, trailing them to or from their next competition.

			Sometimes there were delays—a vagabond jumping in front of the train, the steel rails freezing together in a blizzard, the train signals melting in a heat wave, the conductor struck down by dysentery. The stage fright showed up days before a competition or the morning of a competition or the minute River sat down to perform at a competition, and the venue was the lecture hall of a university, the showroom of a luxury car dealership, the function room of a state-owned utility corporation, the cultural museum housed inside a drafty temple.

			River played pianos that were fresh off the assembly line, still smelling of varnish, and he played pianos that were handmade, having survived the bourgeois purges of the Cultural Revolution. He played an unbranded console piano that couldn’t hold its pitch and he played a Steinway concert grand that, according to the blustering host, had sat in Deng Xiaoping’s living room.

			With impetuous violence, he played Chopin’s B Minor Scherzo; with the tension of a hasty departure, he played The Tempest. He played Rachmaninoff’s Prelude in C-sharp Minor, lending strength to the weakest finger—the pinky—to pull a haunting melody from the chords, and he played Schubert’s Impromptu No. 4, fingers cascading down the keyboard with the slippery grace of silk.

			After the awards ceremonies, Song listened to the other parents talk about what they fed their children—dried blueberries, black sesame, and the mother of one winner recommended octopus for long, limber fingers and a teaspoon of tiger bone wine for speed—and whether they allowed time on the computer or time off with friends and how many hours they made their children practice each day and what their children played to warm up, Hanon or Czerny, and when they would add to their repertoire the Tchaik 1 or the Prok 2 or the Rach 3—the alphabet of the virtuoso, three of the most difficult concertos ever written for the piano.

			Song overheard them whispering about their girls, who locked themselves in their rooms for days after a loss, and their boys, who wore sweatshirts to hide the scars on their arms, deposits of silver that had formed under the pressure to win. Song knew what she would say if they asked her—that she worried about River when it came to other things but she had already warned him about darkness and her son always heeded what she said.

			She itched to tell them that River learned an étude a week and he practiced because he felt like it and he didn’t eat much but he ate whatever she cooked. She would make it sound like a choice she had made, not buying River a phone or computer, and then she would boast that he already had portions of the Tchaik 1 under his fingers. As the other parents gazed at the winners with admiration and also envy, she wanted them to turn around and see her son. She wanted to show them.

			But River didn’t play in public the way he played in private, with bonfire chords and cut-glass runs. In competition, his Double Thirds lost its sultry ease, his clammy fingers slipping instead of sliding from black to white, his thumb hopping to the wrong key. His heart galloped too quickly for him to hold his tempo. He rushed, he muddied, he missed, he forgot, and when he went limp and when he lost, Song said, “Up and out.”

			The reminder wasn’t for River, although Song said it when he fell asleep while standing in line to register—too many trains, late nights and early mornings—and when he stumbled off the stage, humiliated, and when he rushed to the bathroom, nauseated. She said it as she held back his bangs and dabbed his cheeks with a tissue, reminding herself, “Up and out.”

			It wasn’t that River never won. It was that even when he won, he didn’t sound like himself. It was that his wins were unpredictable; there weren’t more of them as time went on.

			“The boy’s fingers are so fast they dub him the Flying Tiger, and yet—third place,” Professor Li complained after one of River’s stronger showings, crumpling the judges’ report and throwing it out of the taxi window. “Think about Harbin!”

			The Harbin competition was the source of everything for him, frustration and motivation, pride and pressure, uncertainty and resolve.

			“You’ll turn it around,” he said after River failed even to place inside the top ten. His eyes gleamed, dark, and his pale fingernails shone. With his hair combed into a raven’s wing, he nodded like a decision had been made. “You’ll win in Harbin.”

			In River’s second year of trotting the competition boards, they ventured farther from home, entering competitions in Chengde, Dalian, Tangshan—they could’ve been in any city, anywhere, stuck in conference rooms all day long. In Jinzhou, the string of the lowest E on the piano snapped and the competition came to a halt as half a dozen technicians jockeyed to remedy one problem. River’s playing time was pushed back to ten p.m.; he ripped through the Revolutionary Étude at twice his usual tempo before they rushed back to the train station and he turned ten that night on the sleeper train, kneeling on the top bunk as he unwrapped two hefty volumes of Beethoven’s complete piano sonatas.

			The summer he turned eleven, they traveled to Shenyang—a provincial capital, which put the competition on the same tier as Harbin. But more than that, Shenyang was the city where Blue had died. Song had often wondered what it looked like, what her husband had seen. Was there a sidewalk park where he ate lunch with the other migrant workers? Was there a wet market where he bought plums in the summer and sweet potatoes in the winter?

			They would spend an extra day in Shenyang, Song decided—linger as tourists instead of rushing home. River was so excited that she worried it would distract him from the competition, but it seemed a distraction was exactly what he needed. In Shenyang, he delivered his best performance of the year, and Professor Li boasted about his golden student’s first-place finish to everyone he encountered, from his fellow teachers to the taxi driver, all the way to the train station.

			After Song dropped off Professor Li, she took River to a motel where neither of them slept due to the lingering excitement of the day and their burgeoning anticipation for the next.

			She had hoped for clear skies and sun but when they left the motel in the morning, it was like they had been picked up and thrust into a gray cloud. They couldn’t escape the pollution anywhere they went.

			The rest was just as Song had imagined. It was the perfect day.

			At the Imperial Palace, they paid to have their photo taken in elaborate traditional costumes. They took an afternoon walk along the river, asking the fishermen about their catch and throwing cake to the ducks. They stopped at a convenience mart and bought watermelon popsicles with chocolate seeds, and then Song took River to visit the site of Blue’s accident.

			“This is where your Ba died,” she said as they stood on the bustling sidewalk and craned their necks to behold the silver needle of a skyscraper that stood there now, like a monument to a president or a general.

			“Wow,” River said, and he was quiet for a moment. Then he took a bite of his popsicle, crunching the chocolate seeds between his teeth.

			Song pressed her face to River’s face and stretched her arm high to snap the photo, which she sent in a message to Blue. It would be downright rude, after all, to come all this way and leave without a peep.

			Surprise! We’re here.

			As Song tucked her phone away, the screen lit up and she saw her husband’s name. The world stopped and flattened, taking on the saturation and shine of a picture book.

			Blue had responded. She was utterly convinced of it, as she lifted her phone and opened the message.

			Who is this?

			Song stared at the characters. Her husband had passed eight years ago, leaving behind a pair of clothespins and a phone number, and now that phone number had been claimed by a—a Mr. or Mrs. Who-is-this.

			As always, it was easier to be angry. Her anger was a kind of balm, burning as it consumed, numbing as it spread. But she knew it didn’t heal. She would choose, instead, to sing.

			So she turned back to the building and put her arm around River and sang the Tchaikovsky, and River leaned against her and sang along, that inevitable melody, which had lived inside them long before anybody else had written it into existence.
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			February 2016, Beijing Railway Station

			In his first week of residence at Beijing Railway Station, River discovered that Bing’s orange uniform had superpowers. When River woke at the start of his day and Bing returned at the end of his, he handed off his orange coat and River draped it around himself and became invisible.

			No one looked at him when he wore that fluorescent coat. He moved undetected through crowds. He was impervious to the tension that saturated the Waiting Area. He wandered freely through the Main Hall and sat for hours at a time on various platforms, undisturbed in his one and only task of waiting for Mama.

			Bing had offered to find someone who could help and River had pointed out, “You’re helping me,” and Bing had said, “Someone who can do something.”

			But those kinds of people—Bing’s supervisor, the police—would take River away from the train station, the opposite of helping.

			“Because of you,” River had explained, “I can stay in the train station and wait for Mama. Because of you, I can call her.”

			Then, a week later, the Arabesque failed to play when he called, and all the nerves along his body prickled like downy hair, and there it was again, that creeping spider of a thought—something had happened to Mama the same way something had happened to his father and his father hadn’t returned and so Mama wouldn’t—

			River shivered, brushing the spider off his arm. Mama had simply run out of money. Without money to top up her account, her phone service had been suspended, and there was nothing more to it. She would still find him.

			The train station became an hourglass, a container through which time streamed. The ground was gray and the sky was a lighter shade of gray and the air was the lightest shade of gray. Three weeks passed and River had the sense, waiting at the bottom of the hourglass, that he was being smothered, buried beneath that shifting mass of gray.

			He had never, for as long as he could remember, been without a piano. Music was color and the longer he went without playing the piano, the more he felt the color seeping out of him, leaving him as gray as his hourglass world.

			He longed for a burst of music, to ease his breathing. Like a lungful of fresh air, he craved it.

			He carried the Tchaikovsky around with him in his backpack, singing the notes as he played his invisible piano. It wasn’t enough to bring him to life but it was enough to keep him from suffocating.

			Once, singing his way back to Bing’s room, he had nearly bumped into the Supervisor that Bing had warned him to stay away from. She was a young woman, all corners and bones, with small, mean eyes and a voice like a foghorn. The only thing that had saved River was that she had been distracted—hefting a trash can and marching right up to Bing’s door and smashing her fist into the metal. When Bing roused himself from bed, she had turned the trash can over his head and held it there, shaking to dislodge every wad of toilet paper and chewing gum.

			“You’re useless,” she’d shouted, a belligerent B power chord. “If I catch you using the wrong trash bags again, I’ll flay you myself and then I’ll have you fired. You fucking waste of life.”

			There was something ignoble about her attack, like a hyena bringing down an elephant that was too gentle or too old to fight back. Carefully, River eased out of the corridor, his insides squirming as he returned to the Waiting Area.

			There, he observed the people who came through the station, and he learned that the ones who had the least to give were the first ones to do so, like the bathroom attendant who offered him the dragon fruit from her packed lunch. A woman with the stout build and windswept face of a farmer saw him shivering on the platform and gave him the fleece hat off her head. A man wearing a shabby camouflage jacket, carrying a box of newspapers, saw River drinking from the bathroom sink and left the newspapers on the floor to go buy him a bottle of water.

			And of course, there was Bing, who didn’t have the money—or the good looks or good humor or good mind, according to his own assessment—to catch a wife.

			“Who would want to marry me?” he snickered, reaching under the bed for a case of instant noodles. “Shrimp or beef tonight?”

			“Shrimp,” River said, sitting on the bed. The sheets were rumpled and still warm from Bing, smelling of the medicinal bandages he used to treat his various pains and ailments.

			Bing plugged in the kettle and pulled up a stool, lighting a cigarette as he waited for the water to boil. Stretching out his long legs, he said, “I always thought I would have a wife and a child one day. I came to Beijing in my twenties and here I am, fifty-some years old. I’ve accepted the fact that I’ll never have a family of my own. All I have to show is this uniform, this room.”

			“And this train station,” River reminded him.

			“Ha! So I do.” The kettle clicked off and Bing reached for it, his cigarette clamped between his teeth, trickling smoke. He poured hot water into both tubs, filling them equally.

			As the rigid blocks soaked in their baths, unwinding, River said, “If you don’t like it here, why don’t you go home?”

			“Don’t have the money.” Bing peeled off the lid of the beef noodles and swirled his chopsticks through the tangled mass, blowing as he swirled. “Besides, I’d get restless. It wouldn’t be long before I was clamoring to come back. I have two sisters out west but they each have families of their own to take care of. What would I do, day in and day out?”

			He slurped up a heap of noodles, chewing as he said, “I used to dream about going to Guilin and standing on top of the mountains that the poets write about. They say in the south you see the most beautiful women. You can neglect the floor for a week and there won’t be a speck of dust.”

			River touched the rim of his noodles, testing the temperature. “You—a wanderer?”

			Bing wolfed down the rest of his noodles and left the broth, setting the tub on the floor. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, flipping through the television channels—long-haired warriors defying gravity, Japanese soldiers falling under gunfire, two men on a stage bantering about bureaucracy and Beijing traffic.

			“The reality is, I’ll stay here and work until I can’t,” Bing said, watching the two men gripe about their lives.

			River sipped at the red broth, saving the noodles for last. “What happens when you can’t?”

			“I don’t know,” Bing said, and he laughed aloud as one of the men delivered a barb about thuggish policemen and polite gangsters.

			On the eighth of March, Bing left the case of instant noodles under the bed and took River to a dumpling restaurant. It was the first time River had left the train station since arriving a month ago. As he stepped out onto the square, he felt like he was waking up from a dream, and Mama had been a part of it.

			A group of workers sat at the front of the restaurant, two tables pushed together, and the rest of the tables around them were also taken. The stools along the wall were occupied by singles, women with wrinkled faces and wrinkled uniforms, men tapping at their phones with grease-blackened fingers. An elderly couple sat in the corner, eating in silence. In the kitchen, a cook dumped a load of pots into the sink.

			When the elderly couple stood, River swooped in to claim their seats. “Over here!”

			Bing picked up the table tent and scanned the restaurant’s QR code and passed his phone to River. “Order whatever you feel like.”

			River scrolled through the menu, selecting dumplings by the color of their wrapper—green, red, black—rather than their filling. “Why are you taking us out to eat?” he asked, handing the phone back.

			“It’s a holiday, isn’t it?” Bing tapped at the screen, making his own selections and paying for the order. “It’s International Women’s Day.”

			“What do we have to celebrate?”

			A waitress appeared and plunked down their order, and a dumpling leapt off the plate and skittered across the table. Bing scooped it up and deposited it back onto the plate.

			“It’s a reason, isn’t it? Why not?”

			River thought about it. “That’s true. And it could be good luck. It’ll bring my Ma back faster. Another day or two. It’ll bring you a wife.”

			Bing roared with laughter and River helped himself to a black dumpling, not knowing if he would end up with a mouthful of chocolate and sesame or a mouthful of dirt and ash.

			As he entered his second month at the train station, he caught himself wondering if Mama would come back, instead of when.

			She wouldn’t stop looking for him unless she found him. But enough time had passed that it had to mean something and he didn’t know how big and how bad that something was. The spider was larger this time, crawling onto his hand, and he gasped and flung the deadly thing across the room.

			It had been a minute shift from when to if, a slip of the mind. River remained vigilant after that, guarding himself against the spider—springing into action whenever the shadows stirred, slapping and stomping until his arms and feet smarted.

			Then, one night before he could fall asleep, an eight-legged monster with just as many venomous eyes materialized out of the darkness and the stillness, and it had grown so large and so terrible that River couldn’t move to defend himself and he couldn’t stop looking at it, either. He lay awake with his eyes like round sponges, soaking up the ink.

			Maybe he was wrong about Mama finding him. Maybe Mama was just a person, like his father and like anyone else, and there were things in this life even she couldn’t do and places in this world even she couldn’t come back from.

			His teeth loosened at the roots and his bladder swelled. Moving like an old man, defensive and defenseless, he crawled out of bed. He stepped into his shoes and shuffled to the door and the monster vanished when he turned on the light.

			After using the bathroom, River wandered through the Waiting Area, sticking his hand into the vending machine chutes where he sometimes found things that had been left behind—a still-warm cup of coffee, a package of pickled chicken feet, an umbrella. Someone had somehow managed to forget the electric toothbrush they’d just bought. It made River’s gums bleed but he kept using it anyway, charging it in the morning and unplugging it at night, brushing until the toothbrush blinked its approval.

			Tonight the chutes were empty, as was the Lost and Found bin, where he had once come across a blue tube of medicine—someone else’s, but the same kind as the one he had lost, and so he’d kept it for himself.

			Walking down the escalators, he headed into the ticket office, keeping an ear out for trouble. He cut to the front of the line and leaned over the counter.

			“Two to Harbin,” he said into the microphone. He pursed his lips. “Two seats next to each other, if you can.”

			But there was, of course, no one on the other side of the glass. River sighed, pushing off the counter. He tried the door to the back office and it was locked. He went up the escalators, back to Bing’s room, but when he opened the door and saw the bed, he remembered the monstrous spider waiting in the shadows beneath and his body revolted. His feet refused to enter.

			He shut the door and went to the elevator. “Bing,” he called, knocking.

			Maybe he could lend a hand. That would give him something to do.

			When there was no response, he walked to the edge of the stairwell and peered into the darkness. “Bing?”

			One hand on the rail, he started down the stairs, and the lights flicked on. He went down these stairs often. This time, when he reached the bottom, he didn’t go through the door into the Main Hall. He headed down the corridor, pushing through a heavy flap to find a rainbow of trash bins. At the end of the corridor, he opened the last door and poked his head into a parking garage.

			“Bing?” He inhaled the fumes, listening to the emptiness, and closed the door.

			As he made his way back, he saw that there was one more door, underneath the staircase. It was smaller than a normal door. It was his size, as if the room were meant especially for him. When he put his hand on the knob, it fell off.

			“Sorry, sorry!” He shoved the knob back into place and hid his hands behind his back. “Bing?”

			More carefully this time, he turned the knob and opened the door. A dust-rose blossomed in his face. Coughing, he stepped back, letting the light from the corridor fall into the room.

			It was shaped like a triangle. Along one leg was a metal shelf that held nothing but a can of paint. Along the second leg was a brass luggage cart. And along the last leg, there was a no-name upright.

			The piano had a wizened face and a mouthful of uneven teeth, yellowing, a few chipped, two missing. When River touched a finger to middle C, the key sank immediately to the bottom of its bed.

			River was delighted. It was a piano. It had lovely bones.

			The legs of the bench complained as he sat. He cracked his knuckles and placed his hands on the keys and pondered what to play. This piano would not stand up well to the Heroic Polonaise and it would also be out of tune.

			He settled on Chopin’s Nocturne in E-flat Major. In that dusty room, that secret pocket sewn into the seam of the world, a faint light appeared. At the end of the first phrase, River sighed. It was the easiest breath he had taken since arriving in Beijing.

			The Lost and Found medicine had been doing its job, loosening his lungs whenever they squeezed tight, but the music—it made everything disappear altogether. His chest was an empty chamber of pure and airy light.

			With another deep breath, he slid out of the gray world like it was a mirror. He strode into the world of the living, sweeping an arm across the keyboard, and a clear radiance flooded the hazy air. He pointed and music sprayed from his fingers, painting the drab sky in brilliant hues. He beckoned and he summoned, up, up, up, pulling colors out of the lifeless ground, flinging stars into the lightless sea, giving warmth and breath to all that had been cold and still.

			He made a world out of rhapsodies and fugues. His creation was a waltz, a fantasia. He wielded the piano and time parted, unable to touch him.

			Then something clattered behind him—out of tune, out of place—and he ripped his hands off the keys and the warmth and the color drained instantly from his surroundings.

			“Excuse me for the intrusion,” a woman said, picking up the doorknob that had rolled between her feet. She turned to jam it back into the door, so that all River could see of her was a full head of gray hair, long and soft, so that the strands seemed to float rather than hang.

			“I was walking to my gate when I thought I heard the Minute Waltz. I thought to follow it,” she said in the Mandarin of foreigners—lilting, listing, like a boat battling the waves. But when she faced River, he saw that she didn’t look like a foreigner, and her cheeks were ripe with age, settling in pouches around her mouth, while her eyebrows were still high arches. Her eyes shone beneath them as she said, “That was an unforgettable performance.”

			River stared back, equally transfixed by her gaze, which was clear as a whole note, stretching on and on without wavering or changing. “What time is it?”

			“It is 5:42 on March the fourteenth, and my train leaves in three minutes.” Her voice was calm and clear in the key of F Major.

			River snapped out of his daze. “Take this door back to the Main Hall. But you have to hurry if you want to make it!”

			The woman waved her hand. “These bullets to Tianjin—there’s always another one coming. I take one every morning, a half-hour ride there, a half-hour ride back. Tell me”—the soft folds of her cheeks drew back like curtains—“what’s next in your program?”

			River didn’t have the time to be polite; the station was open, and he wasn’t supposed to be in this room. He had stayed for too long.

			“I have to go!” River darted out of the room, motioning for the woman to follow, and he pressed the door shut with gentle palms so that he didn’t disturb the doorknob. The woman let him pass, watching him with those clear brown eyes.

			“Please don’t tell anyone,” he said, taking the stairs two at a time, and her response drifted up to him at the top of the stairs—As you wish.

			He hurried to Bing’s room. The elevator pinged as he opened the door. Closing the door, he took a step back and saw the leg of an orange uniform. “Bing?”

			The Supervisor stepped out of the elevator, pushing a cleaning cart lined with spray bottles and trash bags, and her eyes hardened when she spotted River.

			Her ferocious voice rang out. “Guo Bing? What do you want from him?”

			River backed away from Bing’s room. “N-nothing. I was…looking for the bathroom.”

			Even the wheels of the cart whimpered as the Supervisor swung around. “Do you know how to read, little boy? Employees only back here.”

			“Sorry, I—I’ll leave immediately.” River started toward the Waiting Area but the Supervisor jammed her cart against the door, cutting off his escape.

			“How do you know Bing? Have I seen you before?” She advanced, growing as River shrank. “You’re lying to me. You’re up to no good—you and that doddering old fool. Are you his nephew or something?”

			River shook his head, backing into the corner. Now he had done it; now she would seize him and tear him apart. He cringed, turning his head—but she didn’t sink her nails into his flesh. Instead, she grabbed the backpack he was wearing.

			“What do we have here?”

			River twisted, trying to pry the backpack out of her hands, but she danced out of reach. “Let’s see what you’re hiding.”

			As she unzipped the backpack, a wild rage overtook River. He would die before he let her take the Tchaikovsky. “Let go! That’s mine!”

			He launched himself at her, slamming his body into her scrawny wrist. She snarled, her fingers twitching, and he wrenched free.

			“Bing’s not my family,” he shouted, the straps of his backpack slipping down his arms. “I’m here with my Ma. She’s waiting for me and we have tickets to Harbin. You think you’re something? Wait until you meet my Ma. She’ll kill you if you don’t leave me alone.”

			Before she could recover, he shoved the cleaning cart at her and barreled through the door, fleeing into the Waiting Area, and her eyes were like arrow tips, piercing the back of his neck.

			“Faster,” she called after him. “Run as fast as your little legs can carry you. See what I do, next time I catch you.”

			River went to the men’s bathroom, the only place where she couldn’t follow, and he hid there for a long time. Then, with his heart hammering in his ears, he scurried across the Waiting Area and crept back to Bing’s room.

			Bing was in bed, snoring under the quilts. The orange coat was draped over the television. River put on the coat, the weight settling across his shoulders, a sticky film of smoke and herbs.

			For the rest of the day, he huddled in the Main Hall, a little gray mouse trapped in a little gray world, his heart trembling with fear. At night, he retreated once more to Bing’s room, and there he waited for the spider to emerge. But when he closed his eyes, he saw the piano.

			He didn’t want to remain in this gray world with this eight-legged monster. He couldn’t stand to be a mouse, not for another second. Sitting up, he cast the covers aside.

			In the closet under the stairs, he dedicated the night to Beethoven. He practiced the Waldstein, tapping out the repeated thirds, a pulsing heartbeat. He went faster than he wanted to, because the action of the piano was so light. The missing and dead keys were like potholes. They tripped him up again and again. With a crash, he brought his fist down on the keyboard. Nostrils flaring, he began again.

			At the first hint of daylight, he stopped playing. He closed the piano lid and stole out of the room, squeaking as he ran into someone. It was the woman from the day before, the one who sounded like a foreigner.

			“Done already?” She looked disappointed, and then she smiled and lifted a bag spotted with grease. “Good morning. I’m Phyllis. Do you like bacon?”

			Staring at the bag, River nodded, and then he turned on his heel and fled.

			The next day, he left the room earlier, when it was still dark, and he didn’t run into Phyllis, and so that became his new routine. The days were the same; he waited somewhere in the station, and he was always on alert but there was never anything to do except wonder if today would be the day. Who would find him first? His Ma or the Supervisor?

			At night, when the monster under the bed began to twitch, he went to the piano, and early in the morning, before anyone could catch him, he left. After a week of this, it was the lack of sleep that caught him, and he woke one morning with his face pressed against the black keys.

			The door opened then and Phyllis came in, the morning cold clinging like dew to her coat. “Where have you been? I brought pizza.”

			When she opened the box, River took a slice, because he was hungry. He ate on the bench and Phyllis took a slice for herself and sat down on the floor like she was having a picnic. “How’s the Waldstein? I wouldn’t mind some Liszt, either.”

			“It’s good. You shouldn’t sit on the floor, it’s cold and dirty.”

			Mama would’ve put down a plastic bag or a napkin first so that she didn’t get sick. River’s eyes watered, and he looked down at his second slice of pizza. It was topped with scrambled egg and stubs of sweet sausage. He took a bite, and it tasted like his last competition—the big one in Harbin. It tasted like another long day, just a few months ago, in the small but purposeful life he had shared with Mama. His chewing slowed. His mouth quivered.

			“I should go,” he said, but the day stretched ahead of him like a flat gray highway and he made no move to stand up.

			Phyllis closed the pizza box. “Do you know why I take the first train to Tianjin every morning?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“My husband is from Tianjin, you see, and when he was growing up, there was a bakery near his house that made fried dough twists. Nothing else, just golden twists as thick as his arm. After school, his Granny would pick him up and buy him a twist with peanuts and sesame.”

			Phyllis was wearing a scarf of many colors around her neck, and she loosened the scarf and took it off. Without it, she reminded River of a porcelain cup, webbed with cracks, tinted blue on the edges. She was probably tired, he thought, from waking early to take the first train.

			“He’s getting on in years now, my husband. He has forgotten a great many things. He forgets what he is doing. He forgets where he is. He forgets the names of our cats. Soon, he will forget my name. But what he remembers are—”

			“The twists,” River said, leaning over the bench.

			“That’s right. He remembers that he is a boy in Tianjin and he asks for a twist and becomes distressed if he is told that no, he is an old man in Beijing, or yes, here is a twist, only from a different bakery. It must be those twists from that bakery, dusted with peanuts and sesame. And then the world is a safe place again.”

			“Why don’t you just have a courier deliver it?”

			“I could. But this is something I would like to do for him myself.” Phyllis shook out her rainbow of a scarf and rearranged it around her neck. “Now. You can imagine my surprise when, one morning on my way to buy a twist before my poor husband awoke, I stumbled across a piano, hidden in the train station—and a pianist, hidden away with it. Who would’ve thought?”

			“I live here,” River said, because it was only fair, and he didn’t think she would be angry with him. “But I’m not supposed to. It’s a secret.”

			“Where are your parents? Your family?”

			“It’s just my Ma and I don’t know where she is. I’ve been lost for seven weeks.”

			Phyllis set aside her pizza crust. “You’ve been living here by yourself for nearly two months? Did you try calling someone?”

			“Mama never picked up. Something must’ve happened to her phone.”

			Phyllis sat up even straighter, her spine a taut wire. “Did you leave a voicemail message?”

			“Where are you from? No one uses voicemail,” River scoffed, and suddenly he wished that Mama did, anyway. “She doesn’t have it set up.”

			Phyllis sighed and shook her head and the sagging of her back was somehow worse than the tension. “How old are you? Ten?”

			River crossed his arms, making his expression fierce so that she wouldn’t feel sorry for him. “I’m twelve in July. You don’t know anything. She’s coming to get me, all right?” He marched to the door, treading on purpose on the pizza box. “You don’t know her. She’s going to find me.”

			As he reached for the doorknob, Phyllis stood up and said, “I have a secret, too.”

			“You have a secret? What is it?”

			Phyllis clasped her hands together and leaned forward, holding the secret in her eye, where it twinkled out at River. “I’m a pianist in hiding, too.”

			He let go of the doorknob.

			“A concert pianist.” Her shoulders rose and fell. “In a past life, anyway.”

			River lifted his chin and looked at the piano. “Prove it.”

			Phyllis went to the piano and sat. She placed her hands on the keys and shifted her foot to the damper pedal and that was all she had to do for River to know that she was an old hand. It was in the ease of her confidence.

			He wasn’t surprised when she began to play Rigoletto Paraphrase, her hands hopping in sprightly octaves around the keyboard. She’d said she liked Liszt, after all.

			The hoary upright sang differently for her than it did for him. River scrutinized her technique, wondering how she produced that honeyed sound. It had something to do with her fingers—she held hers lower, caressing the keys—and it had something to do with her arms, which remained relaxed and fluid, snakelike, even as her hands traveled to opposite ends of the keyboard, the distance between them widening, the volume building. With the full weight of her body, shoulders sinking into arms, she delivered a triple forte that flattened the walls. River felt like he had been gulped down by a whale.

			The Rigoletto ended in a stampede of double-handed octaves, the piano shuddering as Phyllis swept down the keyboard, and she swept down the keyboard a second time, and the third time, a string snapped and silenced the music.

			Phyllis closed the lid of the piano and leaned against it, levering herself onto her feet. Her knees cracked as she rose. She patted the top of the piano. “Well done, old girl.”

			Turning to River, she said, “I think you have places to go. But you won’t get there with that piano—” She opened the top of the piano and fished around inside it and out came a copper string, like pulling out a rib. She tossed it aside.

			“Or that technique,” she finished, raising an eyebrow at River. “I can tell by the way you play. You were taught by a showman.”

			“He was,” River said, and he could still see Professor Li in his apartment, neatly dressed, seated at the piano. The rest of it came back to him at once, and he saw the photos on the walls and the music books on the shelves and the heft of the antiques and the ornate scroll of the carpets. It was all there, as it had been for most of his life, close enough to touch.

			“Mama said we had to leave him,” River said quietly. “I could’ve died, she said.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Whatever it was, it must have been a terrible ordeal for both of you. If you come with me, you should know that there’s work to be done. You’ll have to start from the beginning and work your way up. Rebuild.”

			“Come with you?”

			Phyllis blinked, her eyes like clear skies within the soft cloud of her face. “Come with me. I can teach you.”

			River understood that it was an opportunity and opportunities were for lucky people, who were also rich people.

			This opportunity, incredibly, was for him. Something good was happening to him and yet he felt like there was a boulder on his chest, pressing the air out of his lungs.

			The train station was the place where he had arrived with Mama. Leaving the train station was the same as leaving her. He couldn’t do that.

			In the same instant, he knew what Mama would want him to do. She would want him to go and study with Phyllis. She would tell him that his music came before her. His music came before everything. Up and out.

			If she found him, wouldn’t she be pleased to learn that he was still striving for greatness? Wouldn’t she be furious to discover that he had grown lazy and strayed? She had entrusted him with a task and he wanted to make her happy.

			Besides, the Supervisor was bound to figure out what was happening. In return for his kindness, Bing would lose his uniform and his room and he didn’t have anything else.

			“You can think about it,” Phyllis said, tightening her brilliant scarf. “I’ll be back in two hours.”

			River nodded. “With a twist.”

			“With a perfect twist.”

			River shut the door behind them and climbed up the stairs. Bing was in bed, resting in the dark like a mound of dough—rising in the warmth, filling the room with the smell of sleep. River decided that there was no reason to wake him. He would find out soon enough.

			Keeping the light off, River tiptoed around the bed, picking up his backpack, looking about for his things. He took the Tchaikovsky. He left the orange coat on the television. He knelt to unplug the electric toothbrush, refusing to look underneath the bed, where the monster lived.

			He could still come back with Phyllis, making a pilgrimage of his own each morning. Mama could still find him. Bing would still have his job.

			As he crept to the door, a voice reached out for him.

			“Are you leaving?”

			River paused at the door, a thief who had been caught. Without turning, he said, “I didn’t want to bother you.”

			There was a rustling behind him as Bing sat up in bed. “So your Ma came for you?”

			“No. She might not come, after all. But someone else did.”

			“Where will you go?”

			“I’m not sure. Somewhere in Beijing.”

			Bing hummed in acceptance. There was another rustle as he lay back down. “Run along, boy. Don’t be late.”

			River tightened the straps of his backpack and cracked open the door. Again, Bing’s voice drifted across the room.

			“If you want, you can visit your old friend. Come back anytime. You know where to find me.”

			“I know,” River said, because Bing didn’t have somewhere else to be. The only place for him was in the neck of this streaming hourglass. No one was coming for him; he had already grown up.

			At the bottom of the stairs, River sat with his backpack tucked beside him, like he was waiting for the bus. Phyllis had said that he had places to go. It was the very same thing Mama had said to him all his life, and even though she wasn’t here, River thought that he should go, then, because it was about time he got there.
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			November 2015, Harbin

			The Harbin Conservatory of Music’s biennial competition took place on a Sunday and registration was the day before. As Song and River made their way to the bus stop, they passed a beggar heaped like a pile of dirty laundry outside a cosmetic surgery clinic. From the window behind him, a model with pink lips and white skin and double eyelids gazed elsewhere as he scritch-scratched at an erhu with a laminated QR code hanging around his neck.

			Song stopped and went back. Lifting her phone, she scanned the beggar’s code, and her phone chirped, Five pieces paid!

			“For a hot soup,” she said as the beggar lifted his bow.

			Hadn’t beggars, even one year ago, collected paper bills and coins? The transformation made Song dizzy when she stopped to think about it, and that marked her as an old person. Young people didn’t bat an eye.

			On the bus, Song held her phone to the scanner until she heard a chime. As the seats filled around her, she rushed to the first empty row she saw and flung herself into it, slinging both her arms and one leg onto the neighboring seat to claim it for River.

			They arrived at their stop and entered the conservatory through the main gates. The school buildings had stern faces, presiding over them like silent judges. In the main courtyard, a thick smog draped over the trees and hedges with the comforting weight of a blanket, and a covered walkway snaked across the lawn.

			“I see the line,” River said, and they hurried through the walkway, past a bubbling fountain, toward a cluster of red tents in a parking lot. Lines extended like tentacles from the tents, winding around the parking lot and disappearing between the buildings.

			Song studied the families—parents filling out digital forms, grandparents distributing containers of yogurt, teenagers in ties and taffeta putting on headphones and poring over scores and doing lunges at the curb like they were readying themselves for a race. Compared to them, River looked like a baby brother who had been dragged along for the day.

			Song came to a stop just beyond the ropes, and she understood now what Professor Li had meant when he’d warned of the different tiers of competition. These families had come with patio umbrellas for the rain and inflatable lounge chairs for the wait. They had coolers full of coconuts and apple juice and wagons loaded with blankets and massaging pillows.

			Behind Song and River, a man counted out time as his son practiced on a digital keyboard mounted on wheels. The legs shook and the keyboard rolled forward under the force of the boy’s playing. The boy scooted his chair forward and continued to play, following the keyboard as it rolled.

			Song leaned over the ropes, peering into the tents, and the man stopped counting and said, “Hey—you. Can’t you see we’re all in line here?”

			“I was just looking.” Song bent backward, squinting at the line. “Where’s the end?”

			The man shrugged and glanced at River. “What’s wrong with his buttons? They don’t match.”

			“What’s wrong with your face?” Glaring at the man, Song ushered River away from the tents. They followed the line around the parking lot and between two buildings and River shielded his face like he was looking into the sun. The line stretched down the length of the building and across another parking lot.

			“There must be hundreds of people.”

			“That’s possible,” Song said as she quickened her steps and steered River in front of a family that was trying to overtake them on the sidewalk.

			“How old do you think they are?”

			Song put on a burst of speed and claimed their place at the end of the line. “Age doesn’t matter. They’re not as good as you.”

			Ahead of them in line, a girl held out her phone and sucked in her cheeks and plumped the small bud of her mouth. Her hair and her dress glittered like she was at a beauty pageant. She posed for a photo, a pair of large thick glasses sliding down her nose, and she pushed them up with a painted fingernail that looked like a sunflower petal.

			Lowering her arm, she looked at River. River stared back at her as if he had discovered his reflection in the mirror, startling when she spoke to him.

			“Do you mind?”

			He edged out of the shot and the girl pushed up her glasses and waved at her phone. “Hello, fans! I’m in Harbin this weekend.” She panned the phone over the line. “As you can see, it’s a little smaller than what we would see in Beijing. But a competition is a competition, and such is the life of a pianist. For inquiring minds, I’m wearing today a delightful pink on pink—”

			“Daughter!” A woman with the same face of makeup, the same small bud of a mouth, sashayed toward the girl, a matching pair of greyhounds nipping at her heels. The dogs were as spindly as the woman, the girl; Song could see their ribs under their jackets.

			“Why did you choose this outfit, Mini? It doesn’t flatter your figure.” The woman handed the leashes to a man in driving gloves standing attentively beside her. “You’d do better in black.”

			Ignoring her daughter’s scowl, the mother produced a hair dryer and switched it on high. She blasted it at Mini’s hands, warming them, and Song pushed River forward so that he could catch some of the heat.

			“Ma,” River complained, stumbling over her foot.

			Mini turned at the sound of his voice, pushing up her glasses. Behind the lenses, which were starting to fog, her eyes were single-lidded but an elegant almond shape, magnified to twice their actual size. They lingered on River’s ill-fitting shoes and traveled up his mismatched buttons.

			“I like that one.” She pointed at a pink button in the middle and glanced at Song, and Song decided that this was a girl her son could be friends with.

			Mini beamed, then turned her attention back to River. “Tell me what you’re playing tomorrow.”

			River shrank behind Song, mumbling to his feet, “Prokofiev’s Toccata.”

			“Bach.” Mini looked at him for a moment longer, and to Song’s disappointment, she turned back to her mother without another word.

			“D Major,” River muttered as he snuck more than one look at the girl, bashful glances like nibbles, and Song smiled and put her hand on his back, acting as if she hadn’t noticed.

			The line shuffled along and Mini took more pictures of herself with varied facial expressions. As she stepped out of line for a better angle, a delivery worker sprinted into the parking lot.

			“Watch out!” He veered around her, holding a box of pizza aloft like it was a baby.

			Mini’s mother turned around. “Is that my order? You certainly took your sweet time.”

			The delivery worker shoved the box at her and took off, his sneakers squealing like tires.

			“Some people. No manners.” Mini’s mother handed the pizza box to her daughter. “No more than two slices. And don’t stain your clothes. Oink! You can’t win looking like a dirty little pig.”

			Mini waited for her mother to sashay away before sticking out her tongue and making a face. She held her phone out to River.

			“Help me document this event?”

			She pushed her glasses up her nose and struck a pose. Upon hearing the click, she helped herself to a slice of pizza. A hot glob of cheese plopped onto the sidewalk and Song heard River’s stomach growl. He stared as Mini took the tiniest of bites. She chewed it and chewed it and, swallowing at last, she waved at the box and said, “Take some if you want.”

			“Slow down,” Song said as River grabbed a slice and crammed it into his mouth. “Say thank you.”

			“Why?” Mini wrestled with a string of melted cheese. “It’s just pizza.”

			River licked his lips. “Can I have some more?”

			“That’s fine.”

			The two of them stood shoulder to shoulder and ate their slices without talking, looking in opposite directions as they chewed—Mini daintily, River with great gusto. Song looked between them and cleared her throat.

			“This is my son, River. We’re from here.”

			“I’m the Bachist. I’m from Beijing.”

			“The Bachist isn’t a name,” River said around a mouthful of crust.

			“It is so. My Bach is unparalleled. I’ve won every local and regional competition I’ve entered. My teacher says I have a shot at making it past Stage I of the Chopin Competition next year.” Mini lifted her glasses, holding them up to her eyes to better inspect River. “Who’s your teacher?”

			“Professor Li.”

			Mini dropped her glasses, which immediately slid to the tip of her nose. “Never heard of him, and I know all the best teachers. Mine is Professor Tiger, and he’ll be presenting the awards tomorrow as the honored guest. He’s staying at the Palace, same as us. My mother likes it because it’s new. It’s such a chore to find acceptable lodgings out here.” She shrieked as her glasses slipped off her face and clattered onto the pavement. “No! I won’t be able to see!”

			River scooped up the glasses. “It’s OK. They’re not broken. Look.” He polished the glasses on his shirt and held them out to Mini.

			“You have small hands,” she said as she took her glasses. She stretched out her hand, indicating for River to do the same, and when he pressed his palm tentatively against hers, she scrunched her nose and pulled away. “And they’re greasy.”

			As River snatched his hand away, hiding it behind his back, Mini added, “I think you’ll be all right. Ashkenazy has small hands, too.”

			A cough came from deep inside River’s chest. Song swooped forward, patting his back, holding her breath as she monitored his. It was well into the afternoon; he had been outside for too long.

			“Are you sick?” Mini took a big step out of line. “I don’t want to catch anything. I have a lot of fans and they’ll expect me to look a certain way for the live stream tomorrow.”

			“It’s not contagious,” River said sullenly when his coughing fit subsided, and Song sighed, able to breathe again.

			“Don’t look so nervous, then. You’re not going to gain any fans if you don’t smile. As my mother says—appearances matter.”

			River’s face brightened. “That’s what Professor Li says, too.”

			As they reached the front of the line, Mini said, “I hope you draw a good number. For the playing order, I mean. Here, you should have this—you like it more than I do.”

			River’s eyes widened as she passed him the pizza box. “Wow, thanks! You, too.”

			“That’s all right. I don’t need to play at the end to be remembered.”

			And with that, Mini struck a pose, one foot forward, one hand on her hip, and when she was called, she pushed up her glasses and fluffed her hair and River jumped out of her way, clutching the pizza box, looking both dazzled and fearful as she flounced into the registration tent.

			On the bus ride home, Song looked up Mini’s teacher, who was the department chair at the Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing. Professor Tiger, she discovered, was a student of Leygraf, who was a student of Boon, who was a student of Schnabel, who was a student of Leschetizky, who was a student of Czerny, who was a student of Beethoven, who was the greatest composer of all time, in Song’s opinion.

			The longing that lived inside her howled and became a tempest. She wanted River to be a descendant of Beethoven.

			But Professor Li had taken River this far; the rest was up to River. As long as he made himself bigger than his fear, believing in himself the way she believed in him—then Professor Li would take him all the way to Beijing.

			Besides, she had seen the registration line. There were hundreds of pianists vying for Professor Tiger’s attention and she wasn’t Mini’s mother, with her greyhounds and her pizza. The people above Song knew about things before she did, and they got the best of everything. At the bottom, she and River would only get whatever was left over.

			That night, Song peeled an orange and rubbed the peel over her face, saving the fruit for River to eat. She harvested a row of white hairs and she trimmed her nails and painted them and with a tiny spoon, she scooped the wax out of her ears.

			She took a shower, turning off the taps as she lathered her hair. The shower had been installed just a few years ago but the drain was constantly backed up, so that sewage water flooded the tiles when the taps ran for more than a few minutes.

			Shivering, she scrubbed her shoulders until rolls of dead skin formed. She wanted to be clean; tomorrow was an important day for all of them.

			She went to sleep with foam curlers in her hair and in the morning, she woke to the rattling of a hard rain. She unrolled her hair and slid a dragonfly clip over one ear. She dabbed on red lipstick and put on sheer socks and heeled sandals.

			When she returned from the bathroom, River looked up from the piano. “You look nice, Ma.”

			“I don’t want to embarrass you, little handsome brother.” With a comb, she made a part in River’s hair, sharp enough to rival Professor Li’s.

			River resumed playing. “I don’t want to embarrass you,” he said, hammering at a low D with alternating hands and fingers, a technical trick that enabled him to play the repeated note more rapidly.

			“You couldn’t if you tried.” Song brushed out his bangs and combed them to the side, licking her finger to smooth down a stray hair.

			“Ma.” He stopped playing and turned around. “Will you and Professor Li be mad if I don’t win?”

			At their last lesson, Professor Li had reminded them that this was the competition that mattered because the people who mattered would be there to listen and to judge—everyone he had boasted to about his little wonder.

			“He does care about appearances,” Song admitted. “Stand and lift your arms.”

			She tucked in River’s shirt and clipped on his bowtie. Kneeling, she retied the laces of his shoes, making sure that the loops lay flat and the ends were even on both sides.

			“Professor Li may care, but so what?” She stood and cupped his cheek and it was cool in her palm, plum smooth. “You look perfect.”

			River twisted away and chewed on his thumb. He was no longer the toddler who ventured ahead to pick up rocks and sticks and caterpillars and dried excrement, running back to her to share his discovery. He was no longer the little boy who narrated the thoughts that scudded through his head, stretching in every direction.

			But he wasn’t a teenager yet. He didn’t hide from her. When she looked into his face, she knew what he was thinking.

			For this competition, the next stop on their way to playing in Beijing, they had spent countless hours on trains and in lines. For nearly five years, they had prepared, and when the time came for River to step out onto the stage and play, she didn’t know what the outcome would be. For this brief moment, it was just the two of them, just Song and River, and whatever happened on that stage, she knew they had already won together and they had already lost together.

			Song grabbed River by the hands and pressed his icy fingers to her face. “Forget the competition and the judges. Forget the other kids. Just play the way you know how, happy-happy, bold-bold.”

			“With demonic intensity,” he corrected. “Like sixteen-year-old Argerich at the Busoni competition in 1957.”

			“Like that. And no matter what happens, remember that you have me with you.” She tapped the pocket of his shirt, where he kept the girl clothespin. “Don’t be afraid, son.”

			Then she pulled him into her arms, a light bundle, feather warm, and he dropped his head and became heavy, melting into her, and he was that little boy again who had scraped his knee, dropped his ice cream. She held a hum deep in her chest. She held the back of his neck in her hand. She stayed with him until he stepped away.

			At the conservatory, at the back entrance of the concert hall, she watched him go, waving as he disappeared through the doors. It was a gray day, like most days, only this time it wasn’t because of the pollution. This was a natural fog, made of water rather than fine particulate matter, and Song stood alone with her umbrella, sheets of rain breaking over her head as piano music drifted through glowing windows.

			Feeling like she had misplaced something, she lingered at the back doors until it was time for the competition to begin. She circled the concert hall and entered through the front, the feeling of wrongness persisting as she made her way into the auditorium. Professor Li was already seated; he raised an elegant arm and she joined him in the first row.

			The host took the stage, looking venomous in her red lipstick and emerald gown. Song checked that her phone was in her purse and her umbrella was stowed under her seat. Something wasn’t right—but what?

			Professor Li touched Song’s knee and she felt the warmth of his breath, which smelled like cool mint.

			“I’ll go to the practice rooms to check on River. See if he needs anything.”

			“Would you?” Relief flowed through Song and she pressed her knees to one side, making room for him as he rose. “You read my mind.”

			Buttoning his charcoal overcoat with one hand, he dipped his head in a courteous nod. “I’ll be right back.”

			Song recognized the first pianist who took the stage, the boy with the rolling keyboard, and from a few rows behind her, she heard his father roaring, “Go! Go!”

			The boy pounded through Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2 without a hint of the humor that River infused into the piece, and by the time he ceased his pounding and exited the stage, Professor Li was back.

			He settled into his seat, unbuttoning his coat and crossing his legs, and in a voice tight as a new shoe, he said, “He’s all right now.”

			He nodded at Song, his gaze a steady ship on a black sea, and she nodded back.

			On registration day, River had drawn a number in the middle of the playing order. Song hadn’t been disappointed that it wasn’t the coveted last slot, merely relieved that it wasn’t the dreaded first slot. Now, as more competitors came on, her ears and eyes started to glaze over, and then Mini trotted across the stage. When she curtsied, the audience bowed. It was hard not to look at her.

			The girl was meant for a stage and an impressive piano, Song thought, and her playing was spirited, veering into reckless. She sounded the way she looked, like someone with talent.

			When Mini was done, Song allowed her eyes to rest—for longer than she intended, because then Professor Li was tapping her arm and the host was announcing the next name. Song’s eyes snapped open.

			River appeared on the far side of the stage, head tucked and shoulders hunched, and her love stabbed through her like an adamantine sword.

			Was that a hush falling across the auditorium? She felt the gravity of the silence, every gaze pulled toward the scrawny figure as he hurried to the concert grand piano, arms stiff at his sides, rain-soaked shoes squeaking.

			He bowed and he adjusted the bench and he began to play. He drove his fingers into the keys with the precision of a nail gun and exhilaration swept through Song at this unexpected stroke of fortune—the stage fright wasn’t crippling today.

			He was playing well, playing fast, but he was playing differently, too. The feeling of wrongness returned, gnawing at Song’s belly.

			The music seemed a little further from River than it usually was, and his fingers ran faster to catch it, blurring as his left hand crossed and uncrossed over his right hand, landing notes like jabs on both sides. The fight between his hands grew heated and the music expanded as his body contracted. Song gripped the edges of her seat and sat up as River’s shoulders tensed—a cough.

			His fingers kept going, grappling and punching, and he coughed again, a jolt that pushed him up off the bench. He gasped for air, shuddering, as an all-out brawl erupted between left hand and right hand.

			The fight ended abruptly. Song leapt to her feet as the music stopped, and River released the piano and fell to the floor.

			“Call the doctor,” Professor Li shouted, starting forward, but Song didn’t need anyone. She could do anything in that moment, and she vaulted onto the stage and hurled aside the bench and threw herself across the prone body of her son.

			In one puff, she administered his medicine. She watched his face, waiting for his eyes to open, willing his lungs to inflate.

			“Up in the sky, the stars don’t speak,” she sang, and with a strangled gasp like dying, her son came back to life.

			Footsteps pounded across the stage and Professor Li knelt beside her, his composure dashed to pieces, and then too many people were there, surrounding River, loading him onto a stretcher.

			“Down on earth, the child misses Mama,” Song panted, hurrying alongside the stretcher as it was pushed backstage, and she was forced to let go of River’s hand as someone reached between them, buckling the straps across River’s chest.

			“Not so tightly,” another helper said, undoing the buckle. “Didn’t they say he was having trouble breathing?”

			“What if we adjust the back of the bed, then?”

			“I feel fine now. I want to get up,” River wheezed, struggling to sit, but the two helpers ignored him, fretting over the stretcher. “Ma, I didn’t finish. Are the judges still here? I have to go back on stage.”

			“The doctor is coming.” Gently, Song pressed him back into the pillow, and he turned to Professor Li, who shook his head and looked away.

			“But the competition,” River said as the crowd parted, everyone stepping away from him, and Song saw that he was holding back tears.

			As the doctor shone a flashlight into River’s eyes, Song told him about River’s condition and showed him the blue tube of River’s medicine and Professor Li cleared his throat.

			“And these, just for the nerves. I gave the child one tablet an hour or two ago.” Foil crinkled as he handed something to the doctor and Song inhaled sharply. He had offered those pills before. Hadn’t she been clear?

			Heat and ice mingled in her chest and she let out a shivering breath.

			“Professor Li…what did you do?”

			The doctor examined the pills and gave Professor Li a reproving look. “Beta-blockers certainly shouldn’t be taken by someone with asthma. Today, they triggered an exacerbation. In extreme cases, that can lead to respiratory failure, cardiac arrest, and ultimately, death.”

			Professor Li took a step back, looking at the faces around him. “Oh my mother. I didn’t know.” He drifted toward Song, hand outstretched, as if she were supposed to grab hold and rescue him. “How could I know? I only thought—You didn’t see your son back there. It wasn’t like in Shenyang. He needed help.”

			Song stared at that grasping hand, which had moments ago looked so clean and fine, and her skin wriggled with revulsion. She felt the fierce pumping of her heart, filling her body with anger. Her throat went turgid with rage, and her eyes, and her tongue. She couldn’t blink or breathe or form words. She opened her mouth and a torrent of curses streamed out.

			River’s face pleated like a fan. “Ma, don’t yell at Professor Li. I was afraid to lose. Don’t yell anymore, Mama. Everyone’s looking.”

			At that, the rage drained out of Song, leaving her bone-tired. She slumped against the stretcher.

			“It’s all right, son. Don’t be afraid,” she said, and River curled toward her, boneless, believing, and she stretched her body around his to keep him safe.

			Dimly, she heard the host’s voice as the competition continued without them. The doctor left and the crowd grew bored and dispersed and at some point a helper with dandruff in her ponytail noticed they were still there and brought River a handful of White Rabbit milk candies. Song watched him chew and tucked the blanket around him. “Keep resting. I’ll be back with real food.”

			Professor Li followed her out of the concert hall. “I’ll admit, I got carried away. I had to show everyone what we’ve been working toward. This competition…”

			Song whirled around, not knowing if she would strike him, and she grabbed him instead—crisp folds and hidden seams, a perfectly wrapped package—taking him by the shoulders and giving him a hard shake.

			“You nearly killed my son,” she hissed, and with strides like scissor blades, she made her way to a vendor beneath a weeping willow. “Give me two.”

			“I only wanted what was best for him,” Professor Li said as the vendor slapped two rubbery pink sausages on the grill. “I won’t fail River again.”

			“You won’t,” Song agreed over the crackling of the sausages, which dripped grease as they cooked. “You’re no longer his teacher.”

			“You don’t mean that. You’re angry, I know.” The darkness of his eyes went liquid, like ink. His voice scraped his throat. “What about being the best? What about being free? We want the same thing. Remember?”

			The wind gusted, sprinkling Song with the tears of the weeping willow. “You need River in order to be the best, Professor Li. But he doesn’t need you.”

			“Without me, without the piano, he would be nothing.” His eyes hardened into black pits. “I made him. The moment I heard him play, I knew I would take him to Beijing, and we would win. We would be the best—not only in this second-rate city, but in this whole country.”

			“We,” Song said flatly, understanding her grave mistake. Professor Li was generous but not selfless. He had seen that River was glorious and he’d wanted to grab some of that glory for himself.

			“The best pianist and the best teacher,” she scoffed as the vendor turned over the sausages, revealing the grill marks. “Does that make me the best mother?”

			“I am the best teacher. For close to a decade, I nurtured your son and didn’t ask for a penny in return.” Professor Li laced his fingers so that they looked like a mass of long pale worms. “You owe me. You can’t leave.”

			“Of course I can. I’m a migrant worker. We take what we can carry and go with the current, leaving the rest behind.”

			Professor Li sank his teeth into one finger, biting through skin and tearing into flesh, and he held up the injured finger to show her the color of his blood. “Do you see this? This is the pain you’re inflicting on me.”

			Song watched his display of distress, unmoved. “When River is great, you can still tell everyone you were his first teacher.”

			She took the finished sausages by their sticks and turned to Professor Li and then she hesitated. River had asked her not to yell. She pictured him waiting for her, growing hungry, and she walked away.

			Professor Li grabbed her arm, jabbing a finger between her eyes. “I tell you, Wang Lisong—River can’t make it without me.”

			Song bit into a sausage and released the steam into his face. “Don’t you see? The show’s over, Professor Li.”

			When she returned to the concert hall, the helpers were gone and the stretcher was unoccupied and the blanket was wadded up on the floor. She walked across the stage and the competitors and the judges, too, were gone, along with the spectators. River sat in the middle of the empty auditorium, staring at the piano, the stage where he had fallen.

			Song jogged down the steps and took the seat beside him, handing him a sausage on a stick. As they ate, she thought about the best piano teacher, not in the city, but in the whole country. That was what her son deserved.

			She didn’t have connections to Professor Tiger but she had her boldness and her will and courtesy of Mini, she had a piece of information—the name of his hotel.

			Tapping at her phone, she searched for the hotel and saw a photo of the lobby. In the lobby, she saw a piano, and looking at the piano, she hatched a plan.

			When Professor Tiger returned to his hotel, River would be there as well—sitting at the lobby piano, playing his best Waldstein. What descendant of Beethoven could fail to take notice?

			And once he heard River play—really play—he would have no choice but to accept him as a student.

			“Eat up, son,” Song said, taking a bite of her sausage. “We have something to take care of tonight.”

			At year’s end, the shops and restaurants would string up red lanterns and red knots for the Spring Festival. She would resign from her job and empty their little room, wrapping newspapers around bowls, folding clothes into rice sacks. She would leave the big things behind, sell the scooter and also the piano—the parting gift from Blue, but he would understand that they had to keep moving.

			Once more, she would take River and go somewhere they had never been before, a faraway metropolis teeming with new smells and new streets, and among the compressed millions, she would carve out another little space for River and put a piano into it.

			They finished their sausages and River slouched in his seat, putting his feet up on the row in front of them. Song propped her water-stained sandals against his floppy brown shoes and said, “Up and out,” and they clinked sticks.

			With a thud, the stage lights turned off. The rest of the lights followed in a ripple of black, and in the darkness of the concert hall, Song felt a frisson of anticipation, loud and bright as the firecrackers that would soon explode outside their window.

			It was as good as done: Before the New Year, they were moving to Beijing.

		

	
		
			Second 
Movement

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			13

			July 2016

			In Phyllis’s Cavernous living room, there sat two ebony concert pianos. Their actions were neither too heavy—the keys were responsive, leaping at the touch of a finger—nor too light; the keys pushed back, propelling the fingers ever forward ever faster.

			The pianos were built for speed. Four months ago, when Phyllis brought River back from the train station, he sat down at one of the pianos and the world had exploded into a feverish rainbow dream, drenched in color that glistened like fresh paint. He only had to think about playing louder for the bass to open up like a rich sauce, and if he played any faster, his hands would catapult through the sound barrier.

			“I have one condition,” Phyllis said when he closed the lid, breathless, the dream still glazing his eyes. “All that competing has encouraged technique over musicality, safety over creativity. You play faster and louder than everyone else—but you still play like everyone else. So: no more competitions.”

			Not competing was the easy part, because the last time he had competed, he’d been carted offstage on a stretcher.

			The hard part was what replaced the competing—hours of scales and arpeggios, tedious at top speeds but agony at the beginner’s pace Phyllis dictated, sixteenth notes slowed to quarter notes. As River played, he listened to each quarter note as if it contained a concerto. Each one was a study in the human anatomy, and he examined his fingers and wrists and forearms and elbows and shoulders, making repeated minute and unnatural adjustments to their positions.

			It was like learning to walk again, but with his hands. The slow tempo chafed like a plaster cast; he itched and he blistered, wanting desperately to tear it off and barrel ahead at full tilt, falling into the comfortable gait of his old technique. But then Phyllis would stop him and have him begin again.

			If he remade his technique, he would go further. If he didn’t rely on the strength of his fingers and instead treated his body like an extension of his hands, then his playing would come in an uninterrupted and streamlined flow. If he flattened the hammers of his fingers, then the hardness of his sound would melt into richness. If he moved with economy, trimming the excesses of showmanship he had learned from Professor Li, then the tension would leave his body, unveiling true depth of emotion.

			He had to recast his muscles and rewire his brain and then he would have more speed when he returned to speed, along with more control and more endurance. He would play for hours without tiring; that was what Phyllis said, and so River played scales and arpeggios all spring and into the summer for an audience of Phyllis and her husband, Eight, and the only jury he performed for was their cats, glowering from the shelves.

			River figured his new technique wasn’t so different from his new life, which wasn’t so different from a new shirt. It would stretch around him as he grew into it, fitting him better as the days passed, becoming as comfortable as his old shirt.

			But each morning, he woke up in Phyllis’s home and slipped into that new shirt and buttoned it up and it felt like a straitjacket.

			Phyllis lived in a neighborhood without alleys. There were no dripping air conditioners or dripping undershirts to be seen. None of the windowpanes were missing and replaced with duct tape. The compound where she lived was a miniature kingdom with guards at the gate and palm trees in the driveway and waterfall fountains at the entrance, and the glittering high-rises hadn’t weathered enough winters to develop cracked tiles, much less a smell or a character.

			Phyllis took him to restaurants that charged a day’s worth of pay for a dinner that wasn’t half as tasty as the garlic noodles Mama bought from a window in their old alley. She shopped at grocery stores that stocked apples from New Zealand and milk from Australia and butter from France and blueberries from California and honey from her hometown in North Dakota, as if there weren’t orchards in Shandong and berry patches in Yunnan and beehives in Zhejiang. She paid a woman, whom she called Susan, to live in the other guest room, cooking and cleaning and taking care of Eight while Susan’s eight-year-old back home in Anhui cooked and cleaned and took care of herself.

			When River stood on the roof deck that was larger than the room he had spent his childhood in, he could see the smog that concealed Chaoyang Park and he couldn’t help but despair.

			Phyllis lived in a parallel world, where the very composition of the elements was unequal. The air that she breathed was purified and the water she drank was imported. For her cats, there were filters on her taps, and there were more filters on her shower and her dishwasher and her washing machine. When she went out, she took her own car, a moving house with a built-in air purifier and tinted windows, and River knew that through those windows she could look endlessly for Mama and never spot her. She could tell her friends and message her groups and search on social media; she could call out and Mama would never hear her, because the two worlds never touched.

			How could Mama come into this world? Without people or places in common, and without Phyllis’s phone number or QR code, Mama would never find him.

			“Two thousand seven hundred and thirty-nine,” the policewoman had told Phyllis and River when they had gone into the local station to file a report. “That’s how many people go missing every single day. A million every year. And all you have is a name and an out-of-service phone number.”

			Her eyebrows were so sparse as to be nonexistent, which only made her face more expressive. Above her eyes, the muscles crimped here and rose there. “The boy doesn’t even have a photo of her. He doesn’t even know her place of birth.”

			“Near Harbin,” River reiterated, pressing his nose to the glass, his fingertips whitening around the edges of his seat. “Mama never wanted to talk about it. The exact place is on our documents, but she has them. She’s about this tall—”

			He saw the precise moment the policewoman lost interest, the muscles between her eyes flattening. But Phyllis nodded thoughtfully and said, “She’s this tall?” and the way she looked at him with her serious eyes and her dignified posture made him understand that what he had to say mattered.

			He nodded back. “She—she isn’t tall, no, but she stands up straight and speaks her mind. Her smile is crooked here—”

			The policewoman tapped her screen. “With no viable leads, it’s like searching for a needle in an ocean.”

			They went to a private investigator next, who put it more bluntly.

			“It’s hopeless,” he said, slipping a pen behind his ear, reclining in his swivel chair. Everything in his office seemed to slant a little—the pen, the chair, the floor, the pictures and the shelves and the windows and their sills. “A missing migrant worker? Faceless, homeless—blindly on the move, always on the move. If she was someone with means…”

			“I have means,” Phyllis stated, resting her hands on the clasp of her purse.

			“In the eyes of society, she’s nobody. Pay me whatever you want, but how do you propose I find nobody?” He tossed the folder onto his desk, where it skidded and came to a rest at an angle. “Tell you what—I’ll make a call. The train station’s head of security owes me a favor. My guess is the security footage from that day has been deleted by now, but that’s all I’ve got for you.”

			When several missives to the Ministry of Civil Affairs went unanswered, Phyllis put on a black pantsuit and took River in person to see the big boss. They waited for four hours and got the small boss, who looked and sounded like a flat tire.

			“Be patient,” he sighed.

			“For how long? This child needs to go to school in the fall, at the very least.”

			“Then have his legal guardian enroll him. Paternal or maternal grandparents are first in line. Then older siblings.”

			“He doesn’t know of any living relatives. I’m his piano teacher. Can I be his legal guardian?’

			“In the absence of family, anyone willing to fill out the paperwork can be his legal guardian.”

			“I’ll do it,” Phyllis said as the small boss released a long, slow, hissing stream of air.

			After that, Phyllis snapped a photo of River and printed it on a stack of flyers. A man intercepted them at the community notice board.

			“Now, you don’t want to stir up trouble, do you?” he chided gently, removing the flyer. He had the face of a weary father but he was clothed in the full-length black uniform of a not-quite-policeman. “Because I know you wouldn’t want to give the impression that there’s a missing child problem. That would be a false impression. And it would reflect badly on you, spreading rumors to make the government lose face.”

			With a kindly grimace, he stretched out his hand and waited for them to surrender the remaining flyers, and he tucked the stack under his arm so that River’s picture was concealed.

			As they walked away from the not-quite-policeman, Phyllis whispered to River, “We’ll find her ourselves. I’ll keep messaging my groups and the shelters here and in Harbin, in case she turns up there. The best thing you can do now is stay put and give your Ma a chance to find you. Don’t give up.”

			That became harder to do as the weeks passed. When River searched for his name online, he found the faculty profile of a genetics researcher and a headshot of a marketing manager and a story about a blackened brick kiln worker who had been recovered from a ditch.

			When he searched for Mama’s name, he found a video clip of a badminton player and a mugshot of the owner of a secondhand electronics franchise and a story about a potato farmer who drank a bottle of pesticide before taking off his socks and going to bed.

			As River scoured the internet, he imagined his own Ma’s tragic story—hauling a bag of sand, her foot slipping at the top of the third floor; lying comatose in a dingy clinic, struck by a not-quite-policeman with a weight from her scale; dreaming on a bed of mildew in a hastily constructed handshake building, unaware of the roof coming down around her.

			The stories played out in River’s head while an elevator rocketed him to the top floor and a dentist buffered his teeth in a hospital that looked like a hotel and he retired at night to a mattress big as a hearth bed but far too soft, swallowing him the instant he sat down. He didn’t mind; in fact, a secret part of him was proud when his body rejected his new piano technique and his heart rejected his new life. He hadn’t betrayed himself and he hadn’t betrayed his Ma.

			One afternoon as he played scales and arpeggios—fighting his hands, fighting the part of himself that wanted to be the best and the part of himself that wanted to be loyal—Phyllis looped a flamingo scarf around her neck and stepped out on a mysterious errand. River’s brain ached from the monotony of the exercises and the itch in his fingers was maddening and when he looked around the living room he only saw Eight, holding a tabby cat, humming in his wheelchair. Why not?

			He allowed himself one piece—just the Grieg piano concerto, plummeting from the top of the keyboard to the bottom, luxuriating in the volume and velocity of the chords. As the melody unrolled in lush hills, alternating patches of emerald and shade, he let his body glide and swoop over the piano, and his fingers sprang free when he reached the animato section, returning to their former hammer shape as they skipped backward and forward and out and in.

			River indulged in his one piece like it was a forbidden chocolate, and when the last of it was gone, Eight said, “Where are you, Little Red? Teacher Yang will be angry if we’re late.”

			“Here I am,” River said as he closed the piano lid, feeling pleased and also slightly guilty.

			The first time Eight had called for Little Red, River had looked around for a child or a grandchild, and Phyllis had told him that Little Red was Eight’s best friend from childhood. He lived in Tower B; back then, Eight lived in Tower A. These days, he thought he still lived in Tower A, and River was the same age now as Little Red had been then—almost twelve, Phyllis had said, and they even had the same sensitive ears, two halves of a heart.

			Phyllis had explained that she liked her life the way it was, without children—first as a concert pianist and then as a nomad, which was the same thing, only without the pressure of a tour schedule.

			She would still be a nomad, she said, if she hadn’t wandered one day into a bakery in Paris where Eight was scowling over the tea selection. He was away from home, acting in some kind of TV show, a story about a boy and a girl; he was homesick. When production ended a few months later, he asked Phyllis to pack her beloved collection of scarves and come with him to see his home, which was so far from the rest of the world that it was the world to the people who lived there.

			She agreed to go because it was also the home of her father, who had passed on his looks but forgotten his traditions, so eager was he to please his wife and her country. From the moment Phyllis arrived in China, she started to remember. She had never felt rooted to a place before—that was why she had roamed—but as she worked her way through her scarves, a different one for each day, she saw that she could belong here, in this life with this man.

			So that was the life she chose, and over the course of that life, she had acquired three concert grands, and every year or two she adopted a cat ahead of the annual culling in May. Over the piano in the master bedroom, she’d hung a photo from their wedding day, Eight and Phyllis serving tea to their families. Over one of the living room pianos, there was a photo of her with shiny black hair, sitting at a piano with one lanky leg draped over the other, and over the other there was a photo of Eight on a tarmac, looking like a movie star.

			River searched that photo for any trace of the old man slumped in the wheelchair, and he felt a twinge of sadness. Their younger selves had seemed so glamorous, so terribly romantic.

			But he’d seen them together the other day, sharing a fried dough twist under the pergola, and he had seen Phyllis reciting a volume of Tang poetry as Eight nodded off to sleep beside her, and Phyllis combing Eight’s hair in the mirror, long graceful arcs, like mapping the flights of birds, and whenever Phyllis reached for Eight, his arms remained motionless, his face blank, but his legs curled toward her of their own accord, his head dropping to her chest. There was romance in that, too.

			“We’d better get to school,” River said, rising from the piano, falling into the role of Little Red. “Today is the biology test.”

			“Damn. I completely forgot about that.”

			“I’ll turn my paper sideways so you can look over my shoulder. Don’t worry—Mama stayed up late studying with me.”

			“You’re a good friend, Little Red.”

			It only took two people to make a world. As River wheeled Eight across the living room, he found himself stepping into a sun-warmed alley instead, and he was no longer caught between two places. He didn’t have to choose or cheat. With Eight, he could exist in a third and more comfortable place altogether.

			“Little Red, you should come with me and Granny later,” Eight said as they walked up the alley to school. “We’re going to buy twists. Peanuts and sesame.”

			“That’s all right. Mama is picking me up.” River beamed as the sun filled his eyes. “It’s my birthday, and we’re going to have a whipped cream cake with strawberries.”

			After dinner, he was astonished when Susan brought out a cake. His vision blurred as the golden lens of the imaginary world slid over the real one, and he rubbed his eyes and that really was a birthday cake in front of him.

			“Surprise,” Phyllis said, clapping. “I picked it up this afternoon.”

			River leaned over the cake—an airless chocolate, the opposite of what he liked, but it was molded in the shape of an eighth note and lit with twelve candles that transformed a normal day into something happier.

			River bit his lip and didn’t know what to say. He usually spoke to Phyllis about music and he answered her questions and that was all. She understood; when he didn’t speak, she didn’t try to fill the silence. He peeked at her over the cake and she didn’t seem to expect anything, looking right at home with her spine straight and her hands at rest. He puffed his chest and blew out the candles.

			His eyes watered when he took a bite. The richness turned his stomach and the frosting was too sweet, bordering on salty. He choked down another bite, and as he pushed the cake around the plate, pretending to take more bites, Phyllis gave him a present.

			“I had a friend bring this back from America,” she said, watching him tear into the paper. “So you can get around the firewall. It already has a VPN installed. Even the Western social media apps. I know—useless for you. They let me keep in touch with distant relatives and old classmates.”

			He picked up the phone, a quicksilver slip in his hand. He looked wordlessly up at Phyllis and he looked back down at the phone.

			“It’s yours,” she confirmed. “Do you like it?”

			He nodded, quiet. The screen lit up under his fingers, a world of floating icons, and he spun them this way and that and laughed as a bunny character strutted out of the corner and cartwheeled into the center.

			Shyly, he said, “Professor Phyllis. Can I add you?”

			She smiled and held out her phone. “I would like that.”

			He scanned her code and typed, Hi it’s River, and his chest frothed with pleasure as the message turned green—sent.

			Susan finished her dinner in the kitchen and came out to clear the table. One by one, they went upstairs to their bedrooms, Phyllis first, wheeling Eight onto the lift, then River, and he knew Susan would follow once she was done emptying the sink and wiping down the surfaces.

			When the froth fizzled out, River sat in the quiet room in the quiet apartment with a strange flatness in his chest.

			He thought of the imaginary world where he lived with his Ma. In that third life, he had another piano teacher, a large man in suspenders, with a mane of grizzled hair. The man had come up in the lobby of a hotel last fall and introduced himself as Professor Tiger. River, absorbed by the shifting chords of the Waldstein, had been surprised, but then he had noticed Mama’s face; she was only pretending to be.

			He turned off the phone and put it back into its box, tucking in the blanket, easing shut the lid, and he abandoned it in the bottom drawer of his desk.

			As he did every night, he brushed his teeth and washed his face. He packed his belongings, zipping his toothbrush and the Tchaikovsky into his backpack, taking nothing he hadn’t brought with him. He placed his backpack in the usual spot in front of his door, where he couldn’t fail to grab it if the time came.

			He changed his shirt and his underwear and his socks. He pulled his pants back on before getting into bed. Lying on top of the covers, ready to go on short notice, he shoved his hands into the pockets of his yellow jacket and squeezed the girl clothespin, closing his eyes.

			When he next opened them, it was still night. He padded down the stairs, following the glow of the lights into the kitchen.

			Phyllis stood at the counter in her nightgown, one bare foot propped against the other, her hair flattened in the back and her face pensive as she raised a butter knife and cut into the leftover cake.

			“Hi,” River said as she licked the knife, and she turned around with her mouth full.

			“Mmm, mmm,” she said, and she turned back to the cake and cut out another wedge. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

			River slid onto a stool as she picked up the wedge with her fingers and sighed, slipping it into her mouth.

			“Why is it that decadent things always taste better in the middle of the night?”

			She offered a piece to River and he hesitated before accepting it.

			He chewed quickly, wincing, but Phyllis was right. It did taste better than it had a few hours earlier, even if it didn’t taste like strawberries and vanilla air.

			When Phyllis set down the knife, he cut himself another bite and chewed more slowly this time, breathing through the chocolate, and he was surprised that the cake tasted better still. He passed the knife back to Phyllis and licked the frosting off his knuckles.

			They finished the cake, eating with the butter knife and their fingers. It wasn’t the same kind of cake he’d had with Mama but then again, a cake was a cake. It didn’t have to be the same for him to like it. That wasn’t a betrayal.

			If he couldn’t be with Mama, maybe he could come to like living this life—not new or better, but simply different—and playing with this different technique. He could like it as much as he liked chocolate cake.

			Or almost, anyway.
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			With a bellow, Song sat up in bed and seized the hot water kettle, hurling it at the wall. The plaster cracked. The kettle popped open and leftover water splashed her face and soaked through her nightgown. The water she rubbed out of her eyes; the nightmares remained.

			Her boy living with a mother and a father who didn’t know that he belonged to someone else. Her boy dressed in rags, installing protective films on phone screens and sewing tags along the necklines of shirts. Her boy strapped to a table, a knife piercing his abdomen, carving out his liver.

			Song picked up the empty kettle and cradled it to her stomach.

			She was a mother without a child. For six months, River had been without her in a world where he didn’t matter. He would think she had failed him and she had—she had. Her grief was an expanding galaxy.

			She picked up the boy clothespin that stood on the windowsill and willed herself to look up, at the left corner of the wall—the double rainbow, the panda triplets, and she made her way down and across all the photos she had torn out of magazines and newspapers, enough to cover the entire area at the foot of her bed, ceiling to floor. The world might be a lonely place, but it wasn’t an ugly one. It spared some beautiful things.

			When it was no longer too early to head to work but still early enough to avoid her neighbors, Song put the boy clothespin back on the windowsill and left her room. She ducked under a bunch of dried corn and stood in the courtyard, surrounded by laundry lines and chicken wire, a warren of rooms.

			It was already hot, which meant it would be that kind of day—the kind where heat shimmered on the pavement and choked people until they dropped in the middle of whatever they were doing. The kind of day where unusual things happened. Today, she would find something.

			From one of the rooms came a ripping sound, followed by a hair-raising yowl. A door opened and a woman named Jade came out. Her face, framed by long hair and straight bangs, shone with exertion.

			Song bent to inspect the tires of her scooter so that Jade wouldn’t speak to her.

			“The bush on that woman,” Jade said anyway, leaning against the nearest post and pushing a string of chili peppers away from her face. Her voice darkened. “Like the jungles of Burma.”

			She started to play a game on her phone and another screech came from inside the room.

			“Miss! Some aloe vera. Quick—I’m burning.”

			Still playing on her phone, Jade said, in a voice as dewy as her cheekbones, “One moment, please.” She pinned a feline gaze on Song. “Wang Lisong, right? I have a slot this afternoon, Wang Lisong. Someone canceled. Do you want it? I’ll give you a discount. One-time offer. You’d better take it before I change my mind.”

			“No. No, I don’t need to come to the…”

			“The spa,” Jade purred. “You know I’m always booked. It’s cutting-edge beauty. I’ll make you dolphin smooth, anywhere you’d like.”

			The offer felt like a threat and Song backed away, guarding the zipper of her pants. “I don’t have time for the spa today. I have to get to the gathering spot for work.”

			“The fucking aloe vera, Miss!”

			Jade lowered her phone with a huff, the pink tips of her nostrils flaring. “Coming right up,” she sang as her eyes rolled heavenward.

			Another door opened and Song didn’t bother to hide her exasperation. Would she be forced to receive each of her neighbors, going down the line like some blushing bride?

			White Dragon emerged from the room next to hers, lowering his head to slip an arm through his sling bag, and Song caught a glimpse of his room. Like hers, it measured ten square meters, an extension of the courtyard—the same temperature, the same dusty brick underfoot, the same smell, a hint of gas, a hint of dried fish, a hint of the public toilet two houses down. His was neat but bare, even though he’d lived in the courtyard house far longer than she had.

			“Jade is very popular,” he observed as a shriek rent the air and the rip-rip-rip continued, merciless.

			“Day and night,” Song lamented, and he laughed.

			“She’s in love, after all.”

			Jade’s boyfriend, Blackberry, lived in the room next to the spa. Jade claimed that he had his hands in a few jars but as far as Song could tell, he spent his days at the internet café, watching TV and playing games. But he was a handsome brother with a dark growth on his chin—the blackberry he had been named for—and when he came home, he bounded toward Jade and scooped her up, slobbering all over her face like a happy dog.

			Next to Blackberry lived four men from the mountains, crammed together in the one room—they worked at odd hours of the night and after six months in the courtyard house, Song still didn’t know what they looked like—and next to them, with the soda bottles stacked outside the door, was Bubbles.

			After White Dragon, Bubbles was the first person Song had met when she moved in. As White Dragon had given her the tour, pointing out the good-sized shared kitchen and the two-stall squatting bathroom, a three-wheeled scooter had rumbled into the courtyard, the sides stamped with an image of a wheelchair.

			“Bubbles runs deliveries for a hot pizza place in Sanlitun,” White Dragon had explained, jogging toward the scooter and lifting a crate of orange soda. “He had a fever as a kid that spread to one leg. He’s a little slower getting around and he doesn’t talk much, but out of all of us, he’s the most popular. Always out with one group of friends or another—the last one to get back, most nights. You’ll definitely hear him coming and it’s not the crutch—it’s the orange soda.”

			As the glass bottles clinked, Song had smiled at the young man with the shriveled leg and the straw hair and the affable face. Slipping his forearm through the loop of his crutch, he’d approached her with a laborious half walk—half of him forging ahead, the other half of him sliding sideways—and then he’d rested against the crutch and smiled back, pure as the Bodhisattva of Mercy, before lifting a hip and producing a forceful blast of gas.

			Bubbles, at least, was still in bed this morning, his handicap scooter parked beside Song’s, and she peered into his back seat and tutted at the state of it. How could anyone drive with all those bottles rolling around the floor? She collected the empty bottles and lined them up on the ground, and she unearthed a full bottle and placed it in the center of the driver’s seat.

			White Dragon watched her, lounging against his scooter with one elbow propped on the duct-taped mirror. “Business opens soon, Little Sister. Will you be at the gathering spot?”

			“I’m going there now,” she said, and against her better judgment, she offered to wait for him in the alley.

			After all, she owed her start in Beijing to him, and there was something she liked about him besides. With the days as long as they were, when everyone she came across drained her, she saw White Dragon sometimes on the streets, teeth bared to the wind, yipping like a crazed cowboy as he ran red lights and careened over curbs, honking at people on their phones and setting off their dogs, and she remembered how good it felt to laugh.

			“But no more than two minutes,” she amended before pushing her scooter out of the courtyard, through a door that had been painted green a long time ago, now propped open by a green rock.

			The entrance to the house was on a side lane so narrow that her knees brushed the walls as she rumbled through it. Some nights when she returned from work, she overshot the side lane in her exhaustion and then had to double back.

			The alley was wider, and strewn with spare bricks and puddles and cramped with other courtyard homes. Song leaned over her scooter, polishing a scratch as she waited for White Dragon, and he emerged presently from the side lane, whistling and peering brightly about like a tourist on his first excursion.

			“Before I forget, Little Sister—I’m picking up skewers tonight. Bubbles will drop them on the grill and Blackberry can hook up his karaoke machine and Jade has a decent set of pipes. You should join us.”

			“I’m busy,” Song said, kick-starting her scooter and bringing it around, the back wheel spinning as she took off.

			With White Dragon in tow, she navigated a route through the alleys of old Beijing. She had been down all of them; she knew, by now, the stories they told of past lives and bygone eras—rambling, rife with dead ends and digressions. She knew when to speed up and pass the squawking aunties and bare-bottomed babies, and when to slow down and battle the bug-like three-wheeled cars and belching garbage trucks.

			The gathering place rotated. Sometimes it was near the little church, where White Dragon had almost crashed into her, and sometimes—today—it was at the juncture of Big Sheep Inn Alley and Little Sheep Inn Alley. A dozen delivery workers were gathered in the dent where the roads collided. A toothless granny sat in the doorway of a convenience mart, snapping her fingers as Song pulled up.

			“Doggy,” the granny rasped. “Here, doggy. Little doggy.”

			White Dragon pulled up beside Song. Leaving his scooter running, he started into the shop. “Getting a pack of smokes. Want anything?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Box of juice? Bar of ice cream? Bottle of beer? Wang Lisong, it’s a little early to be getting into the drink.”

			Song snorted, aiming a pretend kick at his bottom. The wind lifted her hair and her breath hitched as she felt the phantom flutter of fingers and the moist puff of a breath in her ear. When River was small, she had carried him on her shoulders, grasping his ankles as he strained to touch the trees.

			A young man glanced at her, setting aquiver the Monkey King–style feather antennae that attached to his yellow helmet and arched dramatically overhead. He had a quick smile and curious eyes—one more so than the other, as it kept roving elsewhere—but she turned her shoulder. She saw these men every morning but she never spoke to them, young men and old men, men dressed in street clothes and men dressed in uniforms, men lighting cigarettes and men cracking jokes as they scrolled through their phones.

			The Monkey King moved closer to Song and indicated his phone. “Did you check in?” he asked, like it was her first day on the job, and his feather antennae waggled as he sidestepped into a patch of good light. His phone pinged. Good morning, rise and shine!

			Song opened the platform and scanned her face. Good morning, rise and shine!

			“Little doggy. Here, doggy, doggy,” the granny said as White Dragon came out of the shop, and he jumped back as if something had streaked across his shoes.

			“There it goes, Granny. It’s a cute one.” He eyed the Monkey King, who strolled up to him and put an arm around his shoulder. “What do you want?”

			“Just greeting a friend,” the Monkey King said, helping himself to a cigarette from White Dragon’s pack.

			White Dragon flicked his lighter. “How was business yesterday?”

			“Yesterday—I’ll tell you about yesterday! Orders were falling from the sky like meat pies.” The Monkey King blew a smoke ring.

			“I think you look like a meat pie,” Song said, chopping the ring in half, and White Dragon threw his head back and laughed. As he collected himself, he caught sight of Song’s sour expression and burst into fresh peals of laughter.

			“It’s time,” one of the men called.

			In unison, they all looked at their phones. Orders appeared on Song’s screen, one after the next. Pickup locations and drop-off locations and distances from her current location—her eyes crossed at the deluge of information.

			“Fast hands, Little Sister,” White Dragon said, snatching up an order. He preferred to stay in their neighborhood, grabbing orders that were less than a kilometer away, because the more orders he ran, the more money he made.

			But Song didn’t care about efficiency; she intended to go to all four corners of the city, and so she didn’t move as the engines fired up around her and phones pinged—You have a new order! You have a new order!—and scooters peeled away from the gathering spot.

			The last one left, she waited until the platform assigned her an order four kilometers away—an address she hadn’t delivered to before, a new building to search.

			“No dillydallying, little doggy. The clock is running.” The granny flicked a talon. “Go.”

			Song spent twenty of her allotted forty minutes searching for the pickup location, circling an office building until she saw a man with tattered slippers disappear behind a fence. She followed him down a weed-choked footpath, pushing aside a tapestry of vines to uncover the sign—an arrow on a foam board, pointing down a flight of stairs.

			She descended into the cloud kitchen, opening the door to reveal a bustling subterranean world. Delivery workers from every platform tunneled through corridors lined with windows, each one representing a restaurant, the name scrawled in marker on a sheet of paper. Steam billowed around Song as the people behind the windows chopped and fried and shouted out orders.

			“River?” She coughed, and a boy sitting beside a heap of baby cabbages turned around. Not him.

			“Never mind.” She gave the boy a wave and he turned back to the TV mounted over the freezer.

			With fifteen minutes left on the clock, Song jogged through the corridors, dodging other delivery workers and making right turns until she found her pickup window. The shelves were cluttered with brown bags and she rifled through them and picked up the bag with her order number stapled on it, pausing to tap her phone—Order picked up!

			Then she dashed toward daylight, checking the time as she mounted the stairs. It was always hard to tell, in these hidden hectic places.

			Every traffic light seemed to turn red as she raced to the drop-off location. As she waited, she scrolled, sifting through orders, snatching up one that was 0.9 kilometers to the east. Her phone pinged with a voice message from White Dragon.

			“How many?”

			She sighed into her speakers. “Still on my first.”

			“What? I’ve run five already.”

			“Red lights. And congestion.”

			“It’s time you learned the motto of the food delivery worker, and it goes like this: If there’s a gap, then you can go through it.”

			With five minutes on the clock, Song hurtled into a compound that was made up of several different compounds jumbled together within the same iron fence.

			With four minutes remaining, she called out to a woman walking a dog. “Building 3?”

			“Building 3,” she implored a handyman, with three minutes to go.

			Abandoning her scooter, she sprinted into the stairwell of Building 3. She would make it—she had two minutes left. Reaching the first-floor landing, she glanced at the numbers scrawled in pencil on the concrete wall—odd-numbered apartments to the left, even to the right—and as she went to check the receipt to confirm the address, she realized that she didn’t have it. She had forgotten to take the bag of food out of her delivery box.

			But she had one minute left, and she sprinted out of the building and lunged for her scooter, only to discover that her delivery box was empty.

			Her phone pinged—You’re late! You’re late! You’re late!

			Song looked around for the missing order. The courtyard was quiet except for an old man taking a walk and a young man watering a patch of tomatoes. With a shriek, she kicked a tree.

			“Who stole my fucking order?”

			Her toe throbbed as she called the customer. “Hi, food delivery. There was an incident and your order can’t be delivered.”

			“What the fuck are you doing? I’ll give you one star, see if I don’t—”

			“I’ll pay for it,” Song said, and then she hung up. The clock didn’t stop for anything. She had another order to pick up.

			Passing a middle school, she drove onto the sidewalk and pressed her face to the chain-link fence. The students, conscripted for extra Saturday classes, were lined up on the basketball courts, doing their morning exercises. As one, they massaged their temples, then the bridges of their noses, guided by a calm voice from the speakers.

			It was hard to see their faces when their heads were bowed like that. Song tapped her foot and when they finally completed the eye exercises and moved on to jumping jacks, she saw that River wasn’t among them.

			Because of that, she was late delivering her second order—a black chicken soup and a garlicky pig-ear salad. It was always the same meal with this customer, a woman in her first trimester who had confined herself to her air-purified apartment.

			As Song handed over the food, the bundle of warmth vanishing from her arms, she held up her phone to show the photo of River in front of the Harbin Conservatory of Music. “Have you seen this boy?”

			The pregnant woman tightened the belt of her ratty bathrobe. “That’s the fourth time you’ve asked and I still haven’t stepped foot outside the apartment. Fifteen days in a row of bad air.”

			“Maybe next time,” Song said, tapping her phone—Order delivered!

			Factoring in the two-piece penalty for being late, she would earn three pieces for her efforts on this order, and that was a fraction of what she would have to pay for the pilfered order.

			For the rest of the morning, she ran hard without making any further mistakes, snatching up orders that took her east into Chaoyang District. Every so often, the platform chimed in with a reminder to obey traffic regulations or to wash her hands or to scan her face for an identity check. In the afternoon, it exhorted her to take a break, and Song collapsed on her scooter like she was made of spun sugar.

			When she could move, she bought a meat bun the size of her head and parked in a patch of sun, eating her lunch with one hand while browsing through the platform’s online shop. She ordered a holster for her phone, so that she could keep an eye on incoming orders and snatch them up as she rode. She ordered a lock for her delivery box so that she wouldn’t be robbed again.

			The purchases soothed her, and she considered ordering a uniform, a yellow helmet and a yellow coat, but she was already spending money she hadn’t earned. The money she had made that morning was barely enough to cover the stolen order. She had worked herself to exhaustion, and for what? But she would kill herself, dwelling on things like that.

			The uniform had waited for half a year; it could wait a little longer. The lock and phone holster would be waiting at her door when she returned that night, packaged and delivered by some other exhausted worker, and with those items, she would earn more money so that she could buy a uniform. Anyway, her purpose was to look for River and she had done that all morning.

			She opened the app, ending her break an hour early. The heat of the afternoon was a viscous soup, wilting her in an instant. At a compound next to Chaoyang Park, she trudged up the palm tree–lined drive and saw the fountains at the end, and the mere sight of all that black marble and cascading water was enough to perk her up.

			Pushing herself into a sluggish jog, she passed a man flying a phoenix kite with his daughter and a pop star engaging in a whisper fight over the phone. She passed an old woman with an iridescent scarf, sitting in the shade of a pergola next to a wheelchair-bound old man, and a family of five outfitted in seersucker, down to the pretty mixed-blood baby.

			As Song stepped off the elevator, she saw a skateboard and a soccer ball. She saw a pair of boys’ basketball shoes and picked up one shoe, lifting the tongue—River’s size. Some force, like a magnet, tugged at her through the door.

			Music.

			Someone was playing the piano.

			A man with a crabby look on his red face answered the door and she stepped forward. “Have you seen—”

			The man took his food and closed the door, leaving her with a blast of frosty air and the heady perfume of red wine.

			The music had been a recording.

			Song ran back out into the heat, her face drenched in sweat, her arms and legs slippery as fins. As she tore up the single-lane street on her scooter, a car rushed up behind her, honking without slowing, forcing her out of the way.

			All she could do was beep her horn in retaliation. The sound seemed to erupt from her own chest and she slammed her horn again and held it, sending her fury into the smoldering ruin of the sky.
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			When River stepped out of the compound, he was greeted by the sight of a man flying a kite with his daughter, as they did most Saturdays. The bird rose on flaming wings and the man let out more line and passed the reel to his little girl and a family of more ordinary swallows hurried past, late for some appointment. River tipped his face up to the trees lining the road, beaten down by the winter, and he noticed dabs of green on the scarred branches.

			It was early in March and late in the afternoon and the sky was murky as the inside of a mahjong den. He was only outside because of Bach’s Goldberg Variations, an hour-long set that he could play from start to finish but nevertheless still didn’t sound whole. Phyllis had sent him away from the piano to find the missing piece.

			“Life isn’t about the piano. The piano is about life,” she had said, closing the fallboard and opening the front door. “Go explore. Live a little.”

			So River set out with that specific purpose, which was to live a little, whatever that meant, and then he could go back to doing what he really wanted to do, which was to play the piano.

			Lifting his phone, he snapped a photo of the kite and the trees and pressed on, looking for more signs of life. He passed low-slung apartment blocks made of tile and concrete, and he passed buildings from the era of dynasties and buildings that contorted high overhead, draped in glossy skins. He could see through those futuristic bodies, right down to the gristle and the gears—the gardeners kneeling under the trees, pulling up weeds and planting flowers; the masons in jungle camouflage laying granite tiles in front of the malls; the cleaners in the subway stations, polishing fingerprints from the chrome railings; the sidewalk sweepers patrolling their domains, dragging their twig brooms behind them like tails.

			As River stepped over a water bottle, a trash collector hopped off her three-wheeled wagon and speared it with her mechanical claw. On his other side, a maintenance worker turned on a hose and blasted the grass and River nearly leapt into an open manhole trying to stay dry. Ahead, workers drilled into the concrete, digging up pipes, and farther ahead other workers balanced on ladders, fixing tangled wires. River steered clear of them but it was impossible to avoid the legions of delivery workers cutting across the sidewalks and streets on foot and by scooter, uniformed in the assorted happy colors of their platforms.

			River watched the people who built the city knowing it would never be theirs. They reminded him of Mama, and he imagined her sweeping the sidewalk and trimming the hedges and picking up the next order, looking up from her scooter to meet his hopeful gaze. He couldn’t help himself; that was what he did, when he was supposed to be living his life.

			He didn’t know what Phyllis meant. Technique was one thing and he had remade his, remaking himself. But how did not playing the piano make him a better pianist? What was the point in a music lesson that wasn’t about music? Phyllis was fond of those but they were, in River’s opinion, the worst. They sounded like his chemistry lectures—indecipherable.

			“Playing for yourself is like enjoying the lovely sound of your own voice,” Phyllis had told him a few weeks ago as they sat at the table, addressing and sealing envelopes. She wrote in cursive with a heavy pen but the final result was more chaotic than River had expected.

			Picking up a finished envelope, Phyllis blew gently on the ink. “The music meets the air, and if you’ve mastered your technique—and you have—the music sounds exactly the way you intended. Nothing less, nothing more.”

			She handed the envelope to River, who licked the flap and smoothed it down with his thumb.

			“But when the music makes its way through the air and meets a listening ear, something like magic happens. Your music reacts. Bubbles. Comes to life.”

			She straightened the stack of envelopes and River narrowed his eyes. “What are those, anyway?”

			“They’re invitations to your upcoming recital. Three Sundays from now.”

			River flashed straight to his homework, balancing chemical equations. He knew what happened when vinegar was combined with baking soda: Things blew up.

			Panicking, he said, “What about your one condition? No competing.”

			“A musician doesn’t need to compete, but a musician does need to perform,” Phyllis said, and an hour later a courier knocked on the door to pick up the invitations.

			Phyllis gave River free rein over the program and he chose one of Debussy’s Images, “Reflets dans l’eau,” which reminded him of a crane fly skimming the water. Since it was a party, he prepared Gershwin’s swaggering Rhapsody in Blue. He planned to end with “The Stars and Stripes Forever,” because it was his performance and that was what Horowitz did at the end of his performances.

			But here he was instead, forced to live a little when he should’ve been practicing for the recital tomorrow, and a thorny vine crept into his chest as he noticed all the migrant workers who weren’t his Ma. They were here; why wasn’t she?

			It wasn’t her fault that he was lost but it was her fault that a year later, he was still lost. He was waiting for her, as he was supposed to do, and then she was supposed to find him. So where was she? He reached into his pocket and squeezed the girl clothespin. His Ma could do anything. She simply wasn’t trying hard enough.

			In the beginning, he had gone to the train station with Phyllis every morning. After a few weeks of waiting for Mama, who didn’t come, he’d felt the first prickling of anger. That was when he had stopped going to the train station. He hadn’t wanted his anger to grow, nor had he wanted to lose his faith, and so he had told Phyllis that he wanted to stay behind. He remained at the piano, letting it absorb his anger.

			Now, with the anger toward Mama stirring inside him, he dropped the girl clothespin back into his pocket and returned to the compound. It was no use. He didn’t know how to wait and live at the same time.

			The next day, when he came downstairs and saw the rows of folding chairs in the living room, his stomach twisted into knots. The knots rearranged themselves again and again, like a game of cat’s cradle.

			The fear had found him. For a year, he had hidden from it, but he hadn’t defeated it. He hadn’t outrun or outgrown it. The stench of it filled his nostrils, making him gag.

			The pill Professor Li had given him in Harbin had served as a dam, holding back the fear enough so that his palms remained warm and dry and his heart cycled sedately along. But after the disaster of what had happened, the pills weren’t an option.

			Today, he would try coexisting with his stage fright. He would turn his head to look at it as he walked to the piano. He would give it a nod as he sat down and started to play. Then muscle memory would take over, leading him through his pieces.

			But muscle memory was a fickle guide. If it abandoned him at a critical juncture, the music would die under his fingertips. The lights and the stares and the silence would boil together and pour down his back like slow, hot molasses.

			Slapping a hand over his mouth, he sprinted to the bathroom, and he dove for the toilet and opened his mouth and all the contents of his stomach, all that fear, came pouring out. Something slipped out of his pocket and plunked into the toilet bowl.

			The girl clothespin bobbed and then sank. For a moment, staring at the rafts of vomit floating in the water, River thought about flushing everything down the drain.

			Cringing, retching, he reached into the toilet bowl and sifted through the vomit until he found the girl clothespin. Then he collapsed onto the floor and he stayed there, shivering.

			“When will it stop?” he asked the girl clothespin.

			He didn’t want to be great. He didn’t want to be Argerich or Horowitz. He was the son of migrant workers. Poor. Simple. Was that such a bad thing?

			As he washed his hands and face, the doorbell rang, the first guests arriving. Their voices, bright as coins, rattled around the living room, and Phyllis called River’s name and the fear shrieked, ripping through him. He fled, running up the stairs, bursting onto the roof deck. There, where the only voice that called to him was the wind, he hid.

			The wind called again, a song in B-flat, and he lifted his head. Dusting off his hands and knees, he stood and walked past the vegetable garden, running his fingers along the frilly kale leaves.

			Cupping his mouth, he shouted, “Mama?”

			He gazed down at Chaoyang Park and no answer rose out of the trees. He strained his ears, listening, but the wind had died. In the stillness, he became aware of a tingling pain, like the weight of his body was too much for this world.

			Why hadn’t Mama heard his call? Was it that she couldn’t hear him?

			With a bloodthirsty shriek, the spider rushed out of the shadows of his mind, stretching its legs and snapping its fangs.

			So he hadn’t left it behind—in the train station, under the bed in Bing’s room. He had only hidden from it, like the stage fright, and now it, too, had found him. Trapped between two monsters, he spotted just one escape route.

			He ran to the railing and stepped onto the bottom rung, leaning over the top so that a blast of wind caught him under the chin. Twenty stories below, a dot moved—a three-wheeled truck making its daily deliveries to the compound. He could hear the prerecorded message, blaring on repeat. Caution! Backing up! Caution! Backing up!

			When he leaned forward a little more, his fear sharpened. When he leaned back, his fear dulled. That was control, and so he hoisted himself onto the middle rung and leaned forward as much as he dared, over the brown treetops, the moving dot.

			Caution! Backing up!

			“Hello, fans! For today’s look, I’ve paired a red tartan set with a tailored blazer from—”

			River’s foot slipped. Terror skewered him as he tipped forward, the handrail digging into his thighs.

			“Who’s up here? Oh my mother—be careful! Get down!”

			River arched back and managed to hook his foot around a rung. With a swift push, he slid down the railing and landed in a heap on the wooden deck.

			“What’s wrong with you? You were about to fall. You were about to die!”

			River scrambled to his feet. He recognized that voice. He had been thinking of Mama and he had conjured someone else.

			He looked into the girl’s eyes, wide and single-lidded, and he knew exactly who she was. He remembered the moment she had noticed him—her eyes and her voice and her clothes, all of her in such high color that he had been struck dumb, and then she had told him to get out of her way.

			She still spoke in the brilliant key of D Major, but something about her face was different. He couldn’t figure out what it was, even though he remembered how a pizza tasted when it was shared and how warm she had felt to him as he waited in the cold.

			“You’re Mini, aren’t you?”

			“The Bachist,” she corrected, staring back at him, a stack of butter cookies balanced in one hand. “Do I know you?”

			“River,” he said. “From the Harbin competition.”

			She gasped. “From the line! I heard later that you collapsed onstage. Was it that terrible? Is that why you just tried to kill yourself?”

			“I wasn’t trying to—” River realized that it was the glasses. She wasn’t wearing them. “Did your glasses fall off your face?”

			Mini scowled at him. “People change, you know. Why aren’t you in that frigid igloo of a city? Who invited you?”

			“This is my recital. Phyllis is my new teacher.”

			Mini clapped a hand to her cheek in astonishment. “Phyllis doesn’t teach anyone. Professor Tiger is an old friend of hers and he’s long since given up on convincing her to join the CCOM faculty.”

			She looked at River, assessing, and then she nodded. “Cookie?”

			River shook his head, his gaze wandering back over the park. Mini selected a cookie for herself and joined him at the railing.

			“It’s a nice view, I’ll give you that. How much does it cost?” Raising her phone, she posed and took a photo of herself.

			“I don’t know. A million pieces.” River watched, mesmerized, as Mini nibbled her cookie. “You eat really slowly.”

			She licked the crumbs off her bottom lip and polished her teeth with a pinky. With a sideways glance at him, she flipped her hair.

			“And you’re bad at hiding.” She pointed a finger. “Don’t lie. I know what you’re doing up here.”

			River looked at her phone and saw that it was an open eye. Anyone could see her life. “What do you know about hiding?”

			“I know a little,” she said, putting her phone away, and she stood beside him and looked at the same distant point.

			Turning, she said, “Where would you rather be?”

			River said the first thing that came to mind. “Beijing Railway Station? I don’t know.”

			As he stood on the roof, hiding from something he was afraid of, he saw that he was also hiding from something that mattered to him. Wherever Mama was now, the train station was the last place he had seen her.

			“I’d rather be at the train station,” he said, and Mini smiled.

			Crushing the cookies in her hand, she scattered them over the railing. “Oink,” she said in her mother’s voice, and then she took River’s hand.

			As he blinked at their interlaced fingers, the smile on Mini’s face ripened like a nectarine. She whipped out her phone and snapped a photo.

			“Well then, let’s go.”

			Then she was moving, pulling him across the roof, ushering him through the door, and at the top of the staircase he grasped at the banister and protested, “Go where?”

			She tickled him. When he let go, giggling, she gave him a push. He tumbled down the steps and sprawled across the landing and Mini’s face appeared overhead.

			“In my experience, if you would rather be somewhere else, that means you shouldn’t be here.” She stepped to the side to reveal the living room. “Or would you rather stay for the recital?”

			River sat up and saw the sea of chairs, only it had been transformed into a sea of people. He spotted Phyllis as she emerged from the kitchen, pausing to fill someone’s wineglass. The knots in his stomach loosened, all at once, so that it felt like his insides were going to plop onto the floor.

			“I’m going to be sick,” he moaned.

			“Just follow me,” Mini said, and he shook his head.

			The whole thing was rash and unpredictable. But if that was living a little, then at least he could tell Phyllis, when it was over, that he had learned one of her nonmusic music lessons.

			“Follow me,” Mini said again, and without waiting for him, she cut across the living room. He couldn’t deny the bite of the hook, the snap of the towline. He flew after Mini, dodging the people who stood between them, and she grabbed her purse in the entryway and he reached for the doorknob—

			“Stop,” said a gruff voice behind them. “Where do you think you’re going?”

			Caught. River put his hands in the air and turned slowly to see Eight.

			Eight held up a yellow jacket. “Please take it, Little Red. I’m worried you’ll get cold.”

			River reached out uncertainly and took his jacket. “Fine. Thanks, Uncle Eight.”

			He heard Mini ease the door open and escape. Keeping his eyes on Eight, he backed into the hallway.

			“I’ll tell Teacher Yang you’re sick,” Eight said, and then he slammed the door in River’s face.

			In the elevator, River put on his yellow jacket and Mini said, “Take it off.”

			“But I just—”

			“The color hurts my eyes, the size is too small, and what’s that? Chili oil?” She pointed at the stained sleeve. “Give it to me. I’ll throw it into a donation box with my old things.”

			“But I’ve had this jacket since—”

			“I can see that.” She tapped a foot and put out a hand. “Trust me, this is for the good of all.”

			River surrendered the jacket and she rolled it into a neat yellow tube and stuck it into her purse.

			“Now we smile,” she said, snapping a photo with her phone before hailing a ride.

			Their car arrived a few minutes later, and as they climbed in, they looked at each other and began to laugh like they might never be able to stop. The knots in River’s stomach dissolved.

			He was going back to the train station. Even if Mama wasn’t there, he wouldn’t be angry, because in waiting for her, he had found other people. First Bing, then Phyllis, now Mini.

			That thought—that while he waited, he wasn’t alone—filled him with contentment. He would see Bing and introduce his new friends to each other and it wouldn’t take long for them to catch up. Bing had been at the train station; River had been at the piano. Then they could play cards. With Mini, they made three, and that opened up a world of games beyond War and gin rummy. They would split into teams and play Level Up, battling back and forth, climbing the rungs from Three to Ace.

			When River blinked, the car was in front of the train station. He bought two tickets to Tianjin, out of habit, and after security it was Mini’s turn to ask where they were going. She raised her phone and began recording as she followed River into the Main Hall and up the escalators and across the Waiting Area.

			“Hello, fans! Join me as I explore the secret tunnels and back rooms of Beijing Railway Station. We’re coming now to…” She shoved her phone into River’s face and waited expectantly.

			“This is the night janitor’s room. He sleeps here during the day.” River knocked on Bing’s door. “We just have to look out for the Supervisor.” He glanced over his shoulder, remembering their last encounter, but there was no sign of her and he wasn’t on his own this time. Mini’s voice rang through the corridor.

			“Our guide today will be none other than the night janitor that stands guard…”

			River knocked again, with more force. He pressed his ear to the door—nothing.

			“Shall we take a look around, dear fans? All right. Come with me!” Mini slid around River and opened the door.

			“That’s strange. It’s always locked. Don’t—”

			But Mini was already walking into the room, and after a moment, she poked her head back out. “Are you sure you have the right place?”

			River looked around the hallway, wondering if he had taken a wrong turn. “This should be it…”

			In the middle of the room, he stopped and turned one way, taking in the tattered curtains, the bed stripped of its sheets. He turned the other way, where the three-legged stool remained but the TV was gone.

			“He left,” River said, his surprise echoing in the emptiness.

			“He moved?”

			River shook his head. “He wouldn’t. Not as long as he lived.” He tugged the curtains all the way shut over the window, because there wasn’t an air-conditioner anymore, and then he dropped onto the mattress.

			Mini put away her phone. “Do you mean…he passed?”

			River stared at the wall. Lying back on the mattress, he folded his hands on his stomach and looked up at the ceiling, which had once been luminous with music. “It’s like he was never here.”

			“I’m sorry about your friend,” Mini said, lying beside him, and River was sorry for Bing, too, because the result of his labor, the life he had lived, was just an empty room. He was sorry for himself, because everyone he cared about left him.

			As Mini began to hum, River lifted his head. It was a Bach two-part invention, the first one he’d learned as a child. Mini was humming the right-hand voice, and after a few measures, he joined in with the left-hand voice, and their two voices twisted and spiraled, weaving together, journeying apart, coming to a harmonious end.

			“That’s the grace of Bach,” Mini said softly. “Infused with faith, even in the face of death. My mother is always badgering me, Rach this, Rach that, but that’s what I see in Bach. He’ll console you. In turmoil, peace. In darkness, light. In ending, triumph.”

			“I can see that now.” River turned his head toward her. “Something has been missing from my Goldbergs and I think I just found it. With a little help from the Bachist.”

			He gave her a watery smile, sniffling, and bolted upright. “Does it smell like a swimming pool to you?”

			He heard the angry rattling before he saw her—the Supervisor, ploughing through the door with her cleaning cart. When she saw River, her face pinched into a claw.

			“I remember you! Little deviant! What did I tell you?”

			She shoved her cart at him and he pushed Mini aside—just in time, as the cart crashed into the bed. The Supervisor stood over them, poised like a compact hammer. Her hand swung up and Mini screeched and River threw himself forward but the blow didn’t fall on him.

			“Little deviant,” the Supervisor bellowed as she pummeled her phone instead. “You think you can get away with it? I’ll have security haul you to the police. I’ll have you locked in jail.”

			Mini climbed to her feet, fluffing her skirt and flattening her blazer. “We’re minors under the age of fourteen. We can’t go to jail.”

			The Supervisor rolled her eyes like a teenager. “Your parents will still have to pick you up. They’ll give you a sound beating—that’ll teach you.” She pressed the phone to her ear.

			“We were just looking for the night janitor,” Mini said. “How did he die?”

			At that, the Supervisor lowered her phone. Something sparked in her flinty eyes and River guessed at once what had happened.

			“Bing was fired. Wasn’t he? You got him fired!” In a blind rage, he charged the cleaning cart and sent it careening toward the Supervisor and she hissed as it caught her hip.

			“I didn’t have to lift a finger. The stupid egg fired himself.” Touching her injury, she hauled the cart back to her side. “A customer dropped her phone onto the track. Some stupid pudgy woman in high heels and a short skirt, with an annoying dog. She jumped after her phone even though the train was coming. Guo Bing pulled her out, and the next thing you know, he’s quitting and moving in with her. Her! With her mouthful of crooked teeth and her wobbly little belly and her ugly little dog.”

			River blinked in surprise. “Bing fell in love?”

			The Supervisor burst into vicious laughter. “Love! The whore and the useless scarecrow. The most pathetic pair I’ve ever seen.”

			Still braying, she swiped at her eyes and kneaded her gaunt side. Mini nudged River and nodded at the door. As they edged toward it, the Supervisor caught River’s eye and he grabbed a broom from the cart and raised it like a sword.

			Instead of fighting him, she merely waved at the door. “That was the best laugh I’ve had in months. Just for that, you can go.”

			Abruptly, she stiffened, gulping down her laughter. “Go.” The whites of her eyes quivered. “Before I crush you like a mosquito.”

			River dropped the broom and shot out of the room and Mini followed him. They raced down the stairs, taking the steps two at a time, piling into the piano closet, and River heard the squeal of the cleaning cart as he shut the door behind them.

			Using his body as a dead bolt, he pressed his ear to the crack and listened until the squealing faded. The Supervisor was gone.

			River sagged against the door, letting his feet slip, and giddiness coursed through him as he slid to the floor.

			“A family for Bing,” he marveled, resting his head against the wall. “He must be thrilled. He never thought it would happen.”

			He heard Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March” and happiness bloomed in his throat, lush and vibrant. Bing had moved on. He had left the train station.

			Just like that, River’s happiness became strangling. Bing had left the station and River was still there. He looked for Mama everywhere he went and he listened for her voice in the wind. He did everything she had told him to do, pressing onward on the path she had set for them, so that she would be convinced to return.

			She would find him, if he was a good son. If only he made her proud, if only he became great—then she would come back for him.

			The time had passed for asking if Mama wouldn’t find him or if she couldn’t find him. After a year of waiting, he had an answer: Whatever the reason, Mama wasn’t coming. He would never see her again.

			Mini sat beside him. “What is it, River?”

			He looked into her eyes, with their clever corners and guileless curves. He didn’t want his life to be an empty room in a train station. He wanted to live, and to do it with Mini.

			But in his heart, he was still waiting. He knew the answer but he didn’t believe it.

			He opened and closed his hand and he had an urge to punch the wall but he was afraid of the pain. He cradled the fist instead, mumbling, “I’m done.”

			“Done?”

			“With the piano.”

			“You don’t mean that. It was one recital. Phyllis will forgive you.”

			“I mean it. I have to stop playing,” River said, because then, according to the logic of his heart, he wouldn’t be great, and then Mama wouldn’t find him. He could stop waiting. Like Bing, he had to quit to move on.

			The recital would be over by now, and so the hired car dropped Mini off at home first and then went on to Phyllis’s apartment. A weight lifted from River’s chest. He hadn’t realized it was there until he drew a breath and the air came flooding in.

			There would be no further performances. He could leave the stage and walk outside where the other kids played. In Harbin and in Beijing, he’d seen them through the window as he’d practiced the piano, kicking balls down foggy streets, into rows of gray-green trees. He hadn’t been jealous; he’d rarely felt a desire to join them. But now that he could, he realized that maybe he did want to, every day as easy as that.

			Music summoned the monsters, and he didn’t have to battle them anymore. In hiding, there was safety.

			When River returned to the apartment, he went to his room and did something he hadn’t done since his twelfth birthday. He packed his belongings, and then he found Phyllis in the living room, folding up chairs. She saw the backpack on his shoulders and said, “You’re running away.”

			“I don’t think my Ma will return. I think I’ve lost her forever.”

			Phyllis looked at him, boldly spanning a great distance. “My dear, you could never really lose your Ma, just as I could never really lose Eight. Wherever they are, they remember us and we remember them.”

			She stood on one side of a bridge and River stood on the other with his thumbs hooked around his backpack straps and an understanding passed like a temperate breeze between them. A lump formed in River’s throat.

			“Thank you, Professor Phyllis. I missed the recital. I’m quitting the piano. I’m sorry for wasting your time and I’ll leave immediately.”

			Phyllis blinked. “Why is it that the young are so quick to bolt? All that energy.” She picked up a chair and folded it. “When I was young, though not as young as you, I won in Warsaw, and a few months later, I won in Moscow. People went crazy. My name was in the headlines. The biggest stages wanted to book me. And what do you think I did?”

			“You ran,” River said, taking the chair and stacking it with the others on the cart.

			“They called me a recluse. The legend shrouded in mystery. Only it wasn’t a mystery; it was a one-way trick. I disappeared with no intention of reappearing.”

			“But…you’re here.”

			“As it turns out, when something is a part of you, you can’t run from it. It remains, surfacing in ways you don’t expect. I stumbled across a lost child playing in a supply closet outside the Main Hall of Beijing Railway Station and look where I am now—here, a teacher. Because I could hear that music was a part of you.”

			River wobbled, feeling the bridge narrowing beneath his feet. “Not anymore.”

			She took him by the elbow, a steadying force. “I think you did lose something today, River. But don’t panic. Don’t run. To find the way again, you must carry on, especially when you don’t think you can. And one more thing.”

			She released him and stepped back. “Just because you need to quit doesn’t mean I do, too. I have the name of a new private investigator and I’m due to make the rounds tomorrow, messaging my groups and the shelters.”

			Then she turned back to her task, and for the second time that day, River made an important decision for himself. He set his backpack on the ground and joined Phyllis, folding a chair and folding another chair and stacking the chairs into a tower on the cart.
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			December 2017

			Song cruised through the streets with her hair down and her coat unzipped, taking in the scenery. It was a bright afternoon, two o’clock and unseasonably warm, and she saw dots in the river, people swimming with the fish. Children played soccer on a patch of artificial grass and a dog smiled at them from the sidelines.

			Not bad, Song thought. Not bad at all. It felt like everyone was on vacation, even her.

			A large order came in—thirty kilometers away, past the airport, in the suburbs of Shunyi District. She hesitated, remembering White Dragon’s warning to her that morning, delivered with a little salute before he’d shot across the intersection. Take care today, Little Sister. The wind isn’t right. Not for winter.

			She could feel it herself, that slightly humid electricity at the back of her neck, like the breath of a living thing. She could hear it—the birds shrilling around her with unusual fervor, and she wondered what they saw up there, beyond the pollution. As far as she could tell, the smog obscuring the skyscrapers was maybe tinted yellow, but the sky was blue at the top. If a storm was indeed coming, it was still hours away, and it was too warm for snow.

			She glanced at her phone. She stood to earn thirty pieces on just the one order. She snatched it up.

			The pickup location was a restaurant with a waterfall in the front and a window in the back where the customers watched chefs making soup dumplings with the precision of surgeons. Delivery workers crowded around the expediter and Song pushed her way to the front and rapped the window. “Order 35. Come on!”

			“And then the customer called me, complaining, saying my food gave him the runs,” the expediter said, moving at a sedate pace. “The hell? You get the runs and you blame my food?”

			“Order 35,” Song interjected. “I’m waiting here.”

			“Some people will demand a full refund if they find a speck of eggshell. A single eyelash,” the expediter said as she picked up a large plastic tub, specially designed so that each dumpling sat like a pampered princeling on its own cushion.

			The tub was sealed in plastic wrap and then bubble wrap and then the expediter threw in handfuls of plastic cutlery and double-bagged the whole thing before handing it to Song. It was a miniature mountain of plastic that contained, like a seed at its center, a Michelin-starred meal.

			The customer lived in a meandering compound where all the villas looked the same, like a child’s drawing of a neighborhood. A red-haired foreigner welcomed Song as she might welcome a guest—Order completed!—and Song held up River’s photo. The foreigner shook her head, her features melting with sympathy.

			When Song turned to head back into the city, she saw the storm brewing on the horizon, a mustard-yellow sickness. The wind whipped her hair and churned up an anxious froth in her stomach.

			She had miscalculated. She had to move before that cloud caught her on the less-populated outskirts and swallowed her.

			In the span of twenty minutes, the sky turned a deep, burnt orange. Song streaked toward Chaoyang District as the sun burned blue overhead like an alien planet.

			At half past three, it was as if night fell. She arrived in familiar territory with no time to spare, colliding full speed with the storm. The wind sprouted teeth and bit into her exposed hands and cheeks. Tornadoes of plastic and dust formed in the streets, careening toward people as they ran for cover.

			An invisible hand shoved Song sideways. An invisible fire enveloped her, chewing through her skin. She flicked on her emergency lights and put on a mask, grateful that she kept a few on hand in the winter months to warm her face. A call came in from White Dragon and she could barely hear him over the wind and the horns on both ends of the line.

			“—are you? I—Dust storm, in motherfucking Decem—Be careful out—”

			“I’m fine,” Song bellowed before flipping back to the platform. The clock was still running; the algorithm didn’t care about unusual dust storms.

			Orders piled in, appearing in stacks on the screen as people canceled their plans and hunkered down for the evening. The algorithm selected the orders that were on her route and lined them up for her, one, two, three, six, twelve orders, the maximum number she could take at one time, and she rode into the rising wall of dust to pick them up.

			The sidewalks and streets emptied and leaves swirled through the air as Song made her way through a city of the left-behind. Parked scooters lay on the ground, shoved by the wind, which had also ripped dolls out of small hands and baby blankets out of strollers.

			An overstuffed collection bin outside a charity store had toppled and spewed out its contents. The sidewalk was strewn with articles of clothing, and Song pulled over and ran to pick up a yellow jacket. It looked exactly like the one River had worn that day almost two years ago, when she had lost him.

			“River,” she shouted, peering around the sidewalk as she clutched the yellow jacket to her chest.

			It had to be his. When had he dropped it off? Was he still nearby?

			Stowing the jacket in her scooter, she circled the charity store and drove up and down the street, calling for River as curtains of dust billowed around her. With each blink, every time the curtains wrapped tight to smother her, Song reached blindly for her son.

			Hurry inside, she bid him. Lock the doors and shut the windows and don’t come out until it’s over.

			What if he was, like her, trapped outside? The dust would trigger a horrific episode. She could feel it now, pouring into her own body, filling up the pit of her chest. If River was out here, she had to rescue him.

			She was afraid to see him but more afraid not to see him. Then she didn’t see him, and she became afraid that the jacket wasn’t his. She wouldn’t know until later, when she had a chance to inspect it. For now, she had to believe he had made it safely back inside.

			The roar of the wind faded and the world fell back. Shadows like bears lumbered toward the red eyes of the traffic lights. A scooter appeared beside Song and the wind stole the shout from her mouth and the scooter vanished without touching her, like an apparition of the dust.

			Her phone vibrated, reminding her of her deliveries, and she pulled into the parking lot of a food court. Scooters were parked haphazardly out front, a cacophony of flashing lights. Song joined the stream of delivery workers flowing toward the door, and she stepped out of the muted haze and into a carnival of noises and smells.

			She picked up her orders, making her way around the stalls, and with six bags looped around each hand, she plunged back into the dust. The wind batted her into the ground as she pulled out of the parking lot. She floundered and felt the circling of the storm around her, like it was readying itself to swoop down and finish her off. Fueled by fear, she wrenched her scooter upright.

			The customers were grateful when Song arrived with their dinner. They examined River’s photo, eager to help, and one of them gave Song a glass of water, which she gulped down, and another shoved ten pieces into her hand.

			Song pushed the bill back. “What’s this?”

			“It’s for you. It looks ghastly out there.”

			Song shrugged and took the unwanted money because that was easier than arguing. It was her last order of the day. Now she was free.

			In fits and starts, she moved through the alleys, wading through the dust, fatigue accumulating like a heavy metal in her blood. She hauled her scooter into the courtyard and staggered into her room.

			Most of the dust cascaded onto the floor. The rest felt like acid, burning as it worked its way into the roots of her hair and the beds of her fingernails. Her eyes were red and raw and she scraped them over the panda triplets and the double rainbow and the two years of miracles she’d collected across the sixteen districts of Beijing while searching for a miracle of her own.

			She sat on the edge of her bed and shook out the yellow jacket she had found, her first clue in two years. Her chest grew painfully full, engorged with hope, as she held the jacket up to the light. She examined it from top to bottom and found a greasy red stain on one sleeve, as if it had been dragged through chili oil. She searched the pockets but they were empty.

			She needed proof that the jacket was River’s. It would fuel her search, telling her where to look. It would fuel her, so that she could keep looking.

			There was one way for her to know. Bringing the fabric to her nose, she closed her eyes and inhaled as she had done when he was a baby. Then she stayed there, motionless, the jacket pressed to her nose.

			She didn’t remember what her son smelled like. How was that possible?

			Two walls she’d covered in two years, and this was her miracle? A jacket that could’ve belonged to anyone.

			She opened her mouth and something gritty and brown leaked out. She hadn’t escaped the dust, after all. It was devouring her from the inside, that sinister sickness, that abandoned landscape.

			She was losing River again, so slowly that she didn’t realize it, so gently that she couldn’t stop it. How much could she endure? How could she get out of bed tomorrow and keep searching?

			She was suddenly and overwhelmingly drowsy. When she heard a knock on her door, she didn’t get up.

			“Little Sister? I saw your scooter. We’re all in the kitchen. I know you always say you’re busy but I thought…maybe this time…”

			Song coughed and brown fluid trickled out of her nose. Rolling onto her side, she wiped it off with the yellow jacket sleeve. She heard White Dragon sigh.

			“We’ll save you a beer, all right?”

			He left, and that was good. The only way to endure was to be alone. That was what made a person strong.

			She smelled the smoke as her neighbors started grilling, and after some time, there was another knock at her door.

			“I brought you some skewers, Little Sister. I’m leaving the plate here.”

			“Don’t,” Song whispered, but White Dragon had already left.

			She pictured the skewers on the other side of the door, coated in cumin and fennel seed. Perfectly good meat going to waste, gathering dust out there.

			White Dragon turned as she opened the door and picked up the plate. “I’ll eat the damn skewers.”

			“You look tired,” he said, and the plate rattled in her hand.

			She was too tired to argue when he took the plate, and she looked dumbly at his hand when he took her by the elbow.

			“Come eat with us,” he said, and this time, she nodded.

			The kitchen glowed on the other side of the courtyard and Bubbles stood under the eaves, lolling against his crutch and nursing an orange soda as he turned over the skewers, and he smiled in welcome as they came out of the dust.

			“Hey, guy,” White Dragon said, stamping his feet and shaking out his leather jacket. “Remember Song? She’s going to sing one or two for us.” He winked at Song. “Did you think dinner would be free?”

			Over the wailing of the wind, Song heard the karaoke machine in the kitchen, the dreamy notes of a piano layering over the pop of the drums, and as she entered the warmth, she heard Bubbles passing gas twice in rapid succession.

			The small kitchen was awash in the light of a giant television, images cycling across the screen—drops of rain falling onto green leaves, women in white pajamas walking along shorelines, couples in traditional garb embracing on moon bridges. The table was littered with beer bottles and half-eaten skewers and a cigarette stub smoked in the ashtray.

			The microphone whined as Jade began to sing, perched on a love seat that was too low for the table, her hair swishing around her waist. The gangly figure in the chair was Blackberry, dressed in denim, shaking out his handsome bangs and gazing in adoration at Jade, whose face twisted in concentration as she followed the scrolling lyrics.

			Song looked around for a place to sit and then she looked back at the door. “This was a mistake,” she said, but White Dragon was already unfolding a stool.

			“Take my seat on the couch,” he said, and Song sat down as the music reached a crescendo and Jade sucked in a breath and unleashed the highest note, sending it out into the storm.

			The wind surged, shaking the walls. An empty bottle toppled over and shattered as Jade wrung the last of the air from her lungs and ended the note with a spurt of energy. The microphone emitted an ear-piercing squeal and Blackberry leapt for the broom.

			“Sweetheart, don’t cut yourself,” he said, lifting Jade’s feet and sweeping up the glass.

			“Good! Powerful,” White Dragon thundered, clapping.

			“Extremely good! Beyond powerful!” In his enthusiasm, Blackberry forgot about his broom, clobbering himself in the face as Bubbles swung into the kitchen with a plate of skewers.

			“You should start a business,” Jade said, relieving Blackberry of the broom. Smacking her lips, she helped herself to the platter. “Skewers and orange soda. All you have to do is invest the money, and I’ll run it.”

			Blackberry squeezed onto the love seat, forcing Song to the edge of the cushion. “You were born to be the boss, my sweetheart.” Throwing his arm around Jade, he pecked her cheek and glanced at Song. “She could dig up a rock and sell it to you for a hundred pieces. She would sell me to you for a hundred pieces!”

			White Dragon flicked his ear. “That’s not something to brag about. Is there anything between those ears? Just air?”

			“Go on, beloved,” Jade said, throwing her legs over Blackberry and looping her arms around his neck.

			On the television, an image of the parched northern plateaus appeared, and the reedy strains of a horn filtered through the speakers.

			White Dragon polished off a skewer with one sweep of his teeth. “This one’s mine,” he said, picking up the microphone.

			Song clung to the stained armrest as Blackberry nuzzled Jade’s cheek. There was no room for her. They wouldn’t notice if she left and that was how it had always been and she longed to retreat to her room and shed her dusty clothes and stretch out in bed alone.

			Jade dangled a skewer over Blackberry, feeding it to him, and he snapped at it and accidentally stabbed himself with the sharp end.

			“Ai-yo,” he said, rubbing his cheek.

			As Song rose to leave, Bubbles caught her eye. Looking at the nuzzling couple, he rose and hovered over his stool, pushing out a fart.

			With an involuntary bark of laughter, Song fell back onto the couch, and Bubbles picked up three skewers and his crutch and made his way toward her like a boat rocking, forward and sideways. He held the skewers out to her, a charred bouquet, and Song’s stomach let out a growl. Even though it was time for her to leave, she took the offering and stayed.

			White Dragon pressed the microphone to his mouth and crouched over his knees. With a stamp of his foot, he tossed his body and whipped his head so that his hair flew into his eyes. He sang, “Little Sister, you boldly press on ahead.”

			It was the raw shout of someone clawing out of the mud. Song was riveted by his pain. Blackberry stared at him, too, open-mouthed, stroking the inside of Jade’s wrist like it was velvet.

			White Dragon ran a hand through his hair as he sang. He staggered and he growled, cradling the microphone. His hips moved in slow circles and his face twisted as if he had been betrayed.

			Jade kicked Song’s foot and gave her a knowing look. “He’s available. A widower. His wife was swept away in the floods, back in Wuhan. He was so distraught that he stopped talking to his daughter. Then she stopped talking to him, and he came running here. That was fifteen years ago.”

			“They haven’t spoken in fifteen years? That’s too long. Why doesn’t he go back to the old home and make amends? He has the money.”

			“I have no idea. The stubborn old bull. He doesn’t listen to me.”

			Blackberry yawned and shook his hair out like a mane. “He’s afraid that he’ll try and she won’t forgive him.”

			Jade prodded him between the ribs. “How do you know that?”

			He shrugged. “It’s obvious. It’s easier not to try. So he stays here, and he eats whatever he wants to eat and buys whatever he wants to buy, cigarettes and good clothes, and in the end, he despises himself for it.”

			He nodded at White Dragon. “So that’s where it comes from,” he said, and as the two women gaped at him, he stuck a pinky into his ear and dug around for nuggets, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

			When Song managed to close her mouth, her tongue tingled from the spices and she put down her skewer and picked up someone’s beer. It was lukewarm, which was better for the stomach.

			She emptied the bottle, watching White Dragon sing. He had seemed as easy as the sun, his conscience a cloudless sky. Now she saw that his happiness was hollow and that was where the pain came from. Without love at the center, what was the point?

			As the music faded, White Dragon laid down the microphone with a twirl and a bow, and Bubbles showered him in pumpkin seeds and Jade stuck her fingers into her mouth and catcalled and Blackberry poked his nose into Jade’s hair and inhaled. Outside, the storm shrieked, enraged at being forgotten.

			They were a ragtag bunch but Song understood, then, what they had gathered together in the kitchen to make.

			She patted White Dragon’s arm as he took his seat. “I wasn’t expecting that. I think you might have some star quality.”

			Surprised, he said, “You didn’t think that before?”

			Blackberry tapped Song on the shoulder. “And you? What are you doing here?”

			“White Dragon invited me.”

			“Not here, like right now,” Blackberry guffawed. “Here.”

			“Who knows what anyone is doing here?” White Dragon said in the singsong drawl of a sage.

			Blackberry’s hand shot into the air. “I know!” Putting down his hand, he recited, “I’m here for my sweetheart and she’s out to do business and make money. Bubbles is here because his mother can’t stomach the sight of him. And you already know about White Dragon. But we don’t know about you.”

			He made a shelf with his fist and rested his chin on it, waiting, blinking. His eyes were yellowish, like the dye in his hair, and maybe it was true that there was nothing behind them, just air, but maybe that was why he had the space to take in the big things.

			There was a crack, a hiss of gas as Bubbles opened a bottle of orange soda. He passed it to White Dragon, who passed it to Blackberry, who passed it to Jade, and Jade hesitated before passing it to Song.

			Song took a sip and rested the sweating bottle on her knee. In that moment, she felt bold enough to say, “I’m in Beijing looking for my son. That’s what I’m doing when I’m out there running orders.”

			Taking another sip of orange soda, she set the bottle on the floor and pulled up River’s last photo.

			“He’s cute,” Jade said, grabbing the phone and zooming into River’s face. “He doesn’t look like you.”

			“Actually, I found a yellow jacket today that might belong to him. In Chaoyang District, outside Fourth Ring Road. I can’t be sure…but I’m going to run orders around there for a while. See if I can find him.”

			White Dragon snapped his fingers, making guns and pointing them at Song. “Yes. Let’s find him. Send that photo around to the group. We’ll start posting it from our accounts, too. And Jade can ask her customers and I can ask mine and Bubbles can ask his. Blackberry can…”

			He looked at Blackberry, who was examining his reflection in the back of a spoon. “Blackberry can keep an eye out at the internet café. We’ll all keep an eye out for your son as we’re out and about.”

			“I got an alert once from an app,” Jade said, her lithe frame slouched in thought. “A girl, two years old, with chubby cheeks. They found her two hours later.”

			“There’s a TV show,” Blackberry chimed in. “They reunite people with their missing relatives. In the last episode, a teenage boy was looking for his mother. The audience chanted, Will! Mama! Show! Up! Today!, and a big door slid open and she came running out of the smoke and the boy burst into tears.” His eyes crossed as he brought the spoon closer in an attempt to see himself more clearly.

			“See? There are five people looking for your son now. That’s four more than before. Well, three and a half.” White Dragon yanked the spoon away from Blackberry, who pouted.

			Song shook her head. “You don’t have to help. It’s too much trouble for you.”

			“Trouble?” Jade’s lips curved into a scythe. “Who do you think has the power, once the guests are on my table with their pants on the ground and their legs in the air?” With her hands, she mimicked their legs, spreading them open and snapping them shut.

			Song looked at the four faces around her. “But why? Why would you help me?”

			White Dragon blew a raspberry. “You need the help, don’t you? That’s all there is to it—you call, we respond. Like in that children’s game.”

			Song knew the game. She had played it at the Lakeyard, one child blindfolded, calling out in search of the others, the others responding, an answering chorus.

			“Like in music,” she said, thinking of Van Cliburn at Carnegie Hall in 1958.

			That recording of the Tchaikovsky had sold three million copies and River had listened to it nearly as many times. Song could hear it now, the right hand arguing with the left hand and the left hand arguing back; the piano grumbling to the orchestra and the woodwinds rising up in response.

			The call-and-response had to be a natural pattern of the universe, found in the games of children, in the sound of music. Did it matter, then, who she was? It only mattered that she called.

			Four faces looked back at her and she gestured at White Dragon’s leather jacket, which had been shredded by the dust.

			“A shame,” she choked. “A nice thing like that.”

			“I’ll buy a new one,” he said, walking over to the karaoke machine and browsing the selections. “Speaking of which—it’s midnight. Check your wallet. Not bad for a day of eating dust, is it?”

			The money Song had made that day had been deposited into her account, and her eyes swelled again, the numbers on her screen swimming, because those numbers were proof that the day had meant something, even without River.

			Those hours had existed; she had existed, and she had searched, and at the end of the dust storm she had found a double rainbow. For the first time, she wondered whether it was standing alone that made her strong, because here with White Dragon and the others, she didn’t feel weak.

			As she rose from the couch, White Dragon said, “Leaving already?” He offered her the microphone. “Stay. Give us a little Deng Lijun.”

			Song gave him a faint moon of a smile. “I’ll sing for you another time, Big Brother.”

			She had the strength to do it. She could go to where the earth ended, because there was no end to her love.
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			February 2018

			Mini lived in the serviced apartments of a five-star hotel in the embassy district. Several times a day, the soldiers changed shifts, marching up and down the sidewalks in columns, their knees rising at the same time to the same height as their arms swung in the same arc. In the winter, in an unused ballroom that looked like it had been taken over by a benign jaundice, the hotel employees took their smoke breaks. Under crumbling cornices and warped frames, they formed a circle and kicked around a weighted rubber base topped with dyed chicken feathers. Each time someone’s foot connected with the base, there was a satisfying smack.

			Shuttlecock was, River discovered, the ideal sport for an ex-pianist to pass the time, because it required the use of every part of the body except the hands. Mini had introduced him to it, along with the employees of the unused ballroom, whom she had stumbled across one Saturday after a cram school session. After that, whenever she sought to escape her mother, she joined them. The hotel employees called her the Bachist without bothering to ask who Bach was, and when they saw her jogging down the steps with River, they stepped back automatically to expand their circle.

			There was no need for talking, just the solid smack of foot against base, interspersed with shouts of exhilaration or frustration. The players, middle-aged and top-heavy, hopped and skipped across the ballroom, knees hinging and legs snapping as they kicked. The shuttlecock arced through the air, feathers fluttering gaily.

			River shuffled underneath it and caught it with the inside of his foot, sending it across the circle to Mini, who arched her back and kicked like a scorpion.

			“Bye-bye,” she said as she sent off the shuttlecock with her heel, and the hotel employees hooted their approval.

			The game went on—Smack! Smack! With a little skip, River scooped the shuttlecock out of the air, sinking low so that it sailed over his own head—smack!—and Mini pirouetted and sent it again with her heel. The line cook, a burly man with a hairnet but no shirt, rocketed it to the left with a crab kick and the bartender slowed it down and gave it loft and the valet caught it on the nape of his neck and raised his arms like a magician, holding the pose before flipping it to the housekeeper, who kicked it under her own foot before passing it to River.

			It was like playing the Mazeppa, the hardest of Liszt’s transcendental études. That was what came to River, although he hadn’t touched the piano in eleven months. The trick wasn’t playing the long jumps and playing them fast and light and hitting them every time. The trick was making it look like the easiest thing he had ever done.

			Smack! Sweat dripped down his nose. Smack! His legs twisted one way and his arms twisted another. The drama of the Mazeppa filled his ears, the notes whirling around him, bearing him into the air. Smack!

			The pimpled porter attempted a windmill kick and lost his balance and as he went down, he lashed out with his right foot, barely catching the shuttlecock with his toe. River dove after the turquoise streak, sacrificing his body to save the game—Thwap!

			The hotel employees groaned as the shuttlecock dropped, dead.

			River jumped to his feet. “Let’s go again,” he said, brushing the dirt off his knees, ignoring the sting.

			“I’m toast.” The line cook scrubbed his hands up and down his sweaty arms, the rolls of his flesh rippling. Snatching his shirt off the railing, he said, “Back on the clock, Brothers and Sisters.”

			As the others picked up their coats and filed out of the unused ballroom, River wiped his face on the hem of his shirt and sat on top of the steps to catch his breath, dangling his feet and draping his arms through the middle rail. Rubbing his chest, he shook his medicine and administered a puff. He wasn’t afraid of Mama storming in and seizing him by the ear, admonishing his recklessness, but the urge to look over his shoulder lingered.

			She would hardly recognize him anymore, playing sports with his knees scraped and his arms baked to a sturdy brown. The boy she knew had feared a game of hopscotch as much as he feared the elements. For that boy, pale and sickly, life had been a series of dangers to be avoided.

			But since he had quit the piano, what could be worse? He had set down his stage fright; it was inconsequential, in comparison, to discard the smaller fears that had kept him inside his windless box of filtered air. He had time, now, to do all the things he’d never done before, and he was no longer afraid of doing them.

			He meandered through the world and it was gray indeed, without music. It was also loud and dirty, wide and open, and nothing about it depended on him. He was thirteen, unburdened and unhurried, and the feeling of being an ordinary teenager was extraordinary.

			At first, he kept forgetting that he had quit. He woke in the mornings and hurried downstairs to the piano, his fingertips coming to a rest on the keys before he remembered. The day became suddenly enormous—a gift box, all his. He stopped tallying his hours and quickly lost track of them, sleeping and going to school and playing video games and sipping on milk teas, searching for things to buy.

			“Is this seat taken?”

			Mini bounced up the steps, her cheeks pink and her hair tied into a plump silk bow with a sweaty ribbon of it plastered to her neck. Slipping her arms through the railing, she sat down next to him. When she turned her head, her eyelashes seemed to ripple, like summer grass in the wind. River smiled.

			“I’m not in any hurry. One more round? You and me.” He nodded at the fallen shuttlecock.

			Mini pursed her lips. “I have to go up and practice. Sorry, River.”

			“Right. Of course.” He blushed. Other people still had places to be, even if he didn’t.

			“Not everyone is as lucky as you,” she teased. Sliding out from under the railing, she poked the shuttlecock and flipped it onto the toe of her shoe. She lobbed it into the air and he caught it, the last one in the ballroom.

			“See you,” he called after her.

			Aside from the piano, Mini studied more than he did and she even had school on the weekends and in the summer. But they also went to the movies, where she noted that he looked like he was having a seizure when he laughed. They crammed themselves into a mall karaoke booth, where she showed him how to belt out Zhou Jielun songs and he blanched, regretting his perfect pitch.

			They went to a pay-per-class fitness studio, booking their spots in an app and entering a code to unlock the front door, revealing a formation of people in spandex, punching to the bass as disco lights spun overhead. They pedaled a boat into the throng of identical boats that clogged Back Lake and Mini arranged a sun umbrella over her shoulder, the tips tangling into the hair of a woman in the neighboring boat.

			They went to the corgi café and the arcade and the art district, where they came across a piano that said Play Me, like she was Alice and they were in Wonderland.

			In short order, her playing attracted a crowd. Who else could play Bach and make it sound like the stroll home from school? As if she didn’t have to split her brain into four pieces, soprano and alto and tenor and bass, and send those voices out simultaneously on separate serpentine paths.

			She was incandescent in River’s eyes, one person who felt like everything. For the first time, he had a friend.

			At his middle school, there were no buck-toothed bullies like there had been back in Harbin. The kids—the offspring of professors and politicians and pioneers and premiers—didn’t bother River but they didn’t venture closer, either, like he was a red-spotted mushroom that had sprouted amid their refined brown caps.

			The smart ones were the envy of all, but he wasn’t smart. The girls chased the tall ones but he wasn’t tall. The boys flocked to the funny ones but he wasn’t funny. He practiced spiking his hair, coating his fingers in wax and combing from front to back, dunking his head into the sink when his reflection didn’t look any smarter or taller or funnier.

			On Monday, he pulled his school tracksuit on over his coat and jeans and Phyllis lowered her coffee cup when he came into the kitchen.

			“I’ll drive you today,” she said as he gulped down a bowl of red-date porridge, and he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and grabbed a stack of corn cakes.

			“I can bike. I don’t mind.” When it came to school, he preferred to be alone, and he stuffed the last corn cake into his mouth and reached for a banana as a storm-force gale rattled the windows. Behind her cup, Phyllis lifted a brow.

			“All right,” River said meekly, and he tightened the laces of his sneakers.

			In the heated car, they listened to Liszt’s La leggierezza as broken branches and scooters flew around them, bristling with icicles.

			“Here, you’re lonely,” Phyllis said on measure 11, where the C–E–F motif crept in. “You’re the loneliest person in the world.”

			She turned up the volume, lowering it again on measure 41. “Hear that? Three notes played in the left hand against seven played in the right.”

			Irregular rhythmic subdivisions hadn’t bothered River before. He would draw lines down the clefs to see where the notes fell, practicing slowly with each note in its precise mathematical place. By the time he sped up the passage, he could discard the math and fix the points at the beginning and end of each measure and let his fingers flow through the rest, the in-between notes slipping naturally into place.

			The piece came to an end on an F Major chord, like the end of a hymn. Together, they sang, “Amen.”

			Chuckling, Phyllis rolled down her window and pulled up to the school gate. She clutched her scarf and waved at the security guard and said to River, “Study well. We’ll be late tonight. Eight has an appointment.”

			The wind was a thick gray cement and River trudged through it with his head down. Halfway across the school grounds, several girls from an older class shrieked and linked arms as if they were blowing away. Near a snapping row of flags, a boy from River’s class caught up with him.

			“Was that your Ma?”

			The boy was ranked number three in math and number one overall. His name, fittingly, was Gold, and he didn’t need any more friends. River shook his head, wondering why Gold had chosen to speak to him.

			“Just your driver? My bad,” Gold said with a sheepish grin. “Where’s your Ma, then?”

			“She’s away.”

			“A business trip? What is it that she does?”

			“She—”

			Gold smiled with his eyes scrunched and River felt a wave of heat, picturing that friendly smile turning sour, that scrunch traveling out of his eyes and into his nose. What would Gold think when River told him who Mama was?

			Suddenly, he felt like he was boiling. On a windy day in February, he was drowning in heat.

			He had wanted, before, to make Mama proud, and now he didn’t want Gold to know who she was. He didn’t want Gold to know that she had lost him. He was her son, a boy from the Northeast; that hadn’t changed. He had always been no one, but now he didn’t want anyone to know.

			“That was Phyllis driving the car,” he mumbled. “She’s a famous concert pianist.”

			“Cool,” Gold said, and if he was confused, he didn’t show it. With another blink and smile, he loped toward the building, bumping into the lunchman, who was dressed for work in his white jacket and white hat and rubber apron.

			“Excuse me.” Gold stepped aside, holding the door. As the lunchman lumbered inside, Gold caught River’s eye and snickered, “Pigsy.”

			That wasn’t the lunchman’s name but he had the girth and the nose and a green plug of mucus was perpetually visible in one gaping nostril. Even in the winter, he wore shower slippers that showcased the blackened stubs of his toes, topped with oozing crusts.

			River didn’t snicker because Pigsy was the one who made the buns and he always slipped River an extra bun free of charge when he passed by the cafeteria’s corner table, which none of the other kids occupied because it was cramped, stacked with used trays, and River faced a whitewashed wall every day as he ate.

			“I know a fellow Northeasterner when I hear one,” Pigsy would say, hooking the ends of his words in that robust, honest way, and he would deposit a bun—the softest pillow of the purest white—onto River’s tray.

			The other kids refused to eat Pigsy’s buns, throwing them away untouched. When River ate them in the privacy of his corner, he tasted home.

			Entering the classroom, he navigated the fixed lines and rows, sliding past desks cluttered with notebooks and pencil cases and water bottles. He sat somewhere in the middle, surrounded by the chatter of the smart kids and tall kids and funny kids, and they all stood up when the teacher came in. River stood up, too, trying to blend his voice with theirs as they delivered the morning salutation.

			First period commenced and a concentrated silence fell, the teacher’s authoritative voice punctuated by the taps on the smartboard and the rapid scribble of pencils.

			River faced the front like his classmates, hunching over his course books, his attention bobbing in and out until he cast it finally out the window. He was caught off guard when the teacher called his name.

			“River. River, pipe down.”

			“What?” Looking around, he realized he had been making noise. The girl next to him tittered behind her bangs as he said, “I didn’t mean to interrupt the class. I couldn’t breathe.”

			“If you couldn’t breathe, then how could you sing?”

			The teacher turned back to his equations and the class laughed and the heat returned, River’s whole face glowing like a lamp.

			He had been singled out twice in one morning, and he straightened his books and pulled in his elbows and tucked his knees under his desk, making sure nothing stuck into the aisles. He forced himself to fit, like three notes against seven, which had been far less of a problem.

			For the rest of the morning, he didn’t so much as clear his throat. He didn’t permit himself to cough or scratch or blow his nose. Still and vigilant as a held breath, he made it to lunchtime, and in the mad rush to secure food and tables and friends, he plunked his tray down in the usual corner and slid into the cool plastic seat and sighed.

			He was alone. The wall was like the horizon, restoring his equilibrium.

			Mini had sent him a video of a man arranging strips of firecrackers in elaborate patterns and River watched the fireworks ignite as he used his bun to scoop up some shredded pork. Wiping his fingers on a tissue-thin napkin, he typed a response.

			“You’ve got balls, mouthing off in class.”

			River looked up from his phone and saw Gold, scraping leftovers into the trash can. As he dropped off his emptied tray, he grinned at River, his friends crowding around him, and River shrugged and stared at his own tray. A steaming bun appeared in the center.

			“You’re sitting with your friends today. Good,” the lunchman proclaimed, picking up the stack of trays. “You tell anyone who’s still hungry, just come see me.”

			The world seemed to stop, the sharpness of its corners fading to an indistinct roar. The lunchman looked at River, waiting for him to say something. Gold elbowed his friends and they looked at River, waiting for him to say something.

			River’s ears flamed. His heart slammed like a basketball in an empty gym. The remnants of the first bun turned to paste in his mouth and if he picked up the second one, the other kids would scrunch their noses at him. They would think he was like the lunchman, with those oozing feet and that plugged nose.

			But he wanted to be like them, and as everyone watched, he picked up his tray and dumped the bun, still steaming, into the trash can.

			“Disgusting.” He scrunched his nose and forced himself to look into that coarse brown face because he couldn’t stand to look into his own. “Pigsy.”

			The lunchman shook his head but he didn’t open his mouth to expose River for who he was or wasn’t. He cleared the trays and stumped back into the kitchen and River stood with his laughing classmates, feeling sick at what he had done.

			Without his father, without his mother, without his music, he rocked with the motion of the ocean, growing smaller and smaller, shrinking until there was nothing left.

			After school, he opted to walk back because it took longer than riding the subway. The wind scoured away the charred parts of the day and he bought a hot lemonade from a tea shop that looked like a nightclub and took it to a park. Sitting on a bench shaped like red lips, he watched the senior citizens swinging their hips and fluttering their fans, killing time.

			He replayed the video from Mini and he scrolled until he found one to send in return. When the hot lemonade was gone, he didn’t have a reason to stay in the park. Tossing the cup, he continued in the direction of the compound.

			On a bridge, he passed a one-legged blind man playing the saxophone. The man played an E, the note glowing Yellow, and River tasted butter. He played a Gray B-flat, and River smelled smoke. Flush with color, he squatted on the curb to savor the tones, his fingers twitching out the rhythms as he sang, adding his own turns and trills.

			After several songs, the man dropped his saxophone and demanded payment.

			“I can hear you, kid. I’m blind, not deaf,” he hollered as River fled to the other side of the bridge, the colors around him fading back to gray.

			He slowed as the palm trees of the compound came into view. At the entrance, he fed the koi in the fountains and he held the door for a grandfather with twins, letting them take the elevator first.

			Even then, the apartment was dark and quiet when River unlocked the door. No one was back yet; on the way home from the doctor, they had stopped at a market for Phyllis, maybe, or a temple for Eight. Leaving the lights off, River went to the living room and sat cross-legged beneath the piano. Like a child in a fort, he watched the orange sun sink behind the black smokestacks. He had forgotten that the world hadn’t always been gray.

			After eleven months of forgetting, his hands also remembered.

			The base of his thumb ached, the hollow where music used to live. As he rubbed the spot, the ache spread to both hands. The tendons, grown cold, yearned to stretch. The fingers, grown withered, yearned to fly.

			He wasn’t a pianist anymore, and so he played La leggierezza on his phone and heard Phyllis’s voice from that morning.

			Here, you’re lonely. You’re the loneliest person in the world.

			Had she been lonely, that night in the kitchen? A year and a half ago, he’d been unable to see beyond himself. He hadn’t thought to ask her why she was in the kitchen in the first place, eating cake at midnight.

			Unlike her, he didn’t have anyone to wait for. He was living, doing whatever he liked and going wherever he pleased—only there was nothing left for him to do and he had no idea of where to go.

			That was the hollowness chewing at him, reminding him that people weren’t birds. They weren’t made to be free of all burdens. They claimed their place in the world with the weight of their bones, which kept them from becoming ever more lost.
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			On the last day of ninth grade, the girl next to River leaned over her desk and said to her friend on the other side of the aisle, “Does River look more handsome than he did at the beginning of the year?”

			They stared at him for a long moment, until his ears smoked under the combined magnification of their lenses, and then, mercifully, they moved on to the topic of their high school entrance exam results, which were all anyone in their class cared about. With a borrowed life, River found it harder to care. From the height at which he experienced the test and most other things, he could see without feeling. None of it belonged to him.

			He didn’t feel any different but once one person noticed the change, it seemed like everyone else started noticing the change, too.

			“Going to play basketball?” said the lunchman when River slid his tray up to the window. “A tall-tall fellow like you.”

			“It’s the milk you put into those buns,” River joked back, pulling up his QR code to pay.

			When he’d played the piano, he had never let a mistake go uncorrected. He wouldn’t ignore a mistake and keep going, nor would he stop and start over from the beginning. Last school year, the day after the incident, River had gone right to the lunchman’s window and faced his failure. He had done things the correct way, taking a bun, thanking the lunchman, repeating each day until the mistake had been erased. As it was at the piano, so it was in life.

			When River returned to the apartment, Phyllis was playing Un sospiro, crossing her hands to trade off the ethereal melody, and Eight was listening with a sunlit bead caught in the corner of his eye. It splashed onto his shirtfront as he blinked, his gaze shifting to the door.

			“You grew,” he accused.

			River stepped out of his shoes and crouched beside the wheelchair. “I am still Little Red.”

			Phyllis turned her head, her hands rolling ceaselessly through the arpeggios. “And I can see your underwear. We’re going shopping for clothes before your party.”

			In the kitchen, River sang along to Un sospiro as he sucked down a jug of yogurt and tore open a bag of squid jerky—noting, as he chewed, that he could reach the lowest bass notes. Curious, he returned to the living room and took a seat at the other piano, so that he was back-to-back with Phyllis.

			Two years ago, it had been a strain to play Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6, and that was after warm-ups and stretches. Now, despite his cold hands, an octave was an easy fit and he could also play a ninth and reach a tenth. That was the kind of change he understood, a distance he could measure, and it was too bad that he had no use for his new and improved hand span.

			It appeared that his fifteenth birthday had come early, a gift in the form of centimeters. Seeing, finally, what everyone else was seeing, he rolled his shoulders and wondered if they were indeed a little looser. Maybe he did feel a little roomier, and he spread his arms and legs to occupy those additional rooms. Shouldn’t he have felt something? He’d thought growing would hurt.

			Then again, he had been distracted. He didn’t have a past or a future but he did have his phone, which made all things possible in the present. He wanted for nothing. He fought for nothing. He felt less and less of more and more, the cure turning into a malady. What did he care about? What made him happy?

			Only Mini. In the sky of his borrowed life, she was the star he wished in secret to keep. She was also, of course, the only person who didn’t seem to notice a change.

			She called him on his birthday and the moment he picked up the video call, rolling out of bed with his face as rumpled as his hair, she demanded, “Just look at this.”

			“Mini.” He reached for his new bass notes and his morning voice cracked into a falsetto instead.

			She ignored it, waving both hands at her computer screen, a furious conductor. “Favorite book. Favorite word. Favorite memory. Am I applying for college or going on a date?”

			Without pausing, she answered her own question. “College! Number one in my school is going to Qinghua and number two is going to Beida. Everyone wants to stay in Beijing. What does my mother think I’m going to find in America?”

			“Hamburgers?” River couldn’t stop smiling at her.

			“You think it’s funny now, River, but you’ll be here in two years, and what will your plan be then? Do you have one?”

			“Yes,” he said, forgetting that he didn’t. “I’ll go wherever you go.”

			“What about music conservatory?”

			“It’s been two years. You know I don’t play anymore.”

			“Whatever you say,” she said, like she was talking to her mother. “Tonight, anyway, you’re going where I’m going.”

			“Yes,” he said eagerly. “I’m the birthday boy.”

			After he hung up, he replayed everything Mini had said. She was a friend, and more than that, she was a girl, and more than that, she was Mini. Whatever she gave him—a single word or an entire conversation, a second or a day, a smile, a glance—he took it and it filled him. He thought about seeing her in a few hours and his excitement was a swiveling beacon, piercing the fog.

			At eight o’clock, Mini’s pink convertible swung into the driveway and squealed to a stop in front of the compound. River grinned as she beeped at him, a triplet and a whole note, announcing to the neighborhood that the party had started.

			“Duck,” she said, popping the door open and pushing a pile of banana-yellow Schirmer scores off the passenger’s seat, and he crouched awkwardly, peering at the sky.

			“It’s what’s for dinner. And what birthday duck would be complete without…” She lifted a Maotai bottle from the center console and gave it a shake so that River could hear the clear liquor sloshing inside.

			He recoiled from the bottle, guessing that it was worth several months of pay for someone like his Ma. “I’ve never—”

			“First time for everything,” Mini chirped, shoving the bottle into his lap. “Just hold it and smile.”

			Tilting her head and making a V with her fingers, she snapped a photo of them before swinging the wheel around and peeling out of the driveway, Bach blasting from the speakers. Pressed flat against the seat, River groped for his medicine and pressed down, inhaling.

			In his daydreams, he had slid into the seat and raked his hair back, delivering a line that made Mini laugh. In reality, as Mini stomped on the gas, he clutched the armrest and closed his eyes, willing himself not to vomit onto the leather trim.

			In front of a restored Ming dynasty palace, Mini jerked the car to a stop. River pitched into the dashboard and reached for the door to steady himself except it opened before he could touch it, and he fell into a parking lot overrun by supercars.

			Mini tossed her keys to the valet. “This way, when you’re done gawking,” she said, and River followed her through the buzzing restaurant, tugging his sleeves and flattening his ears, and she led him to a private room where a group of teenagers were seated around a banquet table with a spinning glass plate.

			“I invited a few people to give our celebration the proper atmosphere,” Mini said. “Waitress! Open this for us.”

			One of the six waitresses stationed around the room scurried forward, accepting the Maotai with a bow, and the door opened and more waitresses filed in with salads and soups, crab and sea cucumber and shark fin, two-head whole abalone, fried fish and steamed fish, and there was the roasted duck, carved and arranged, poem-like, on platters, the skin crisped into panes of golden glass.

			River looked around the table, at the teenagers draped in silks and crusted in diamonds, plated in rare metals, gleaming like a winter’s night. He hovered behind Mini, out of place, until she steered him to a chair and shoved a thumbnail-sized goblet into his hand and said, “To River.”

			They drained their goblets and River gasped as the liquor set his chest on fire. He clawed at his throat, coughing, and sympathetic hands reached out to slap his back. Eyes watering, he raised his goblet.

			“To Bach,” he wheezed, and this time, the liquor was savory and smooth as it went down, turning into fire in his belly. His face glowed like a jewel and the lights around him seemed to flare and when they did, the hollowness retreated.

			Round after round, the platters and the toasts continued, and River ate until he was full and then he ate until he felt like he would burst and still the platters kept coming—garlicky steamed scallops, king prawns and octopus, lobster noodles, lotus-paste buns, a suckling pig nestled in a bed of carved vegetables—a still life of bounty, to be casually viewed rather than eaten.

			They made toasts, pouring shots for one another, sloshing liquor over the rims of their goblets. With each swallow, River grew warmer and heavier, the liquor melting him down and welding him to the earth. He opened his mouth, and he became part of the laughter. He was part of the shouting, all that raucous noise. He lifted his goblet and more goblets rose without hesitation to meet it.

			“To us,” he roared, tossing back the shot and nearly falling out of his chair, falling instead into Mini, so that they faced each other as the room spun, or were they the ones spinning? The faster they spun, the harder they laughed, holding tight to each other.

			The night was its own universe and all of it was his; he had conquered it. He didn’t have somewhere to go and he didn’t have someone to be and yet he wasn’t lost and neither was Mini because they were with each other. They were the masters of wandering, and they laughed and they spun to prove they were alive.

			When River looked back, he saw the birthdays he had spent at the piano, which Mama had spent in the kitchen, laboring over his favorite dishes—a hearty portion of sweet-and-sour pork, served without fanfare in a plastic bowl; steamed buns, soft and plain; cold-skin noodles sharp with vinegar and heaped with cilantro, studded with garlic.

			Toasts over whipped cream and strawberries were a long way from toasts with Maotai. River measured the distance between those dishes and the duck he had feasted on tonight, that makeshift table he had eaten at with Mama and the table he ate at tonight with Mini and her friends—and he reached for his tiny goblet and knocked over his soda.

			“To Ma,” he hiccupped, picking up the goblet, knocking over more glasses. He lifted an arm and gave up, dropping the arm and slumping in his chair, letting himself be pulled into taffy by the table that turned one way and the floor that turned another.

			As his head dipped and his silence deepened, Mini prodded him awake, and she tucked the Maotai under her arm and steered him out of the restaurant. On her phone, she hailed a chauffeur.

			Three minutes later, a stranger in a suit pedaled up to them. Puffing, sweating, he greeted Mini and took her car keys. He folded up his bicycle and deposited it into her trunk. Then he blotted his face and sanitized his hands and put on a pair of ivory gloves and slipped into the driver’s seat of her car. He peered into the rearview mirror, his gloved hands resting on her steering wheel.

			“Let’s go,” Mini said, and the hired man drove them to the place they always went to when River went quiet.

			After their first visit to the train station two years ago, River hadn’t intended to go back. He was supposed to have closure and Mini wasn’t supposed to know. But the day after the recital that wasn’t, Mini had messaged River a row of crying faces.

			I left something important yesterday! Can I come over after school?

			It had turned out to be a scrap of cloth—a tartan headband, according to Mini.

			“To finish off yesterday’s look,” she said, plucking it off the bathroom vanity. “And since I’m here, I might as well stay. Would you like a drink?”

			Following her into his own kitchen, River found her pouring two glasses of sour plum tea out of the pitcher Susan kept in the refrigerator.

			“I was wondering,” Mini said, settling onto a barstool and taking a tiny sip of tea, “I can’t think of anyone on this planet who would rather be at a train station.”

			She took another sip, then pinned him with a sharp look. “Why?”

			River stammered something about saying hello to a friend, because the truth was a precious thing to give away, and on a sudden impulse, he asked, “Do you remember my Ma? I know you met her just that once, when we were registering for the competition.”

			“Do I remember,” Mini scoffed. “Am I not the Bachist?”

			Then she rattled off what Mama had been wearing on competition day, from the style of her sandals and the shade of her lipstick to the position of the dragonfly clip in her hair.

			“Your Ma reminded me of one of those pretty little pitcher plants,” she said. “Like she would eat anyone who got in your way. I thought you were the luckiest kid there.”

			River laughed. “She could be a little scary at times.”

			“And when she saw me the first day…” Mini lifted her chin, her voice wobbling ever so slightly. “She saw me and smiled like I was perfect.”

			That was when River decided to tell Mini the truth. In all of Beijing, she was the only one who knew Mama.

			He went into detail in a way he hadn’t with Phyllis, recalling the day he became lost and the alternate lives that followed. He confessed that he’d wished and he’d wished for Mama to come for him, and he’d believed and he’d believed that it would happen, and that was why he’d had to quit the piano.

			“Pity,” Mini said, and she hopped off the barstool and placed her empty glass in the sink before picking up her phone and exhorting her fans to take up the search.

			Before had been a haunted place, existing in River’s head; telling Mini had made it real, which made it less frightening, especially when she went back there with him, as she was doing now.

			He pictured a cold pitcher of Susan’s tea as Mini leaned over and swiped the Maotai from the center console. That would be the wise choice, if he cared about such distinctions at the moment.

			“Don’t go anywhere,” Mini told the hired man before slamming the door, and they staggered across the deserted square and plopped down in front of the clock towers, slumped against opposite sides of the same stone ball. River gazed at the hands of the clock and he thought he could feel Mini’s heat through the stone, at his back, and it was a comforting feeling—not just having all the time in the world, but watching that time pass with someone else.

			Mini scooted around the ball and leaned her head against his shoulder. He slanted his body so that she would be more comfortable. Was that a shiver? Should he offer his jacket? It wasn’t fashionable in the slightest. It would embarrass her to be seen in it.

			He looked down at the top of her head. If he said something, she would lift it. She would turn her face up to his, and her mouth would be close enough to kiss.

			Sweat oozed from River’s palms. He reached across her for the Maotai and raised it to his lips, taking a swig. He stilled, waiting, but the liquor didn’t transform him into a different person. He remained a flushed version of himself, someone who had been playing Liszt’s three Liebestraüme about three kinds of love since he was eight, but who didn’t know how to kiss Mini.

			She would push him away, possibly. His breath probably smelled like duck feet.

			He turned his head so that his foot-breath streamed away from her. She sat up and the moment was gone. Disappointed, relieved, River exhaled and looked up at the enormous sign over the roof and each character glowed red.

			Beijing. Railway. Station.

			“That was a nice party.” He sighed, a small smile settling across his face. “You’re a good friend, Mini. The best.”

			“And to think, my mother said I wouldn’t be the best at anything.”

			“You are. Just ask your fans.”

			Mini sighed. “Appearances. If you play a modest piece and make it look big, people will think it’s big, and who doesn’t like a good show?”

			Fiercely, River said, “You’re Mini. No one gets to decide you’re not good enough. Not even your mother.”

			He did the calculations in his head. If Mini believed she wasn’t good enough, and she had money and a family—and if he believed he wasn’t good enough, and he didn’t have money or a family—didn’t that mean they were both good enough regardless?

			As he considered Mini’s mother, who made Mini feel less than she was, he thought of his own Ma, who had always insisted he was more than he was, and he felt a swell of pride.

			He hadn’t come from nothing. He had come from devotion and sacrifice and persistence and strength. He stood here because Mama had walked there and there and there.

			She was there in the color of his eyes. She was part of who he was, which was also who he wanted to be. That made him whole. On his birthday, his wish had been granted.

			Mini undid the straps of her shoes and kicked them off, hopping up on bare feet. Her toenails were painted to match her fingernails, a yellow he remembered from four years ago, when they met in a registration line.

			River laughed as she did a silly jig on the square. “What are you doing? S’dirty,” he slurred, even though the square had clearly been swept and scrubbed by some diligent night worker while they’d gorged themselves on duck. He craned his neck, swaying, as she swung a foot onto the stone ball.

			“Be careful,” he said, and she grasped his shoulder and boosted herself onto the ball.

			She balanced at the top and scanned the skyline, listening to the flow of traffic and the distant clang of a construction site. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she shouted, “I am River’s best friend!”

			The summer night, a thick wool, absorbed her shout. She turned to River and giggled, elated by her own nerve.

			“People will hear. Quiet,” he pleaded, and her eyes sparkled as she removed her hands. She threw her head back and bellowed at the top of her lungs.

			“I…am…River’s…best…friend!”

			Eyeing the distance to the next ball, she squealed and leapt.

			She landed with a small wobble and River clapped. Wanting to make her laugh, too, he clumsily mounted the ball that she had vacated. His knees quaked as he faced the city.

			“Ihaveabestfriend,” he said in a rush, only half shouting.

			He lost his balance and grabbed at the stone, and he steadied himself and straightened and the tips of his ears reddened as he roared, “Mini…is…my…best…friend!”

			Her laughter filled his chest until he felt like the skin would burst. She jumped onto another ball and he jumped after her. In the glow of the clock towers, they hopped from ball to ball like crossing a brook, and the square rang out with their calls to each other.

			“Hurry up, slowpoke.”

			“I’m coming. Wait!” River yelled, his arms like windmills.

			“I’m waiting,” Mini called.

			His shoe slipped as he landed. Legs splaying apart, he slammed into the stone and doubled over, sliding off the ball as pain forked into his stomach.

			Mini sank onto the ground beside him and patted his arm. She fixed his hair and River shivered under her touch. Then a camera clicked and he groaned and batted at her phone. As she laughed, a flake of white drifted out of the soft, warm night and landed in her hair.

			She held out a hand to catch the falling flakes, and she looked down at River, confused. “How could it be snowing in July?”

			River struggled to sit up. The ground bucked, trying to tip him over. “S’not snow.”

			Mini grabbed her shoes and they hurried to the edge of the square as the first fire engine tore past them. The duck fat congealed in River’s stomach and his cheeks flamed with costly liquor as he watched the fire engines. One after another they came, their sirens cutting through the vain heart of the prosperous metropolis, and they raced toward the cramped, patchwork places where the migrant workers ate hunks of cornbread and slept on cots and cardboard and toiled in the shadows.

			A cold finger, a demon’s talon, slipped into River’s spine. If Mama was living in Beijing, it would be in places like those. He had never forgotten, even though he had tried to.

			He could hardly look at Mini as he said, “What if she’s there? My Ma. What if—what if—”

			With a sharp breath, he turned away, and Mini took his face in her hands. “Look at me, River. She’s not there. She’s not—Where are you going?”

			River shook his head, breaking away to follow the fire engines. He thought about the news stories, short circuits and illegal power lines and infernos that incinerated family trees, and worry crystallized into fear. Wherever Mama was, she couldn’t be there.

			In the alleys, a crowd had formed. The multitude of police cars and fire engines turned night into day and the drifting ash turned summer into winter. River inhaled the burnt air and his chest tingled, hardening. As he reached for his medicine, the crowd murmured around him, spreading the news—a small kitchen fire. Not like last time. Not a single person had been injured.

			River let out a cold shuddering breath as the angel of death passed over the alleys.

			“I had to make sure,” he told Mini as he led them through the crowd. “I just had to see.”

			Images flooded his mind, Mama escaping in a dozen ways from a dozen disasters. Over and over, he watched her fall, like replaying a video, and every time she fell an unseen hand reached across the screen and pulled her back onto her feet.

			More calculations sloshed around his brain. If Mama had escaped tonight, then she had escaped every night, which meant she was still searching for him, and of course she had to search in all the wrong places first before she found the right one. He just hadn’t understood, before, how many wrong places there could be. The size of the world was a revelation to him.

			It would take Mama a long time to find him, and what had seemed like a long time when he was a boy no longer seemed like a long time now that he was fifteen.

			He saw something else, too, as they battled their way through the crowd, looking for a way out as everyone else looked for a way in. The crowd continued to grow as more people came, drawn toward the fire.

			River turned to Mini. “I had it wrong. That’s what I need to do.”

			“You need to…” Mini tilted her head, puzzling out his words, and he knew she didn’t like guessing but he couldn’t slow down and explain. He rushed forward and picked her up, and her arms tightened around his neck and she kept them like that even after he set her down. He grinned into her hair.

			“This whole time, we’ve been searching for my Ma and waiting for my Ma, when we should’ve been helping my Ma with her search.”

			When he pulled back, Mini narrowed her eyes and raised a finger. “River Wang, if you don’t tell me, in plain words, this instant—”

			“I have to get back to the piano.” He leaned over and whispered the rest into her ear so that the crowd didn’t snatch any of it away and also so that other people didn’t overhear and laugh at him.

			“I have to win the World Chopin Competition. But not for the reason I thought.”

			Mini cackled and punched his arm, hurting his feelings, but then she pressed her cheek to the same spot and said, “Whatever the reason, it’s about damn time you came back.”

			“I’m going to start a fire,” River breathed. “Big enough for Mama to see—wherever she is. Big enough to draw her to me. That’s crazy, right?”

			His voice thickened as the crowd jostled him, and he was afraid he couldn’t do it. His stage fright loomed. He had been away for too long. He had fallen too far behind. And even before all of that, he had to convince Phyllis to make an exception and let him enter the Competition.

			Mini looped her arm through his and sighed in contentment. “I’ve dealt with crazier. A year and you’ll be ready. I can help you. You’ll see.”

			River closed his eyes and wished for Mama to find him. It was still his birthday, after all.

			When he opened them, Mini kissed him and he promptly shut his eyes again. Her lips curved against his, a smile that melted into tenderness.

			The crowd faded. The air vibrated. In a rush of sensation, River came alive, and it was a pure and simple flavor, intensely sweet—love, like a single perfect strawberry.

			He gazed down at Mini and his grin was sloppy, spreading all over the place. “Are you my girlfriend?”

			“One day, River,” she replied, and in the midst of so many people, even when they weren’t touching, they remained connected by their smiles. “When the time comes for me to properly meet your Ma.”
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			The sky was still a black sea when Song’s mother woke her up and commanded her to come home.

			“It’s been four years. You’re still squatting in that wretched place all by yourself? It’s madness.”

			“Why are you calling me at six in the morning?” Song rasped, struggling onto her elbows. Flecks of snow and bone-white ice pattered against the window and Song felt the sting on her bare shoulders, prickling with goosebumps. The first blizzard of the season had arrived.

			“Are your ears full of wax? I said, it’s time to come home,” her mother said, and Song gritted her teeth. That voice—it crackled through the phone speaker, worse than the crush of a hundred plastic bags. Since when did her mother call without a reason?

			“I’m here looking for my son,” Song retorted, because it would infuriate her mother.

			“Whose fault is that?” her mother said, the same way she had upon learning that River was lost. “Your friend—the handicapped one—he already made a profile on that missing persons’ website, didn’t he? And you’ve all been posting and the TV show turned you down and it’s too late to push out an alert on the apps. You’ve done all you could do. Beijing is crowded and expensive. You’re alone there, miserable. Stop punishing yourself. Come home already.”

			“I’m not alone.” Song was awake now, livid. Her heart was a hot iron, burning through her chest. Her mother had blamed her for losing River and later her mother had blamed her for not finding him and now her mother was blaming her for searching.

			“I see you, Wang Lisong. Still carrying around your guilt. Still trying to make things right. Learn from me. Life is harsh, so you have to be hard. Sometimes, you have to set down your burdens and lie flat.”

			“Lying flat is for the young, who are supposed to squander some time. How else will they learn? But you’re an old lady. Lying flat is how you excuse being a bad mother.”

			“For you, lying flat is how you’ll keep from breaking.”

			Song shoved her phone under the pillow. “Stop interfering,” she hissed, smothering her mother’s voice. With a petulant shriek, she pummeled the pillow and kicked the blankets and her legs were pale and plump and bruised, bloated with sadness. When had they become so ugly? She shoved them under the covers.

			White Dragon sat up behind her. “Lying flat, huh? I don’t mind. Let’s give it a try.” He stuck out his tongue as she scowled, and then he wrapped his limbs around her like an octopus and tipped backward and she squealed as they tumbled into the blankets. He tucked her against his chest.

			“Today, we’ll get up and go out and look for him,” he mumbled, still half asleep. “We’ll have a laugh or two today, you and me.”

			Song remained rigid as a board against him, taking in the driving snow and the breaking day. The walls around her were no longer visible. All of them were covered in photos now, new ones of immortal water bears and magic carpets of lavender layered atop faded images of double rainbows and panda triplets. She felt like a dragon in her lair but the world was full of miracles. What was wrong with hoarding a few for herself?

			White Dragon’s hair tickled her nose as she said, “It’s noisy, isn’t it? Waking up to this mess. My room looks like a shoebox.”

			“I like it. A small room is a full room.” Then he bent his body into the shape of hers, his hand cupped around her breast, his face buried in the nape of her neck, and with a small sound, she softened in his arms.

			They had become neighbors four years ago, and just about two years after that, they had become friends over skewers and beer and karaoke, and half a year later, on the same kind of night, they had become something more. It had been a combination of the charcoal and the beer, Song thought, and the sultry haze of late summer. It had been the rawness of White Dragon’s singing, and the thrust of his hips. They had fallen into bed laughing, and in the morning, Song had felt the sweet ache in her cheeks and her stomach first, before feeling it between her legs.

			It had been over fifteen years since she’d shared her bed with a man but it had felt like a natural thing to do. It didn’t surprise her or shame her. People were made to survive hardship, because without tasting the pain of living, they would never taste the sweetness of being alive. Song knew she could weather loneliness, just as she knew, now, that she wasn’t meant to weather it forever.

			She’d already had a husband, a good one, and Blue lived, immortal, in the golden summer of her youth. She was with him there, and she felt the tenderness of his gaze as she threaded earrings on the hearth bed and the strength of his hands as he rubbed her shoulders. She was with River there, too, carrying him in one arm, dancing that long day away in her childhood home.

			Song wasn’t looking for another husband. At night, when she laid her head down, it was beside someone who knew her worries, like providing for her mother, and her fears, like running out of whatever it was she needed to find River—money, strength, time, resolve.

			“It’s time to go,” she said, even as she burrowed deeper into the blankets. “The scooters will be icy and the roads will be treacherous. It’s blizzarding.”

			White Dragon’s eyes snapped open. “A blizzard? Why didn’t you say so?”

			With a hoot of glee, he vaulted over Song. Flinging the door open, he ran out into the courtyard and his bare bottom was as blinding as the snow. He spun in circles and opened his mouth, catching the snow on his tongue, and he threw himself down and rolled through the powder, baying in pain and delight.

			“You crazy old dragon,” Song called out, rapping the window. She put on her clothes, a layer of cotton and a second layer of padded cotton and finally the uniform she had purchased last winter. The yellow coat was hideous, according to White Dragon, but Song thought it was functional, warm and windproof and waterproof with reflective safety tape, and more important, no one turned her away when she wore the uniform. She was waved, without question, into corporate skyscrapers and luxury malls and elite compounds. Everyone knew at a glance where she belonged.

			As she pulled on her boots, White Dragon charged into the room, blowing on his hands and shaking the snow out of his hair.

			“B-b-business will be g-g-great,” he chattered, pulling on his shirt as the snow melted and dripped around his swollen red feet.

			“No one with a shred of sense would go out into that,” Song agreed. Business was best in the worst of conditions—in the doldrums of winter, in the suffocating humidity of high summer—and business worsened as the weather improved in the spring and the fall. It had been especially slow that fall, with more and more delivery workers filling the streets, grabbing at the same number of orders.

			Song scoffed as White Dragon slipped into tasseled leather shoes. “I didn’t know alligators could survive in the snow.”

			He opened the door. “These motherfuckers can fly,” he said as the wind howled in his face, and he howled back.

			Song trudged across the courtyard after him, her head pressed to the wind, which felt like a wall. Their scooters looked like frosted confections, half buried in the snow. The three-wheeled handicap scooter was gone; Bubbles had already left for the day, and Song was glad that he had thick new socks to wear. She had noticed his old ones the other week, hanging from the laundry line like limp lettuce leaves, full of holes, and she had gone to the footbridge where vendors arranged their trinkets in artful patterns on the ground, and she had haggled for a pack of socks as well as a pair of undershirts.

			That summer, when someone had stolen her battery, Bubbles had loaned her one of his. When business dragged in the fall, he’d set up a karaoke app on her phone, so she would have something to do as she idled. One night, after coming home from dinner with friends, he’d noticed flickering through her window and knocked on her door to change her lightbulb.

			He was a young person, capable and adaptable; he knew how to do the things Song didn’t know how to do, and Song was a mother who knew how to do the things his own wretched mother refused to do.

			Bubbles was a good boy, Song thought as she rode along behind White Dragon to the gathering spot. His friends were always urging him to meet up, but which one of them noticed that he had no winter socks to wear? All five of them, living in the courtyard house, were good people, and as long as they lived there, they looked out for one another. Who else cared?

			The streets had turned into ski slopes, dotted with stranded vehicles and roaming plows, and Song turned to White Dragon as they pulled up to the gathering spot.

			“Don’t get too crazy out there.” Her mouth filled with ice and then she was gargling water, gulping it down. “Your life is worth more than a bit of fun.”

			White Dragon blinked in response, the rest of his face hidden beneath layers of scarves. He patted Song’s scooter like it was a horse, reminding her to do the same, and they parted ways.

			The wind clawed at Song’s coat and the snowflakes felt like needles, stabbing her eyes. Not one part of her was warm as she skidded toward her first pickup but she told herself that she wasn’t cold, either. She was a child of the Northeast, where the cold was a slow fire that could burn through every coat and layer; it was only a matter of time. This was a spring frost in comparison.

			The algorithm assigned her seven orders at once and mapped out her route. The clock ran down, blind to the blizzard, and Song resisted the urge to keep up. She knew the neighborhood and she had learned a few tricks over the years. She couldn’t beat the clock but she could outsmart it.

			When the algorithm instructed her to make a U-turn, she ignored it and cut through a parking lot. Bubbles had learned about the shortcut from a friend, and he had passed the knowledge on to White Dragon.

			But when Song reached the exit at the other end of the parking lot, she skidded into a barricade that hadn’t been there the last time. Overnight, it seemed, someone had drilled three hurdles into the ground, staggering them so that pedestrians could go through but scooters could not.

			A red mist rose behind Song’s eyes and she cursed. The shortcut had been discovered and sealed. In seeking to gain a step, she had been knocked back. It was an endless war between the delivery workers and the platform that ruthlessly ground flesh and blood into profit.

			What use was fighting when they could never win? The clock was a noose around Song’s neck, squeezing her. Her mother’s words from that morning came back to her and she lowered herself to the ground and lay flat in the untouched powder.

			When River was younger, he had begged to play in the snow and she had never let him because of his lungs. Now, at fifteen, he would be too old for such games. But as Song lay flat in the parking lot, she swished her arms to make wings and swished her legs to make a dress. Then she rolled over and made a second angel beside the first. Pulling off her glove, she drew a smile on its face, and she touched its cheeks, making dimples, and she sat back to listen to the silence of the falling snow.

			She held that silence within her the rest of the morning. A bus roared past, spraying her with slush, and she shook out her helmet and kept going. At a red light, she watched as a large screen looped through footage of traffic accidents. People on scooters flew headfirst into windshields, spun into semitrucks, plowed into pedestrians, smashed into other scooters. They flipped through the air like they were made of plastic.

			Song couldn’t tell if the broadcast was meant to be a warning or if it was meant to be entertainment, and then the traffic light turned green. She skidded around a road worker and slipped on a patch of black ice. The worker shouted and brandished his shovel and she scrambled back to her scooter and kept going.

			She ran an order to a dentist’s office inside a luxury compound, shuffle-skating up the long slick driveway because scooters weren’t allowed inside the gates. She delivered to a mattress store on the top floor of a mall, stopping at a toy store and a lingerie shop and an indoor playground to ask which way the beds were. She delivered over the fence of a foreign embassy, climbing onto a snowy ledge and slinging a bag of club sandwiches over the barbed wire at the behest of the customer on the other side—a giant of a man with the ponytail of a girl—but before she could show him River’s photo, she was chased away by a more-than-policeman with a machine gun.

			With shaking hands, she tried to start up her scooter and dropped her keys into a snowbank. She fished them out and dropped them again as her phone chirped, You’re late! You’re late! You’re late!

			She picked up her pace but as she approached a four-way intersection with scooters coming at her from all sides, she lost her nerve and slammed on her brakes. The other three shot past one another like arrows, the air humming from the near misses.

			She kept going, running a plate of spaghetti to a drive-in movie theater and a bag of popcorn chicken to the auto repair shop next door. She delivered a tub of laksa to a man with a runny nose, and a small cup of strong coffee to a foreigner whose skin gleamed like an ebony piano.

			When an angry customer called about a missing order, Song turned back. She returned to a compound she had delivered to previously, where the stairwell was charred and greasy like the inside of a wok, and she trudged up six flights of stairs and knocked on the door of the apartment where she’d made the drop-off. She could hear a television inside, and the tick-tick-tick of someone jumping rope.

			“I left a delivery here by mistake,” she said when the door opened. “Can you give it back?”

			“I ate it.”

			“You ate it? You must be joking. That was someone else’s order. Someone else paid for it.”

			The man shrugged. “What are you going to do about it?”

			“You’re an asshole,” Song said, because the man knew what her mother knew—that she could only lie flat.

			So she kept going, and as she crossed a bridge she saw a man playing the saxophone. His gloved fingers moved fluidly while the stump of his right leg hung frozen. She leaned over the scooter so that he could see her screen.

			“Have you seen this boy? Here he is four years ago. He plays an instrument, too—the piano. He sings a lot.”

			The man pushed up his sunglasses. “Do you think these eyes are seeing anyone?”

			Realizing he was blind, Song apologized for bothering him and scanned his code with her phone. Ten pieces paid!

			“Now that you mention it,” the blind man said, arranging the saxophone across his lap, “I do remember a boy. I don’t know if he’s the one you’re looking for, but he was singing. It was…what? Two winters ago?”

			The words coming out of his mouth didn’t sound real. Her body didn’t feel real—inflated, made of rubber. Her voice was almost too shrill to hear.

			“Can you tell me anything else about that boy? Where he was going? Where he had come from? Any small thing at all?”

			She took it all in, the salt crunching under her feet and the snowflakes landing on her nose and the saxophone holding its breath, waiting for the blind man to continue.

			“He didn’t say a thing to me, nor did he pay me a piece. He just stayed and sang for a quarter of an hour. People don’t normally do that, especially young people.”

			That was River. It sounded exactly like him.

			She was on the verge of laughing or crying. She wanted to fall down and press her cheek to the ground where her son had stood.

			But she didn’t, because the yellow jacket from two years ago had looked exactly like River’s, too, and she had spent months running orders around that charity store, to no avail.

			That store was a good fifteen kilometers from this bridge on Third Ring Road where a blind man had heard, some while ago, a boy singing. So—nothing certain.

			But both locations were in the same district—Chaoyang. That certainly wasn’t nothing. She had work to do now, orders to run in Chaoyang, as many as possible.

			At the bottom of the bridge, she stopped to question a souvenir vendor and something about the wagon caught her attention.

			Between the Chairman Mao snow globes and a large basket of chestnuts—not one and not two but three furry panda hats.

			Panda triplets.

			“A blind man saw River,” Song said breathlessly into her phone as she rode away. “It’s a good day, White Dragon. Let’s meet for dinner at the Chongqing noodle place.”

			That was certainty, thickening her bones. River was alive and he was in Chaoyang. She was getting closer.

			She searched the neighborhood until the daylight dissolved into the smog and the cold drained her phone battery. Then, in high spirits, she traipsed to the restaurant and raised a hand that was still curled, frozen in the shape of a handlebar, and White Dragon waved back from the corner booth.

			“Spicy beef?”

			He placed their orders and paid, and Song unraveled her scarves and rolled up her sleeves and devised a search plan. She carved up Chaoyang District like a watermelon and White Dragon wiped down the table.

			Fiddling with the tissue, he said, “My daughter fell down two flights of stairs at her workplace today.”

			Song put away her phone. White Dragon never talked about his daughter. “Is she all right?”

			She pictured White Dragon’s bare room, with its lone 2002 calendar hanging over the desk. That was the year he had arrived in Beijing, which was also the year he had last seen his daughter. “How did you find out?”

			“She messaged me. She’s in pain. She’s at the People’s Hospital of Wuhan University now with a broken ankle.”

			A robot with blue eyes wheeled over to their booth, bearing two steaming trays in the hollow of its midsection. Song took a tray and leaned over the bowl, warming her face. “Then it’s easy, isn’t it? You have to go home. Go take care of her. Right?”

			White Dragon hunched over his bowl and Song felt a pinch of irritation. Snapping apart a pair of chopsticks, she repeated, “Isn’t that right?”

			He stared down at his soup, eyes doleful. “What if she doesn’t want me to?”

			“I thought you weren’t afraid of anything. I never took you for a coward.”

			White Dragon nodded, hanging his head, and a familiar burn crept into Song’s chest. “Four years, I’ve been running orders, riding into dust storms and blizzards, and I picked up a clue today. One crumb. And do you know how happy I am? Because I’m starving. I haven’t seen my son and I would do anything to see him. And you? You haven’t seen your daughter and you can see her anytime you feel like it. Like tossing out a feast.”

			Song slammed down her chopsticks. “That’s the most unfair thing I’ve ever heard!”

			Still, White Dragon did nothing, and as Song thought of her mother, her anger burned hotter, and it burned through the silence of the snow, the numbing distance of the morning.

			“The one time you don’t lie flat,” she hissed, grabbing White Dragon’s jaw and forcing him to meet her gaze, “is when your child needs you.”

			The next morning, on Friday the seventeenth, Song dropped White Dragon off at the high-speed rail station, a twinkling expanse that was many times the size of the hall where she had lost River. A herd of cow-eyed foreigners wandered past, their footsteps echoing.

			“Make things right with your daughter,” Song said. “Stay and celebrate the New Year together. Teach her how to make dumplings.”

			“I’ll try my best. But don’t cry for me, Little Sister, I’ll be back before you know it.”

			Song pinched his nipple. “I don’t want to see your ugly face for a month.”

			He yowled and danced away, laughing once more. A tour group swarmed between them, and a sports team clad in red, and Song caught a final glimpse of White Dragon at the gate, squinting at her and clicking his heels together before he was gone.

			He called her on the eighteenth. He was walking somewhere, puffing, his face submerged in the inky night.

			“We saw the doctor this morning,” he said, and something in his voice made Song stiffen. She put down her toothbrush and stepped out into the courtyard.

			“What’s wrong? Did something happen with your daughter?”

			“She’s fine. It’s not that.”

			“Good. Good.” Song paced the courtyard.

			“Something is going on here, Song. Something weird. All over the city, checkpoints are going up. They’re stopping people in front of malls, grocery stores. Recording their ID numbers and measuring their temperatures.”

			“I haven’t seen that before,” Song said. “What do you think it is?” She turned abruptly, putting a hand to her mouth. “Weren’t some people in Wuhan getting sick? Some mystery virus?”

			The rumor had circulated on social media platforms earlier that month, before the man behind the rumor, a doctor, had been reprimanded, and all the chatter had been stamped out by government censors.

			White Dragon glanced over his shoulder, his voice dropping. “Today, when we were at the hospital…it was packed. Overloaded. I’ve never seen anything like it. The nurses were frantic. There were people lying on the floor, on lounge chairs in the hallway. They were totally still, Wang Lisong. Unmoving. Like they were dead.”

			At the word—dead—Song shuddered. “You’re scaring me,” she said. The alleyways around her were deserted and the courtyard was like a bowl, collecting the wind, scooping up shadows and ghosts.

			“I was in Beijing during the SARS epidemic. We knew the government was trying to cover up how bad it was, and we were panicked. Back then, we all wore masks. So get your mask and wear it. Be cautious. I have a bad feeling, Song.”

			She felt like she was standing at the edge of a cliff. Both her feet were on the ground. Didn’t that mean she was safe?

			“We’ll be fine,” she said, although she couldn’t hide the tremor in her voice as she thought, And River?

			The next day was the nineteenth, and Song slipped on a mask and ventured out on her scooter, prepared to find the city in ruins, but the world hadn’t changed. Removing the mask, she combed the cloud kitchens of Chaoyang, waiting for an order, hunting for another clue.

			The weather was good; it was a slow day. She remained patient. She had been searching for years, so what was another week or month? That was how close she was. She watched airplanes climb into the sky, one after another, and she realized that she was still holding her breath, like someone counting down to the end.

			It came the next day—the twentieth of January. On national television, the most famous doctor in the country announced that there was a new virus, and that it was spreading.

			“You criminal,” Song yelled, throwing the remote across the kitchen, because what she’d heard was a confession. Some line had already been crossed, and they found themselves now on the wrong side of something big. It was too late for all of them—for River. If it was the end of the world, she had failed him. She wasn’t there to protect him.

			The next morning, the twenty-first of January, Song secured her face mask and hurried into the courtyard. Three pairs of eyes peered back at her over their own face masks. Jade let out a little titter of acknowledgment.

			“It’s begun,” she said, reaching for Blackberry’s hand.

			“Something’s begun?” Blackberry looked into the sun, craning his neck. “Where? There?”

			Song spent the day in a rush, a panic, ransacking the streets for clues and flipping between the delivery platform and the social media platforms. She sensed her time running out as information poured into the vacuum that had been imposed by censors, the things they knew and the things they didn’t know and the things they were in the process of learning. On air, reporters ticked off the number of confirmed cases by province, the infected and the dead, a morbid roll call.

			On the twenty-second, Song scrolled through images of packed train stations and gridlocked highways, people seizing their microwaves and their gaming systems and fleeing Wuhan by foot, by scooter, by donkey-drawn wagon, by the hundreds of thousands. The blood drained from her face.

			“Get out of there,” she shrieked when White Dragon answered her call. “Everyone’s running. You have to run, too, before it’s too late.”

			“On what train? What plane?” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Do you think anyone would notice if I stole a plane? Just a very small one.”

			“How can you crack jokes? You don’t know what’s going to happen. You don’t know what they’re going to do.”

			White Dragon stopped laughing but the lines remained, crinkling his eyes. “All I know is that my daughter can’t travel with her ankle, and I’m not leaving her again. She needs fattening up, you know. By the time this is over, she’ll have gained at least five kilograms.”

			Song studied the screen, and it didn’t look like a war zone. A rice cooker bubbled on the counter behind White Dragon, and a bag of sunflower seeds had spilled out onto the white tile floor. He was wearing a roll of bandages as a bracelet and his hair was fluffy, like a baby chicken. It needed a spritz of water and a good brushing.

			“You crazy old dragon,” she said, because she was proud of him. “Lock your door and stay in with your daughter. I’m going out to search—there’s still time. Good luck to us both.”

			On the twenty-third, at ten in the morning, Wuhan was sealed. Flights were canceled and public transportation was suspended and all roads into and out of the city were barricaded by police. The city was a sinking ship and there was no escape. Eleven million people pounded on their windows, condemned to their fates.

			Song couldn’t comprehend it. It filled her with a mixture of fear and awe. She hadn’t known that a government could trap people like flies in a jar. What would happen to them? Would they catch the virus and drop dead? Would they starve slowly?

			But as long as it wasn’t Beijing, she could look for River. She could find him.

			Over the next few days, the capital was quiet. That was normal over the Spring Festival holiday, as businesses shut down and people reunited with their families and foreigners headed to the islands of the South China Sea. In previous years, Song had taken refuge in that moment of quiet. She had bowed her head in memory of losing River.

			Now she found the quiet to be eerie. She panted behind her mask, orders in hand, heart pounding and eyes scanning for River as she ran. Masked faces that weren’t his peered out from bus shelters and windows and doorways, all of them wondering if the barren streets would ever come back to life.

			In the lobbies of palatial compounds, Song ran past families in masks and gloves, pushing suitcases and heading for the airport, for the safe harbors of other continents, where they would be separated from the virus not by police barricades but by oceans. She knew from White Dragon that the Americans had airlifted their people out of Wuhan; watching the rich flee the capital, she had the realization that the entire country, now, was the sinking ship. As she cried out for River, she wondered what it felt like to be rich and untethered, lucky enough to breathe in the fresh clean air, lucky enough to weather a patch of bad luck, lucky enough to not have to search for the valuables that were lost.

			Back at the courtyard house, Song removed her mask and dusted the kitchen table with flour, and the four of them gathered around the table and made dumplings. Song rolled out the wrappers and Bubbles stuffed them with ground pork and celery and Jade and Blackberry sealed them shut, squabbling until Bubbles threw a handful of flour at them. As a white cloud enveloped the kitchen, Bubbles sneezed and farted at the same time, knocking over his crutch, and Song put down the rolling pin and laughed. It was still the New Year, and the rumblings of the world seemed farther away when they had each other.

			Looking around the table at those shining eyes, those faces dusted in flour and spackled with dough, Song thought—how could they ever sink?

			At the end of January, the national Spring Festival holiday was extended by three days in a bid to slow the spread of the virus. Meekly, the people of Beijing returned from their holidays and their hometowns. They went straight to their apartments, past darkened restaurants and shops. They closed their doors and they didn’t come out again.

			On their phones, they ordered milk and eggs, fresh produce and popsicles, pallets of water and beer and toilet paper, and within the hour, their items appeared at the door. When they didn’t feel like cooking, they ordered meals from whatever restaurant they craved, and when they were bored, they ordered toys and electronics that arrived the very next morning. As it turned out, they were well suited for epidemics. The only difference was that they no longer opened their doors when Song came knocking.

			“Leave it on the mat,” they called from the other side, waiting for her footsteps to fade before thrusting one hand out to grab the food. Some of them noticed the slip of paper that fluttered to the ground, bearing River’s photo and a brief description; others didn’t, in their haste to seal themselves back inside as quickly as possible.

			As the entire nation stopped and lay flat, Song got up, and she ran. She ran hard from seven in the morning to seven in the evening and from the moment she started to run, she never stopped running and she never spoke directly to another person. The only faces she saw belonged to her fellow delivery workers as they ran past her on the streets, panting behind their own masks. Song had never made so much money and she had never been more alone.

			February wore on, and companies and schools remained dark. Factories lay dormant. Silence, like a forest, grew up and covered the nation. When Song set out in the morning, she saw Jade sitting in her spa, filing her nails in her coat and slippers, and Blackberry wandered around the courtyard, grieving the closure of his internet café.

			In March, buds appeared on the trees. The forest of silence grew into a lovely wilderness. Birdsong flitted up and down streets that had once been dominated by honking and shouting, layers of diesel vapor and cooking fumes. Day after day, Song rode through those deserted streets with her delivery box flapping open, under the biggest, bluest skies she had ever seen. With the factories shut down, the pollution had, at last, lifted.

			But no one lingered in the parks and strolled along the promenade of Bright Horse River. Song stood at one end of the highway, the breeze ruffling her hair as she gazed straight down to the other end.

			On television and social media, they called her a hero. That was the chatter in all the groups—the country was at war with the virus and delivery workers were the soldiers on the front lines. Because of them, no one needed to leave their home for groceries or medicines or supplies. The virus would starve, and that was how the war would be won.

			But Song didn’t run because she felt like a hero. She ran after River. One day, she would knock on every single door in Chaoyang District—in the entire city of twenty fucking million, if it came to that—and on that day, at that last door, she would knock and he would come out to greet her: her boy, her son.

			The other truth, the simple one, was that she went out and ran orders because she couldn’t afford to stay at home. She needed to make money to survive.

			And yet another truth was that they heaped praise upon her because they didn’t want to do what she was doing. Who wouldn’t want to stay home and be safe? Who wanted to knock on doors plastered with strips of detection tape and quarantine signs warning that the people inside were fresh from Italy or America or some other place ravaged by the virus? Everyone wanted someone else to face the danger, so that they and their loved ones didn’t have to.

			They made her their hero, which meant that they didn’t have to save her. Which one of them would lift a finger to find River?

			Song wished for him. She wanted him to hop off the scooter and stand beside her. She wanted to show him the sky.

			You have a new order!

			Weary, Song put on her helmet. She had been running so hard that she was short of breath even when she wasn’t running. As the black tar thickened in her lungs, she pounded her chest. She coughed.
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			When Phyllis returned from Tianjin, she distributed the dough twists, one for Eight and one for River and one for herself, and the three of them went down to the courtyard for their daily walk. The path, surrounded by grass and trees, took them past the lively playground and the swimming pool and the organic supermarket. It took them in a loop around the entire compound, forming the number 0, and Phyllis stopped every so often to smell the gerberas and the sage and Eight waved at the residents walking their dogs and the hired aunties walking their babies. River crunched on his dough twist and contemplated that number, 0, which had no end and no beginning and yet felt complete.

			A year and a half ago, as people died and the city died, too, they had barricaded themselves into their tower, compressing their lives into the size and shape of one apartment. From the twentieth floor, River had watched a single delivery worker run on foot across the wide belt of the highway, and he had been troubled.

			The people in the compound were warm in their rooms with their lights on and their pantries stocked. They worked from home and they were paid. The migrant workers, though, lost their jobs when the restaurants and factories closed. Unable to find new jobs, unable to make money, unable to pay their rents, they were evicted into the streets and there they remained, unable to return to their old villages, which were locked down.

			River saw his Ma as he had last seen her, carrying everything they owned in a mountain on her back. He saw her sleeping on a scooter and living off the urban land, and he saw her catching the virus and growing sick. People could only receive welfare benefits in the place listed on their residence permit. His Ma—loud, forceful, defiant—would be brought to her knees.

			Flipping the blinds shut, River returned to the piano.

			On Mini’s birthday, he took her out for dinner by spreading one of Phyllis’s scarves across his bedroom floor and decorating it with the flower wreath he’d pilfered from the front door. He placed two orders for delivery, one for Mini and one for himself, and when he propped his phone against a chili sauce bottle and saw Mini on the screen, sitting in her room with the same dish from the same restaurant—a costly place called In Love, rated eight thousand times by people who were either enraptured or enraged—it was a little like they were in the same room at the same table, and they talked about holding hands again in the wistful way they talked about going to college and winning the Competition.

			The number of cases began to drop and four months after the epidemic began, at the end of May 2020, the number hit 0. Day after day, it flashed across the nation, 0 and 0 and 0, and the first rays of light appeared on the horizon—the bravest souls emerging tentatively from their homes, drifting through malls meant for thousands.

			As the 0 continued to flash, more people emerged, their light spilling across the streets, and then they all came out, all at once—returning to work, filling those malls—and that was a new day.

			People took to the streets, the parks and plazas and promenades, the number 0 flashing like a celebration, a victory, as they gathered and they ate family-style and they laughed out loud, catching the hands of strangers who stumbled in passing.

			River met Mini in the unused ballroom. She floated in like a princess, white sneakers and denim, and he waited for her at the bottom of the steps with the employees of the hotel arranged behind him with signs, so that they would spell out a question as they lifted them up.

			Mini read the question aloud, slowly, and with her brow furrowed she muttered it again, rapidly, under her breath. With a squeal, she launched herself into River’s arms and the hotel employees dropped their signs and clapped and the screen was no longer real life; it was real life that felt like the screen, and even the line cook wore a shirt on the day Mini became River’s girlfriend.

			They kissed with their mouths open, and either they were resilient or they were forgetful. They were unforgivably stupid, or maybe they were splendid.

			The virus, on the other hand, was wily, with an instinct for self-preservation. Cases cropped up sporadically, and so people continued to wear their masks and everyone scanned their Health Kits before entering buildings or public spaces, displaying their app status—green, clean—to the omnipresent security guards. Quarantine requirements remained in place and travelers from abroad were bused straight from their airplanes to central quarantine facilities.

			The restrictions were accepted without protest because they created a bubble around the people, separating them from the rest of the world, where the virus rampaged. The number 0 had no end and no beginning, but it meant safety.

			When River was growing up, the people around him were always talking about leaving China, going out into the world. Everyone wanted a better life—better schools and better money and better air—even if they already had a good one.

			They didn’t talk so much about leaving anymore, now that the virus was in the world and China was the safe place.

			As River completed the loop around the compound, ambling around the curve of the 0, he crunched through the last of his dough twist and replaced his mask, and Eight raised his hand and Phyllis said, “Mr. Xu! What do you have there?”

			Mr. Xu was their neighbor across the hall, a fastidious white-haired man in his fifties with the smooth tan cheekbones and slender build of a boy. Even now, walking his dog, he wore a bow tie and oxford shoes, his hair combed and sprayed to a glossy shine.

			“Napa cabbages,” he said, taking one out of his bag and placing it on Eight’s lap. “Keep it. From my parents’ plot in the countryside.”

			In return, Eight offered his dough twist to the dog, a grumpy little thing with a spouted ponytail, and Mr. Xu hastily scooped her up.

			“Precious has a sensitive stomach. She’s pickier than a small child. But she belonged to my ex-wife, so what can I do?”

			He heaved a sigh, even as he tightened his grip around Precious and stroked her paw. She scowled at River and he grinned, giving her a scratch behind the ears.

			“She has the taste of a princess, as well,” Phyllis said, touching a finger to the diamond collar.

			Precious sneezed, and Mr. Xu planted a kiss on her squashed nose. “A little treat. We picked it up from the jeweler just this week.”

			With a yip and a twist, Precious sprang free of his arms and bolted toward the playground.

			“Not again,” Mr. Xu moaned, taking off after her, and Eight waved and Phyllis called, “Thank you for the cabbage!”

			That night, Susan braised the cabbage with pork ribs and potatoes, and when they were done eating and Eight was asleep in bed, there was a commotion in the hallway. At the piano, River’s eyes fluttered open.

			“Keep those eyes closed,” Phyllis said, and River closed his eyes and turned back to the music, letting his sense of touch guide him through the two-octave leaps of Liszt’s “La campanella.” He’d wanted to add the piece to his repertoire since he was a boy, listening to Lang Lang’s recording with his jaw hanging open, and now he had the agility to make those massive leaps sound like a hall of tinkling bells. Now he had the control to make that exhilarating gallop to the finish.

			“Think about the other parts of your body. Keep them relaxed, quiet—”

			BANG!

			It came from the hallway, a sound like a gunshot. Voices rose, men shouting, a woman, too, as they banged violently on a door. Phyllis rose from her seat, pulling on a shawl printed with toucans, and River followed her to the front door.

			Big Whites swarmed the hallway, cocooned in protective suits—white hoods pulled tight around their heads, white covers around their shoes, faces shielded by goggles and masks and plastic visors. It was hard to see the men and women inside the suits; it was impossible to tell how they felt as they dragged Mr. Xu out of his apartment in his dressing gown.

			“What’s the meaning of this?” Unkempt and hysterical, he struggled against the faceless Big Whites as Precious raced in circles around them, yapping frantically.

			“There’s been a confirmed case. Your phone records show that you were at the same location on the same afternoon as this confirmed case. A jewelry store.”

			“No! I’m not sick at all. I don’t need to be quarantined!” Mr. Xu flung his head back and flailed and his ankles looked cold and bony, sticking out from his pajamas. Precious let out a shrill bark.

			“Where are you, Precious?” Mr. Xu thrust his hand past the Big Whites, groping at the air. “Stay close to me. We’ll be all right. Come, Precious.”

			As Precious scrambled toward him, one of the Big Whites picked her up and tossed her back into Mr. Xu’s apartment. At the pitiful yelp, Phyllis drew her toucan shawl tight and started into the hallway.

			“What’s going on? Let me help—”

			A Big White whipped around. Pointing with a gloved finger, he rasped, “Get back inside.”

			“You can’t leave my dog in there,” Mr. Xu cried, his hair falling, wild, into his eyes. “For how long? The apartment is empty—she’ll starve! She’ll die of thirst!”

			“River,” Phyllis said, lowering her voice to be heard, but River remained frozen in the hallway, staring as the Big Whites surrounded Mr. Xu and dragged him toward the elevator, and Precious yapped and turned in circles and defecated inside the doorway before one of the Big Whites slammed the door in her face.

			The door rattled as Precious pawed at it, and Phyllis put an arm around River and drew him into their apartment, pulling the door shut behind them. But as she turned the lock, she pushed her face into the crack and shouted, “Mr. Xu!”

			She banged on their locked door, her voice wavering from the exertion. “Rest assured, Mr. Xu! We’ll take care of Precious! We’ll watch her until you return!”

			River crouched beside Phyllis, pressing his ear to the door. He squeezed his eyes shut as Mr. Xu shouted and the Big Whites shuffled and the elevator whirred. When they were gone, Phyllis opened the door. Barefoot, she stole across the hallway, and she returned with Precious wiggling in her arms, snapping at her toucan shawl.

			Precious twisted and broke free of Phyllis’s grip. River found her cowering underneath the piano. He crawled forward and held out his hand and when Precious didn’t move, he sat at the piano and played the first movement of the Moonlight Sonata instead, to soothe her. A growl formed, low in her belly, rising and growing until she lifted her muzzle and howled, a dog’s lament.

			Sitting at the other piano, Phyllis picked up her phone and began to place orders.

			“If Mr. Xu tests positive, the whole compound will be locked down,” she murmured, tapping at her screen. “We need to stock up. Canned goods and rice. Water and coffee. Toilet paper and paper towels. Shampoo and toothpaste. Dog food for Precious. Eight’s medicine.”

			They had heard the stories—people subsisting on mangoes and canned ham for days or weeks, however long it took to return to 0, and pregnant women giving birth in their beds, their ambulances denied entry at the gate. They’d heard of nursing babies who tested positive and were separated from their mothers, and primary school children who were taken from their classrooms and lined up in their cartoon backpacks and herded onto buses bound for state quarantines in undisclosed locations. There was no way of predicting a lockdown but when it happened, it was ruthless, no one in and no one out, no matter what.

			“I’m sure he’ll be negative,” Phyllis said when Precious was quiet, scowling in River’s lap, and River nodded, because it was hard to believe those stories could happen to them.

			In the morning, River woke up and left the apartment hoping for the best, and when he came back after school, he faltered at the gate, wondering if the security guards would stop him. He sat at the dining table, doing homework, eating dinner, listening for the banging at their door, the only warning they would get before they were made to disappear. The days passed and the Big Whites didn’t come and Phyllis’s cats and Mr. Xu’s dog tangled around one another like burrs whenever they were in the same room.

			River took Precious with him when he went outside to condition. In a T-shirt, he sprinted up and down the driveway, slapping a traffic cone at one end and a barricade pole at the other. He did push-ups with Precious sitting on his back, and then he flipped over and placed Precious on his stomach. He did fifty sit-ups, and on fifty-one, her ears pricked.

			“Precious—no!”

			But she ducked under his hands and bolted, running at a slant, her leash trailing behind her. He chased her around the courtyard, past the playground, and she wriggled through a hole in the fence and raced, barking, onto the soccer field.

			River threw himself at the gate, unlatching it. “Precious!”

			She was halfway across the field, and as he ran after her, he saw the fence at the other end and the road on the other side of it, and he lowered his head and pumped his arms. A column of fire burned its way up his chest, like he was being torn in half. His instincts screamed at him to stop. He would trigger an episode if he kept going.

			But he saw Precious at the other end of the fence, digging, and he grimaced and ran faster. The wind streamed past him, pulling moisture from the corners of his eyes. His feet felt like they were on the verge of leaving the ground.

			He flew over the grass and a smile exploded across his face. As the fire grew, his smile consumed him. He heard Precious barking and he understood her penchant for escape. He understood what his Ma had wanted for him, what she had pushed him to want for himself. Joy was a soaring thing; it demanded freedom, space enough to stretch its wings.

			Precious didn’t fight him when he snatched her up, and he wrapped the leash around his hand and collapsed against the fence, crying out as air rushed into his lungs. Precious let out a happy bark and licked his chin and he fell back into the grass, laughing in relief.

			“Mama would like you,” he said, lifting his head to look at Precious. “Freedom over safety. That’s the key to bravery, isn’t it? Choosing freedom.”

			She yipped and he dropped his head to inhale the sweet smell of the grass. He sat up and lowered Precious to the ground.

			“And we continue,” he said, starting across the field. The Tchaikovsky was a forty-minute sprint and if he couldn’t do it outside, with his feet, then he couldn’t do it with his hands at the piano.

			When he was done on the soccer field, he went inside and tended to his Tchaikovsky with the patience of a gardener, weeding mistakes and reshaping phrases and pruning embellishments until the melodies bloomed. He labored over the notes, infusing each one with purpose, from the famous opening sequence to the infamous cadenza at the end. The Competition had been canceled last year due to the virus, but it was scheduled to go on this year, in November.

			“You know my condition,” Phyllis had said when he’d approached her two years ago about entering the Competition, and he had told her about his plan to build a fire—the biggest one he could manage.

			Without blinking, he’d said, “I think if I win, my Mama will be able to find me,” and without missing a beat, Phyllis had said, “Then I will help you win.”

			She did more than that; she came out of hiding, offering an interview to CCTV. A month before the Competition, on the same day in October that Mr. Xu returned from quarantine and collected Precious, a reporter arrived to cover the story: a titan of classical piano coming out of self-imposed exile, a new star on the rise. River told the reporter the rest of the story—a son searching for his mother, a housekeeper, a migrant worker from the Northeast—but the reporter’s eyes glazed over, her smile catching on her snaggletooth.

			“That’s sweet, but it might be too sad for our audience. They want a happy story,” she said, fluffing her bob before probing into just how young he’d been when he’d discovered his talent.

			At least the segment would air, River thought when the interview was over. That would be fuel for his fire, and when he won the Competition, the flames would roar up into the sky, catching the graying ends, and wherever his Ma was beneath that one sky, she would look up and see him, waving at her, jumping and shouting—Mama, look! Look at me!

			With the Competition looming, River was excused from school. As Phyllis put on a peacock scarf and wheeled Eight outside for their daily walk, River stayed behind to practice the Tchaikovsky. That was all he did now, all day long.

			When he took his seat at the piano, he had a vision of climbing onto a stage, dwarfed by the organ pipes that swept out behind him like the wings of a massive eagle. Standing there, nestled inside the warm, glowing expanse of the performance hall, he filled with dread. He looked across the hall and saw two spotlights like burning eyes. A valley of red seats grasped at his feet. The box seats surrounded him. Above him, on the balcony, he saw the shadowy figures of the jury. The chasm between the valley and the domed ceiling began to beat, a hungry heart, demanding to be filled with music.

			Panicking, River lunged for the piano. Fountains of color erupted as he played the opening chords.

			“Bigger,” he muttered. “Bigger. Bigger!”

			He raised his hands over his head and smashed them into the keys, his body rising from the bench with each blow.

			“More movement. More feeling. More, damn you. More.”

			He jerked his head, hair flying. The front of his shirt came untucked as he attacked the keys, pushing himself, and each time he pushed, the music rose up and pushed back, intensifying in color and deepening in flavor and varying in texture, and this was how he had to play when the time came. This was how he would win.

			“Go,” he bellowed, sensing the charge in the air as he stormed into the cadenza, and then something happened—his thumb catching on a black key—and the rest of his octaves toppled over like domino tiles, landing in a chaotic heap.

			“No!”

			He stood up in the middle of Phyllis’s living room, the bench falling over behind him. Knotting his hands in his hair, he paced in front of the piano, a whimper building in his chest. With an anguished squall, he opened his hand and slammed the heel into the side of his head and he was deposited suddenly in a dank hallway. Someone was playing the piano, and he followed the music to a closed door and pressed his ear against it, listening to the shouts and crashes on the other side, and then the door tore like it was made of rice paper. As he fell through, he heard his Ma’s voice in his ear.

			Break something else. Not yourself.

			He shivered, and then he was flung back into Phyllis’s living room. Casting around, he saw a glass of water on the side table, and he snatched it up and hurled it against the wall. It exploded into a glittering rain.

			As drops of water slid down the wall, he returned to the piano and flicked on the metronome and listened to the beat of its mechanical heart until his anguish subsided. Then he set to work on the cadenza, ironing out his mistake. He played the octaves slowly, at half tempo. He syncopated them. He played them again—again—again—until all traces of the wrinkle were gone.

			He increased the speed of the metronome by two notches and played the passage again. Like a word repeated too many times, the notes began to unravel and lose their meaning. Still, he continued to play them, bringing the octaves back to tempo two notches at a time, and then he flicked off the metronome and played the passage at full speed again and again and again. At last, hands quivering, he started from the top of the concerto.

			His hands sank into the keys and he heard the sweeping song of the orchestra. He bounded from one side of the keyboard to the other, his shoulders loosening with each leap. By the time he entered the recapitulation, he was breathless, and he worked himself into a lather as he galloped into the cadenza, too exhausted to finish, but that was exactly what he had trained for, all those sprints and push-ups and sit-ups.

			He reached even deeper and pulled up the last of his strength. His arms pumped like pistons and his hands were ravenous, tearing into the keyboard, taking octave-sized bites, eight white keys at a time. Striking the last B-flat, a bottomless bluish Gray, he keeled over onto the piano.

			The only sound that remained was the ardent thrumming of his heart, and a drop of sweat splashed onto the keys. He licked his cracked lips and sat upright, nodding in satisfaction.

			A vile heat shot up his throat. He slapped a hand over his mouth, knowing, instantly, what it was. He had hoped it wouldn’t recognize him; he wasn’t the same boy he used to be.

			But there were things that never changed. Old friends, like his music. Old foes, like the stage fright that would always find him.
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			“I’ve caught the virus,” Song said to the Big White who presided over the line at the testing center. Behind his face shield and goggles, he stared through her.

			“You should keep your distance from me,” she advised, but he didn’t budge. In his head-to-toe protective suit, he was as large and round as a polar bear, the paddles of his feet turned inward.

			Why wasn’t he horrified? The virus was to be avoided at all costs. It was almost shameful, a failure of character, for the person who was infected. In case the suit interfered with hearing, Song leaned closer to the side of the Polar Bear’s head, where his ear would be, and spoke loudly.

			“At first, I thought I was just working too much and sleeping too little. But then I started waking up with rubber bands around my chest. That’s what it felt like. Some mornings now, I wake up encased in rubber bands—I’ll admit, that scares me a little. I’m getting winded, actually, just talking to you.”

			She set down her bag, which she had packed that morning with a change of clothes and a pair of slippers and a bag of boiled peanuts, her phone charger and her boy clothespin—everything she thought she would need at a quarantine facility once she tested positive. Leaning against a pole, she pressed a hand to her diaphragm and closed her eyes, breathing through the rubber bands.

			“Yesterday, I ran a delivery to Concordia Plaza—you know, the compound with the slow elevators—and I lost my breath before I even reached the stairwell. Then I climbed two steps and sat down and I—” She covered her mouth, coughing. “I couldn’t get up for ten minutes or so. See? Fatigue. And there’s the coughing, of course. I can’t get rid of it. I was already late for work this morning, and I thought—Wang Lisong, something isn’t right with you. It’s time to take a day off. It’s time to take a test.”

			Slowly, the Polar Bear raised his big white paw, indicating the testing trailer.

			“Thank you,” Song said, picking up her quarantine bag.

			A pair of thick rubber gloves hung like udders from the side of the trailer. On the other side of the glass, a woman slipped her arms into the gloves. With the skill of a puppeteer, she wielded the rubber arms, unwrapping a testing kit and nimbly assembling the components and inserting a swab into Song’s nose, tickling her brain.

			With the test done, Song shuffled away from the trailer, fumbling for a tissue. She covered her mouth and coughed. As she wadded up the tissue, someone tapped her shoulder and she jumped when she saw the Polar Bear towering over her.

			She braced herself, ready to be hauled into quarantine.

			In a voice like a marshmallow, the Polar Bear said, “Excuse me? Maybe you should see a doctor about that?”

			He pointed at Song’s hand and she looked down and saw a single poppy, blooming across the tissue. Had that come from her?

			“I have the day off,” she said, blinking at the blood. “I might as well see the doctor.” She lifted her eyes to the Polar Bear, who bobbed his white head vigorously.

			It took Song an hour to find out what she didn’t have—her test results were negative for the virus—and a week to find out what she did. Even as she left the hospital, her phone pinged—You’re late! You’re late! You’re late!

			She opened her delivery box. The order that she was now late on delivering stared back at her. She unknotted the handles and reached into the bag. One by one, she removed the containers of food, lifting them over her head and driving them to the ground with the force of her entire body. Custard buns rolled into the street and she stomped on them, ejecting their innards, and a gravy of scrambled eggs and tomatoes splattered across the sidewalk. She scooped up two handfuls and hurled them at the trees.

			Breathing heavily, she picked a hand-pulled noodle out of her hair. She straddled her scooter and pointed it toward home, calling White Dragon from Third Ring Road. He had just returned from the Golden Week holiday, which he had spent with his daughter. He had taken her to a mountain, bounding to the peak as she huffed and puffed behind him, and she had taken him to a museum, where he’d fallen asleep standing up, leaning against the most ancient bronze bell in the world.

			“Tell everyone I’m buying dinner. We’re doing hot pot.”

			“To celebrate my homecoming? I’m touched. Don’t forget the Maotai,” White Dragon joked.

			At the wet market, Song bought fish balls and fish dumplings. She bought king oyster mushrooms and bunches of bok choy and vermicelli in knots. A carcass hung in front of the butcher’s stall like a Welcome sign, legs bound together, one side flayed open to reveal a terrain of red—long spine, bristling ribs, a blanket of pure fat. The butcher slid a knife along the spine, pulling at the loin. He chopped up a slab of belly and slung a piece onto the scale.

			Song’s mouth watered. Pork prices had gone up—whether it had to do with the pigs or with the people who wanted to eat them, she didn’t know. It just meant that she hadn’t purchased a cut in a month.

			“Slice the meat thin,” she told the butcher, and she eyed the quivering needle. “Don’t shortchange me. I don’t know when I’ll catch another chance.”

			The courtyard house was empty when Song returned; White Dragon and Bubbles were still out running orders. Song went to the kitchen and prepared the hot pot, washing and slicing the ingredients, and as she cubed daikon for the broth, Jade came through the door, wheeling a pallet of powdered milk.

			“Do you mind? Just for a few days. I have some extra inventory and our rooms are full to the top.” She cracked open a bottle of green tea and leaned against the crates, her ribs flaring through her thin shirt as she gulped.

			“No problem,” Song said, setting down the cleaver.

			Jade had gone into business with Blackberry, distributing inventory to the mom-and-pop convenience marts in the surrounding alleys. She had been forced to close her spa a few months into the epidemic. The next day, she had marched out of her room with a new sign under her arm, hammering it on top of the old one. Blackberry had been thrilled to discover that he was starting a new venture with his beloved, and he’d been positively ecstatic when he opened his door to find crates of beer and boxes of potato chips piled around his bed.

			“Let me,” Jade said as Song lugged a portable hot plate out of the closet, and Song put her hands on her hips and looked over the plates that crowded the table.

			“That should do it,” she said. “Come, Jade. Sit with me.”

			As the pot of broth came to a boil, she heard White Dragon’s scooter, puttering up the alley. A door slammed in the courtyard and Bubbles’s phone rang—or rather, it cracked and hissed, accompanied by a looping video of orange soda splashing into a glass.

			A toilet flushed and Blackberry called, “Sweetheart?” and Jade called back, “Go wash your hands,” and Song coughed into a tissue, turning away so that Jade wouldn’t see.

			Then she put on a smile and lifted her head to the door, greeting each of her friends as they came in, and they sat around the table in their usual places and Song picked up a plate and slid the slices of meat into the broth. Instantly, the red rolls unfurled and turned brown.

			The five of them talked as they ate and the hot pot bubbled merrily in the center of the table and the kitchen filled with fragrant steam and the stories of their day. White Dragon snapped with laughter and took off his shirt, and Blackberry braided Jade’s hair as she chewed through a strip of tripe, and Bubbles turned his serene smile to Song and belched. She patted his hand, looking around the table, memorizing what she saw, and then she told her friends that she was dying.

			She saw the shock on their faces and she, too, was shocked all over again. She had spent River’s entire life worrying about his lungs, never giving a second thought to hers.

			But that’s where the cancer had developed, deep in one lung, before it had spread, and as the others erupted around her, she shook her head and said, “I have weeks. Maybe months.”

			As everyone clamored around her, she gazed out at the courtyard, steeped in smog. She inhaled as deeply as she could, holding in the polluted air, daring it to finish the work it had started.

			“Day after day, year after year.” She sighed. “Little wonder.”

			It was little wonder, what had happened to her. It was little wonder that her son was lost.

			Different rules applied to different people. For someone who mattered, more people would’ve listened and cared enough to help. They would’ve believed her. They would’ve made exceptions for her, and her lost child would’ve been found.

			In the dead of night, Song woke with the boy clothespin in her fist, and she remembered that she would be gone, soon, and she wouldn’t know that she was gone because she would never wake. She let that thought unspool, trying to grasp it, and the more she tried, the faster she plummeted, stretching, contorting, into a black abyss.

			Her cheeks were wet. She clutched the bedsheets, digging her fingers into the mattress, the bed frame, the tangible things of the world. She willed her legs to be sturdy so that she could kick off her shoes and dance as her son played the piano. She willed her lungs to labor on so that she could see him shine—falling in love, teaching sons and daughters of his own, making music while she grew old, and when it was time to say goodbye he would sit with her, holding her hand as they waited.

			But time was like water, flowing away from her, and it flowed away from her as it always had, only she hadn’t noticed it until now, as it flowed over and under and through her bruised fingers. What would she give for one more drop, once all of it was gone?

			In death, she would be as she hadn’t been in life—equal to the richest man. Neither he nor she could beg or earn or steal or buy another precious drop.

			But her time wasn’t gone yet. In the darkness, she gazed at the boy clothespin, to whom she had made a promise to search forever. She didn’t have forever anymore, but what she had—it had to be enough. She kissed those sweet dimples and tasted salt.

			Beside her, White Dragon rolled over, and she realized then that he was awake. He climbed out of bed and knelt beside her, burying his face in her shoulder, holding her as she sobbed.

			The next day, Song got up from bed and put on her yellow coat, although she didn’t waste time logging in to the platform. No one would stop and question her; they would assume that she was running an order. Weak with exhaustion, coughing, she rode out into the city, hauling herself up staircases, knocking on doors, calling for River. She knew her friends were doing the same, White Dragon on his scooter and Bubbles on his, Blackberry and Jade in their secondhand delivery van that smelled like manure.

			She got up the next day and put on her coat and rode out into the city again, and she got up again the day after that and the day after that and then she couldn’t get up from bed without White Dragon’s help. He put his arm around her and they walked across the courtyard. She rode out into the city on the back of his scooter, because she had to wring forever out of each day.

			Then, one day, she couldn’t get up at all. She sent White Dragon out into the city without her, and she blinked up at the miracles on her ceiling, lying in bed with the covers pulled to her chin, and it hurt to eat and it hurt to breathe and it hurt to be awake with her hope and her despair, her fear and her pain, and then fatigue overwhelmed her and she slid in and out of sleep, letting all of it meld together in a long, slow, soft dream.

			On that day, in the middle of November, Blackberry bounded into her room and his voice rang out, jubilant.

			“I found your boy!”

			He scooped her out of bed and spun her around. “Can you hear me? Wake up! I found your boy!”

			His handsome face swam over her and she reached out to anchor it, pressing her hands to his cheeks. “You…found River?”

			He nodded proudly. She tightened her grip and peered deep into his eyes, determined not to let a single thing slip past her. “Is he all right?”

			“Better than all right,” Blackberry proclaimed, and Song burst into tears.

			Like a bolt of lightning at the stroke of midnight, her miracle had appeared.

			At the sight of her tears, Blackberry set her down on the bed and sat beside her. “Why am I always saying the wrong thing? I’ve upset you. Forgive me.”

			Song began to laugh, her eyes streaming. She linked her arm through his. “I’m happy, that’s all. Tell me. Where is he? Did you bring him back with you?” She lifted her head and looked out the window.

			“Not in the courtyard. He’s on TV!” Pulsing with excitement, Blackberry presented his phone. “I was taking a little break while loading the van—don’t tell Jade—and I was watching this, watching that, when…I saw him! I’m sure it’s him. Look, here. He’s all grown up.”

			Song leaned over the phone. It had been more than five years but when she saw the person on the screen, she didn’t have to blink and lean in a little. She didn’t have to think. Her heart kicked reflexively into her ribs, making her gasp.

			River!

			She put a hand to her chest and felt the hummingbird there, and fluttering through it were still more hummingbirds, even smaller, even faster.

			Her son was sitting at the piano, playing the portentous opening theme of the Appassionata. He was wearing a suit. He had gained weight. He was seventeen years old, and his shoulders were broad and his jaw was strong and his cheeks were full but the two wells of his dimples still reflected the sun.

			Song knew that he hadn’t changed all at once, in a single bounding leap. The process would’ve been more agonizing than that, and equally miraculous—a hungry writhing, old skins splitting apart to make room for new ones.

			Each year was actually a new person, and the five years she had missed were five people she would always love and five people she would never meet. But she saw the person her son was in this moment, and everything about that person was right. The piano began to tremble underneath River’s hands and Song realized that it was her—her hands, shaking.

			A reporter appeared on the screen, and then an old woman in a spangled scarf was speaking, and then River was back, his smile fading, the scalloped shells of his ears turning red.

			“I’m doing it for my Ma. I think of her when I play, and I wish she could hear me.”

			Song cried out and touched his face, where the sun glanced off his cheek. “Mama can hear you. Mama is right here.”

			“Some compare him to a young Horowitz. Others claim he’ll be the next Lang Lang or Li Yundi,” the reporter said, her lip catching on a jutting tooth. “Time will tell as this young prodigy takes the stage for day one of the World Chopin Competition—tomorrow morning at ten o’clock.”

			“Did you know he was a prodigy?” Blackberry asked when the video ended. “What’s a prodigy?”

			“Isn’t he amazing?” Song whispered, holding herself, rocking. Since River was a boy, the two of them had dreamed about making it to the Competition, and now he had made it there without her. He had risen to become someone who mattered. And what if he won, and everything she had ever wished for him came to be?

			The happiness inside her grew into an inferno, an uncontrollable force, a midnight sun. She wiped her face with the backs of her hands. When she swallowed, her throat was thick, swollen with pride.

			“My son will be at the Competition tomorrow.” She turned to Blackberry, who was picking his nose with one finger. “Will you all take me there to find him?”

			Blackberry looked confused. “He’s already been found. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

			“True. Then—will you all take me there to let him know?”

			Blackberry inspected his finger before popping it into his mouth. “Of course we will.”

			Song’s happiness changed, broadening, deepening, and it was like bathing in a sunlit sea. She lay back in bed, opening her arms, letting the gentle swells lap over her.

			“Tomorrow.” She sighed, her eyelids growing heavy as Blackberry lifted her feet onto the bed and pulled the blankets over her. “It’s really happening.”

			Tomorrow was so close that she could feel it against her face, like the autumn breeze. She could hear the leaves rustling and smell them as they fell and she saw a concert hall she had never seen before, and a driveway curved like a bass clef, lined with black cars and willow trees. Dappled sunlight fell onto a handsome figure trotting down the driveway, thumbs hooked around the straps of a backpack like he was merely coming home from school, and she knew the exact moment her son spotted her, his face erupting into a dazzling grin.

			“Tell Jade,” she murmured, catching Blackberry’s wrist as he rose from the bed. “Tell her I’ll need help getting ready in the morning. I want my son to be…happy when he sees me. Not terrified.”

			She gave Blackberry a wry smile. The last time she had looked in the mirror, she saw a woman who looked like hundred-year-old sugarcane, chewed up and spit out. That was not the Ma she wanted River to see.

			Blackberry nodded and slipped out the door, leaving Song to the rattling of her breath. You must wake, she told herself, fighting off sleep. In the morning, you must wake.

			And in the morning, she woke, and White Dragon was there with a cup of hot water. He removed her nightclothes and picked up her arms, inserting them into the sleeves of her good blouse, and he had just fastened the pearl button around her throat when Jade arrived.

			“It’s about time. I knew I’d convince you to come to the spa eventually.” She dangled a slice of cucumber from her fingers. “Normally I’d charge you extra for a home visit. Now close your eyes and don’t move.”

			As Song sat with her eyes closed, Jade snipped at her hair and painted it with dye, and she massaged cream into her hands and painted her fingernails, and as she peeled off the cucumber slices, White Dragon said, “Hey—I’m hungry. Don’t throw those away.”

			He munched on the cucumbers as Jade dusted Song’s face with powder. She dabbed color on her lips and cheeks and she trimmed Song’s eyebrows and darkened them with pencil. She stepped back to survey her handiwork.

			“Now you’re beautiful,” she purred, smoothing a lock of hair around Song’s face. “Are we ready?”

			“We can’t keep my son waiting,” Song said, and White Dragon picked her up and carried her into the courtyard where Bubbles and Blackberry waited in their dark slacks and sunglasses, hands folded and shoulders squared.

			Jade snorted. “Your bodyguards await.”

			The five of them filed out of the courtyard and fanned across the alley, Blackberry slinging a lanky arm around Jade and whispering in her ear, something that made her giggle, and Bubbles slip-sliding along on his crutch, his face turned benevolently to the smog, and White Dragon strode at the front with Song’s head resting against his chest, her arms around his neck, and for the first time in a long time, she felt pretty, fresh and smooth and supple as a well-proofed dough.

			“Just wait until you meet him,” she said. “Just wait until he meets all of you. Aunts and uncles and brothers.”

			As they neared the mouth of the alley, their chatter faded and they fell silent, and they slowed to a stop in front of a barricade of yellow plastic the height of a person, hastily constructed overnight.

			Two security guards sat at a table on the other side, embroiled in a game of Go. One was unusually tall and one was unusually small. Song named them Biggie and Smalls in her head as White Dragon kicked the barricade and peered through a gap in the yellow boards.

			“What the fuck is this?”

			Smalls furrowed his brow at their game. “There’s been a confirmed case in these alleys,” he said, picking up a white stone and rolling it between his fingers. “This is a lockdown.”

			He placed the white stone on the board, completing the encirclement of a cluster of black stones. “Ha!”

			White Dragon gave the barricade another rattle. “For how long?”

			It was Biggie’s turn now. Sifting through his black stones, he said, “Weeks, months—even I don’t know. Why should you?”

			Song collapsed, the joy punched out of her, and White Dragon shouted, “Look at her! She doesn’t have weeks or months. She has days. Days!”

			Jade came forward, dragging her slender fingers across the plastic boards. “We can talk about it, can’t we? What will it take? How much?”

			Tightening his arm around Song’s knees, White Dragon turned and ran.

			“But we found him. He’s been found,” Song protested as he barreled through the alleys, searching for another exit. She jounced in his arms and listened to the pounding of his feet and the ragged edge of his breathing. A terrible bleakness came over her, as if the pollution that occupied the city had invaded her body, too.

			Never again would she leave these ancient alleys, these dusty, twisting paths. She would die in the courtyard house, slipping away without saying goodbye to her son.

			At that, the last strands of her strength snapped and she began to chatter, bones rattling inside loose skin, and she moaned and wished for the pain to leave her, for death to take her, right then and right there.

			And yet she remained. A golden thread pierced her pain and slowly wove its way through her.

			Her son was well. She had seen it with her own eyes.

			The thread knit itself around her, binding her back together. If it had been up to her, she would’ve chosen the same thing—to remain apart from her son, if it meant he could have an extraordinary life.

			They rejoined the others and none of them spoke as they returned to the courtyard house. Without discussion, without looking at one another, they did what needed to be done. White Dragon carried Song to her bed and pulled the blankets up to her chin and Bubbles logged in to the live stream of the Competition for her. Jade cleared everyone out of the room and shut the door and only then did Song hear the murmuring of her friends as they migrated to the kitchen.

			She turned to her phone, where the more important thing was happening. From her bed, she watched River step onto the largest stage in the country, and as a hush fell over that hall, she wore a groove into the boy clothespin, willing for River a broad sky, a clear road, a swift run.

			The little figure on her screen took his seat at the piano and she saw a flicker of movement, a secret signal. He touched his pocket. Then he took off, launching into his piece.

			Song recognized the étude he was playing. It had changed, as he had changed. She listened, propped up on her pillows, and through her window, she watched him climb, ascending into the sky for all to see, shining upon her from an infinite distance.

			River had risen, and as for her—she was a boat at a quiet harbor, gazing up at the stars, no longer adrift.
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			The night before the competition began, the competitors selected their pianos. They were each granted fifteen minutes to try out two Steinways, a Yamaha, a Kawai, and a Fazioli, before deciding which one of the five they wanted to play onstage.

			Phyllis had advised River to sit in on the tryouts of the competitors who went before him, identifying the two pianos that sounded best to his ear, and then he could devote his fifteen minutes to just those two, rather than spreading himself thin over all five.

			So River sat unobtrusively in the back of the concert hall and listened to the Japanese pianist on the Yamaha, playing an F Minor Fantasy that was both melancholic and soaring. He listened to the South African pianist who chose the Fazioli following a volcanic scherzo; to the droll Juilliard-bound South Korean who chose the Kawai; to the row of Canadian pianists who split between the Steinways.

			The Israeli pianist chose the Steinway with the serial number ending in 301, and she had debuted with the national orchestra at the age of thirteen. The American chose the other Steinway, playing the Black Keys with a smirk on his face, his fingertips dripping with insouciance. The Romanian coaxed warm, rounded tones from the Yamaha, adopting a crane-like position on the bench, perched on his right buttock with his left buttock raised.

			When it was River’s turn, he went straight to the piano in the middle of the lineup—the Steinway with the serial number ending in 474—and he jumped right into his biggest pieces, which would be at home in such a concert hall. He tested a snippet from the Winter Wind he was playing in Stage I of the Competition, transitioning to the Heroic Polonaise he was playing in Stage II and then the B-flat Minor Sonata for Stage III, and he finished with the cadenza from the Tchaikovsky, splashing color to the farthest reaches of the hall, there the sun and there the land and there the sea.

			Seated in the kingdom of the hall, he played the king of pianos. It had a big, bright sound that projected to the last rows, and when he finished, he thought, This one.

			Still, he rose dutifully from the bench to spend some time with the second piano he had singled out of the lineup, the 301. His face fell as he began to play. Both pianos were sublime.

			One had traveled from Hamburg and the other had traveled from New York. In Beijing, a team of technicians had been assigned to each, working through the night for several weeks, sleeping underneath their pianos to guard against saboteurs, making two thousand adjustments as they tuned and voiced the pianos for this exact hall.

			River looked to Phyllis, who sat like a swan in the front row, and he shook his head. She met him at the edge of the stage.

			“I can’t decide,” he said, crouching beside her.

			“From where I was sitting, those pianos sounded equally beautiful,” she said, and River rocked back onto his haunches. He had a few minutes left to decide and it seemed like the kind of decision that spawned two different worlds. One instrument would take him to the finals. The other wouldn’t. What if he chose the wrong one?

			Phyllis loosened the knot of her scarf, which was printed with canaries. “Think smaller. Something you would play for someone you love.”

			River ran back to the 474. Quieting himself, he played the Arabesque, and the notes fell like stars around him and vanished when he stopped. Repositioning himself at the 301, he played the Arabesque once more, and once more the stars fell. This time, when he stopped, they didn’t vanish. The music lingered, glittering, in the air.

			River glanced over his shoulder and exchanged a nod with Phyllis.

			Sometimes, the smallest pieces were the most critical. He felt a little older, knowing that. The Arabesque was his Ma’s favorite song. Small pieces, small moments—they bore weight. You could hinge a life, as Mama had, on moments like that.

			For this competition, he wasn’t playing to win. He was playing to tell that story. When the stage fright came for him, he would concentrate on what he wanted to say about Mama to all those who were listening. The stage fright couldn’t stand up to love like that. That love was the one thing that could conquer fear every time.
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				Rise and shine, Chopin lovers! Ready your nocturne horns, your étude spears, your armor of ballades and scherzos—for day two, Stage I, of the most anticipated event of the classical music–verse, with sixty-seven competitors competing for the prize of seven hundred thousand pieces and the affections of the two thousand watching live from the audience and the millions, like you and me, logging in from around the world.

				And the most staggering figure of all just might be this one—thirteen, as in the number of countries our competitors represent. Recall: When was the last time you saw a foreigner in the street? But exceptions were made for our esteemed event: visas issued, a flight chartered, stuffed with pianists and car company employees, touching down just in time for the Competition—that is, twenty-one days before opening day, to allow for quarantine…and what an opening day it was!

				Logging off at eleven o’clock last night—this fan in Shanghai confesses to nodding off during the Romanian’s factory-issue Opus 23 Ballade with a toothbrush in her mouth—after listening to twelve straight hours of the same Chopin compositions—dear Brothers and Sisters, twelve hours!—I have just one thing to say here: Is there anyone left on planet Earth who can’t polish off an étude as one might polish off, say, a matcha cheesecake?

				Anyone besides me, that is. Perhaps these epidemic times have given birth to a generation of virtuosos, confined to their homes with nothing more than a Klavier and a score to remind them of their humanity.

				Thankfully, we leave the formidable task of culling to the jury. Comrades, let me remind you—in this stage of the competition proper, jurors will give competitors a YES or NO on whether to pass them on to the next stage. Simple, right? Simple indeed, until you get close enough to hear the furor from the roost as jurors politick for their favorites…. 

				Far be it from me to predict the future, but keep your eye on South Korea’s prodigal son, Seong-young Kim, he of the golden touch—a YES if I’ve ever heard one. I was deeply moved by his C Minor Nocturne, replete with texture and tension, even at the lowest dynamics. The youngest competitor of the cycle, Israel’s Yael Levy—give me a YES!—who celebrated her sixteenth on opening day, revealed in her F Minor Ballade a soul as ancient as the olive trees of her homeland. Quick, has anyone checked her birth certificate?

				Similarly, did anyone catch the motherland’s own River Wang, our first YES? Blink and you’ll miss this unknown quantity, who was a rather ordinary fixture of the competitive circuit in his earlier years and who is now an extraordinarily unlucky soul for drawing the first slot in the playing order—although I, personally, found his Opus 25, No. 11, the Winter Wind, utterly invigorating. Where did he come from? No one knows, but we’ll certainly be keeping an eye on where he goes.

				On the other end of the spectrum, you have Otto von (YES) Burger of Germany—as expected, the consummate professional. A past semifinalist with mankind’s fastest fingers—don’t quote me on that—you’ll never catch von Burger grimacing and carrying on over his Nocturne in B Major. And if you’re the betting kind, I’d venture that you might say YES to putting it all on red, white, and blue—the American, Tanner Williams, a maverick on the Black Keys.

				Comrade, what’s that? You ask who my favorite is? A lady doesn’t show her hand after one day! But I will say, South Africa’s Thandi Maphike grabbed me by the throat with her kinetic, napalm-infused rendition of the Scherzo in B Minor, op. 20, which left nothing on either the table or the stage. Ai-ya—aside from the jury’s YES, of course.

			

			“Unknown…Quantity? Dog…shit.” Song logged out of the Competition live stream with a stab of her finger and tossed her phone onto the bed.

			“Shanghai women. Flighty at best.” White Dragon laughed as the phone rang, and he reached over Song to pick it up. “Hello? Who’s calling?”

			“Package for you. I’m waiting outside the barricade.”

			“Coming.”

			“I didn’t…order anything,” Song wheezed as White Dragon rose from his chair.

			He shrugged. “Someone did. I’ll be back.”

			“I don’t like her,” Jade piped up from the desk, flipping the page of a stock ledger and running her finger down the rows.

			“Really? I like her all right.” Blackberry wiggled a pencil, his eyes crossing as it appeared to turn into rubber.

			Jade slapped the bag of his cheek. “We like River. Only River.”

			White Dragon returned with a small package and Song opened it and pulled out a brown jar, inhaling the scent of mud and sun—her mother’s prizewinning fermented bean paste. As she lingered over it, her eyes closed of their own accord, and somewhere inside her, the little girl sighed.

			Her mother had been silent all through their last call. Song’s good news had neutralized her bad news and the resulting solution sat between them, inert, until Song laughed.

			“I’ve left you speechless. That’s a first.”

			Her mother didn’t have sweet words and soft hands. Holding the jar tight, Song saw the stuff inside for what it was. She felt the warmth of it, like a hug.

			A note was stuck to the bottom of the jar, written on a scrap of newspaper. Her mother’s vision had become too smudged, her hands too unsteady; she would’ve had to seek out a neighbor to write the message for her.

			After you called, I remembered something. This is from the batch I made when you left, and I’ve been saving it for you since. I didn’t come with you when you asked, back then. Nevertheless, I hoped if I kept asking, you would say yes, one of these days. Now that I can’t go to you and you can’t come to me, I’m sending someone in my place. May this remind you that you can always come home.

			Song didn’t have the strength to open the jar. Finally, White Dragon took it from her and popped the lid, and Song dipped her finger into the thick paste and let the flavors bloom across her tongue, deep with regret, a slow and rich forgiveness.

			
				As we enter the second stage on day three, our remaining thirty-three competitors—a field dominated by Asians, Eastern Europeans, and, inexplicably, Canadians—put to the test their stamina and their ability to construct a program, and we the fans must ask ourselves…What the hell was the carpenter doing when he constructed that piano bench?

				That was the question of the day for China’s River Wang when, midway through his A-flat Polonaise, op. 53, he found himself balancing on a bench with the (in)stability of a kayak as technicians watched with bated breath from backstage. But fear not, dear comrades—Wang persisted to the end, quite “heroically,” as it were, delivering an expansive performance that was both powerfully militant and disarmingly heartfelt. Is anyone else getting shades of Rubinstein at his legendary 1964 concert in Moscow? (For those of you listeners with the brains of an elephant—yes, at the safe docking of the polonaise, a new bench was swiftly located and summarily installed onstage before the commencement of the waltz.)

			

			When Song drifted back into consciousness, she heard River’s waltz—the A-flat Major, op. 42—and she smiled. That was her answer, when she wondered who her son had become—someone who liked to dance, feet flashing, giddy with youth.

			As she drifted out once more, she tasted the salt of the earth, baked by the sun. She smiled again. She had always loved her mother’s fermented bean paste. She used to eat it by the spoonful with leaves of lettuce the size of her head. She could never get enough, even though she knew she’d pay for it later, guzzling buckets of water.

			Now that I can’t go to you and you can’t come to me…

			Those were her mother’s words but for some reason, Song heard them in her own voice. That was curious. That was important. So was the current that tugged at her, insistent.

			She didn’t like that. No one told her what to do, especially in her final days. With a grunt, she moved her head and twitched her fingers, searching for White Dragon, and there he was, firmly grasping her hand, pulling her back into the room.

			Now that I can’t go to you and you can’t come to me…

			That was her voice, because that was also her problem. She couldn’t go to River and River couldn’t come to her.

			But a delivery worker could, ferrying things from one place to another.

			She could send a delivery worker to River, carrying her message. Hope gusted through her, buoying her up like a kite, and when she looked down at the city she saw delivery workers, millions of them, running orders at all hours of the day and the night, trawling every corner of every block.

			A number of them were bound to be in the neighborhood of the concert hall. She didn’t know who they would be and she didn’t know how they would respond but maybe one of them would show up for her—just one of them. Everything rested on that one; that one was all she needed.

			White Dragon leaned over as her eyes fluttered open.

			“Can you help me?”

			
				We’re late into day four, and after a nail-biter of an evening, we have our fifteen semifinalists. Moving on to tomorrow’s third stage—surprise, surprise—is Germany’s Otto von Burger, cutting through the often-sentimental landscape with a sheer wall of technique, as well as China’s River Wang and South Africa’s Thandi Maphike. This humble reviewer would just like to say—I told you so!

				One can’t help but feel sorry about the departure of USA’s Tanner Williams, and not because that golden charm goes with him—the Polish countryside has that in spades, I hear, and I plan to visit when those pesky quarantine requirements are lifted. How much longer could it be? Anyone know?

				In any case, one cringes with sympathy for Williams, who fell back on an excessive and reflexive rubato, slowing down at the end of every—single—phrase, like a pop star’s vocal flick. But ultimately, he was taken down by a very public, very embarrassing case of the Memory Lapses, one day after Akari Nakamura of Japan withdrew from the competition for reasons of mental health—looking stunning, by the way, in a ruby off-the-shoulder gown.

				Really, who can blame her? It’s a pressure cooker in that Giant Egg—police forces and ambulances on standby, fans and parents mobbing the park, throwing teddy bears around like they’re at a rock concert. Why, it’s enough to make this queen of bumblebees break out in hives.

				Alas, we march on without our fallen comrades. Switch to your dancing clogs and turn up the mazurkas, for day five, Stage III, of the Chopin Competition!

			

			

			—

			Good morning, rise and shine!

			Song logged in to the delivery platform and handed her phone to Bubbles. He set to work, thumbs bouncing like ping-pong balls across the screen, pausing just once, face scrunched in concentration, to break wind.

			White Dragon gawped at him. “Young people and their phones.”

			“Bubbles can do anything.” Song sat up, returning the boy clothespin to its perch on the windowsill. As White Dragon and Bubbles huddled over her phone, she stretched her legs and climbed out of bed.

			White Dragon turned his awestruck gaze to her. “Song—you’re standing.”

			“I feel light today,” she said, holding out her arm, waiting for him to take it. “Let’s sit outside and listen to my son play. It’s a new set of mazurkas. Opus 56. It’s the first time I’ve heard him play these.”

			White Dragon put on his sunglasses and they strolled into the courtyard. The birds greeted them with a light burble and River’s music drifted past the eaves, uncurling lazily into the sky. A bracing wind had come in from Inner Mongolia, pushing the pollution out of the city, making it someone else’s problem. Her day was clear.

			Leaning into his crutch, Bubbles handed back her phone, and Song saw that everything was ready. She only had to press send, and her message would flash across the platform. As her thumb hovered over the screen, she looked at her message—a call for help that would be received by every delivery worker in Beijing—and she hesitated.

			Would anyone care? Doubt, that old habit, fogged her thoughts, and she wondered if anyone would do as she had asked and meet River when the Competition ended, as he emerged from the concert hall. Who would help her? River wouldn’t receive her message and he wouldn’t come to the alleys and he wouldn’t come in time. How futile this plan was! How weak it made her!

			But she had journeyed beyond that fog, and now she saw farther and she saw clearer than she had seen before. She saw, down in the tangle of lives, not a mess but a pattern, too big and too intricate to decipher from even her vantage point.

			There were people around her, she saw, but she had to call out to them. That was all she could do because she couldn’t do this alone.

			She sent the message, and she had a feeling—someone would respond. She was a delivery worker, after all. She was the same as they were.

			When River arrived, she wouldn’t be allowed to touch him. She would look on from one side as he looked on from the other, those yellow plastic boards separating them as surely as the Yellow River.

			But from there, he would see her. He would see that she had never wanted to leave him, and that she had never forgotten him, and that she had returned for him. He would see that she loved him, long after she said goodbye.

			She stopped as a maple leaf drifted down in the center of the courtyard, perfectly formed, a glorious red against the gray dust. She picked it up, admiring it, showing it to White Dragon, and when he took off his sunglasses, his eyes were bright as mirrors, turned to liquid.

			“I’ve heard about this,” he said. “A final surge of energy.”

			Song twirled the maple leaf between her fingers, wondering how many delivery workers were stopping at a red light or completing an order, checking their phones at this very instant and noticing her call for help.

			She willed for her son a broad sky and a clear road and a swift run, and then she willed herself to hang on.
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				After three exhilarating stages and five days of dramatic suspense, we have our final four! It’s day six, the house is packed, the orchestra is tuning up, and our finalists are, I would imagine, pacing backstage. Everything has led them to this—their final concerto, by any composer of their choosing (in other words, Rachmaninoff and Tchaikovsky). At least one competitor has spooked and switched pianos at the critical moment, from the Steinway ending in 301 to the Yamaha.

				Who will rise to the occasion? Who will falter at the finish? Who will be the winner of the Competition?

				This is…the finals!

			

			A bus carried the finalists across an artificial lake and River pressed his nose to the window, gazing at the concert hall that floated in the center like some kind of space-age time capsule, tasked with preserving the best of humanity—beauty and ambition and vision—within its shell of titanium and crystal glass.

			Skimming the still waters, the bus then dipped under, taking a ramp that led into the domed structure, depositing the four finalists at the performers’ entrance, where they dispersed into four elegant dressing rooms paneled in Brazilian rosewood.

			Alone now, River stood in his tuxedo, gripping his tattered Tchaikovsky score. His eyes traveled across the room, the leather upholstery and the warm panels and the glowing mirrors, like he had stepped into a jewelry box.

			He gazed past the practice piano, and from the other side of the door came a disembodied voice, three voices in one, announcing the name of the first performer. Even from backstage, River heard the rumble of applause, building into thunder as it rolled from one end of the hall to the other.

			A charged silence followed, stretching the seconds into minutes. Then a subtle pulse crept into River’s dressing room, the orchestra playing the opening of Rachmaninoff’s Third. The piano entered, singing a haunting melody under its breath.

			A large hand settled on River’s chest. He forced himself to breathe around it, slow and even, reminding himself that there were three competitors and three concertos ahead of him, but his heart bucked instinctively and began to thrash under the large hand. At once, his palms turned icy-icy and his throat hardened, a block of wood with a knot at its center, his heart hammering against it.

			Eventually, through the door, he heard the sting of a chord and then silence, like the clean blade of a knife. He took a puff of his medicine as the second performer began to play, and he sat at the practice piano and he waited. When the concerto ended, he knew he had an hour left to warm up. Putting on headphones, he freed the tails of his tuxedo jacket and touched his hands to the keys. He didn’t play the Tchaikovsky, which was too big and too noble; like a tree, it would root him in this moment. As he had done for the piano selection, he played something small and flowing, letting it spirit him away.

			Then he removed the headphones and remained on the bench, listening to the third performer. He was suspended in a life before life, pulsating with fear as he waited to be born.

			His door opened and the disembodied voice called out his name. He reached into his pocket and found the girl clothespin. Holding it tight, he kissed his fist and snapped the tails of his jacket and emerged onto the stage.

			Thunder rolled through his bones and a spear of light split the spot where he stood. Paralyzed, he began to shake, and then he spotted the piano he’d selected, waiting for him like a life raft at the center of the stage. He hunched his shoulders and gritted his teeth as he wound his way past the players of the orchestra. The piano bobbed closer and he flinched at the twang of an errant violin, the musty exhale of a tuba. Making a leap for it, he caught hold of the piano and faced the storm. When he bowed, tendrils of lightning flashed across the dome, and he hadn’t even gotten to the worst part yet.

			The worst part came when the applause faded and silence, the purest substance in the world, engulfed him. Aware of every scrape and swallow, he took his seat and adjusted the bench. He slid the girl clothespin into his pocket. Slowly, he lifted his head and looked straight into the raging sun of his fear.

			The conductor raised his baton and the stage rippled, the players of the orchestra lifting their instruments. The baton flashed. River surged into the silence, obliterating it with a mighty smash.

			How many times had he made his way along this noble boulevard? He was seven years old, hopping across the stones and wobbling on one foot, playing alone until the sun set. There was nothing at stake; he played for the sheer joy of it. He was thirteen, brooding under the soaring elms, loving them and at the same time wishing to break free of them.

			And now he was seventeen, processing up the boulevard with the full ranks of the orchestra behind him. The melody that had always felt to Ma like a homecoming became, this time, a home-calling, simple and devastating, a message meant for her. As River scanned the landscape, the familiar lines shifted, and a thrill ran through him.

			Greatness, he knew, was an unpredictable thing. Musicians were only human; they had their good days and their bad days. If they were great, they were consistently good, and then, on some given day, like some cosmic phenomenon, they delivered the performance of a lifetime.

			River reached out. He grasped and he stretched and he knew the moment he caught hold of what he was searching for. Electricity ran through his fingers. With each hand, he picked up a corner and shook, and the universe billowed out in a shimmering net beneath him.

			His playing grew reckless. He was invincible. A single glorious voice spoke to him and he played what it spoke, reveling in the lines of music that streamed through him.

			He played for the life Mama had led and he played for the life she had fought to give him. He played for a woman who had been left behind on the current that flowed through the belching gray cities. He played because his Ma loved music and she had raised her son to love music, too.

			With total abandon, his hands blazed up the keyboard and punctuated all that had come before with three strokes, like a signature, the triumphant force tearing through the music, lodging in the highest reaches of the hall—

			Silence. Nothing, like a vacuum.

			As River floated in the vacuum, it took him a moment to realize that he had reached the end of the concerto. He felt the thunder first, stirring inside him, and he looked across the hall. He looked up and he looked around and he saw a ripple. At the ends of the sea, an immense wave rose, racing toward the ends of the sky.

			And then it crashed down on him, and he heard the explosion. Screaming. Hands pounding. Feet stamping. Taking up the frenzied beating of his heart. The titanium dome shook in approval of what he had done, and as the wave washed over him, he rested his head against the piano and shivered in ecstasy.

			He was depleted, unable to stand, and it was just as his Ma had described it. On that sweltering day in July, when he had been born, her weariness had completed her happiness. Had she, too, felt like she had arrived at a moment that had always been meant for her?

			It was comforting to believe that he had ended up where he was supposed to be—that he had been safe all along. But he saw the danger in that; it was a false sense of security.

			This ending was supposed to belong to someone else. A poor boy born to a poor mother, without a real home or a father, was not meant for greatness. It was a wonder that he was here.

			But neither had this moment happened by accident. He and Mama had both made their choices, freely and with the knowledge that greatness didn’t come without great sacrifice. If they didn’t have their dreams, would they still have their tragedies?

			What if he had chosen a small dream instead of a big one? If he’d left the Tchaikovsky on the ground and he’d clung to Mama’s hand? With all of humanity waiting at the train station on the eve of the New Year, it was good to have a seat and better to have a seat in the front but it was best to have someone else to pass the time with.

			The boy who had made those choices didn’t exist. He was the boy who had made these choices. And today, at least, he didn’t have to choose. At the core of the big dream, there nestled the small one: Somewhere, weary but happy, Mama was watching him.

			Holding her face in his mind, he pushed the wet hair off his face and stood tall, and then he swept into a bow. His Ma was Wang Lisong, and she was someone who mattered. People knew that now.

			
				Our final performance of the day was River Wang, who programmed Tchaikovsky’s First. I’ll admit, watching that lone figure hesitate while crossing the stage, I spotted a lack of experience that I was certain would ruin him. How would he establish a rapport with the conductor and engage with the orchestra? How would he control the dynamic forces at play?

				Comrades! I know when to eat my words. If our final performer experienced an iota of doubt, he held his course and stayed true to his instincts, bringing the bel canto singing of a broken heart to a concerto of epic proportions. That certainly wasn’t a tear, springing to this cynical eye…and did you catch the judges on the balcony? Those fearsome pens—pens for flaying tender young pianists and dissecting overwrought performances—laid down to rest for the first time since the Competition began, so that their wielders might simply listen, and let it be.

			

			The bus carried River away from the dome, rising out of the serene lake, emerging into a soft pink gloaming.

			“Motherfucker,” the bus driver roared, thumping his wheel. “Clear the road!”

			Jerking the bus to a stop, he slid back his window and tossed out an obscenity and it was tossed right back by whoever was outside blocking the road. The bus driver killed the engine and threw open the door and the bus swayed as he stomped down the stairs.

			When River stood up from his seat, he saw that it was more than one person blocking the road and more than several people, too. That it was an entire crowd, standing in the road, and he leaned over the seat in front of him and bent his neck as the crowd stretched on and on and he saw that it wasn’t just any crowd of people—it was a crowd of delivery workers.

			Unified by their yellow clothing, they looked like a neon wave, a movement, pressing against a single black chain—the security guards who had been sent to stop them. The bus driver, a blue speck, inserted himself between the two sides.

			River slipped into the aisle and crept toward the door. They were arguing, he realized, all those disparate voices blending into one, an angry harmony. In these kinds of arguments, the security guards were always the loud ones, the winners, but as River watched, the yellow tide began to advance and the black chain, grudgingly, retreated. He wondered what the two sides were competing for, and he found himself hoping that the losers would, for once, know what it felt like to win. Then the streetlights went out.

			They went out all at once, with a neat click. Whoever was monitoring the situation, watching it unfold on their bank of screens, had cut the power. But instead of disbanding, the delivery workers held their ground. River couldn’t see them—without the lights, he saw only a field of darkness beyond the bus—but he could hear them. Despite everything, their voices were the loudest, simply because there were more of them, and then he heard his name. He thought he heard his name, because there was no reason they would be calling for him.

			When he heard it again, he knew it for sure. His ears had never failed him. Groping for the rail, he stepped out of the bus. Amid the field of darkness, a light flared. One of the delivery workers pushed past the security guards and the bus driver, and the phone in his hand glowed like the first star of the night. A luxurious pair of Monkey King feather antennae sprouted from his helmet and River gaped at them, wonderstruck.

			The Monkey King flashed a movie-star grin. His lazy eye drifted off to the side. “I have a message for the pianist River Wang!”

			The crowd rippled behind him, other delivery workers echoing what he had said, and the stuck gears in River’s head clicked into place and began to whirl.

			“I’m listening. What is it?”

			Stretching out his neck, the Monkey King hollered, “It’s your Ma. She’s waiting for you.”

			A gust of joy nearly knocked River off his feet. In one sweep, the dust of the years vanished. Light poured in like the ending of a happy story.

			Mama had found him. He was going home!

			Laughing out loud, River ran to the Monkey King and hugged him. The feather antennae swooped and quivered and River’s smile wrapped around his ears and he let it grow even bigger, squeezing his eyes shut, and he tightened his arms in gratitude.

			For years, he had imagined this moment. How would he feel? What would he say to Mama? What were his first words supposed to be? They had to convey everything.

			Now that the Competition was finished, the results announced, he knew what those first words were going to be. They would be perfect, when he told her.

			At that, he felt an ominous note, deep in the cavity of his chest. An A0, the lowest note on the piano.

			Looking at the people who surrounded him, he realized they were all strangers. Why would Mama send strangers? He dropped his arms, stepping back.

			“Where is she?”

			The city lights twinkled around them as the Monkey King said, “You don’t have a moment to lose. She’s dying.”

			When he was done explaining the rest, he turned to the crowd and whistled with two fingers in his mouth. “We’ve got an order to run!”

			The crowd scattered, delivery workers returning to their scooters and security guards returning to their posts and the bus driver returning to his bus and everyone exhorting River to hurry, hurry, before his Ma’s time ran out.

			Engines sputtered to life and scooters fell into ranks, an army of delivery workers proceeding up the road and clearing the way and River remained standing like a tower of blocks because he would collapse if he moved. He would lie there under the streetlights, broken into pieces.

			“All aboard!” The Monkey King pulled up beside River and slid forward in his seat, patting the back. His lazy eye wandered over River’s shoulder. “We’ll burn you over to your Ma.”

			Then he honked, beeping out a little melody, and River pinched his brows into a double bar line, marking the change in the composition of the moment, in the key and tone and tempo. He jumped onto the scooter and wrapped his arms around the Monkey King and they shot forward into the heart of the formation, which ushered them toward Gate of Construction of a Nation Inner Street.

			As the city blurred around River, he called Phyllis and she answered on the first ring. “Congratulations! We’re waiting for you in the parking lot. Where are you?”

			He heard shrieking in the background like a boiling water kettle—Mini, and that was something good that had come from something bad. With borders closed at home and schools closed everywhere else, she had stayed in Beijing for college.

			“I knew you could do it, Little Red,” Eight chimed in, and a barking Precious was there, too, because Mr. Xu had taken to leaving her with them when he went to visit his parents in the countryside.

			As River spoke, he pictured the birds-of-paradise fluttering behind Phyllis, rustling her hair. He felt the clarity of her gaze and he saw Eight in his wheelchair with Precious wriggling on his lap and Mini in the varsity jacket she’d designed for the Competition, embroidered with his name—all of his friends huddled around the phone as he told them about Mama.

			“Go to her,” Phyllis said when he was done. “Fly. We’ll be right behind you.”

			The Monkey King tipped his head, feather antennae tickling River’s nose. “You know, I’ve seen your Ma around,” he said as River sneezed. “She’s hard to forget.”

			He slammed the brakes and River pitched forward. The smog attacked them, engulfing them in its putrid breath, and they were immediately ensnared by blinking red tentacles—eight lanes clogged with cars.

			“Don’t panic,” the Monkey King said as their army broke around them, unable to penetrate the traffic.

			On their own now, they shot between the lanes, weaving through the stopped vehicles. For once, it paid to be the little guy. The Monkey King beeped his seven-note melody and River’s heart thumped in time with the stinger. Beep! Beep!

			The scooter dipped to the right and banked to the left. The night air whipped past River and he let go of the Monkey King and spread his arms up to the sky.

			“Here I come,” he shouted, pumping his fists. “Mama! Here I come!”

			Their voices drifted back to him, one big, one small, all the way from a cold, tiny room in Harbin on the night she had spoon-fed him sugar water.

			Don’t be afraid. When you wake, it will be morning.

			Music?

			There will be music.

			Sun?

			There will be nothing but blue-blue sky.

			Mama?

			Where you are, I will always be there.

			River lowered his arms. After all this time, Mama had found him. He bit down on his knuckles and shook his head because she had only just found him and he was going to lose her. He didn’t know how to say goodbye from the wrong side of a barricade.

			Well, then, you have to get on the right side.

			Mini’s voice was clear glass but still he squinted in confusion. Wasn’t that illegal? No one was allowed through the barricade.

			You built your fire, didn’t you? After committing arson, what’s a little breaking and entering?

			River pictured himself shimmying up a rain gutter and somersaulting off the roof and landing with one leg outstretched, ready to fight any security guard who opposed him. What could possibly go wrong?

			Despite everything, he smiled, and the Mini inside his head disappeared with a wink.

			Ten minutes later, the Monkey King slowed in front of the alleys and River dismounted.

			“Thank you.” Without thinking, he pressed his hands against his seams and bowed, like he was on a stage. “Thank you.”

			“Just believe in yourself,” the Monkey King said before he zipped away.

			Alone, River hiked up his backpack and walked into the alleys. Behind him, the city glittered and pulsed, and in front of him lay a tomb—no traffic and no people, no lights and no movement. When he saw the barricade—a wall not quite two meters high, moonlight glancing off the plastic—he ducked behind a pile of spare plastic pieces.

			Two guards sat in front of the barricade, hunched over a table. The small one gnawed on a pork knuckle as he assessed the board of an intricate game and the big one nodded off in his chair, waiting his turn.

			Biggie and Smalls, River thought. That’s what Mama would’ve called them. He crouched over the cobblestones and studied Biggie and Smalls, searching for an opening that he could slip through.

			But Biggie startled awake each time his head dropped forward and Smalls didn’t get up to stretch his legs or take a piss. River considered his other options, persuading or bribing or tricking the guards; he certainly couldn’t overpower both of them at once.

			At the thought of standing up, revealing himself, his heart fled and lodged itself in the hollow of his throat. He didn’t want to draw the guards’ attention. He didn’t want to break the law. He wanted to remain in his hiding spot.

			But Mama was waiting to see him and at any moment she could be called away. He had to make an opening of his own, and now. In his mind, he heard a crash of wind and the swirling of ice—the Winter Wind, and he felt a white frost forming on his fingertips and climbing up his arms and around his head and into his ears, hardening his thoughts until they were still and pure as ice.

			He wasn’t a criminal. He was a lost boy who wanted to come home.

			He stepped out from behind the spare boards and made his way toward the barricade.

			“Who’s that?” Smalls put down the pork knuckle, his lips slick with oil, and Biggie switched on a flashlight. The beam of light drilled into River’s eyes and he closed them and kept going.

			“Hey! This place is sealed.”

			At the shrill blast of a whistle, River’s breath sharpened but he kept walking.

			“Turn back. Turn back!”

			They were coming toward him now, the thudding of their boots like heavy doors slamming shut, one after the other.

			Then the heavens parted and a dazzling light poured over River. An engine roared and a van burst into the alley and pulled up beside him, its headlights illuminating the plastic barricade. The doors opened and a flurry of soft ding-ding-dings filled the air like snowflakes. River’s legs began to shake.

			Mini ran to catch him, encircling him with her arms, and then Phyllis was behind him with her forehead pressed against his back and Eight was beside him, bumping his leg, and Precious scrabbled at his tuxedo and desperately licked his hand.

			They remained like that, in a protective stance, until River whispered, “I need you guys to create a distraction.”

			As the group broke apart, Phyllis bent over Eight’s shoulder. “Did you hear that, my dear? We’ve been tasked with an impossible mission.”

			“You love to get us into trouble, Little Red.” Eight rubbed his hands together and River recognized the grin and the glint and the wicked peaks of those brows—the face from Phyllis’s photos.

			Precious barked as Phyllis swung around with Eight and wheeled him toward the barricade.

			“Hey! Get back.” Smalls stomped after them, sweeping his arms in an exaggerated manner. “No. No.”

			Phyllis changed course, angling toward the table as if that had been her intention all along. “I do enjoy an exhilarating game of Go,” she said, admiring the board.

			Biggie looked curiously at Phyllis, then cocked his head at River and Mini. “How come she looks like a Chinese but talks like a foreigner? Where’s she from?”

			“North Dakota,” Mini proclaimed over the barking, which had grown frenetic, and Biggie lifted his flashlight to see what the commotion was about.

			Phyllis had picked up Precious, who was writhing and tossing her head, her tongue lolling out in a demented smile. She was straining toward the pork knuckle, River saw, and when Phyllis caught his eye, he nodded. They had seen that look before. They knew what was coming.

			Phyllis cleared her throat and stepped closer to the table. “Heavens. I don’t know what’s gotten into this dog of mine.”

			As Precious thrashed harder, River edged toward the barricade, ready for his opening. With a savage twist, she broke free—as they had known she would.

			“Bad dog,” Phyllis gasped, releasing Precious onto the game board.

			As game pieces pattered down like hailstones, Precious scrabbled across the table and snapped up the pork knuckle. Then, with a heroic leap, she landed on the ground. She looked up at them with the pork knuckle dangling from her mouth, and her eyes glinted a demonic red before she bolted into the night.

			“My game,” Smalls wailed, diving under the table to retrieve the pieces.

			“My Precious,” Phyllis screeched. “Catch her, catch her!”

			River jumped out of the way as Biggie took off, chasing after Precious, and Phyllis wheeled Eight around and chased after Biggie, and Mini shoved River toward the barricade—

			Smalls climbed up, grumbling as he abandoned the game pieces and resumed his position, standing guard.

			River pulled up short and caught Mini as she collided into him and they looked up to see Smalls looking back at them with narrowed eyes. The moment hardened into glass, the three of them frozen inside it.

			Smalls flexed his hands and centered his weight, his face shadowed by the blunt club of his nose. There was no distracting him now, River realized—a devastating blow, and the glass cracked and it felt like he was falling. Had it all been for nothing?

			“Hang on,” Smalls said suddenly, and River’s head jerked in alarm. “Don’t go anywhere. I know you.”

			River put a hand on Mini’s arm, tugging her back. Then Smalls’s mouth split wide open—a grin, and his teeth were like seed pearls in the swath of his gums.

			“You’re that pianist. That prodigy. I was glued to my phone all night. A superb performance! A refreshment of the soul, as the father of music would say.”

			Mini rose onto her toes and clapped her hands together. “A fellow Bachist!”

			“Me? No, no. My little niece is learning the piano, that’s all, and she gets mad if I’m not paying attention to what she’s saying.”

			Smalls removed his brimmed black hat and held it to his chest with one hand. With the other he ruffled his hair, which had been flattened at the top. “Can I get a photo? For my little niece.”

			Before River could muster a smile, both Mini and Smalls had assumed their poses. The camera flashed and Smalls turned to River with stars in his eyes.

			“She says she’s going to marry you, my little niece, and what she says goes. Look what happened when she was bored yesterday.” Grimly, he showed them his fingernails.

			Mini clapped again. “They’re painted yellow! A favorite of mine. Your little niece has good taste.”

			But of course, Smalls was an uncle. Of course he was a brother and a son and maybe also a husband. River had seen him as the enemy but they were the same—people who could love.

			River knew, then, what to do.

			“It’s true. I am that pianist and that prodigy. Tonight you saw me become number one in the country. What you didn’t see is that…is that…”

			But he couldn’t go on, and Mini put his arm around her shoulder and took on some of the weight so that he could.

			“Tonight I found out my Ma is dying. She’s behind that barricade and I have to see her. Will you let me in?”

			Smalls was quiet, which meant he was considering it, but then he shook his head.

			“Your poor mother. You poor child. It shouldn’t be like this.” His face turned white. “You can’t go in. It’s forbidden. I’ll be sacked.”

			“Who cares?” Mini dropped River’s arm so that she could throw up her own in exasperation. “When people hear what you did here, the littlest guard with the biggest heart…why, you’ll gain a million fans.” She tilted her head so that her laugh sparkled, and with the same effervescence, she continued, “And if you don’t, I’ll make sure your little niece hears what you didn’t do here. For her future husband! What would she think?”

			“Ai-ya,” Smalls moaned, covering his eyes, and he was quiet again.

			“There has to be a way,” River said. “Can’t you make an exception?”

			“It’s forbidden,” Smalls repeated, except in a slower, louder voice. “Hey, what’s that noise around the corner? I should investigate. Girl, you come with me. Boy, when I come back, you’ll be gone.”

			Mini gave him a crisp salute. Snapping around on her heels, she saluted River, too, before marching away with her head high. Smalls shuffled after her, turning the corner, leaving the barricade unguarded.

			River ran to it. Reaching for the top, he tried to climb over but his feet scrabbled against the plastic and he slid back to the ground.

			He took off his backpack and tossed it over to the other side. Retreating several steps, he crouched. With a burst of force, he sprinted toward it, arms and legs slicing through the air like he was back on the soccer field, flying across the open grass. He launched himself at the barricade and caught the top, his foot slipping as it connected with the smooth surface.

			But he had momentum at his back and it pushed him higher each time he slipped. He pulled with his arms and drove with his legs, propelling himself to the top, rolling his body, tipping it over—and then, like a sack of beans, he plummeted to the ground.

			Stunned, he lay in the dust. He coughed and spat out the grit and his coughs mushroomed into a giant laugh. Here he was, on the right side of the barricade. Who knew? The whole time he had trained for the Tchaikovsky, he had also been training for this.

			Snatching his backpack, he gained his feet and sprinted into the alleys. He listened for shouting and banging and boots in pursuit, Biggie returning or Smalls changing his mind, but as the shadows slipped over his head and his lungs began to burn, all he heard was the clock—winding tight in his stomach, releasing with a tick-tick-tick-tick.

			He made his way through the alleys, following the glow of his phone, and he turned away from one dead end only to find himself in another, and his ears filled with the ticking of that terrible clock and he sang to drown it out.

			I’m coming. I’m coming, Mama. Wait for me. I’m coming.
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			River heard music. In the middle of an alley, beyond the bellows of his chest and the furnace of his ears, he saw the glimmers of light, like fireflies in the night. Faint, unmistakable. He stopped running. Tightening his backpack, he turned and he walked into the glimmering darkness.

			Following the music, he came upon a footpath between two houses, and as he walked on that footpath, he felt the shade of the trees, a deep green, and the sunlight sliding around him, and he knew these colors and these sensations. He knew this place, the Tchaikovsky.

			He entered a courtyard littered with soda bottles and skewers, sagging cushions and rusted mirrors—cheap things and disposable things, used and then forgotten. The windows around him were dark, except for one. That window was gray, fogged, but it was lit from within by music—his Tchaikovsky.

			He stepped through the door, a humid mouth, and he pitched into the room like being swallowed, the stench pressing in from all sides—a clammy heat like weeping and rotting things, bound by the sweet smoke of prayer.

			The people inside the room gasped, and River didn’t know if they were horrified or elated because he didn’t know their faces.

			“Excuse me,” he said, backing away, but they kept coming.

			A boy staggered forward, propped up by a crutch. He raised a hand, reaching for River. Cornered, River held his breath.

			The boy’s hand brushed his. Then the boy smiled and, with a tender sigh in G Major, he dropped his hand and moved away.

			A woman slipped past River next, looking straight ahead as if she hadn’t seen him, a silken cape of hair fluttering in her wake. At the door, she hesitated. Whirling around, she gripped River’s arm.

			“Anything you need—anytime you need money, or a way to make money—you’ll come to Auntie Jade. Understood?”

			At the impassioned B Major of her voice, River was compelled to nod, and a tawny-haired man popped his head over the woman’s shoulder and said in a cheerier B-flat Major, “And me! I always wanted to be an uncle. Ask me everything. I only know about women and video games, though.”

			The last person, an older man, rose from the edge of the bed, and he nodded at River like he had been expecting him all along. His voice, in the key of E Major—for shouting, for laughing—was subdued. “Go on, child. She’s been waiting for you.”

			When the man stepped aside, River saw that there was someone else, a wisp of a person, sweating in the bed. His face tingled, a flush spreading across his cheeks.

			His voice lifted. “Mama?”

			On the pillow, a phone flickered, its tinny speakers playing his Tchaikovsky.

			“I’m here, Mama,” he said, but the wisp of a person didn’t move. Her eyes were half open.

			Lightning, cold and cruel, slashed through him, and the tingle of warmth became numbness. He rushed to the bed.

			“Wake up, Ma! Wake up!”

			She sighed, a brittle shiver, and the muscles of her face twitched like spider legs. When she coughed, her breath rattled in her chest like a rusted chain and River wondered if that was the sound a soul made as it searched for escape. Hearing those primal sounds and looking into that twitching face, he was afraid.

			Her hand reached for his. “My son. How proud I am of you.”

			Then River’s eyes brimmed with tears, and he blurted the words he had longed for so many years to say.

			“We did it, Ma. We won.”

			Then he didn’t know what to say next, and so he dropped his backpack and said what Mama had always said to him. “Don’t be afraid.”

			“Why would I be afraid?” Tenderness, like pain, radiated from her eyes. “Tonight, I watched you rise…with the world before you…and you played…you played—”

			When she couldn’t finish, River took her hand and continued, “And I played the Tchaikovsky. Just as you saw in the dream you guarded for me. I learned that I could dream, too.”

			This time, when he looked into her face, he saw her as she would always be, to him—twentysomething and tucking him into bed, her face shining overhead, her fingertips a spring rain against his forehead.

			“Ma?” he said in a small voice, leaning forward, and when she put her arms around him, his entire being sighed in recognition. That was the reason so many pieces of music began in one key and wandered to other keys, strange and distant places, and returned to the original key in the end. Then you could feel it, and only then could you understand: You had to journey forth to come home.

			River closed his eyes, home at last. When he opened them, he saw the boy clothespin propped on the windowsill. He straightened, reaching into his pocket for the girl clothespin.

			“Look, Ma,” he said, holding the boy and the girl side by side.

			“Back where they belong. Together.” She touched the dimples on either side of River’s face. “Just like your Ba.”

			River placed the pair on the window, the boy and the girl, leaning against each other as they faced the night.

			“You’ve grown, son. Tall-tall and strong-strong.”

			“Well, what took you so long, Ma?”

			“My silly boy. I was always going to find you. You were always going to come home.” Her laugh was like a dragonfly’s wing, vanishing in the sunlight. Lighting on a final moment of peace, a trembling green blade of time, they simply existed beside each other, in a way they hadn’t since the very beginning.

			When she fell asleep, River laid a blanket beside the bed, on the floor, and his arm was the pillow. He rolled toward Mama and listened to the hard puffs of her breath until he slipped after her.

			He woke to her coughing, a metallic rattle that pained him, and he knew by the indistinctness of the room around him that it was the time of the morning that didn’t have a name. His back cracked as he sat up, the only sound he made as he left the room.

			Someone was already in the kitchen, smoking and watching TV, two men grousing about the pollution, the same program Bing used to watch. When River came in, the man turned off the TV and introduced himself as White Dragon, a good friend of his Ma’s.

			Then there was nothing more to say, and River filled a kettle with water and waited for it to boil and out of nowhere, White Dragon laughed, uninhibited and unabashed as a baby.

			“Your Ma, I tell you.” White Dragon touched the corner of his eye and told River about the time he’d taken her to try gourmet burgers and ketchup squirted all over her mouth as she took her first bite and an onion ring shot out of the bun and she had panicked, cramming that exploding monstrosity as fast as she could into her mouth.

			White Dragon told River about how she had made him lumpy soup once, and he’d choked down two bowls so that he didn’t hurt her feelings and she started making it every week because she thought it was one of his favorites.

			“I like that soup,” River protested, and the water came to a boil. He poured it into a cup and stirred in a spoonful of white sugar and White Dragon was staring at the TV again, watching nothing.

			Before River left the kitchen, White Dragon said, “I know you just met me, but I feel like I already know you.”

			He looked over. “Your Mama never stopped searching for you. And, well…it’s your Ma. I never questioned whether she would succeed.”

			In the bedroom, River sat beside Mama as she coughed, and he spooned up the sugar water and blew to cool it off and slipped it into her mouth.

			“You can sleep,” he told her, putting the cup on the floor. He pulled up the blankets and tucked them around her.

			“When you wake, it will be morning. There will be music. There will be nothing but blue-blue sky.” He picked up the cup and spooned more sugar water carefully into her mouth and some of it trickled down her chin anyway. As he dabbed at it, she sighed.

			“And where you are…I will always be there.”

			While she slept, he paced her room, examining the walls, touching the curling corners of the pictures she had cut out and collected, and one picture caught his eye because it was big and glossy and because it was him, standing on the stage on the first day of the Competition.

			Beside that big glossy photo was an old small photo, black and white with scalloped edges. A young woman and a baby gazed solemnly at the camera, standing in an alley that River didn’t recognize.

			“That’s us,” he said when Mama woke, and she nodded and said, “At the old home.”

			Lifting his phone, he captured the two of them as they were now, seventeen years later—her head on his shoulder, his smile pointed at hers, their fingers raised in victory.

			He sent the photo to Phyllis and when the phone rang, Mama pressed down on his hand. “First look under the bed. Jade dropped it there.”

			It was a tube of red lipstick, and Mama dabbed it onto her mouth and added a little more. She mashed her lips together and turned to him. “How do I look?”

			“Pretty.” River rubbed his thumb against her front tooth and helped her sit up and when she was ready, he called Phyllis back.

			“Hello,” he said when Phyllis appeared on the screen. “Ma, this is—”

			With an impatient cluck, Mama took the phone, steadying it with both hands, and River reached for her arms as they flagged.

			“Thank you for keeping him safe.” With all the force she could muster, she held the phone up high and said, “Thank you.”

			Phyllis’s face lit up with the many colors of her scarf. “It is my honor and pleasure.”

			Later, as River tucked his phone away, Mama said, “Print out that picture. Hang it up. There.”

			She told him about her walls of miracles and when she ran out of breath, he picked up where she left off, saying, “Let’s go to Chengdu.”

			Like a sunflower, Mama turned to him.

			“This summer, Mama. I’ll take you to Chengdu and we’ll meet the panda babies. The triplets. They’ll be so roly-poly, big heads and big bellies. We’ll bring the clothespins and have someone take a picture—all of us together.”

			“I can see it already,” Mama said, easing back into the pillows. “Those babies will be proper young men and women by now. Tell me, do you have a girlfriend? A girl you like?”

			So River told her about Mini, and she patted his hand. “I remember her. The girl from the line. Take care of each other. Be happy.”

			“When the quarantine is lifted, I’ll bring her around to see you. When the country reopens, we’ll all go out to California and rent a red sports car and drive on that highway, with the ocean and the rainbows. I’ll take care of everything. You don’t have to worry about anything.”

			“I can’t wait.” Song’s eyes fluttered, her voice drifting away. “Just wait until your Ba hears.”

			In that way the day passed, and when it was night again, River realized why the day had felt so strange, expansive and indulgent as a bed made of feathers. After a lifetime of work—making money, making music—they had finally taken a day off, and they had done nothing with the time but spend it together. They had spent all of those minutes and hours on each other, as if they were rich.

			On the second day, they made plans to go to Antarctica to see the penguins and Iceland to see the lights in the sky and River assured Mama that he would buy them the best coats and she snickered and said, “There’s no place colder than the Northeast.”

			They talked a little less that day, and Mama slept a little more, and while she slept, River went to the kitchen and filled the water kettle. As he stirred in the sugar, he listened to Jade or Blackberry or White Dragon, or Bubbles listened to him, and they passed stories back and forth from the years each of them had missed.

			The next day, as River lay beside Mama on her bed, he pointed at the ceiling, at a picture of a shooting star, but when he opened his mouth, he couldn’t speak. On that third day, she slept and he remained silent, overwhelmed by the knowledge that they weren’t lying under the stars and they weren’t ever going to make that trip. They were trapped in a room, a house, a neighborhood, a country, a world, this life.

			He sat up and brought his ear to her chest, listening to the rush of the ocean and waiting for an answer to emerge from the deep.

			It came to him, low and steady. A simple beat, but it didn’t waver. When he heard it, he knew it—that was Mama. She was here.

			He stayed where he was, and as he listened to the beat of her heart, he sensed the same vibration in the air. Not only in the air—it was in the walls, too, and it was in the floor. It was all around him, and his own body began pulsing to the same rhythm.

			It was the first song he’d ever heard, the foundation for every concerto and masterpiece that came after.

			Music—it remained. That song would live in him all the days of his life, wherever he went and whenever he played and whoever he played for.

			He got up and took the score out of his backpack. He sang for Mama as she slept, sitting at her bedside with his knees touching and his toes touching and his voice coasting over the melodies that led the way home.

			He sang for a long time and still she slept. Then her lips parted, her eyes growing restless beneath the paper-thin prison of her lids.

			“Son…I want to dance.”

			River exhaled, closing the score and smoothing his hand across the battered cover, lingering reverently on that noble title—Tchaikovsky.

			He set it aside and picked up Mama, wrapped in her blankets, and he held her in his arms and rocked. Her voice came to him from a horizon that he couldn’t see.

			“Remember?”

			And then he did, his breath catching as he swung to a magnificent height.

			That was Mama’s arm curling around him, forming a cradle. That was the gentle swaying of her feet as she began to dance. Together they spun, laughing with smoke in their eyes and dust in their throats, and the walls that entrapped them faded to a blur.

			As they took flight for the final time, he rested his head against her chest and there was music. He looked up and there was nothing but blue-blue sky.
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			A Note from Sophie Chen Keller

			After my son was born, my mother arrived to take care of me. In the Chinese tradition of “sitting the month,” a new mother is not meant to exert herself or leave the house; she is meant to rest in bed and heal. So my mother lovingly prepared black chicken soup and steamed egg custard and waged a daily offensive against cold elements—air, food, water, even hardwood floors. The rituals are the same whether you’re recovering from childbirth in a commuter town in New Jersey or in a muddy village in Northeast China.

			In the long days of that short summer, I ate half a dozen kinds of soup and watched just as many seasons of Love Island while my infant slept. I wondered, with the nagging guilt of a modern mother, if his brain development would be stunted by unconscious exposure to those young British gladiators, stepping into the arena armed with string bikinis and six packs.

			To offset any potential damage, I played classical music recordings when he was awake. I played the Waldstein and the “Pathétique,” which were my two favorite Beethoven sonatas back when I performed. I played Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6, for which I won first place in a local piano competition when I was in high school.

			In the middle of the night, I began waking with an ache in my hands, at the base of my double-jointed thumbs, which used to stretch to play the downward rush of double octaves at the end of Chopin’s “Black Keys” etude.

			Was it hormones? Arthritis? Or maybe it was an echo of the music that used to live there, before I went off to college and stopped playing the piano. Maybe it was yearning, my fingers stirring after a decade of sleep.

			But it wasn’t time to play again—not yet. There’s so much to do, I thought as my husband and I placed our baby on a giant notepad, straightened his head and waited for that fleeting moment—after he woke up, before he started crying—to press the shutter. After numerous takes, we got the shot—white background, both eyes open, looking straight at the camera. A passport photo. In the fall of 2019, he received a stamp: China.

			We moved to Beijing for my husband’s work, and our life there was an adventure. I loved the food, the culture, and the people. But there was also the smog, the CCTVs, and the extreme inequality. The city was beautifully landscaped and virtually cashless; people bought everything, everywhere, with a touch of their phones. It was a long way from the China of my childhood.

			I was born in the northernmost and easternmost province of China, near the Russian border. As a baby, I lived in Beijing with my mother, in a dormitory with a shared cookstove in the hallway. During the day, my grandfather cared for me while my mother worked. He was a machine repair technician; my other grandfather was a middle-school teacher. My great-uncles and great-aunts were farmers and fishermen, my uncles and aunts were pedicab drivers and food-cart vendors, my cousins were factory workers and security guards.

			When we immigrated to the United States, we left them behind.

			Once a year, I received a letter from P.R. China, written on tissue-thin paper, accompanied by a birthday card that sang when opened. And every few years, we returned to the old village. I slept on hearth beds and learned to go while squatting. I washed my hair upside-down over a basin of water. I played cards with my grandfather and ate sweet potatoes candied by my uncle and roamed the alleys with my cousins—chasing goats, slapping at mosquitoes, hopping over open moats of sewage. I had a Game Boy and a CD player and a different outfit for each day; they had each other. I followed my mother across the farmland, to my grandmother’s grave, where we burned paper money.

			I was four when I left China; Mandarin was my first language. By the time I moved to Beijing in my thirties, I’d lost much of it. But in the same way my hands remembered music, my tongue remembered the tones and flavors and rhythms of home. In the dialects of strangers on the street, I heard the voices of my loved ones. Not the educated or the wealthy or the powerful. Not the beautiful, not the cherished, not the future. Not the ones for whom modern China is built. But the ones who built it, for whom few stories or songs have been written, for whom this story, this song, has been written.

			I hope you love getting to know them. I hope the time you spend living with them will make as deep an impression as those childhood summers made on me—becoming a memory, an ache in your hands, a flavor on your tongue.

			Not long after we moved to China, the streets emptied and the border closed. On one side of the world, I lived with my baby in the city where my mother had once lived with hers. As this book began to take shape, it struck me that some of the new songs we sing are variations on songs sung before—about enduring love, about watching our children grow older as we grow old, about the dreams we have for them and for ourselves, about the battles, big and small, that we fight every day.

			Three years into writing about parenthood and piano and pollution and people who sing anyway, I got a third-hand Yamaha upright, walnut, built in the 1980s. It had the kind of voice I liked best—big, clear, bright—and sprightly action.

			Over fifteen years had passed, and it was time to play again.

			I discovered that I could still play the Waldstein. I could play Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6. I could play the “Black Keys.” The memories were right there, in my hands. It felt as good as I remembered, playing these old songs which, over time, had become new.

			I couldn’t play as fast as I once could, but I could still play fast enough to fly.

			I hope, after finishing this story, you feel the lift, too.
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