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            Part I. 
Little Sparrow

         
         
            ~Canton, 1826

         

         
            A Chinese lady I have never seen. They never walk, indeed I believe they cannot owing to the barbarous custom of confining
               the feet while young.
            

            John Latimer, 1824

         

         I was the last of my half sisters, except the one in the scullery, to get my 金蓮.
         

         
         They minced about the compound like little old women, though their cheeks were as smooth and pink as apples, and took delight
            in telling me I lumbered like an ox. I told them I didn’t want golden lotuses anyway, which was true; I was afraid the mischievous
            spirits who had exchanged me for Ma’s son in the womb might change their minds and come back for me, and I wouldn’t be able
            to outrun them on golden lotuses.
         

         
         When Ma finally decided to break my feet, she said it was so a man would want me. I realized it made no difference if the
            spirits came back for me after all. One way or another, Ma meant for someone to take me off her hands. What did it matter
            if that someone was of this world or another?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1.

         
         The morning Pearl finally broke her daughter’s feet and concretized her fate as one of the most famous women in the Beautiful
            Country, the men were out, but all the women in the household were present to look on and give counsel. Their daughters—and
            any sons too small to be taken up with the affairs of men—were there too, in a state of great excitement. Pearl’s chamber
            was too small to hold them all, and the day was hot, so the doors had been opened to the courtyard to let in the fresh air.
            Little Sparrow sat on a stool at the center of the circle of women, her feet softening in an herbal bath, snuffling miserably
            in anticipation of what was to come while her unsympathetic compatriots ran hither and thither in play.
         

         
         Big Wife had thought to soothe the other children by distributing candied haw fruit, but the sugar only excited them further, and they ran about under the hot, bright sun with hands and mouths stained red, their savage little souls as galvanized by the scent of fear and pain as a pack of wolves circling wounded prey. The women had their own refreshments while they sat waiting for Little Sparrow’s feet to soften. Big Wife called for tea and her pipe and a big bowl of lychees. She sat smoking like a big brocade chimney while her daughters, Lilei and Anni, peeled the fruit. They were eleven and thirteen, almost women, with Anni already promised in marriage to another family. But Big Wife was an indulgent parent, so they amused themselves by trying to toss the lychees into each other’s mouths. Jade, no doubt hoping to ingratiate herself with Big Wife by way of the woman’s daughters, joined their game, clapping her hands in manufactured delight. Big Wife’s widowed sister-in-law, who had managed to escape her marital house again, was luxuriously stuffing four or five lychees into her mouth at a time; her in-laws didn’t give her enough to eat. Many years later, long after her daughter had been sold to the American ghosts, Pearl could still remember the festive feel of the compound, unperturbed by the cracking of bones and the little girl’s sharp cries. 

         
         Pearl drew her daughter’s feet out of the bath, dried them, and sprinkled them with alum.

         
         All the women drew close to examine the pale, puckered little feet.

         
         “You’ve waited too long, Pearl,” Big Wife said.

         
         “Too long,” agreed Jade, as was her habit.

         
         “The bones have already ossified,” said the widowed sister-in-law around a mouthful of fruit. Juice ran down her chin and
            dripped into the footbath.
         

         
         “The pain will be acute,” said Big Wife’s maid with relish. She saw no reason to hide her pleasure in the occasional pain
            of her betters. She had been Big Wife’s nursemaid and possessed all the irreverence of an old family retainer.
         

         
         “I still remember how much it hurt when I had my feet bound,” Anni said around a mouthful of lychee. “Like a thousand knives. I was only four then. Third Sister is
            already six!”
         

         
         “My feet still ache today,” Lilei said. “Especially when it rains.”

         
         Big Wife’s maid clucked with sympathy and stroked the girl’s hair. Pearl looked at her with disfavor. Lilei was accepted by
            the whole compound as sickly, though the doctor could find nothing wrong with her constitution. She had been born a couple
            months early and had not been expected to survive infancy. Under the jealous ministrations of Big Wife’s maid, she had grown
            into a robust child, but she never forgot the romance of her early infirmities. Only eleven, and already she had taken on
            the grand, invalid airs that ought to be barred to the young: lying upon her mother’s sofa and uttering long-suffering sighs
            throughout the day. One day, she required a pile of silk shawls to keep her warm against imperceptible draughts; the next,
            herbal brews to quiet the invisible fire in her cheeks. As Pearl was the newest woman to the House of Kong, all presumed she
            would attend to these little matters, and Pearl—who had once dreamed of holding court in a household such as this—found herself
            playing handmaid to a child. Although Lilei rallied whenever fun was afoot, her pains always returned in full force whenever
            her mother wanted to send her on an errand, which was then left to Pearl to complete.
         

         
         Lilei took off her little shoes, groaning. Pearl winced at the sight of the girl’s bound feet. Here was a malady deserving of real complaint. Swollen and scarred flesh thrust through gaps in the cotton bandages, and a waft of stale sweat and rotting flesh rose into the hot, heavy air. Lilei had wriggled and writhed so much during her binding that Big Wife had only managed a crooked break. Not wanting to bother anymore over such an unpleasant task, she’d decided to leave it and pray to the ancestors all would turn out all right. A few months later, it became clear the foot bones were growing so twisted that they would soon erupt through the skin unless they were reset and rebound. The second time, Lilei’s feet were broken by the firmer and more precise hands of Big Wife’s maid. The old servant had made a neat job of it, given the circumstances, but a full six years after Lilei’s binding, her feet still regularly sprouted great, weeping pustules, which had to be lanced and cleaned. 

         
         Lilei angled her ankle this way and that so Little Sparrow might admire the full glory of her distorted feet. She said, with
            ghoulish pride: “Don’t worry, Third Sister. I’m sure your binding will go much better.”
         

         
         “Just sit still and the binding will go easy,” Pearl said.

         
         Given all this encouraging conversation, it ought to have been no surprise when Little Sparrow sprang off her stool and dashed
            for the open door. But the other children had sensed that the denouement was near. They closed in from the courtyard, all
            about the open doorway of Pearl’s chamber, blocking her path to freedom. Big Wife’s maid seized the girl and thrust her back
            onto the stool, clamping a claw down on each shoulder.
         

         
         “Go on, Pearl. I’ll hold her steady for you,” the old woman said. She narrowed her eyes at Little Sparrow, who trembled beneath
            her gimlet stare. “Grit your teeth and hold still. I’ll beat you if you give me any trouble.”
         

         
         “This is for your own good,” Big Wife remonstrated.

         
         “Such ingratitude,” Jade agreed. “I wish I’d had the opportunity for 金蓮.”
         

         
         “How else shall we get you married?” Big Wife said.

         
         “Even peasants want wives with golden lotuses these days,” Jade said.

         
         “You should thank us for taking so much trouble to make you beautiful,” Big Wife said.

         
         “Yes indeed,” Jade said. “Thank Big Wife for this opportunity.”

         
         Little Sparrow hiccupped.

         
         Pearl stared at her daughter’s wet and blotched face. Her features still had the plush doughiness of childhood. No beauty
            yet, but it was impossible to tell at this age. No matter. Growing up in the teahouse, she’d learned early that beauty was
            half truth and half suggestion. When the girl was older, Pearl would teach her a dozen little suggestive motions: eyes cast
            down demurely and raised again; tea poured in a way that exposed the blue-veined virginity of the wrist; a fan half lifted
            to hint at the coy smile lurking behind. And whatever emerged after the veiling fat of babyhood melted away—whatever final
            form those childish bow lips, that slight bump of a nose, those round cheeks and chin settled into—at least this girl of hers
            would have the mangled dignity of tiny feet.
         

         
         She cupped Little Sparrow’s feet in her hands, weighing the toes that she would snap and tuck beneath the ball of the foot,
            stroking the tiny arch that she would fold like a lotus leaf. She felt the fragility of the bones and tendon immediately;
            the task would require no strength at all.
         

         
         “Don’t hesitate, Pearl,” Big Wife urged.

         
         Jade handed her a long strip of wet cotton, ready to wind tightly about the foot once broken to hold it in place. The children
            about the door were holding their breaths, a dozen black eyes glittering.
         

         
         Little Sparrow was howling openly now.

         
         “Do it quick,” Big Wife’s maid said.

         
         And Pearl did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2.

         
         When she was born, Little Sparrow had been a disappointment.

         
         Pearl had wanted a son, of course. He would be tall and confident and magnanimous, whereas Big Wife’s son, though said to
            be clever, was thin and intense and mean. He would be handsome and intelligent, whereas Jade’s son—stolid, bland, and white
            fleshed—closely resembled a turnip. He would shine in his studies and in his play, a scholar and an athlete. She would name
            him Deep Bright. She had fondly imagined Aiguo’s pride in this son, the brightest of them all, and how that pride in their
            son would bind him to her forever. It would be Deep Bright who would distinguish himself in the triennial examinations and
            be invited to the imperial city to serve the emperor, or even become a district magistrate, and thus shake the trade dust
            of his father’s living from his heels and become a gentleman of consequence.
         

         
         This remarkable son would be devoted to her as no man had been before, and as he reaped the respect and riches that were his due, so would respect and riches fall into her lap as well. Such silks this son would buy her! Such jade bracelets to adorn her wrists, and pearls to adorn her ears! Such perfumes with which to bathe her feet! Such delicacies to eat in her old age! He would provide her with a daughter-in-law from an old and esteemed family who would owe her complete obedience. She would have two maids to attend to her every need, a palanquin for her personal use, and a statue in her likeness erected in the family temple after her death. Nobody would remember that Pearl had not been a first wife but only a second concubine, parentless and purchased from a teahouse. 

         
         So sure was Pearl that she carried in her womb this magnificent creature that she began to talk to him often, sweetly and
            passionately, to assure him that when he entered the world, he would find a mother wholly devoted to him, that nobody should
            ever love him as much as she did. When his legs kicked restlessly within her, she drew Aiguo’s hand to her belly and declared:
            “How strong your son Deep Bright is already! How full of energy and ambition!” When he was still, she said proudly: “Only
            feel how focused he is in contemplation. He will be a man of great ideas!” And either the force of her convictions was infectious,
            or Aiguo realized the organism growing inside his youngest concubine really was an extraordinary one, for he also began to
            regard her swelling abdomen with reverence and pride. Pearl slept with a knife beneath her bed to ward off any jealous spirits
            from stealing her son from her belly and putting a changeling in his place. She even cajoled Big Wife into having an old rooster
            killed so she could use its blood to write 神荼 and 鬱壘, the names of the door gods, upon her chamber threshold as an additional ward.
         

         
         But such glory was not to be hers. When the midwife cut the cord and Pearl heard the weak mewling, she had the sudden, terrible certainty she had birthed the wrong child. Deep Bright would have come into the world with a roar! But how could it be? When the midwife brought the little red bundle to her, Pearl reached between its legs, confirmed nothing was there, withdrew the knife from its hiding place, and threw it with a shriek of fury and grief at the midwife. The midwife, experienced with disappointed mothers and nimble for her advanced years, neatly ducked. The knife tore through the painted screen behind her—revealing Jade’s startled, then triumphant face—then clattered to the floor. Pearl had turned her face away and succumbed to a deep and bitter sleep. 

         
         When she woke a day later, it was to the cries of the wrinkled little creature that lay swaddled beside her and the simultaneous
            shaking of her shoulders by Big Wife’s maid. The old woman glared down at Pearl and said: “You’ve had your sleep, now tend
            to your brat; it’s hungry. I’ve other matters to attend to.”
         

         
         As Pearl unbuttoned her shift to nurse, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror opposite her bed. Faint bruises shadowed
            her eyes, and her skin and hair were dull. The aureoles of her nipples had darkened and spread. Her body, once so supple and
            delicate, looked slack. Her first order of business must be to reclaim what beauty she could. Aiguo’s adoration must be kept
            at all costs. As long as he adored and lusted after her, she could still bring Deep Bright into the world. It wasn’t possible
            she had only imagined him. Pearl had talked to him, felt him, known him. He had existed, only to be elbowed aside by this sister. He must exist still, a hostage in the spirit world. She had only to conceive again to reclaim him. She knew this body of hers was fertile; she’d been impregnated twice while working at the teahouse and ingested powdered blister beetle to strip her womb both times, then become pregnant just three months after entering the House of Kong. 

         
         As for the baby, there wasn’t much to do with it for now but keep it clean and fed. Wasn’t that as much as her own mother
            had done for her? Pearl had a faint memory of sitting beneath a tree, planted waist-deep in a sack full of fine river sand
            so she shouldn’t soil herself or get into mischief, watching her parents work in the distant field, her infant brother strapped
            to her mother’s back. And so Pearl nursed the child whenever it was hungry, and otherwise left it to lie on a blanket. Not
            all was lost, even with this little slave girl, she told herself. There would be time enough when the girl was older to make
            the most of her attributes. Perhaps she would be beautiful and vivacious and bright. Perhaps she would enchant her father
            as some little daughters did, and so become the third point in a triangle in which she would draw him closer to both of them.
            When she came of age, perhaps she would make a superb match. Then Pearl’s station in the household would be elevated for having
            made so much of what could have been a waste.
         

         
         

         Pearl would have been astonished to know that one day, oceans away, a woman with straw-colored hair and not enough to do would
            weep over Little Sparrow and tell her Pearl had been an unnatural mother.
         

         
         She knew there were reams of poems written about a mother’s love. Such ballads had been the regular fare of the minstrels
            who had streamed through the teahouse. But those traveling musicians, whose voices vibrated with nostalgia, and the audience,
            who grew maudlin as they listened, had all been sons. Certainly, their mothers had loved them, as Pearl loved that unrealized shining son. Everybody knew a mother’s and son’s destinies were inextricably linked; his successes were directly proportional to her sacrifices. It was written into his blood and bones to feel gratitude and devotion toward her, forever. But it went against nature and sensibility to similarly love a daughter who would only ever be a worry and a burden until one had pushed the responsibility of her onto somebody else. 

         
         Pearl’s own mother had brought her to the teahouse when she’d been only four or five, and thrust her forward into the light
            for Madam to inspect. There had been quick but spirited bartering from both parties. Her mother had repeated stubbornly that
            Pearl was a beauty, the first time Pearl had heard herself described as such. It had been a pleasing discovery, even under
            the circumstances. Madam had countered she would have to bear the expense of binding Pearl’s feet. So it had gone, back and
            forth. Finally, copper had exchanged palms, her mother had shuffled off into the dark street without a backward glance, and
            Madam had ushered Pearl upstairs into a dormitory, which housed a small battalion of girls: actresses, waitresses, and a blind
            singing girl. Madam, a maiden aunt of the teahouse proprietor, supervised them all.
         

         
         “Name?” Madam asked.

         
         “Ma calls me Second Sister.”

         
         “No given name?”

         
         Not that she knew.

         
         The teahouse had recently sold one of its older girls, named Pearl, to a wealthy landowner. Madam had told her that she might as well adopt that name, so nobody would have to remember another. Also, the painting of the former Pearl, which hung in the foyer with the rest of the girls’ portraits and which was inscribed with her name, could be put away and brought out again when the new Pearl was old enough to entertain guests. Once a girl was made up with rice powder and vermilion, Madam said, she looked more or less like any of the paintings, and this way there would be no waste. 

         
         Pearl didn’t find it demeaning to inherit a name any more than she found it demeaning to inherit her predecessor’s pallet
            and narrow patch of floorboard. She saw the sense of Madam’s reasoning, given how often girls came and went, and realized
            also that to protest would be futile. She did not sigh, as some of the other teahouse girls did, over the family she had left
            behind. She understood that her indenture in the teahouse offered a better future than what she might otherwise have faced
            back home: the dim clay house with packed-earth floor and a big brick bed, where the whole family had slept; the drought that
            had laid their field bare and yellow; and, as they had left their village for Canton, the spectacle of her less fortunate
            neighbors crawling over the land like locusts, stripping trees of bark to eat and houses of scrap wood to kindle.
         

         
         In fact, Pearl had loved Canton from the first morning she’d woken to the clamor of the neighborhood and run to the dormitory
            window. There, she was afforded a magnificent view of the city’s bustling streets, teeming with merchants, hawkers, laundresses,
            bureaucrats, and beggars alike. She could not see the sea through the jungle of buildings, but had tasted the brine lacing
            the air and glimpsed the tops of the great sails of the British and Portuguese and American ships that streamed up the Pearl
            River from Macao and to flood Canton’s harbors. It was a city connected with the great world beyond, and the teahouse was
            at its center—surely here lay promise!
         

         
         So Pearl was baffled by the nostalgia of the other girls. To hear some of them talk, one would think that their homes had not been dank with poverty like Pearl’s own but bucolic bowers of security and comfort. One girl, Blossom, talked continuously about “when I get back home.” As soon as there was a good year for crops, Blossom said, her father would return for her. Then she would be married beneath the rosy canopy of the plum tree to their neighbor’s second son. 

         
         When Blossom was still saying this some five years later, Pearl interrupted: “Your father sold you.” She spoke not out of cruelty but incredulity at this sign of naivete from a girl several years her senior. “If there’s
            a good crop, he’ll send your brothers to school; he won’t come back for you. And the neighbor’s son is likely betrothed already.”
            Blossom burst into tears, and all the other girls glared at Pearl.
         

         
         For others, the nostalgia was not for home but for their virginity. They seemed to feel that the teahouse had robbed them
            of an invaluable purity. None of them realized their virginities had never been theirs to keep, regardless of whether Madam
            had bought them. Pearl still remembered waking some nights to the sound of her father’s bestial grunts and making out the
            shadowy contortions of his field-hardened body grappling with her mother’s child-loosened one. Before each girl had her first
            liaison with a client, Madam said, by way of encouragement: “You get paid to be a teahouse girl. If you married some farmer
            back home, you’d have to do it for free.” Pearl appreciated the truth of this, even before she understood exactly what it entailed. After she turned thirteen and entertained her first few clients, she realized that she must be either different
            from other girls or more honest, for she enjoyed sex. While pleasuring an elderly man might be as mechanical as washing her
            laundry, rolling about with a man in his prime could give her body the satisfaction she hadn’t known until then that she’d
            craved.
         

         
         What baffled Pearl most was her colleagues’ acceptance that the hand they’d been dealt determined their destiny. They seemed oblivious to their potential to manipulate that hand, despite working in a teahouse full of men strategizing over the gambling tables. How many men had drawn terrible hands of sparrow yet still managed to complete their sets first? 

         
         Take the business of Old Lau, who, in his sixth decade, decided that he wanted a new concubine. Pearl noticed the way he eyed
            the girls speculatively and reached out a liver-spotted hand to pinch this or that bottom as if to assess its springiness;
            he was getting on in years and had developed a rattle in his lungs, and everybody knew that bedding young flesh extended a
            man’s life. Pearl could have had him, if she wanted. He regularly sat at one of her tables, and it would have been easy to
            flatter and tease him and make him feel no end of a man.
         

         
         “You’d better snap him up. You could do worse, Pearl,” Madam had said. But Pearl had known her worth; she’d been only fifteen
            and growing in beauty each day. The road of most concubines eventually ended sadly, and she was determined to leave the teahouse
            only as somebody’s wife. Old Lau must not offer for her! If he did, Madam would give Pearl no choice in the matter. So Pearl
            invited Blossom to wait on his table in her stead.
         

         
         “Why?” Blossom demanded. “You’ve never shared your tables with anybody before.” In truth, Pearl knew that transferring Old
            Lau’s attention from herself to another girl was doing the latter no favor. However sprightly his bedmate, Old Lau had a few
            years left at most and three grown sons who would feel little duty to provide for a concubine acquired in the sunset of their
            father’s life.
         

         
         “You have a suspicious mind!” Pearl said. “I only thought we could do each other a good turn. I have more customers to wait on than I can manage, and you don’t have as many regulars as before. Old Lau requires constant attention.” 

         
         Blossom, whose mind, though suspicious, was not tenacious, conceded. She was by now among the oldest teahouse girls, and Madam
            had been increasingly reassigning her tables to younger, prettier girls more likely to lure clientele upstairs for more expensive
            services. But Blossom’s anxiety to please suited Old Lau. She praised him for his cleverness, the deftness of his hands, the
            certainty of his victories at sparrow. Within a couple months, Old Lau counted silver into Madam’s palm, and Blossom was told
            she now belonged to the old man. Blossom wept bitterly as she collected her few belongings, insisting the neighbor’s son was
            still waiting for her back in their village. She begged the girls: “When my father comes to get me, tell him to go to Old
            Lau!”
         

         
         They promised to do so. But as soon as Blossom had left on Old Lau’s arm, they tittered maliciously: Had there ever been such
            a dimwit! A few girls looked slyly at Pearl, delighted to think—so limited was their perspicacity—Old Lau had been snatched
            from under her nose. One said: “I bet you wish you hadn’t given Blossom your table, Pearl! I bet you didn’t think she’d leave
            this rotten place before you! Sure, Old Lau is a little long in the tooth, but everybody knows that old men dote on their
            young concubines!”
         

         
         

         Pearl had left the teahouse a year later—as a concubine after all.

         
         One day, Madam had called her into her office and said: “The guild merchant Aiguo has offered a great sum for you, Pearl. You’re to go home with him directly. You’ve done well for yourself. It’s not a bad situation to be the second concubine of such a rich man.” Despite the congratulations, Pearl heard the gloating in her employer’s voice. Madam had known of her determination to be a first wife. Over the past two years, she had sourly watched at least a half-dozen men come on the verge of offering for Pearl, only to see their interest evaporate when Pearl conveyed her disgust at the prospect. She had beat Pearl, saying it was useless to dream of what could never be—what man would buy a teahouse girl as his wife?—but Pearl had been immovable. 

         
         Then Aiguo—wealthy, well-built, and well-spoken, and who belonged to the 公行, that elite guild licensed by the emperor to trade with the ghosts—had come along, and Pearl had fallen in love. He had been
            visiting her upstairs for less than two months when he suggested making their arrangement formal. He coaxed: “I think of you
            constantly when I’m not with you, Pearl. Don’t you think of me?”
         

         
         She had but refrained from saying so.

         
         “Why don’t you come home with me? Wouldn’t you like to wake up together every day?”

         
         She had said, accusingly: “Is this what you asked your wife? Is this what you asked your other concubines? You’ll tire of
            me one day, as you have of them, and you’ll get another woman and forget all about me, and then I will be just one more concubine
            in your household.”
         

         
         Aiguo declared this would never happen. She was different. His wife was not a love match, having been arranged by his family through the matchmaker. He only had one other concubine—and well! She was a good woman, but there was no comparison with Pearl. He had taken his first concubine on practically as a favor to her father, who was one of the farmers who supplied his factory. When Pearl countered she would be the lowliest woman in the household and would be expected to kowtow to his mother and wife and first concubine, and maybe even their daughters, Aiguo had vowed her place at his side should be known to all. He would shower her with costly presents to show all that she was first in his heart, even if she was not first in precedence; that would give her consequence. Also, his mother had been dead these two years. “I’ll never tire of you, Pearl,” he’d vowed. And because she’d been in love and wanted to believe him, she’d pretended that she did. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3.

         
         Beyond her place in the household pecking order, Pearl hadn’t thought much about what her life would be like at the House
            of Kong. Certainly, she hadn’t expected to wake up alone in her bed most mornings, Aiguo already gone to his factory, the
            day ahead filled only by the banal company of other women. Nor had she realized that she would be cut off from the outside
            world the moment she entered the compound.
         

         
         The women spent their days together as a flock, engaged in either sewing or playing sparrow. They gathered in the courtyard in fine weather and in the reception hall when it was wet or cold. Their glimpse of the world beyond their walls was limited to the men who came a few times a week to the back gate to deliver produce and meat and lamp oil. Of all the women, only Big Wife had left the compound since entering it, and only then to travel via curtained palanquin to her father’s compound on the other side of the city. Their few visitors, Aiguo’s widowed sister chief among them, came bearing only the domestic news of their own households: a serving maid who’d gotten pregnant, the rising price of rice, what the matchmaker had said about a daughter’s marital prospects, the qualifications of a son’s new tutor, the binding of a daughter’s feet. The women discussed these items with such intensity that they took on a significance wholly disproportionate to reality. 

         
         When Pearl had left the teahouse, the world had seemed on the brink of invasion by the 鬼佬. When she’d been just a small girl scrubbing pots and sweeping floors and running errands for the older girls, the ghosts
            had simply been a prop in the background of Canton commerce. Everybody had known they were there, flooding Chinese coffers
            with foreign silver, but nobody except the merchants or dockworkers ever saw them. Everybody had spoken complacently of the
            ghosts’ eagerness to fill their ships with Chinese silks and teas, porcelain bowls and figurines, lacquer boxes and fine ink
            paintings. There was naught they had offered in trade that the guild merchants could not procure—at a superior quality—from
            their own people. Even Pearl, an indifferent patriot, had taken pride in this evidence of her countrymen’s unparalleled skill.
            By the time she was ten, the ghosts had begun to encroach into the foreground of Canton life, even before they had materialized
            in the flesh.
         

         
         First had come the avid speculation among the merchants over the sparrow tables that great sums could be made from buying Indian opium from the ghosts. Then had come the addicts, who’d stumbled into the teahouse to curl about a cup of tea, lips brown and eyes glazed, smelling of a cloying sickness, barely a testament to the living. Finally, the ghost traders themselves had come, cockily striding into the teahouse as though they owned it. They ogled the girls before Madam ushered them upstairs, out of sight, because imperial law forbade ghosts from intermingling with Chinese women. (The rough, dark-skinned boat women who plied their laundry services, and more, to the ghosts in the harbor didn’t count; they weren’t proper Chinese.) They sat over endless cups of tea, bargaining with the merchants and plying them with opium samples until they were the ones leaving the table with pockets fuller of silver than when they had come.
         

         
         The streets of Canton had seemed to seethe with emotion as Pearl bumped along in the sedan chair from the teahouse to the
            House of Kong. Anger at the ghosts for shifting the tides of trade in so underhanded and brutal a way. Anger at their own
            people for trading with the ghosts in the first place. Resentment that the ghosts suddenly strolled along Canton’s streets
            as if the city belonged to them. Indignation that some had even brought—against imperial orders—their round-eyed, large-nosed,
            flat-footed wives and daughters ashore to gawk at the city’s citizenry like so many exotic animals in a menagerie. Humiliation
            that the emperor, for all his bombast in illegalizing opium, seemed powerless to stop the ghosts from encroaching further.
            Through the curtains of the sedan, Pearl had seen four laborers setting upon a wiry ghost with bricks and stones until he’d
            staggered, bleeding from the head, into the refuge of a Hog Lane shop. “Something’s bound to happen soon,” Aiguo had commented
            from beside her. “Either the emperor will make a real stand against these foreign devils or he’ll relent altogether.”
         

         
         All this she had seen and felt before she’d come to the House of Kong.

         
         One day, Pearl woke up and wondered how it was possible that her world had become so small. At some point, she had become like the rest of the women in the compound. Her life and interests had devolved into a cycle of the mundane: bathing and rebandaging Little Sparrow’s feet so they would not fester, instructing Little Sparrow how to win Aiguo’s paternal affections, grooming herself so Aiguo wouldn’t stray to another bed, embroidering shoes and shirts and trousers for Big Wife’s daughters’ trousseaus, and playing endless hands of sparrow. As she sat, pushing the ivory tiles about the table and listening to the other women discuss trivialities with unwonted—bizarre!—passion, Pearl thought frantically that she must be dreaming, so distant was her present existence from anything that she had known to be real in the past, and she had only to wake up to return to a more familiar reality. Sometimes, she became so convinced she was trapped in a recurring nightmare that the world blurred before her eyes, the ground beneath her feet careened, and her lungs closed up with the effort of trying to wrest herself free. Then she would pierce her forearm with a pair of scissors, and the sharpness of the pain would clear her head and vision. The familiar, insipid faces and never-ending tiles and high walls of the compound would come back into focus, and she would conclude with despair that she was, in fact, all too awake. 

         
         Things would have been better had she birthed a son.

         
         Deep Bright would have been her connection to the greater world. When he was small, he would have peppered his father with precocious questions about his business affairs. Aiguo would have taken his small son to visit his factory or the docks or the warehouse, and upon returning to his mother’s knee, Deep Bright would have chattered excitedly to Pearl about what he’d seen and heard. Then, she would have known enough to ask Aiguo informed questions about guild dealings, imperial governance, and other subjects close to his heart. Not only would his answers have allowed her further insight into the greater world, but she would also have borne in upon him that he had a prize in her: a beautiful woman who could intelligently and sympathetically converse with him about his interests. She had employed the same strategy at the teahouse: listening carefully to the conversation of the other men so, at the right moment, she could prompt Aiguo to digress on a pet topic. 

         
         But Little Sparrow was just one more female in the bog of women and womanly concerns—all trivial—in which Pearl was immersed.
            She knew nothing that Pearl did not know and was privy to no secrets except those whispered by the other children, which were
            never interesting to anybody but themselves. Yet she seemed to intuit Pearl’s desperation for new information, for she tried
            eagerly to provide it, even loitering about the kitchen to eavesdrop on servants’ gossip: “Ma, the cook steals food from the
            kitchen and gives it to her brother through the gate. He is very poor. Ma, Big Mother’s maid says Auntie Jade’s father tricked
            my father into taking her as a concubine. Ma, the servants say my father smokes so much, they can’t launder the stench of
            opium out of his robes.”
         

         
         Pearl saw the potential usefulness of such information and stored it away, telling her daughter: “You can tell me these things
            because I’m your mother, but you mustn’t carry tales to anybody else. I don’t believe in gossip.” Poor little girl! She fairly
            glowed with the delight of sharing confidences.
         

         
         Of course, none of the gossip Little Sparrow brought her was fit for intelligent pillow talk. Pearl was quickly transforming
            from a fascinating, beautiful wit into a dull, beautiful nitwit. One night, she found herself reciting a list of her day’s
            activities as Aiguo lay beside her in the bed. When she realized he was bored and not even listening, she was mortified.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4.

         
         “Aiguo wants to give the 鬼佬 a pair of shoes,” Big Wife said.
         

         
         All the women looked at her in surprise. They were gathered beneath the mangrove tree in the courtyard, where it was a little
            cooler because of a southern breeze coming in from the sea. Aiguo’s widowed sister had managed to escape her in-laws yet again
            to come make up a fourth at sparrow, though she was applying herself more vigorously to the refreshments than the game. The
            click-clack of ivory tiles making their way to and fro across the table ceased, and the heavy, humid air fell silent. Pearl
            wondered if she had heard right; she hadn’t realized the other women were even aware of the existence of ghosts.
         

         
         “The ghosts!” Jade echoed.

         
         “Why does Ba want to give them a pair of shoes?” Lilei demanded.

         
         “As a souvenir, I gather,” Big Wife said.

         
         “A souvenir!” Jade bleated.

         
         “Improper!” the widowed sister-in-law cried.

         
         “They find 金蓮 fascinating, Aiguo says,” Big Wife said.
         

         
         “Nothing like a three-inch golden lotus to get up a man’s stalk,” Big Wife’s maid said.

         
         “Ba says ghost women have feet as flat and big as boats,” Anni said.

         
         “They’re probably steady at least,” Lilei said, admiring her own feet complacently. “I can’t walk a few steps without someone’s
            arm to hold, I’m so wobbly. But then I’ve never been strong. I can’t practice the way Third Sister does.”
         

         
         Thump!

         
         They all looked across the courtyard. Little Sparrow had just toppled over and lay sprawled on the flagstones beside the koi
            pool. Pearl had instructed her to walk thirty laps around the courtyard each day to hasten the reshaping of her feet. Once,
            when Little Sparrow wailed her feet hurt, Pearl slapped her and hissed: “I was serving tea to a crowded teahouse not a month
            after I got my golden lotuses.” Also, the longer Little Sparrow waited to walk, the more it would hurt when she began. But
            Pearl didn’t point this out lest her daughter think her sympathetic. Little girls were possessed of humanity’s basest parasitic
            urges; they preyed on the sympathetic until they bled them dry. Pearl had been a child recently enough to know this. Now,
            Pearl saw her prostrate daughter glancing at the sparrow table to assess if her fall had garnered any pity.
         

         
         It hadn’t.

         
         “I’ll wager you my new fan for your red silk belt she doesn’t get back up,” Anni told Lilei.

         
         “Not a chance! You won’t take me for a fool,” Lilei said.

         
         In addition to being parasites, girls were callous little beasts. It wasn’t their fault; they had been bred by their mothers to see the world as scarce and one another as competitors for what consequence, resources, and happiness they were allowed. The only way to scrabble up in the ranks was to push someone else down. Girls barely out of the cradle seemed to know instinctively how to cut one another where it would hurt most. When she had been four or five, Little Sparrow had thrown her arms about Pearl’s legs, sobbing that Eldest Sister and Second Sister had said she wasn’t a true daughter of the house. “Tell them I’m a true daughter!” As if Pearl were a higher law that could decree such a thing! Anni and Lilei would cling stubbornly to this differentiation from her as their one source of relative stature when they were second to every brother and half brother in the compound. Pearl had extricated herself from her daughter’s moist grasp and said: “Don’t cling so! It isn’t up to me to fight your battles.” 

         
         Realizing nobody would take pity on her, Little Sparrow grasped hold of the balustrade, hoisted herself upright, and resumed
            her laps. Snot and tears streamed down her face as each step crushed the ball of her foot closer to her heel.
         

         
         Big Wife’s maid said: “I’ll say this for your girl, Pearl: She’s persistent.”

         
         “I’m persistent too,” Lilei said, taking umbrage. “It’s not my fault I’m sickly!”

         
         “Of course not, my treasure,” Big Wife’s maid said indulgently.

         
         “We can’t all be expected to have the stamina of oxen like Little Sparrow,” Jade said, tittering. “Who knows what strength
            she derives from her mother’s common stock?”
         

         
         Pearl ignored this jab. She wanted to hear more about the ghosts.

         
         “What will the ghosts do with the shoes if their wives can’t wear them?” Anni asked.

         
         “I expect they’ll just keep them to look at,” Big Wife said.

         
         “Foreign devils!” her widowed sister-in-law said, shuddering.

         
         “Those 鬼佬 are bad luck,” Big Wife’s maid said. She spat on the floor to disperse any evil spirits that might be lurking about. “I know my place and I’d never question the master, but if I had been in charge of the company, I’d never have gotten into bed with the ghosts.”
         

         
         “I wish I could see a ghost,” Anni said. “I hear they’re tall like giants.”

         
         “I’ll bet Pearl has seen one before,” Lilei said. “Haven’t you, Pearl?”

         
         The women’s eyes swiveled to fix upon Pearl. Little Sparrow drifted off course, inching closer to hear. Pearl had been a teahouse
            girl! She was the only one among them who had been out in the world. Pearl encouraged this perception of herself, allowing
            them to assume she’d been born in Canton’s roiling belly rather than in a sleepy provincial village and grown up wandering
            its streets rather than confined to the teahouse. Her presumed sophistication lent her cachet; she’d seen more than these
            fellow inmates would ever see.
         

         
         “Yes,” Pearl said. “Ghosts often came to the teahouse.”

         
         In fact, it had been Aiguo who had brought the first 鬼佬 there. A pair of brothers with a name that stuck unpleasantly on the tongue: Carnes. Before then, Pearl had seen ghosts only from a distance, high up from the dormitory window. Most of them resided and ate and conducted their business in the slums that sprawled between the wharves and Hog Lane. They came farther inland to purchase souvenirs for their wives and sweethearts and children, fending off the hawkers who fell upon them like beasts to a carcass. They strode through the streets, their heads close together with that of a guild merchant or a translator. Beneath their tall, funny hats, their wildly overgrown hair ranged in color from almost white to black as Pearl’s own. Some ghosts sprouted hair on their cheeks and upper lips, while others wore beards dripping to their chests. Sometimes, the cacophony of the street would lull, and a ghost’s voice would rise above the silence, booming the peculiar, dissonant sounds of their language. 

         
         After Madam sent the girls upstairs, out of sight, Pearl had squatted on the second-story landing, her face pressed against
            the banister, studying the strange men below. Their faces were lined, skin permanently ruddy from the elements, their figures
            large. It had been impossible to tell whether they were old or young. Both had hair leached of color, lighter than straw.
            Their eyes had been startlingly vivid in contrast: one pair like blue glass, the other brown like her own. The blue eyes had
            fastened on Pearl. She’d retreated into the shadows, heart pounding with superstition, feeling as if she had been cursed.
            And yet it had been the ghost’s otherworldly blue gaze that had first drawn Aiguo’s attention to her. His own gaze had followed.
            The next day, he had returned to the teahouse alone and asked for the beautiful girl he’d glimpsed on the landing: almond
            eyes, swanlike neck, cherry lips. Such poetic words he had used to woo her then!
         

         
         “Are they all giants?” Anni demanded now.

         
         “Some are nothing out of the common way,” Pearl said. “Others are taller than Mongols. Some have blue eyes, some green, some
            brown. Many have great, unkempt beards that cover their faces, like the ruff of an animal. Some have hair that is almost white.”
         

         
         “Demons!” Lilei gasped, shivering with delight.

         
         “I wish I could see a ghost for myself,” Anni said again.

         
         “Oh, I should die of fright if I saw one! It would be too much excitement for my weak heart,” Lilei said. She sighed. “I wish I were as sturdy as you, Anni. Ma, what shoes will you give Ba to give them? Not mine, I hope!” 

         
         Big Wife turned to Pearl. She said: “Didn’t you just embroider a new pair of shoes for Little Sparrow? Can you spare them
            for Aiguo’s ghosts?”
         

         
         It was gracious of her to ask, though the expectation was clear. Pearl said: “Of course.”

         
         Little Sparrow concluded her last limping lap around the courtyard and collapsed onto a bench. Pearl called: “Go fetch the
            new shoes I made for you. Your father wants to present them to an associate. Then come sit in the shade. It will be full sun
            soon, and I won’t have you turn dark as a peasant.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            5.

         
         It was one o’clock in the morning when the light in Aiguo’s window finally went out.

         
         Pearl, who had been sitting sentry by her own window across the courtyard, waited for his figure to emerge on the veranda.
            When it was clear he had gone to bed, she hurled her empty cup onto the floor, where it shattered. Little Sparrow woke and
            groggily began to drag her pallet toward the door.
         

         
         Pearl snapped: “Leave it. He isn’t coming tonight. But now that you’re up, you might as well make yourself useful. Clean up
            this mess, then bring me more wine and my pipe. While you’re in the kitchen, fill up the rice jar.”
         

         
         Her daughter scuttled off, and Pearl studied her own face discontentedly in the glass. The inevitable was happening: She was losing power over Aiguo. Her fall from favor had been gradual. In her first few weeks at the compound, he had been in her bed so frequently one night bled into the next. Then one morning he’d risen with the sun and said he couldn’t neglect his business any longer. When she’d been heavy with child, he had given her a wide berth—either out of consideration or disgust of her swollen limbs and distended belly. When the child turned out only to be Little Sparrow, Pearl had worked hard to entice Aiguo immediately back to her bed, despite the discomfort she still felt from the ruptures of her body. Her longing to conceive Deep Bright had spurred her to tricks in the bedroom she’d learned from other girls at the teahouse but until then had not needed to attempt. For a period, Aiguo had come eagerly. She’d seen the old love-light burning in his eyes as he reached for her, the reverence with which he stroked and lapped at her breasts, the fullness of which she’d thought of as being more for him than for the baby. 

         
         As she failed to conceive and Little Sparrow drained her of milk and energy and color like some insatiable parasite, Pearl
            fell into a deep depression. Occasionally, she had the sudden urge to fold the infant up and force it back into her body.
            Then the spirits who’d stolen Deep Bright from her womb might relent, and when she birthed the babe back into the world again,
            it would rightfully be her son. She felt constantly heavy and exhausted and on the brink of weeping, and all she wanted was
            for Aiguo to hold her and assure her of his devotion and love for her. But Aiguo had come to expect her vivacity and energy
            in bed, and he was disappointed by her mechanical lovemaking. She began to resent he no longer complimented the body she’d
            worked hard to make sleek again, or wrote poems to her eyes and hair, and only took her in his arms to press himself into
            her. She made the mistake of letting her resentment seep into her body—into the stiffening of her shoulders, the rigidity
            of her spine—while he was inside her. Aiguo took offense and punished her by staying away.
         

         
         By the time she felt the old tug of obsession for him return, Aiguo’s interest in her had waned. He still visited now and again to perfunctorily fuck her before falling asleep, his body turned away from hers, one arm flung off the side of the bed as though already half departed. He would not wait until morning to leave but instead steal away in the middle of the night to his own or perhaps someone else’s bed. Sometimes, he came to her with the heavy, sickly sweetness of opium on his breath; then, despite her frantic improvisations, he remained limp in her hand and mouth. Finally, he would roll off her and angrily stride from her bedroom. She had heard that opium dulled the senses but feared the real reason she couldn’t coax his member to swell and rise was because he had already exhausted his lusts upon somebody else. 

         
         Who was she? What was she like? Was she younger, lovelier, more fascinating? Was she a servant? Aiguo was one of those men
            who liked low women. It made him feel superior to bed them. During Pearl’s pregnancy, he’d taken a scullery maid to his bed.
            Pearl had pulled out the maid’s hair by the handfuls, then clawed her face so close to the eye that she’d almost blinded the
            woman. All the while, she had screamed, “Don’t you know I am carrying his son?” Fearful Pearl’s distress would harm the unborn
            child, Aiguo had instructed Big Wife to get rid of the scullery maid. When a tenant farmer from Aiguo’s ancestral village
            had applied at the gates for a wife from among the servants, Big Wife had given him the scullery maid for a bargain bride
            price, and he’d borne her off to his village. Aiguo had not seemed to care. But what if his new interest was deeper and more
            permanent?
         

         
         So, Pearl fretted. Then she fretted that all her fretfulness was aging her face, creasing her forehead, and souring the curve of her mouth. She fretted that when Aiguo came to her again, he would notice that she had aged, become less beautiful. She tried not to fret and then fretted that she couldn’t stop fretting. 

         
         Of course, Pearl could let nothing of her fear or anxiety show. She could not demand of Aiguo: “Who is she? Do you still love
            me? What of your promises that I should forever be first in your heart?” After all, it was not for a woman to possess a man
            but the other way around. Also, Aiguo responded to shows of emotion with terrible, condescending reason. She had nothing to
            fear, he would point out; he would always see her well clothed and well housed and well-fed, provided for. He was also the
            kind of man who, after having been reasonable and philosophical in her presence, would later confide to a friend or, worse,
            to Big Wife: “She was becoming impossible. If you could have seen how crazy she was!”
         

         
         Pearl resolved to quell her emotions. She would demonstrate she loved him enough to wait patiently for him to love her again
            at his leisure. Above all, she must not give him reason to think her possessive or she would lose him forever.
         

         
         Little Sparrow returned from the kitchen with the wine and a little jar of rice, then began sweeping up the broken shards of porcelain. Pearl retrieved a sack from a locked cupboard, poured the rice into it, replaced the sack on its shelf alongside a pot of soy sauce and a small crate of yams, and locked the cupboard again. Tomorrow, while the rest of the women were napping, a dealer would come to the back gate with a cart to buy the provisions at a cut price. Nobody would notice. Big Wife was too lazy a housekeeper to take careful account of the kitchen stock, and the cook would probably assume the missing food stores were due to her own thievery. It felt good to take something from the House of Kong without anybody knowing, and even better, to see the growing hoard of copper and silver hidden behind the cornerstone of her room. Pearl tossed back the wine and instantly felt better. She poured herself another cup. 

         
         Little Sparrow said hesitantly: “You don’t sleep well when you drink too much.”

         
         “I don’t drink too much.”

         
         “You wake me up when you drink too much.”

         
         “I don’t drink too much.”

         
         “You wake up crying and then you make me get into bed with you.”

         
         “I don’t wake up crying.”

         
         She was irritated by the whining in her daughter’s voice, the simultaneous hesitance and persistence of her speech. Why must
            the girl be so cringing, so pleading? She didn’t understand this child who always wanted something of her—attention, affection,
            sympathy—yet protested at being pulled from the floor to sleep beside her. Why must the girl look at her with such hurt eyes
            as if Pearl had said something cutting? One would think Pearl was a cruel mother! She said bitterly: “I don’t sleep well because
            I’m doomed. Your father has lost his regard for me. He’s never developed any regard for you. I’ll probably end my old age lying in a gutter with you alongside me.”
         

         
         She was irritated, too, that her daughter spoke the truth. The respite brought on by wine was always temporary. Once Pearl climbed into her bed and the alcohol dispersed in her blood, she would be left with an overheated body and a restless, anxious mind. In the space between sleep and wakefulness, she plunged into terrible dreams in which she wandered the streets of Canton, where dirty, unkempt hands reached out to grasp her from every dark alcove and alleyway, long nails digging into her arms and shoulders and breasts. Sometimes, she escaped these hands only to stumble through a door and find herself back at the teahouse, staring into the accusing eyes of a haggard and toothless Blossom, cast off long ago by Old Lau’s sons. She’d wake in a sweat, find she had scratched herself until she’d bled, and then rouse Little Sparrow to get into bed with her as a ward against the nightmare’s return. 

         
         She studied her daughter, bent over the broken shards of cup, her stiff back radiating injury at what she clearly felt was
            Pearl’s lack of appreciation. Well, what was there for Pearl to appreciate? It was bad enough she’d been saddled with a daughter,
            but for that daughter to be such a one as this! Little Sparrow’s timid, colorless personality guaranteed she would fade into
            any background. Also, how could a child of her blood have turned out so plain? At ten, Little Sparrow most resembled Jade’s
            son out of all her siblings: a broad face relieved by neither interesting contours nor lively expression. A pair of turnips,
            the two of them!
         

         
         Nobody could say Pearl hadn’t done all within her power to make the girl more attractive. She’d done for Little Sparrow all
            that Madam had done for herself, without enjoying the same guarantee of future earnings in return. It was thanks to the bamboo
            rod she’d fastened to the girl’s back every morning for a decade, despite her squawking and shrieking, that Little Sparrow
            had a perfect, erect posture. It was thanks to her strict practice regimen that Little Sparrow walked with graceful competence
            upon her little feet, unlike Lilei, who moved as mincingly as an arthritic old woman. It was thanks to her determined tutelage
            that Little Sparrow knew how to manipulate the abacus and play the 二胡. Admittedly, her performance on the latter would never arouse a man’s passion. While she was a meticulous player—thanks to
            Pearl’s alacrity to punish mistakes—Little Sparrow produced music that sounded like the fruit of diligent labor, so it was impossible for listeners to feel any real pleasure. 

         
         She’d once hoped that this daughter of hers would create the third point of a triangle, securing Aiguo tightly to them both.
            Even if a daughter’s hold upon her father couldn’t be as fast as a son’s, it ought to go some way toward balancing the accounts. By the very act of being born, Little Sparrow had turned Pearl into a used, then emptied
            vessel, when before she had been to Aiguo a new, inviting vessel to be filled. By being born, this child had robbed Pearl
            of her pliancy, tautness, nubility—the essence of femininity that had bound Aiguo to her in the first place. It was only fair
            then that this child, by insinuating herself into her father’s heart, should weave a new tie between her parents.
         

         
         But Aiguo took no more interest in this daughter of Pearl’s than he did in the sallow-skinned whelp the scullery maid had
            birthed seven months after leaving the House of Kong. The farmer to whom she’d been married delivered the child to the back
            gate of the compound along with a load of daikons to soften any suggestion of insolence, saying this girl-child was no responsibility
            of his. Worse, Little Sparrow had the potential to further distance Aiguo from Pearl instead of bringing him closer. On the
            nights when Aiguo still visited Pearl’s bedroom, he was subjected to the sight of Pearl’s drab daughter scrambling to her
            feet, plain and clumsy, mumbling incoherent salutations before stumbling out the door with her pallet in tow—a reminder of
            what awkwardness, what lack of grace, what failure had come from Pearl’s body.
         

         
         Pearl tried not to let Little Sparrow see all that she felt. She knew her daughter wanted to please her. She knew the girl was miserable and that the chief source of her misery was Pearl’s disappointment in her. Once, her daughter had said: “It would have been better for you if I had died and not my brother Deep Bright.” 

         
         Pearl had been too startled at the sound of that precious name on another’s lips—at the reality of hearing him mentioned in
            conversation—to correct her: “How do you know about him?”
         

         
         “You talk about him in your sleep sometimes.”

         
         Little Sparrow had looked so wistful that, for an instant, an unfamiliar pang of pity cut through Pearl’s habitual instinct
            to extricate herself from her daughter’s hungry affections. She had grown used to thinking of Little Sparrow as entirely unlike
            herself, but in that brief, glimmering instant, Pearl saw her own face mirrored hazily in the small, sad one across the room—that
            sharp longing! That possessiveness! Little Sparrow’s wistfulness for her was in fact a watery version of her own greediness
            to keep Aiguo, her own desperation to drag that phantom son out of the spirit world. She shuddered at the ugliness of that
            reflection and blinked hard to dispel it from her vision. There was nothing more repellant than a person’s one-sided desperation.
            Yet this ugliness was something—the only thing—they had in common, so it evoked sympathy as well as disgust. For the first
            time, she thought: Her poor girl!
         

         
         She couldn’t reassure Little Sparrow that her life was as welcome to Pearl as Deep Bright’s. To say such a thing would not
            only be a lie but feel like a betrayal to that son, who in spirit was more vivid than her daughter was in life. Instead, she
            said, awkwardly: “You’re a good girl. How lucky I am to have you take care of me!”
         

         
         Her daughter immediately flushed with joy, tragedy forgotten. She threw her arms about Pearl’s neck and declared: “I’ll always take care of you, Ma.” From her brother’s lips, the vow would have held such sweetness—but when had a daughter ever been allowed to take care of her own mother? The sense of sameness Pearl had felt was fading fast; she was irritated by the girl’s naivete. She felt suffocated by the arms around her neck, the forcefulness of the girl’s love. She told herself to be kind as she would wish Aiguo to be kind; she forced herself to count to five before prying her daughter from her. 

         
         Desperation leaves a distasteful residue. It hung, lingering, in the air, threatening contagion. Pearl hastily drew out her
            box of tiles and shook them out onto the table, the loud clatter dispelling the fraught atmosphere. She said briskly: “Since
            we are both awake, it’s time you learned to play sparrow. People call it a game of luck, but it’s actually a game of probabilities.
            That’s all luck is, really—probabilities.” Little Sparrow scurried to sit beside her, face bright with eagerness. How grateful
            she was for the smallest attention!
         

         
         As she efficiently mixed the tiles, Pearl resolved to perform small gestures of affection now and again—a hand to stroke the
            hair, a squeeze of the shoulder, a smile. They cost her little enough and brought so much pleasure to the girl. Then Little
            Sparrow wouldn’t be so obviously unhappy, moping about the compound with a long face and prompting the other women to shake
            their heads and murmur that Pearl was a harsh mother. Ancestors forbid, Aiguo should hear of it and think her unwomanly.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            6.

         
         One day, it seemed, the children were all small and their futures in the nebulous distance. The next, the boys had outgrown
            the influence of tutors and mothers; the girls began their monthly bleeding; the decisions of all their futures were suddenly
            and urgently upon them; and the women at last had something of real substance to talk about.
         

         
         Big Wife engaged the services of a matchmaker for Anni and Lilei, Anni’s betrothed having succumbed to cholera the year before.
            She graciously allowed the matchmaker to find somebody for Little Sparrow, too, though she advised Pearl not to expect too
            much.
         

         
         “She didn’t get your looks, Pearl,” Big Wife said, blowing a ring of saccharine smoke into the air. Pearl glanced at her daughter,
            who did not look up from stitching the sole of a new slipper, though two spots of red stained her cheeks. “Not that Mrs. Wong
            can search too high for a husband for my own girls either,” Big Wife added fairly. “Anni has a figure like a root vegetable
            and Lilei looks like she has the pox, her complexion is so poor.” Both daughters sent her fulminating looks.
         

         
         “Ah! But they have an aura of dignity and nobility that is very pleasing!” Jade cried. “And they are so well-mannered and accomplished! Of course, what else could be expected, given their excellent—their eminently superior!—bloodlines. I declare nothing brings me greater pleasure than to hear Lilei practicing her 二胡.”
         

         
         “Nothing would bring me greater pleasure,” Big Wife said wryly, “than to hear Lilei practicing her 二胡, since I haven’t heard her do so this age. She can’t help being spotty, but I wish she’d put some effort into her music.
            We all know that the way a girl plays the flute or strums the 二胡 can remind a man of the bedroom arts.” She gave a bawdy cackle.
         

         
         Pearl thought, not for the first time, that with her broad features, thick body, and coarse sense of humor, Big Wife resembled
            more a Hog Lane shopkeeper’s wife than a woman brought up among elite merchants. In fact, her maid better embodied what Pearl
            had imagined Aiguo’s first wife would be like: snobbish, critical, thin, and straight-backed. If it weren’t for their dress,
            one might well mistake maid for mistress. Big Wife’s match with Aiguo must have come down to bride price and a merging of
            two merchant houses. Pearl couldn’t imagine Aiguo ever having lusted after such a woman.
         

         
         As if reading Pearl’s thoughts, Big Wife boasted: “I was a real beauty in my day. Aiguo’s cock used to spring to life just
            at the sight of me! But childbearing strips a woman of any good looks.” She surveyed Pearl critically but without envy. “You’ve
            managed all right, Pearl. That’s the difference between bearing one and three. I’m so loose, I piss when I sneeze and my nipples
            are permanently hardened into feeding implements, though it’s been years since I’ve had a whelp on the teat.” Another cackle.
         

         
         “You’re still a handsome woman!” cried Jade.

         
         “Not a bit of it,” Big Wife said comfortably. “But I’m long past the age when I need to worry about my appearance. All my vanity must be reserved for my daughters, plain as they are! I’ve got Yatsan anyway. He’ll take the triennial examinations soon, and whether he becomes a scholar or a bureaucrat or takes over the business, he’ll see me right.” 

         
         “That’s so!” Jade agreed. “You and I are lucky in our sons, Big Wife. We will be secure in our old age! They will take care of us. What a sensible young man Yatsan is! What a comfort he must be to you! It does me good to see two brothers
            studying in such harmony!” She glanced complacently across the courtyard to where, visible through the open door of the study,
            the two boys bent over their schoolbooks. Jade’s son, Heifung, was picking his nose with a slightly glazed expression. Beside
            him, Yatsan fairly vibrated with determination to ferret whatever meaning he could out of the text. Every now and again, he
            cast a look of loathing at his companion, as if angry he must share a desk with this half-witted half brother. At fourteen,
            he already exhibited strong strains of parsimony. Jade added with false sympathy: “Poor Pearl. It must be hard to have only
            a daughter!”
         

         
         Aiguo’s widowed sister squeaked in distress. She herself had borne no sons before her husband’s death and was accordingly
            bullied and despised by her in-laws and sometimes not even fed, so she was forever finding excuses to make extended visits
            to her natal home. “Only a daughter!” she echoed sadly.
         

         
         “As of yet,” Pearl said sweetly, a barbed reminder that although Aiguo had long quit Jade’s bed, he was still a frequent (if uninspired) guest in her own. Beside her, Little Sparrow jerked involuntarily and the needle pierced her finger. Jade turned a muddy color beneath her rice powder. Pearl knew the older concubine had no interest in Aiguo’s attentions but looked upon all the sons of the house as rivals for Heifung’s prospects and feared Aiguo’s continued presence in Pearl’s bed would beget yet more competition. Pearl added: “What exactly will your son do to provide for you in your old age, Sister Jade? Will he take the civil service exams as well?” 

         
         Jade scowled.

         
         Of course, the women had no say in the futures of their sons. That was for Aiguo to arrange. He had already decided that Yatsan
            was to take the triennial examinations in the capital. He was inordinately proud of Yatsan’s scholarship, boasting that this
            son of his would leave the 公行 trade permanently behind. Why, he had the makings of an imperial officer! Aiguo staunchly ignored the fact that the only passion
            Yatsan had ever shown was for money rather than the classics, and that even before he’d begun his studies, he’d possessed
            a natural instinct for numbers—unsurprising for a boy with generations of merchant forefathers on each side. In fact, Pearl
            suspected that the boy preferred to succeed his father in the guild rather than climb the ladder of imperial bureaucracy.
         

         
         Regardless, Yatsan had secured the role that ought to have been Deep Bright’s: his father’s pride and joy. Ever since Yatsan’s voice had deepened, Aiguo had begun to regard this son as a confidant. Instead of visiting Pearl for a late-night snack and cup of wine, as once had been his habit, he now called Yatsan into his study so they could talk together as men. At first, Pearl had been relieved Aiguo was abandoning her only for a schoolboy and not relieving his lust into another woman’s body. But one day, she saw Aiguo laugh and tenderly brush the hair from Yatsan’s forehead, and she realized this schoolboy was a more dangerous rival than any woman could ever be. A father and son, given the chance, could form an unbreakable and exclusive intimacy. She was certain Deep Bright was still to join her in this world; it was up to her to ensure the way was clear for him to attain his rightful position. 

         
         Dusk came early these winter nights. From her bedroom window, Pearl burned with jealousy as she watched the tableau of father
            and son in earnest conversation, framed by the brightly lit window of Aiguo’s study across the courtyard as vivid as if painted
            on a lantern screen. Aiguo, handsome with curls of sweet smoke unfurling above his pipe. Yatsan, boyish and bent intently
            forward to listen. It ought to have been Deep Bright sitting there across the table from Aiguo, his face alight with intelligence.
            Pearl craned her ears to catch their words, to confirm that any question Yatsan asked or response he made was inane in comparison
            to anything her own son would have said. But their voices floated only halfway across the courtyard before evaporating into
            the night air. A few times, Little Sparrow tried to get Pearl’s attention, like a gnat buzzing about her ear: “Look, Ma, I
            embroidered a pair of shoes to replace the ones Ba gave the ghosts. Ma, can I prepare a cup of tea for you? Ma, Big Mother
            loaned me this 武俠 novel. Would you like me to read it to you?” Pearl hissed at her to hush. She was trying to hear!
         

         
         One night, unable to bear the suspense any longer, Pearl crept across the courtyard under the cover of darkness and crouched
            beneath Aiguo’s window, listening.
         

         
         Aiguo talked mostly of the guild and of his peculiar arrangement with the ghosts, which involved neither importing opium nor exporting traditional Chinese goods. American ghosts, he told Yatsan, were crazy for anything French and would pay a high price. The ghosts brought all sorts of little luxuries from Paris—perfumes, pictures, fans, shawls, combs—for his factory to replicate exactly, cheaply, and efficiently. This way, both the 公行 merchants and the ghosts earned a great deal of money. All this was relayed the way a father might boast of his accomplishments to a
            son. Yet something remained unsaid. Pearl heard the discontent, fretfulness, and anxiety in Aiguo’s voice, and—to her alarm—a
            note of inquiry, as if beseeching his son to counsel him. But Yatsan didn’t understand Aiguo as she did. He marveled at the
            arrangement. He admired his father’s wits in finding so unorthodox a way to reach a new market. It was clever of his father,
            he said, to take advantage of the ghosts’ ineptitude to produce their own goods efficiently, and at such a profit to himself.
            After a moment’s disappointed silence, Aiguo chuckled and said indulgently: “Perhaps you’ve the right of it, my son.” Then,
            as if to himself: “You are young yet; you don’t understand all that is at stake.”
         

         
         Pearl was satisfied. Her son would have immediately perceived Aiguo’s unease. Deep Bright would have understood more weighed on his father’s mind than
            profit; there was also the matter of pride. He would have understood that, while it could certainly be claimed the 公行 merchants were taking advantage of the ghosts’ inefficiency and lesser skills, it could also be said the ghosts were taking advantage
            of Chinese laborers’ willingness to do the same work for less money. He would have also realized the implied insult: The ghosts
            considered the designs and patterns of the French superior to those of the Chinese. They saw the Chinese as capable only of
            replication, not creation. Deep Bright would have spoken with intelligence about all these considerations with his father;
            he would have helped Aiguo make a weighty decision. His would have been a mind worthy of imperial service, of navigating both philosophy and politics! And while Deep Bright’s advanced understanding would have stemmed from his natural brilliance, it would also have been nurtured by his mother’s tutelage. 

         
         Little Sparrow asked timidly: “What are you listening for every night, Ma?”

         
         “Mind your own business.”

         
         “My father won’t like it if he catches you listening. He’ll be angry.”

         
         “He won’t catch me. It’s not like he’s telling the usurper any secrets anyway.”

         
         “What usurper?”

         
         “Never mind.”

         
         One night, as Pearl crouched beneath Aiguo’s window, Yatsan’s voice suddenly faded and was replaced by another: one clearer
            and more sonorous. Pearl straightened so quickly she almost forgot where she was, and ducked her head back below the sill
            just in time. Surely that was Deep Bright’s voice! She recognized it as though she’d heard it all these years. Surely that
            was her son speaking as she’d always known he would: taxing his father with respectful but pointed questions. Surely, that
            was her son asking Aiguo whether the Carneses weren’t taking a larger cut than was appropriate, because Chinese craftsmen
            were doing all the work? Scrambling on all fours, cutting her hands and knees on the rough edges of brick pavement in her
            haste, Pearl retreated to the shelter of the stone koi pool, then peered eagerly over its rim at Aiguo’s window. But there
            was no sign of her son. Only Yatsan sat across from Aiguo, nodding to everything his father said. It was Yatsan’s voice, too,
            that drifted inanely now from the window to the pool.
         

         
         Anguish pierced Pearl so sharply, it might have been grief for a son who had actually been born and then died. She stumbled, almost blind with tears of rage, back into her own room, ignoring Little Sparrow’s anxious queries—“Are you all right? What happened? Did my father see you?”—and resolved never again to subject herself to the vision of Aiguo in conversation with Big Wife’s son. 

         
         The only person who shared Pearl’s dissatisfaction at Aiguo’s growing affection for his oldest son was Jade, who felt her
            own son was being snubbed. She complained that Aiguo should take a greater interest in the opinions and welfare of Heifung,
            who was just as gifted as his half brother. To everybody else, it was apparent Heifung was a dunce. His only dedication was
            to his meals, which he consumed with solemn absorption. But Jade was one of those peculiar people who freely debased herself
            yet harbored the greatest pretensions for her offspring, in whose mental faculties and gifts she was absolutely deluded.
         

         
         One afternoon, as the women sat about playing sparrow, Jade shrilly called: “Heifung!”

         
         Heifung and Yatsan were entering the courtyard from the front gate after lessons. At his mother’s call, Heifung started and
            dropped his books and inkstone, which splattered on the flagstones, then slowly looked around as if surprised to see his mother.
            He groped for his belongings, then lumbered toward the women. Sighing, Yatsan followed.
         

         
         “Ask after Big Wife’s health,” Jade prompted when her son stood before her.

         
         “Are you well, Big Mother?” Heifung mumbled, shuffling his feet.

         
         “You can see for yourself that I’m well,” Big Wife said.

         
         “You were so concerned whether Big Wife’s feet still ached,” Jade reminded her son.

         
         “Do your feet still ache, Big Mother?” Heifung asked dutifully.

         
         “Of course they do. It’s the price of genteel feet.”

         
         “Just the other day, you were telling me how much you admired Big Wife’s sparrow play,” Jade told her son. “What a strategic player Big Mother is, you said! You wondered whether she might one day enlighten you as to some of her strategies.” 

         
         “Yes,” Heifung said. “Big Mother, I wonder—” He paused, furrowing his brow in concentration as he tried to decide what his
            mother expected him to say. Pearl hid a smile. Lilei and Anni giggled, and even Little Sparrow’s lips quirked. Gamely, he
            tried: “I wonder what your strategy is today?”
         

         
         “I’m not likely to tell you when we’re in the middle of the game, am I?” Big Wife snapped. “Although given the pace at which
            this game is moving, I doubt we’ll ever finish! Are you going to play your hand or not, Jade? It’s been your turn this age.
            We’re all waiting.”
         

         
         “Oh yes!” Jade twittered and, after five minutes of apology, poorly played her hand.

         
         Although there were four players, sparrow usually came down to a contest between Big Wife and Pearl. Jade was unwilling to
            beat her patroness, even had she been capable, and Aiguo’s widowed sister was focused more on the refreshments than her tiles.
            Big Wife was a competent strategist, having both a hereditary instinct for numbers and a military uncle who’d frequently expounded
            on The Art of War. But she could not equal Pearl, who’d grown up watching men play sparrow for hours on end while she refilled cups and flirted. Also, Big Wife played sparrow with all the gusto of a child, whereas Pearl grimly regarded sparrow as her livelihood. Winning was her chief means of adding to the hoard of coins secreted behind the cornerstone in her room, insurance against poverty in her old age should Aiguo—it didn’t bear thinking—ever fail her. But she must marshal her strategies without provoking scrutiny; it didn’t do for a concubine to appear conniving. She must pin a pleasant smile on her face and keep up a sociable stream of chatter; any overt sign of determination might be taken for avarice or presumption. She must also lose occasionally, as she was doing now, to keep Big Wife in a good mood. 

         
         “碰!” Big Wife exclaimed, revealing three wind tiles. She grinned with all the delight of a hawker who had just bested a customer
            at haggling. “You’re playing poorly today, Pearl.”
         

         
         “You’re a mighty opponent,” Pearl said. She caught the flash of cynicism across her daughter’s usually unanimated face, quickly
            masked. Little Sparrow had made a quick study of her namesake game, and while she wasn’t good enough to beat her mother, she
            knew enough to realize Pearl had let Big Wife win the hand.
         

         
         They played several hands more, the two schoolboys watching their game in awkward silence. Heifung clearly intuited, with
            more animal instinct than cunning, that his mother had called him over for a purpose. He would stay like an obedient pup until
            he’d acquitted himself properly. Yatsan, always wary Jade was out to wheedle money from his mother, had intuited the same
            and was, Pearl guessed from his mulish expression, determined to stay to curtail any such efforts.
         

         
         Finally, Jade said: “I’ve been meaning to speak to you about Heifung’s future, Sister.”

         
         Yatsan’s eyes narrowed. Heifung looked unhappy.

         
         Big Wife said: “Spit it out, Jade, so we can continue the game.”

         
         Jade said: “Aiguo has said nothing about Heifung’s education beyond the primary school. Such an unnatural father not to show more interest in his son’s education! Of course I mean no criticism—I am sure Aiguo knows what is best—but should my son attain the necessary fees, he could follow in dear Yatsan’s footsteps. I know he would establish himself creditably in the triennial examinations.” 

         
         Anni giggled maliciously.

         
         Yatsan visibly relaxed. Whereas his own examination journey was sure to be a long and costly one—entailing tutors, travel
            and lodging expenses, and exam fees as he progressed through the prefectural entry exam, provincial exam, metropolitan exam,
            and, finally, the imperial exam—Heifung’s was certain to be curtailed. It was impossible Heifung could pass the entry exam
            on his own merit, and the local prefectural examiners had been afraid to accept bribes ever since a chief examiner had been
            found out and sentenced to death.
         

         
         At that moment, Aiguo entered the courtyard. He would have passed the women without speaking had his eye not fastened on Yatsan. His face brightened with pleasure and he crossed to where they were all gathered. Immediately, Lilei and Anni sat up straighter, eager for their father’s attention, eyes lowered demurely so their lashes fanned out on their cheeks, hands folded neatly in their laps, the picture of modest, pretty daughters. Beside them, Little Sparrow sat as rigidly as if Pearl still fastened a bamboo rod to her spine every day, her face as dull as ever. Even as she felt the usual stab of irritation at her daughter—was the girl incapable of animation?—Pearl also felt her body strain toward Aiguo with a heightened awareness of its own sensuality. Aiguo looked aged. His face looked more careworn, and there were hollows beneath his eyes as though he hadn’t slept in weeks. How could this man, almost twenty years her senior and looking it, still have the power to rouse all the old angst and restlessness in her body just by his proximity? How could he still ignite in her a fierce competitiveness that his eye should fall on nobody but herself? 

         
         But Aiguo had eyes only for his beloved son.

         
         “How do you go on with your studies?” he asked Yatsan, as if Heifung weren’t there.

         
         “All right, sir,” Yatsan said. “I’m reviewing The Analects of Confucius.”
         

         
         “A worthy text, but difficult. Are you understanding it all right?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “We were just speaking of Heifung’s studies,” Jade said a little shrilly.

         
         “Indeed?” Aiguo said politely.

         
         “I was just saying to Big Wife that, should Heifung be supplied with the necessary fees, he would establish himself creditably
            in the triennial exams,” Jade said. “Think of it! Two sons passing as palace graduates! What an honor it would be for the
            House of Kong!”
         

         
         “Do you wish to become a civil servant, son?” Aiguo asked Heifung kindly.

         
         “Not so much,” Heifung said, turning bright red.

         
         “Oh! It’s his deepest wish in the world to enter the civil service!” Jade cried.

         
         “I don’t much want to go,” Heifung confessed. As if looking for something to relieve his nervousness at all the attention, he grabbed a handful of roasted melon seeds and salted plums from the women’s refreshment table and began to stuff them into his mouth. Alarmed by this competition, Aiguo’s widowed sister immediately picked up the pace of her own eating. Heifung mumbled: “I never can make sense of what they’re saying in books.” 

         
         “Your modesty does you credit,” Jade said fondly.

         
         “It isn’t modesty,” Heifung said. “I’m not good with books.”

         
         “There aren’t a dozen boys as intelligent as you!”

         
         “I don’t like books much,” persisted her son with the obstinacy of the truly obtuse. “I don’t want to take the exams.”
         

         
         “It is your duty to this household and to me to do so, given the chance,” Jade said, her voice taking on an edge. “I hope
            you are not insensible of all the sacrifices I’ve made on your behalf, though I never speak of them!” She then launched into
            a lengthy list of the sacrifices she had made in the name of motherhood over the past decade. The list was long indeed and
            began with the painful ordeal of bringing him into the world, which she had not shied from, even knowing her own frail constitution
            and narrow hips. It progressed through the salted fish and pickled vegetables from which she’d abstained so her milk should
            be sweet upon his infant tongue, and then continued to a discussion of her eyes, once sharp organs that had been ruined by
            years of fine embroidery so his garments should be no less fine than those of his more fortunate brother, even if his mother
            was just a humble concubine. She didn’t fail to mention the white hairs that had sprouted above her forehead after the sleepless
            nights she’d spent nursing him during his fever last spring—and not once did she begrudge him!
         

         
         She was still enumerating her sacrifices, the beneficiary of which stood there gaping like a landed carp, while Aiguo’s initial
            amusement gave way to impatience, when Big Wife’s maid said: “Leave the boy alone, Jade! He’d be better served apprenticing
            in the 公行 business. All the money in the world won’t make that boy a scholar. He’s got a skull as thick as a winter melon.” The old servant remembered herself, and hastily added: “Of course, you know what’s best, Master.” 

         
         Aiguo smiled faintly. He was in a good mood today, or he wouldn’t have stayed so long to converse with women. “I’m a lucky
            man indeed,” he said, “to have two sons of such intelligence and sense of duty.”
         

         
         Pearl wanted to cry with the bitterness of it all: “But you could have had such a son as to surpass them both!”

         
         Then she saw him!

         
         She saw him almost as clearly as though he were flesh and blood, standing alongside the two boys who would have been his half
            brothers, and he was just as she’d imagined him: taller, sturdier, with a handsome, sensitive face that made theirs look weak
            and pinched. The face turned toward hers was so tender, so loving. Her breath caught in her chest. Her boy! She knew then
            that she had not imagined his presence a few nights before. He had been in Aiguo’s study the night she’d heard his voice, had superimposed himself somehow upon Yatsan’s body so he might be
            close to her, even if momentarily. She half reached out a hand to touch him. The outlines of his figure blurred, wavered as
            the air did sometimes in intense heat, then disappeared. Air rushed into her lungs. She felt as though she were reeling like
            a drunk, even seated with her hands gripping the edge of the sparrow table. She closed her eyes until her head steadied. She
            opened them, half hesitant, half eager.
         

         
         Around her, it was as if nothing had happened.

         
         Heifung was shuffling his feet in embarrassment; Yatsan was blushing at their father’s compliment. Anni and Lilei were giggling, having caught on that Aiguo was in a teasing mood. “How lucky I am to have such pretty and well-mannered daughters too!” he said gallantly. None of them had seen Deep Bright. 

         
         Only Little Sparrow had noticed Pearl’s brief shock. She whispered urgently: “Are you well, Ma? Is the heat too much for you?
            Should I fetch you some water? A fan?” The clarity of the whisper accentuated the oppressive reality of her daughter, who
            sat leaning forward, her edges aggressively distinct, banishing the lingering essence of her son.
         

         
         Pearl released the edge of the table. Her body slackened back into the chair.

         
         “Get away from me,” she snapped. At Little Sparrow’s stricken look, she said more gently: “I need some air, that’s all. Stop
            fussing.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            7.

         
         The cut-price peddler to whom Pearl sold her contraband goods was named Gajyu.

         
         Pearl waited until the servants were busy preparing dinner; Big Wife was napping in her room; Big Wife’s maid was fanning
            her; Jade was napping in her room, trying to get another maid to fan her; the girls were preoccupied with embroidering their trousseaus; and the little children were preoccupied with a game in the
            courtyard. Then she slipped into the narrow outdoor corridor between her room and the reception hall, which led to a weedy
            garden behind the eastern wall. Little Sparrow stood guard at the mouth of the corridor, pretending to read a book. This weekly
            ritual was something her daughter enjoyed with all a child’s pleasure in a shared secret. She didn’t yet understand Pearl’s
            satisfaction in selling stolen goods from this house, which had stolen her youth, or the reassurance of possessing more silver.
         

         
         Gajyu was waiting for her at the back gate. His face lit up when he saw her.

         
         “Goddess,” he said, because she’d never told him her name. “You have something for me?”

         
         Pearl knew this man admired her. He’d admired her from the first day she had called softly down to him as he pushed his cart
            down the back alleyway. When he’d looked up, he’d seen her face framed by the narrow window inserted high to the left of the
            heavy gate. It was the only exterior-facing window in the entire courtyard, and Pearl could only reach it by way of standing
            upon the lip of an enormous, hip-high clay water jar that stood just inside the gate, a feat of balance made even more difficult
            by her golden lotuses. Gajyu had been astonished to see it was a lady of the house and not a servant who had called to him.
            His astonishment had grown as he took in—and she wasn’t being immodest but honest—her beauty. At thirty, Pearl knew herself
            to be still dazzlingly attractive. Madam had jealously protected her girls’ delicate skin, soft hands, and fragile feet. Since
            she had come to the House of Kong, Pearl had been no less careful with her own body. She had the type of beauty, she knew,
            that such as Gajyu would rarely have the opportunity to see up close. The women in his orbit would be coarser, less polished,
            smell of their labors instead of jasmine, swathed in rougher cloth, erected on large feet. Also, she had been trained in those
            ageless little arts—how to sway slightly as she walked, tilt her head just so, peep up through her lashes—which would hold
            allure long after supple limbs, dewy skin, and bright eyes had faded from her possession.
         

         
         Perched again upon the water jar, Pearl now threaded the sack of rice, then the yams, one after another, through the window bars. The jar of soy sauce would not fit. Gajyu lifted a heavy earthen-necked pot from his cart and inserted its neck through the window. Carefully she tipped the mouth of the jar to the mouth of the pot and watched the slow river of sauce flow from one vessel into the other. Gajyu counted out a little copper. When he handed it up to her, he shivered at the touch of her smooth palm against his rough fingertips. 

         
         “What do you need money for, beautiful lady?” he asked, lingering. “Don’t they provide for you in this big house?”

         
         “I like to have something of my own.”

         
         She knew it was Gajyu’s admiration for her that drew him to this gate, week after week, even though the little she sold him
            must be paltry in the way of business. Certainly, her contraband goods were not in themselves worth the detour down this alley
            with a heavy cart. She had to admit, too, that Gajyu’s admiration was worth as much to her as the copper he paid. His shining
            eyes as he gazed at her, a man drowning in awe of her loveliness, did much to balm her wounded pride at Aiguo’s neglect. They
            reassured her she was still an object of desire. If this young, lusty man wanted her, then Aiguo must want her too; he had
            forgotten her for the moment, but one day, he would blink and see her clearly; then all his initial passion for her would
            return.
         

         
         Gajyu was probably Pearl’s own age, which was still considered young for a man, and strong in the way that a man who made his living pushing a cart was strong, with thin legs except where they bunched up at the calf, broad shoulders tapering to wiry arms, hands calloused and veined from grasping the cart handles. She wondered, with cold curiosity, what those hands would feel like on her skin—brutal, probably, compared with Aiguo’s soft ones. Gajyu’s face was broad and pugnacious with no evidence of education, leathery and brown from laboring in the sun. What would it be like to have such a crude face close to one’s own, evoking none of the romantic emotions that Aiguo’s sensitive, pale face suggested? She imagined that this man’s penis would be similarly broad and pugnacious, more capable of barrage than tender lovemaking. What would it be like to have it thrust between her legs? Would it snap her pelvic bones—break her to bits? 

         
         “Come tonight,” she told him suddenly.

         
         His eyes widened in disbelief, then hopeful wonder.

         
         At the end of the corridor, Little Sparrow coughed three times. A warning that someone would soon pass. “Come tonight,” Pearl
            repeated. She added: “I may not be able to come. Very likely, I won’t. But I will if I can.” She turned and hurried back down
            the corridor. She knew that Gajyu would not be able to resist coming. Of course, she would not be there when he did. She was
            Aiguo’s. She had promised herself to him when she was sixteen, had held on to her beauty for him. She loved him; he was to
            be the father of her son. But she knew that by posing this offer, however noncommittal, this big dolt of a laborer would come
            and wait at the gate for her this night. It was comforting to know that, even as she waited hopelessly for Aiguo, someone
            else would be waiting just as hopelessly for her.
         

         
         

         That night, she resumed her vigil by the window.

         
         Perhaps it was the restlessness in her body that she’d felt since Gajyu had made his desire for her so evident earlier that day. She just wanted to look at Aiguo, remind herself of the contours of his face, the lines of his jaw, the column of his throat. She wanted to see if he looked well. He had seemed so drawn and exhausted in the bright sunlight of the courtyard! But she would not descend into obsession. She would sit only a little while, and then she would go and brush Little Sparrow’s hair, teach her how to apply vermilion to the lips, show her some little sign of affection that would, she knew, catapult the girl into happiness. 

         
         She glanced over her shoulder at her colorless daughter, who sat mechanically plucking the strings of the 二胡 in the gloom of the bedroom. Pearl never lit the lamps when she sat by the window so Aiguo should not look out his window
            one night and see her hungrily watching him out of her own. Little Sparrow caught her glance and smiled hopefully, her fingers
            pausing midstrum. Poor girl! Pearl had birthed this girl, fed her at her breast, bound her feet, taught her to read and write
            and wield a fan, trained her to play sparrow better than any other woman in the compound, conspired with her to steal from
            the house to which they both belonged, slept in the same room and sometimes the same bed—yet somehow she had managed to keep
            her at arm’s length. Poor little girl! She was always so desperate to have a piece of Pearl, to cling to her, that Pearl always
            balked from inviting any bit of closeness lest the girl absorb too much of her. She must make sure there was enough of herself
            to give to Aiguo when he came, and to Deep Bright when he came, and a little left over to keep so her soul was always tethered to her body. There was not enough left for this girl.
         

         
         Well, she could spare her a game of sparrow anyway. Pearl smiled in invitation.

         
         Little Sparrow promptly laid her instrument to one side. She picked up the box of tiles and rose.

         
         Then, somewhere, in the silence left by the lull of the music, something chirped.

         
         A cricket! It had somehow managed to persist despite the frost. It was a lucky sign.

         
         Pearl turned quickly back to the window. Man and boy sat across the table from each other in Aiguo’s study, talking intently. It was Deep Bright! She barely had eyes for Aiguo, though only minutes before, she’d longed to see him. Her son had returned to her already, as if to reassure her that she had not been dreaming that afternoon in the courtyard a few weeks before. His face, so dear and familiar she could have drawn it from memory, turned slightly toward the window. He smiled as if he knew she was watching him from across the courtyard, even though her own window must be only a dark square, and she only a shadow. I am here, Ma, that smile seemed to say. Had he grown a little older even since last she’d seen him? Was that a shadow above his lip? Was
            the expression in his eyes more mature? Were his shoulders broader?
         

         
         His image wavered. For a second, Yatsan’s features flickered upon Deep Bright’s face. She must concentrate! As long as she
            concentrated on her son, he would stay. She wished she had not drunk so much wine; her head was so heavy. She must concentrate!
            She groped for a jade pin in the intricate coils of her hair, her eyes never leaving her son. She plunged the pin into her
            thigh. The pain ran sharply up her leg and along her spine; her head cleared. The usurper’s features disappeared from her
            son’s face, and there he was again, smiling faintly at her through his father’s window. Surely, if she waited long enough,
            if she concentrated hard enough, he would bid Aiguo good night and cross the courtyard. He would stand upon her threshold
            and say, Hello, Ma, and somehow, through some magic and mercy of the spirits, he would become flesh and bone, step out of the netherworld and
            into her arms, and she would hold him for the first time, as she had been meant to do all those years before, when Little
            Sparrow had been born in his stead.
         

         
         Pearl didn’t know how long she sat at the window, gazing at her son, wielding the hairpin whenever her eyes began to blur with the effort of concentrating so hard. Then Little Sparrow was kneeling before her, crying, “Ma! Stop it!” and wresting the bloody hairpin from her hand. Anger surged through Pearl. She snatched back the pin and raised it to stab it down into this girl, who had after all been the first usurper long before Yatsan ever caught his father’s eye. Her daughter cringed like a kicked dog. Pearl dropped the pin. It pinged on the floor. She put her face in her hands. 

         
         She didn’t even need to look. “He’s gone,” she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            8.

         
         By spring, the compound felt emptied.

         
         Yatsan went to the capital to take his examinations and passed. He was assigned a junior civil service post in the capital
            region, bringing Aiguo as much pride as though he were already a provincial magistrate. Despite his mother’s ambitions, Heifung
            began working with his father at the 行. Jade was mollified when she saw how much time he spent alongside Aiguo. “He’s quite his father’s shadow,” she liked to say.
            She was determined her son should impress his father with his diligence, so she ushered him out the door at the crack of dawn
            and did not welcome him back until late, so it almost felt as though he had left the compound as well. Even the compound’s
            little children were no longer little, but preoccupied with studies and chores instead of running about the courtyard and
            filling it with their shouting and laughter. Lilei was betrothed and would follow her sister out of the compound in a year’s
            time.
         

         
         Anni had married a clerk, courtesy of the matchmaker’s efforts. Big Wife had rejoiced that, with a son and son-in-law in the civil service, the House of Kong’s social status had already risen significantly above that of a typical merchant family. The months leading up to the wedding had seen a maelstrom of activity even with the clerk’s family taking on the bulk of the preparations, the women busier than they’d ever been before. Big Wife’s maid ran about, commanding her minions to procure red paper and gilt from the vendors. The groom’s family sent several bolts of fine cloth and silk threads as the bride price, and the women breathlessly sewed the bridal clothes beneath the mangrove trees. Even Big Wife stirred from her usual languor to embroider the heavy red veil herself, though she’d dropped so many stitches that Pearl and Little Sparrow were obliged to sit up several nights to make it presentable. Pearl barely had time to miss Deep Bright, whom she’d not seen since Yatsan’s departure to the capital. 

         
         After the wedding guests had dispersed, and Anni along with them to her marital house, the compound deflated. Aiguo, whose
            face had grown haggard and gray over the winter, had temporarily gained some color during the wedding festivities, buoyed
            by all the energy about him and Yatsan’s visit home. Now, he seemed to sag with even more weariness than before, his shoulders
            stooped like a much older man’s, and the pupils of his eyes were constant pinpricks.
         

         
         Everything had changed. Before, Pearl had thought the compound stifling, as though she were a tigress in a cage—pacing, pacing, pacing—waiting for a crack in the gate to admit a glimpse of the street, a rivulet of rainwater to trickle in from beneath the gate, a leaf to float in from a distant tree, to connect her with life outside these walls. But she was no longer a tigress any more than the rest of the women of the compound. They were all covered with a fine sheen of dust, like the relics left on the shelf of an old shop when everything else had been sold, or the toys locked up in a chest for posterity now the children had grown up. 

         
         The urge to pace had left Pearl. She no longer felt that restlessness—wondering what lay beyond the compound walls, what had
            changed in the fourteen years since she’d entered the House of Kong with Aiguo, fresh from the teahouse and glowing with naive
            love. She belonged here, in this place where the spirit of Deep Bright lay deep and dormant in the flagstones and woodwork
            and bricks, and where he might manifest at any moment via another voice or another body—Heifung’s perhaps, now that Yatsan
            was gone—to let her know he was still waiting to join her in this world. She felt him in a slight breeze that kissed her cheek,
            a ripple of water in her footbath, a drip of hot candle wax on her hand. I’m coming, he seemed to say. I’ll be here soon. Don’t forget me, Ma. She promised him she wouldn’t.
         

         
         For a while, it had seemed she might finally drag Deep Bright from the spirit world into this earthly one. With Yatsan in
            the capital, Aiguo returned to Pearl’s room in the evenings. Pearl was elated. She was hungry for him as she’d never been
            before, partly because it had been so long since any fingers but her own had touched the private places of her body but also
            because she sensed the readiness and ripeness of her womb. It was a warm spring, so she permanently banished Little Sparrow
            to sleep on the porch. She tried all the tricks she’d employed before to tempt Aiguo back to her bed after she’d given birth.
         

         
         But this was a different man than the one she’d seduced back into love with her then. It had been months since the last time Aiguo had bedded her, and she was astonished by the changes in his naked body. When had his chest caved in? When had his once-taut skin grown so loose on his bones? His hair and clothes smelled of saccharine smoke, and his saliva and sweat and semen tasted of it. Beyond these physical changes, he was moody and irritable, occasionally bursting into a violent rage that only quieted when she lit his pipe for him. 

         
         He came to her more like a petulant boy seeking maternal cosseting and comfort than a lover seeking passion and intimacy.
            After he’d smoked awhile, he’d fall into a deep daze, unaware of her presence or her body. Sometimes, she managed to bring
            him to climax; then she lay with her legs propped up against the wall while he slept, willing his seed to trickle down into
            her womb until she fell asleep in this position, dreaming of Deep Bright. Other times, it didn’t matter how she maneuvered
            her tongue about Aiguo’s member, how pliantly she angled herself above him; he lay as though dead until he fell asleep. Then
            she’d lie seething beside him, furious he was denying her that which she wanted most.
         

         
         The next morning, after Aiguo stumbled from her room, he might not even remember where he’d spent the night. It would be as
            if he’d never come to visit her bed at all, for all the credit it bought her with him. She would have liked to snap his pipe
            in two so anger should force him to inhabit his body, but she dared not, for this new Aiguo was capable of striking her. Once,
            when she lied that she had no opium on hand, he slapped her across the mouth so hard her own teeth cut her lip, and shouted:
            “What do I come here for if you don’t think of my comforts? Don’t you know what a concubine is for?” He had forcefully thrust
            her down onto the bed, but despite her excitement and his fury, he was unable to penetrate her and left her with only a map
            of welts and bruises.
         

         
         That episode had been humiliating for them both. It had been dangerous too. At the first crack of his hand across her flesh, her daughter had flown through the doorway, a horn hairpin gleaming white in her grip and her usually vapid face animated with animal fury. Gripped with fear, Pearl had glared so ferociously at Little Sparrow over Aiguo’s shoulder that the girl retreated to the porch. Later, Pearl had taken a cane to her daughter’s calves, hissing: “What were you thinking, you stupid, unfilial girl, to strike your own father? Do you want to be the end of us both?” 

         
         Worst of all, Pearl knew that in his lucid moments, Aiguo would only remember that he had been disobliged, annoyed, and even
            thwarted in her company. Those were dangerous associations that boded ill for her fate in the long run. Ever after, Pearl
            was always careful to have her spirit lamp lit and a little ball of opium paste ready to be cooked whenever Aiguo visited.
            And if he lay insentient after a smoke, at least she could persuade him the next morning that they had shared a wild and decadent
            night, during which he’d been a colossus, a stallion, a man among men—didn’t he remember?
         

         
         Then the miracle finally happened.

         
         One morning, Pearl was suddenly set upon by nausea. She ran to the toilet, wrenched up its wooden cover, and threw up her
            breakfast. As she crouched over the bucket in the gloom of the narrow closet, wiping the sour bile from her lips, her heartbeat
            quickened. The only time she could remember having been so ill was when she’d conceived fourteen years before. When she vomited
            again that afternoon, she was elated. She knew what she must do. She’d had fourteen years to reflect upon her disappointment,
            to engage in the painful task of identifying where she must have erred for the gods to play such a trick upon her, to switch
            in her womb Deep Bright for Little Sparrow. The first time, she had neglected those whose blessings and protection she ought
            to have rallied.
         

         
         Pearl ransacked the kitchen for oranges and lychees. She unlocked her little cupboard and filled her sleeves with contraband yams and her pockets with rice. She ran to the Kong family temple. She emptied the little golden bowls of rotting food and wiped them clean, filled them with the fresh fruit and yams and rice. She folded countless sheafs of paper into little gold nuggets, then piled them about the food. She swept the old ashes from the platform and lit new incense. She kowtowed to Aiguo’s ancestors—twenty, fifty, a hundred times—weeping with joy and relief. “Your descendant is finally coming! Thank you for sending him to me at last!” 

         
         She felt a sudden kinship with the little painted statues. She’d never paid them much due before, resenting that the temple
            held ancestors only of Aiguo’s blood and not her own. Perhaps they had punished her for that resentment. Well, she was clean
            of resentment now. She looked upon the ancestors with genuine respect, for were they not Deep Bright’s people and, by extension,
            her own? She promised them: “I’ll keep your shrines clean and light new incense every week until he is old enough to do the
            same.”
         

         
         She ran to the southern wall, where the servants kept the chickens in a patch of garden. She threw caution to the wind. Without asking Big Wife for permission, she grabbed the cock as he strutted past her and wrenched his head off his neck. She watched as his decapitated body wheeled crazily about the tiny purplish-white eggplants just budding on their stalks, the leafy plumes of the daikon, the delicate mung bean sprouts. She caught him before he fell on an unfurling cabbage. Then, holding the fowl carefully upright so as not to spill any blood, Pearl carried it to her room, ignoring her daughter’s gasp. Dipping her brush into the still-pulsating blood of the severed neck, she painted the characters for protection and luck onto her threshold, the doorframe, the posts of her bed. 

         
         Little Sparrow stood in the doorway, her white face strained with alarm.

         
         Pearl held out the cock. She said: “Take the old rooster to the cook.”

         
         Then dizziness set upon her, her nostrils cloyed with the smell of iron, and she vomited again. She fainted.

         
         When she opened her eyes a moment later, Little Sparrow was wiping her brow with a cool, damp cloth. A line of worry creased
            her brow. She said: “It must be the flowing sickness, Ma! I heard it is cutting people down in the streets outside. Two of
            the servants have already fallen ill. Let me help you to bed.”
         

         
         “I never get sick,” Pearl said, a surge of triumph propelling her to her feet with the help of her daughter’s arm. She knew
            it was not the flowing sickness that made her body so weak but the symptoms of Deep Bright taking root inside her womb, of
            her body drawing upon its own sinews and tissues to weave the cord that would bind his life to hers. She looked sharply at
            Little Sparrow. Was that fear on her daughter’s face? Cunning? Malice? Did she suspect that the brother whose life she had
            usurped was about to join her in this world? Was she even now willing the fates to make Pearl sick? Then she felt herself
            relenting, as though the son inside her—a generous and forgiving boy—was urging her to be kind to his poor sister, who could
            not help what she was. Also, she should rest, if only to reserve her strength for his arrival. “You take such good care of
            me,” she said. “Help me to my bed.”
         

         
         That night, the fever set upon her.

         
         Time passed in a sweaty inferno. She tossed and turned in her bed. One moment, chills racked her body and she twisted herself into a cocoon of blankets, teeth chattering, unable to get warm. The next moment, all her limbs were damp with sweat, her head ablaze, her mouth dry, and she bucked in a panic to free her limbs of the blankets and gasp in mouthfuls of cool air. In the space between sleep and wakefulness, Deep Bright came to her. She was not surprised, despite his absence of the past few months, when he materialized to perch beside her pillow, smiling down at her. Of course he had come when she was ill! He had come all the way from the spirit world to sit beside her sickbed, when Aiguo had not even deigned to make an appearance. 

         
         Deep Bright held a spoon to her lips and tipped broth, spicy with ginger, into her mouth. Now, be good, Ma, he said mock-sternly when she tried to lift her hand to touch his cheek. You must rest. Don’t exert yourself! Sleep now, Ma. Don’t worry, I’ll stay right here. I won’t leave you. He took her hot hand in his, which was deliciously cool, as she’d known it would be. She murmured triumphantly, “I knew you’d
            come!” and fell into a deep and comfortable sleep.
         

         
         When she woke, it was with a feeling of immense well-being. The fever had broken. She was neither hot nor cold; the blankets
            had dried about her body. There was a cool cloth on her forehead, and her hand was clasped in her son’s.
         

         
         “Ma, you’re awake!” It was Little Sparrow’s voice, full of delight.

         
         Pearl turned her head on the pillow. Little Sparrow’s face leaned in close to her own, anxious and drawn—but also avaricious for recognition, maybe gratitude, a word of love. Pearl looked slowly down with mounting horror at their linked hands. He had promised to stay! He wouldn’t have broken the promise of his own volition. This clinging girl had forced him away with the sheer energy of her greed. 

         
         She jerked her hand away, clenched her fist to press the sharp crescents of her nails deeply into her own palm. Inevitably,
            that injured look. Did her daughter know how to look any other way? Then she became aware of the urgent pressure on her bladder.
         

         
         “Help me to the toilet,” she said.

         
         Little Sparrow leapt up, injury forgotten, ready to be of service.

         
         Leaning on her daughter, Pearl hobbled across the courtyard to the closet and closed the door in Little Sparrow’s face. She
            pissed for what seemed like a long time, the release of so much water feeling almost like an orgasm. From the toilet rose
            the acrid smell of piss and iron. She looked down into the horse bucket. Her monthly blood had come.
         

         
         

         The flowing sickness set upon the House of Kong with a vengeance.

         
         While Pearl had lain on her sickbed, Big Wife had succumbed to the sickness, then Lilei, then Heifung. Jade rooted herself at Heifung’s bedside, Big Wife’s maid at Lilei’s, and Pearl was left to minister to Big Wife. For the first time in her life since Little Sparrow had been born, she was relieved of her daughter’s shadow. The little children had been removed to the western half of the compound, as far from the sickness as could be managed, and Little Sparrow was tasked with helping the servants to mind them. Aiguo had removed himself to his factory, where he stayed until the sickness had passed. Even through a haze of weariness, as she sponged Big Wife’s fevered body, spooned ginseng tea into her mouth, and helped her to the toilet, Pearl felt a constant dull resentment that he should so easily wash his hands of them. 

         
         One day, the sun shone bright. Nary a cough nor gasp interrupted the gay twittering of the birds in the mangrove trees. The
            flowing sickness had left the House of Kong, and only three little serving girls—the scullery maid’s daughter among them—had
            died. Blankets were washed and aired, the windows thrown open, and the kitchen busied with preparations of pork, fowl, and
            fish to meet the surging appetites and replenish the strength of the newly recovered invalids. Aiguo returned to the compound
            as casually as though he were returning from a day’s business, and Pearl returned to her room, where her daughter was already
            waiting for her with joyous eyes.
         

         
         “Ma! I missed you,” she said.
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         Pearl woke in the dark of night.

         
         Little Sparrow snored lightly on her pallet beside Pearl’s bed, arms spread and one hand outstretched as if, even in dreams,
            she reached for Pearl. Outside, the crickets sang—innumerable lucky crickets, lying to her with each chirp. Pearl glanced
            out the window. The compound was dark. There was only the unearthly light of the crescent moon reflected in the water of the
            stone pool. She thought of the ancestors sitting smugly in their temple and felt a sudden fury. She had played the role of
            a woman of the House of Kong for fourteen years, sitting in that damned courtyard day after day and playing sparrow until
            the click-clack of tiles haunted her sleep. She had done all that was expected of her. They had accepted her fruit and yams
            and rice! They had allowed her to kowtow to them a hundred times! They denied her the blessings and protections they heaped
            upon the household members of their own blood, yet took for granted she would do and act as they expected her to do.
         

         
         Well, not this night. She drew on her robe and slippers and, stepping over her daughter’s prone body, hurried into the cool
            night.
         

         
         Amazingly, Gajyu was at the gate. His face, turned up to the tiny window, was full of reverence.

         
         He told her he’d come every night, waiting, since she’d first bade him to.

         
         “I didn’t despair when you didn’t come,” he said humbly. “I know you said it mightn’t be possible. I know you said you would
            if you could. I heard that the house was taken with the flowing sickness. I was worried about you. I didn’t know whether you
            were all right. So I waited.” The earnest words spoken by this simple brute of a man brought tears to Pearl’s eyes. Well,
            he should get his reward.
         

         
         She unlocked the gate easily, amazed that she’d always been able to. The lock was only a stout wooden beam, lifted from the
            inside.
         

         
         Their coupling was quick and inelegant. Pearl clung to him with arms still shaky from her recent illness. She’d expected—wanted—an
            animal pounding; hands that gripped her hips so hard, they would replace Aiguo’s phantom touch with raw bruises; a penetration
            so brutal it would go some way to filling the void inside her womb. But Gajyu insisted on being reverent and gentle. He was
            worshipful of her body in the way Aiguo had been worshipful of it so long ago. Perhaps even more worshipful, for whereas Aiguo
            had known many women, all of them with the smooth skin of those raised behind high walls, Gajyu told her that he’d never known
            any woman carnally. She was his first. He’d kissed a few girls in his village, he said, his blush apparent even by moonlight,
            but none of them had had feet he could cup in the palm of his hand or skin as fine as hers. Luminous!
         

         
         “Your skin is like your name,” he said, when she told him what it was. “Your skin is like a pearl.”
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         A few weeks after the flowing sickness evaporated from the House of Kong, Aiguo stumbled in through Pearl’s door.

         
         Here was an Aiguo she did not recognize! In the months since she’d last entertained him, the hollows beneath his cheekbones
            had deepened and his robe hung even more loosely about his frame. Although he had completely avoided the illness and caretaking
            that had befallen the rest of the household, he had the skeletal look of an invalid too long in his sickbed. As he stood in
            the open entrance to her bedroom with the dark courtyard spread behind him, his eyes seemed feral, glowing yellow around black
            pinpricks like some starving nighttime rodent crouched upon her threshold. The spell he’d cast over her when she’d been sixteen
            finally broke. She saw him as he was: a man old before his time, weak and indecisive. It was unimaginable he could father
            one such as Deep Bright.
         

         
         Was it possible? But it was! She was no longer in love with him.

         
         “Bid your father good evening,” Pearl said, unsteady with the shock of her own revelation.

         
         “Good evening, Father,” Little Sparrow said dutifully. Before, Pearl would have silently cursed the girl for the monotone greeting, the lack of spirit. But with the new sharpness of eyes and ears unclouded by obsession, Pearl realized her daughter was not tongue-tied with awe by her father’s presence but simply indifferent. Possibly, the girl had always seen her father as Pearl was only now beginning to see him. When Aiguo did not respond, Little Sparrow quietly picked up her pallet and left the room, shutting the door behind her. 

         
         Aiguo staggered forward, then sank onto the floor at Pearl’s feet and rested his head in her lap and sobbed. Pearl stroked
            his hair and murmured soothing noises as though he were a child, and waited for him to collect himself.
         

         
         Finally, Aiguo said heavily: “I am ruined.”

         
         The situation was this: A few months ago, he had decided to purchase a large haul of Indian opium. Nobody could accuse him
            of making the decision rashly or in haste. Hadn’t he held out against the opium trade when every other merchant had been dealing
            in it this age? He’d even evangelized against it! Hadn’t he pointed out to his colleagues that opium was finally tipping the
            scales of trade against them? That, after years of pouring their money into Chinese coffers, the ghosts were now leaving Canton
            with their pockets fuller of silver than when they had come? He’d known and said all this.
         

         
         Then he’d begun running up some little debts: a streak of bad luck at the gaming tables; Yatsan’s tutoring and exam fees; Anni’s dowry, which had eaten up her bride price; the mounting expenses of a growing household; opium. It was ironic how much it cost to purchase the stuff for personal use from a string of middlemen when one didn’t stock it in his own storehouses. He couldn’t help but notice that the merchants who imported opium grew richer by the day, while he barely managed to balance his books. After all, he had to pay his craftsmen and supply the raw materials—his profit was but a pittance! One might very well proselytize that it was immoral to prosper at the expense of one’s countrymen when they were selling the tiles off their cottage roofs to fund their pipes. But if they were bent on buying the stuff, then why shouldn’t he take a cut? He’d be a fool to ignore such great demand for the stuff. 

         
         Also, he was discontented with his arrangement with the Carneses. He had suggested once that his factory could supply Chinese
            fans rather than those made in the Parisian style and had been rebuffed. “Sorry, John,” the brothers had said (they called
            him John because it was easier for them to roll around their tongues than Aiguo). “People want to buy French.” Well, it was
            demeaning to reproduce the work of other nations, while their own traditional craftsmanship was disrespected. After all, Chinese
            craftsmen must be the most skilled in the world for these ghosts to sail across the ocean in order to avail themselves of
            their talents! And after all these years in business together, they could not even learn his proper name.
         

         
         In a moment of weakness, he’d capitulated and borrowed a great sum of money from various friends and relatives and acquaintances
            and invested in a haul of Indian opium—quality stuff! If all had gone to plan, he would have doubled his investment and been
            free of his arrangement with the Carneses. He could have started fresh, closed the factory, and secured other trading partners
            whom he could supply with silk, tea, and nankeen. He could even have gotten out of manufacturing altogether.
         

         
         All ought to have gone as planned. Everybody knew the emperor’s crusade against opium was chiefly rhetorical, with half the imperial palace smoking like chimneys in semisecrecy. But just as Aiguo’s men had unloaded the opium, the emperor had suddenly decided to act and sent the military to pillage the coast. One of the storehouses they checked had been his. Well, the soldiers had confiscated everything, and it would take several shipments of replica European trash to be sold before he’d break even again, and that was only if he could get the raw materials on credit. Aiguo was tied to the Carneses forever, and he damned the day he had met them. Well, at least he had escaped prosecution—barely, for the emperor was keen to make an example of somebody—and only because Yatsan had pulled every string he could in the capital on his father’s behalf. Had there ever been such a worthy son?! 

         
         “I am ruined!” Aiguo said again and wept into Pearl’s breast like a small child. But because he was not a small child but
            a grown man who had ruined his own fortunes and probably her own, Pearl could not feel any pity for him. Again, she marveled
            that this man, whose love had once been the sun and moon to her, no longer held any sway over her heart. If she felt anything,
            it was anger that he’d gambled with not only his own livelihood but Deep Bright’s inheritance besides, and fear, because bad
            luck was infectious. She fought the urge to distance herself from this man, who’d proven to be so unlucky. She must tread
            carefully. Aiguo was still the only harbor she knew, her only ally in this compound. Gently, she propped him upright and poured
            him a cup of tea, which was as much a gesture of care as she could muster through her anger.
         

         
         The situation was far worse than she’d imagined.

         
         She had long intuited Aiguo’s discontentment about his arrangement with the ghost brothers. She had also noted that the House of Kong spent a good deal on wine and opium, and suspected the house was going the way of other rich ancestral households, which became more profligate and less productive with each generation. She had often heard stories about great houses going into decline while she was at the teahouse, usually from the gleeful lips of men less fortunately born. But she had never guessed Aiguo would run through all his family wealth in this generation! She’d never imagined he would be so idiotic as to lose all in one fell swoop by investing in something as uncertain—as
            illicit—as opium. Aiguo was not the type of man to succeed in illicit affairs. He lacked cunning and forethought; he had been reared
            so softly that he’d come to believe in his own infallibility, that the world would always turn to ensure his success and so
            he needn’t take proper precautions. If he’d been in Pearl’s place, he probably would have even bungled the petty operation
            of stealing rice and yams and soy sauce from the kitchen!
         

         
         Aiguo drank the tea and seemed to calm a little. His sobs, so unattractive in a grown man, subsided. He did not seem to notice
            Pearl’s displeasure, which was just as well.
         

         
         “I could bear ruining my own life, Pearl,” he said heavily, “but I can’t bear that I’ve ruined Yatsan’s as well. He’ll never
            climb in the imperial service now with the scandal of opium and maybe even bankruptcy attached to his family—he who could
            have been a magistrate!”
         

         
         Always Yatsan! Did Aiguo think of no one else? Tears sprang to Pearl’s eyes with the searing pain of her own son’s absence.
            He would have shone even more brightly than Yatsan as the star in his father’s eyes. He would not have been so stupid as to invest his money in contraband nor so careless as to have let his father do so. He would not have abandoned her to fend for herself in a compound full of diseased women, no matter how she implored him to leave, to protect himself. He would have cared for her, forever.
         

         
         But Deep Bright was not here.

         
         He had not come since he’d visited her sickbed, and she was at a loss as to how to bring him back. Perhaps his existence,
            even in spirit, had required her love of his father—and that love had evaporated. If this was the case, then her only investment
            in the future, besides the silver taels secreted behind the cornerstone, was sleeping on the porch outside her room, neither
            of them of much use to the other.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            11.

         
         Aiguo died a few weeks later. Just forty-nine, a respectable age for a peasant who had known only the wind and rain upon his
            face and heavy yokes upon his shoulders and the blistering sun upon his back, but a premature departure for a merchant who
            had spent his days behind a desk and his nights beside youthful, pliant bodies. When they—Big Wife and her maid—found him,
            he was splayed upon a stained silk pillow, reeking of urine and sickness, the bowl of his ivory pipe cold in his already stiff
            hand. Beside him, the dish of the guttered spirit lamp bore burnt, black crumbs of opium.
         

         
         “Never would I have guessed that the master would turn out to have such a corpse!” Big Wife’s maid exclaimed later. “So emaciated
            was his body! So aged was his face! So drawn and exhausted! So pungent! But for the smoothness of his hands, his corpse might
            have been that of one of the paupers in the street!”
         

         
         It was agreed, without explicit discussion, that the household would proclaim the cause of death to be some sort of respectable wasting illness. Noncontagious, of course, so as not to frighten away the 公行’s clientele. Mourning settled upon the House of Kong. Yatsan, now the head of the household, returned from the capital and
            Anni from her marital home. His widowed sister begged her in-laws for two weeks to return to her natal home. No expense was
            spared for the funeral, Pearl not daring to share what she knew of the family finances, and the rest being oblivious to them.
            A calligrapher was commissioned to draw up the land deed to Aiguo’s grave to be secreted in the left sleeve of his jacket
            so he might prove his claim to his resting place in the courts of the underworld. Three professional wailers were hired to
            add their cries to those of the family. Everybody, down to the last child in the compound, was fitted for white mourning clothes.
            Lilei and Anni were red-eyed with exhaustive weeping. Little Sparrow was conspicuously dry-eyed. Pearl told everyone her daughter’s
            stoicism was due to shock. Yatsan and Heifung took to their knees and followed their father’s body all the way to its burial
            on these humble appendages. Jade, in a state of hysteria, would have joined them had Big Wife’s maid not jerked her back upright,
            hissing: “Mind the proprieties!”
         

         
         Nobody, Jade assured anybody who would listen, could grieve more than herself. Her principal grief was not for her own loss,
            although Aiguo had been all that was good to her! Nor was it for her son’s loss, although poor Heifung had lost his biggest
            mentor and advocate. As a mother, she could not help but feel some disappointment upon his behalf, for she was sure that Aiguo had been about to bestow some sort of livelihood upon the young
            man—a senior position in the company or a parcel of fertile land—and now Heifung must depend upon the generosity of his elder
            brother to advance his prospects. But such material concerns were at the back of her mind! Her principal concern was for Big Wife, who had lost a lifetime’s companion, and for Yatsan, whose development from childhood into fine young man she had witnessed—had even in some ways, she might humbly claim, supervised—and to whom she was as devoted as if he’d been her own blood. She could only think how tragic it was for him to lose the father who had given him life in every sense of the word! But then, she flattered herself that her sensibilities
            were so finely tuned as to feel the woes of others even more keenly than the sufferers themselves.
         

         
         Pearl wept as she had never wept before. Her wailing when Aiguo’s grave was closed outstripped even Jade’s. She more than
            made up for her tearless daughter. Nobody could doubt the honesty of her cries, too raw to have been manufactured. Big Wife’s
            maid marveled that she was better than the professional wailers! Jade, looking sulky, expressed her amazement that a second
            concubine felt entitled to cry louder than even the sons of the house. Big Wife’s maid said sharply: “That’s enough. My mistress
            has enough troubles without having to deal with your petty remarks!” Jade burst into tears and declared she would throw herself
            into the sea, or at least retire to her room, because it was clear she wasn’t wanted, when all she desired was to be of comfort to the family, and then lingered in the vicinity, repeating these words as if in sullen prayer.
         

         
         In the midst of her keening, Pearl felt something small and cool in her palm. Looking down, she was surprised to see it was
            her daughter’s hand. The hand squeezed hers, lightly, seeking to give comfort. All those nights she had banished Little Sparrow
            to sleep on the porch; all those nights she’d sat watching Aiguo’s window the year before—the girl must believe her to be
            grieving a great love.
         

         
         Nobody could suspect Pearl’s tears were those of fury. An idea had come to her and grown in the previous months. Perhaps Deep Bright had never been Aiguo’s to sire. Once, she had thought that a son as magnificent as hers must necessarily be born into a wealthy 公行 family of old and fine reputation. But she had thought too narrowly. She had not considered that Deep Bright’s qualities were
            so definite that it didn’t matter into which house he was born. Hadn’t Confucius himself been a caretaker of sheep and horses?
            Perhaps Deep Bright had only ever been hers alone, waiting to come into the world when she was ready to be unfettered. Perhaps
            her blood, her strength, her intelligence, her perception was all that he’d ever required of his ancestry—and who his father
            was, was beside the point. His father could be a tenant farmer, a laborer, a man who pushed a cart selling cut-price goods.
            It would not make a difference. But if this was the case, then she had wasted fourteen years trying endlessly to seduce a
            man who, in the end, had mattered not at all—a man who in fact, by living as long as he had, had come between her and her
            son.
         

         
         

         Yatsan determined to stay in Canton for a few weeks after the funeral to support his mother, he said. Then he announced that he was leaving his government post and staying permanently to assume formal leadership of the company. Big Wife, as bewildered as a little girl, was too relieved to have somebody else take the reins of the household to protest. Jade had no such compunctions. She scuttled about the compound, alternately chasing after Yatsan to insist he needn’t make such a sacrifice of his bureaucratic career when Heifung was perfectly capable of handling the company, reminding him that his career had been his poor father’s pride and joy, and complaining to everybody else that he was robbing her son of his rightful position. 

         
         Aghast at the appearance of his father’s withered corpse, Yatsan confiscated his mother’s pipes. He turned a deaf ear to her
            tears and protestations that her pipe was medicinal; she only smoked a little to soothe her nerves. He then called the family and servants into the courtyard and forbade anybody from
            bringing opium into the compound ever again under threat of a flogging followed by immediate dismissal into the streets. “Is
            it not enough that my father has already been taken from us? The emperor himself has decreed that we should not deal in the
            stuff,” he exclaimed wrathfully. “And I, who was until this moment in the service of the empire! What shame we should face
            should it come to be known that our own household has been infested by the ghosts’ ill trade!”
         

         
         But Yatsan’s distress at the opium consumption in his natal home was nothing compared to his horror after he’d spent a morning
            going over the account books. The women were, as usual, gathered about the sparrow table beneath the old mangrove tree when
            Yatsan exploded out of his father’s study, brandishing an abacus and several ledgers, a stunned expression on his face. “Ruined!”
            Yatsan said. “We are almost ruined!”
         

         
         The women fluttered like so many frightened birds.

         
         Pearl felt her body slowly collapsing in on itself in relief, as if she’d been tightly holding in her breath for months and was only now releasing it. Since Aiguo had unburdened himself of his dreadful secret, she had no idea of what it meant for her future in practical terms once he was dead. Was the House of Kong bankrupt? Would the compound have to be sold? Would some of its dependents have to be cast out? Pearl had found herself, for the first time in her life, a game player without an instinct for what she should do next. Now, the contents of the company ledgers had been laid bare, and here was a decisive young man unafraid to act upon the information. Pearl had no illusions that Yatsan harbored any affection or loyalty toward herself or Little Sparrow that would influence his decisions to their advantage, but at least she would have the information to plan her next move. 

         
         “Ruined!” cried Big Wife, a hand to her throat.

         
         “You must not exaggerate, young master,” Big Wife’s maid remonstrated.

         
         “I assure you there’s no exaggeration,” Yatsan said grimly. The 公行 guild had been flagging for years due to the opium trade, he said, and the financial strain on the Kong family business had
            been exacerbated by his father’s expensive opium habits. Then, as with any addict, as Aiguo’s dedication to the stuff increased,
            so had his carelessness in business affairs. Finally, his father had made a bad investment, and though he’d appealed to Yatsan
            to help him out of trouble with the magistrate at the time, Yatsan had not known the extent of his debts, which were enormous.
            “I’m surprised you were not aware of our pecuniary situation,” he gravely told Heifung, “having spent over a year working
            at our father’s side.”
         

         
         Jade went into hysterics, sobbing that her boy was not to be blamed.

         
         Yatsan turned to his mother. “Didn’t you notice the state of the company?”

         
         There was a slight intake of breath from the gathered women at this impertinence. Jade’s hysteria subsided, her eyes fixed on Yatsan. Would Big Wife take her son to task? But Big Wife only said fretfully: “How was I to notice? I never had anything to do with the company. I had so much to do here. The servants to manage, your sisters to be married off, the children . . . Then there was the flowing sickness, all the girls to replace. A million little matters to attend to!” 

         
         Yatsan’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. He said: “And sparrow to play, and plums to be eaten, and pipes to be smoked, I daresay!
            But cease crying, Mother. You’re right. The company is men’s business, and your domain is the household. But I see that I’ll
            have to take a hand in that as well. At least Anni is already married and Lilei spoken for. I’m burdened enough with women
            without having to care for them too.”
         

         
         At this callous remark, Jade burst again into tears and fell to her knees before him. She sobbed that she had never thought
            to be a burden to the House of Kong. “I would rather take my own life before I imposed on you,” she declared, clutching at
            the hems of Yatsan’s robes. “Do I not love this house as much as if it had been my natal home? Have I not loved you and cared
            for you as though you had been birthed from my own body?” She struck what she clearly imagined to be a noble pose, hand splayed
            upon her brow like an actor in a 京剧 opera. “I never think of myself. Sell me to the highest bidder!” she cried. “I won’t complain knowing I’m contributing to
            the welfare of this great house.”
         

         
         Yatsan extricated his robes from Jade’s grasp. He said, irritated and embarrassed: “Get up off your knees. I am not so poor
            a son that I wouldn’t honor my father’s obligations to his concubines. You needn’t worry that I’ll cast you out to fend for
            yourselves. Since neither of you has expressed a desire to accompany my father to the afterlife, you will stay on in the compound
            and attend to my mother, as you always have.”
         

         
         Jade erupted into babbles of thanks.

         
         Pearl said quietly: “You are very good, Yatsan.”

         
         She ought to feel gratitude, or at least relief. Hadn’t Yatsan just confirmed she would escape the fate she herself had arranged for Blossom so many years before? A concubine, left without a protector, tossed into the street by a new master of the house? Yet she only felt the breath being sucked out of her lungs, the heavy air about her pressing in like walls. In the distance, she heard the scrape of a key turning in its lock. 

         
         She had spent fourteen years trying to scratch out more than a toehold in this compound, though Aiguo had once promised her
            that, through his favor, she would rule it. How many petty remarks she had borne from Jade! How many inane conversations she
            had suffered from Aiguo’s widowed sister! How many little errands she had run for Big Wife! How many games of sparrow she’d
            reluctantly lost! How many indulgent smiles she’d forced herself to bestow upon the noisy, rabid pack of children always running
            about the courtyard, when she scarcely had patience for her own!
         

         
         Then again, she hadn’t really minded their noisy activity. It had been the quiet she’d had to bear all these years pressing
            upon her mind, denying the existence of a world outside the compound, and so blurring the lines between what was real and
            what was not. Without even the possibility of Deep Bright coming to life in this silent place, how could she bear even one
            more year?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            12.

         
         Yatsan said he had sold Little Sparrow to the ghosts.

         
         “What do they want with her?” Pearl asked.

         
         “They’ve decided they want to sell more Chinese goods,” Yatsan said. “Up until now, they’ve mostly sold French replicas, but
            apparently the ghosts in the Beautiful Country are crazy for China now. A few years ago, you gave my father a pair of Third
            Sister’s shoes to give to the ghosts. Do you remember?” Pearl did. “They sold the shoes to a private collector for a large
            sum of money. The ghosts have been thinking of expanding their business to Chinese wares for some time now. They say if a
            Chinese lady displays the wares, more ghosts will buy them. It will be a decent arrangement,” he added reassuringly, sure
            of her despair. “One of the ghosts has brought along his wife to look after Third Sister. Your daughter will be the first
            woman in the House of Kong to enter the 行 business, after a fashion.”
         

         
         So! The ghosts had already been thinking about expanding to Chinese goods. Poor Aiguo. He need never have invested in that
            catastrophic load of opium. The world had, as he always expected, turned to ensure his success. He had just been too impatient. 

         
         The ghosts planned to set sail in a week’s time, taking Little Sparrow with them. Little Sparrow never said outright, “I want
            to stay with you, Ma,” but she made her appeal clear in a dozen other ways: the suffocating closeness with which she followed
            Pearl, so she might have been Pearl’s shadow when the sun was directly overhead; the quiet snuffling that drifted from her
            pallet at night and the red-rimmed eyes that greeted Pearl in the morning; the familiar hunger in her expression, now mixed
            with betrayal. Pearl fluttered about her bedroom, packing and repacking Little Sparrow’s small store of belongings, keeping
            her hands busy to avoid responding to the desperation emanating from her daughter. She felt as though the girl had spent the
            past fourteen years trying to get ahold of her, while Pearl had spent the past fourteen years trying to keep free of her so
            she would be available for Aiguo and for Deep Bright and still have a little left over for herself. It would be a relief when
            this creature who wanted so much of her was gone from her life, forever.
         

         
         

         The morning they took Little Sparrow away, all the women and children gathered in the courtyard. Pearl was reminded of the
            day so long ago when she’d broken her daughter’s feet. There was the same kind of festive air generated by the same unspoken
            agreement to pretend this moment of pain and terror was actually one of great celebration. Anni had delayed her return to
            her marital home, saying her mother still needed her support in her bereavement, and there was the pretense of sisterhood
            among the three young women, who had never been sisterly even when they were children.
         

         
         “What adventures you’ll have!” Anni said bracingly.

         
         “If I were stronger, I might wish I could take your place!” Lilei added.

         
         “You’re welcome to it,” Little Sparrow said, the first note of acerbity Pearl had ever heard from her daughter’s lips.

         
         “When she comes back, Pearl, I’ll arrange a good marriage for her,” Big Wife promised.

         
         “Thank Big Wife for her generosity,” Pearl told her daughter, thinking what a fraud that woman was! To make such a promise
            that everyone knew would never have to be fulfilled.
         

         
         Little Sparrow thanked Big Wife. She bade her sisters farewell.

         
         She turned toward Pearl. How did her face still look so hopeful? Poor girl! Pearl had a sudden urge to embrace her. And then
            behind Little Sparrow, Deep Bright flickered into being among the dappled sunlight of the mangrove leaves. Pearl felt the
            old hope spring to life, the old obsession grip her. Then he was gone again, and it was just her and Little Sparrow standing
            in the courtyard. She said bitterly: “You ought to have been your brother.”
         

         
         Little Sparrow looked at her in pained wonder. Then she climbed into the palanquin waiting at the front gate. Big Wife’s maid
            clambered in beside her, complaining bitterly of her aching bones. The curtain dropped over the two figures, and the chair-bearers
            whisked Pearl’s daughter away at a great pace.
         

         
         

         Pearl lifted the cornerstone in her room. She tied the coppers and silver taels up in a cloth. She looked around. There was the bed, where she had made love as a young girl with a man whom she had thought to love forever; where she’d lain heaving and gasping and pushing, thinking she was about to deliver a precious son; where she’d clawed herself to pieces, fighting nightmares in which she’d been discarded. There was the pallet, where her daughter had slept for fourteen years; where she’d lain, weeping with pain for several nights after her binding; which she’d dragged to the porch whenever Aiguo deigned to visit. There was the window, beside which Pearl had spent so many sleepless nights, its ornately carved shutters scratched from the time she’d flung a cup in rage. Ah, the cruel, tantalizing glimpses of Deep Bright it had once shown her! 

         
         There was nothing else she wanted to take.

         
         Gajyu was waiting for her at the back gate.

         
         She unlocked it as easily as the first time. She stepped across the threshold and closed the heavy door behind her. The beam
            fell back into place. It was amazing how the air on two sides of a wall could smell so different. Inside the wall, the air
            had smelled saccharinely of guava and sweet chestnut, of a few women forever preserved. The air on the exterior side of the
            wall smelled of brine and fecal matter, of other worlds and other people. Pearl climbed into Gajyu’s cart, her golden lotuses
            dangling over the side, and he bore her off. His evident pride in her melted a little of the coldness in her heart. It was
            good to be seen once more as a prize—someone or something that a man counted himself lucky to have.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part II. 
Julia

         
         
            ~New York, 1833

         

         
            The ship Washington, Capt. Obear, has brought out a beautiful Chinese Lady, called Juila Foochee Ching-chang King, daughter of Hong Wang-Tzang
               Tzee King. As she will see all who are disposed to pay twenty five cents, she will no doubt have many admirers.
            

            The New-York Daily Advertiser, October 20, 1834
            

         

         We crossed the ocean in twenty-two weeks.

         
         The ship was rank, the food more so, and my traveling companions most of all. There was no point in missing home. The captain’s wife taught me English whenever she could stomach sitting up, which was not often. She told me to call her Margaret. She pointed at me to indicate I should tell her my name. I knew not what to say. Not Third Sister, because the captain’s wife was no relation, and only Ma called me Little Sparrow. The captain said his wife should give me a name. Julia, she called me first, then Daisy. Then she got to reading her Bible and named me Patience, then Prudence, then Grace. Then it was Amy, then Kitty, then Polly. Twenty-two weeks in total, we tossed like pungent nuts in the ship’s briny belly, and I was given twenty-two names. Then one afternoon, the captain cried, “Land ho!” and Miss Margaret crawled from her bunk, still green but weeping with relief, and said, “Julia, now you shall see New York!” and that was the name that stuck, at least for the next few years. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1.

         
         The year Margaret went to Canton, William allowed it only because of Julia. He and the Carnes brothers had decided to bring
            a Chinese lady back this time to take center stage in a grand exhibition of oriental goods. Apparently, the sight of an authentic
            Chinese lady taking tea amidst a display of the Carneses’ imported porcelain, ivory, and silks would drive the ladies of New
            York into a frenzy of covetousness. But there was the matter of keeping everything respectable.
         

         
         “I suggested to the Carneses that you come along as chaperone,” William said over breakfast. “When we get back to New York,
            I said, the Chinese lady can stay with us, instead of at a boardinghouse. Nobody will be able to criticize, I said, with my
            Meg involved.”
         

         
         “A Chinese lady!” Margaret said. “What am I supposed to do with her?”

         
         “She’ll be company for you,” William said.

         
         “I don’t know how she can be,” Margaret said. “I don’t speak Chinese.”

         
         “She may speak a little pidgin. And you can teach her English. Isn’t that what you did before I saved you? Poor little Miss Haskell! The overworked governess.” 

         
         “I was a schoolteacher,” Margaret said with dignity. “The only woman to hold the post.”

         
         “And very unhappy you were too,” William said, because he insisted on believing that any woman making her own way in the world
            was to be pitied. It was useless to try to convince him otherwise. He would indulge her and call her a brave, silly puss.
            Then indulging her always seemed to bring out the amorousness in her husband, and it was awful to have to go back to bed and
            feign shy rapture at eight o’clock in the morning.
         

         
         Margaret had presided over the Salem schoolhouse for two whole years before she’d met William at the Siddons’ Christmas party.
            There, young Captain Obear had been in a splendid new coat. He’d been one of the prizes on the marriage mart: just thirty
            with all his own teeth and legs not bandied despite years at sea, and spoken of having great prospects, for he owned the ship
            he sailed. He’d crossed the room almost immediately to bend over her hand. She’d heard the hushed exclamations of the other
            guests that this paragon should single out the schoolmarm in her plain poplin dress seated among the wallflowers and perpetually
            sneezing into her handkerchief (the vestiges of a cold). But his discernment had made a good impression on her. Here was a
            man who was not duped by fine feathers or captivated by glossy curls. Here, finally, was a man who appreciated her distinctive
            air and intelligent countenance—who sought in a woman superiority of character!
         

         
         William had intoxicated her with stories of his journeys to the Far East: the great factories lined up along Canton Harbor, the pungent smells and bizarre sights of the markets, the slant-eyed coolies who carried tremendous loads on their yoked shoulders, the gentlewomen with their tiny, miraculous feet upon whom no Christian man had ever laid eyes because they were as walled up in their great courtyards as maidens in a castle tower. 

         
         She had believed, once, that he would take her with him on such grand adventures. When he’d proposed, he’d said: “There’s
            no better wife for a captain than another captain’s daughter. You have got mettle!” Joy bloomed. Her impression of him had
            been right. William wanted a wife with mettle! Surely he was warning her that she would need to brave the travails of long
            weeks at sea, the impudent consideration of heathen eyes, the conversation of rough men in his employ.
         

         
         Well, she had not been cowed! Hadn’t she brought even the rowdiest of Salem schoolboys to heel? She would surprise and awe
            William with her skill with the compass and chronometer, learned at her father’s knee; her knowledge of the stars mapping
            out the night sky; and her compassion for the ignorant souls who proliferated in foreign lands. The prospect had brought tears
            to her eyes. Her tears had undone William’s self-restraint. He had taken her then and there upon the threadbare sofa in her
            little cottage behind the schoolhouse. Well! There had been no question of not marrying him after that.
         

         
         She had not considered the time they would spend together in domesticity. Once she realized William spent a month or two ashore
            between each journey, she had fondly imagined they would converse about weighty topics like abolition, she would advise him
            in his business affairs, and he would advise her on the many causes in which she took an interest—they would advance each
            other.
         

         
         But a William no longer courting was interested in only One Thing.

         
         When she woke in the morning, there he was beside her, hands roving, lips murmuring nonsense in her ear. When she got dressed, there he was behind her, offering to do up her buttons. More often than not, he’d scarcely have gotten halfway up the column before he began unhooking them again. When she brushed her hair before the mirror, his face materialized in the glass above her own. He took the brush from her, saying huskily, “Let me.” And when the brush snagged under his clumsy ministrations and she cried out in pain, he apologized profusely and cradled her head, his remorse quickly turned into amorousness, and he bore her back to bed. Once, she made the mistake of reminding him she had been a schoolteacher before marriage. Instead of registering that she was perfectly self-sufficient, as she’d meant for him to do, William had promptly offered up his walking stick and pale bottom, saying roguishly, “My stern little schoolmarm! I’ll bet you caned errant schoolboys!” 

         
         During the ensuing acrobatics, Margaret had gritted her teeth and told herself: “Only a few weeks before we set sail!” A body
            could bear anything for a few weeks. She fixed her mind on imagining all the configurations of good she could do on that journey,
            all the people whose lives she would improve.
         

         
         A month after their nuptials, William sailed off alone. After kissing her goodbye, he presented her with a box of ribbons.
            “Trim yourself a hat, my girl,” he said, chucking her under the chin as though she were a child. “I’ll dream of seeing you
            in it upon my return.”
         

         
         By “mettle,” Margaret soon realized, her new husband had meant the fortitude to say farewell over and over, to wait alone at hearth and home for ten months at time, and to welcome him back each time without reproach. He was not at all a man of great integrity who had seen in her a depth of intellect and empathy but a lecher who had seen a sick wallflower and been inflamed by the idea of a shy and invalid wife to protect. 

         
         William didn’t mind when she begged him, weeping, to take her. He interpreted her frustrated pleas as proof that she would
            miss him, that she relied upon his manly strength. He swelled with pity and fondness, a combination that always converted
            into ardor, and in the enthusiastic gymnastics over her body that inevitably followed, he panted things like, “Poor Meg! My
            poor, darling girl!”
         

         
         Margaret had resigned herself to her fate. The best course of action was to keep William hale so she might not become an impoverished
            widow so shortly after having been an impoverished orphan. Upon his going, she packed his pockets with limes to ward off scurvy
            and put her mother’s prayerbook in his trunk. Upon his homecoming, she laid the table with his favorite dishes. Whatever her
            disappointment in him, he should have no cause to complain that his wife was anything less than sterling.
         

         
         And now, after seven long years of marriage, William was asking her to come with him to China! She thanked God. She blessed
            dear William, who was not so stuffy and small-minded after all. She blessed the impetuous Carnes brothers, for only they would
            think to bring a Chinawoman here. It didn’t matter whether the Chinese lady spoke pidgin or gibberish. To woo this lady from
            the bosom of her family and to keep her respectable in the eyes of New York’s Puritanical middle class, William and the Carneses
            needed the propriety of having a gentlewoman aboard. They needed her, Margaret! This foreign lady was her passage into the
            Great World.
         

         
         “It is a hard journey, though,” William was saying around a mouthful of sausage, brows furrowing in fledgling concern. “And you, so delicate!” 

         
         He must not be allowed to think further down this road. So Margaret let her eyes fill with tears for the first time in four
            or five years, raised them to his (immediately amorous) face, placed her hand demurely on his sleeve, and said: “You’re so
            good to think of me, William. I do get lonely. I really would love the company.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2.

         
         By the time they reached Canton, Margaret hated the sea. Five months of a stomach that lurched and roiled in rhythm with the
            ship, clothes that stuck with sweat and brine to her skin, a mouth sour and rank from heaving everything but weak tea into
            the slop pail. Any other woman subjected to such discomfort would have taken to her bed or made herself a burden, justifying
            the viewpoint that the sea was no place for a woman, but Margaret was made of stronger stuff. She not only suffered in silence
            but even steeled herself to go up on deck on blustery days to read from the Bible to the crew, who—toiling to keep the careening
            ship upright—were undoubtedly grateful for this moral encouragement.
         

         
         She forgot all seasickness the moment the Washington entered the mouth of the Pearl River and began sailing upstream toward Canton Harbor. The end was near! Her role of chaperone
            and patroness about to begin! She crawled out of bed, gargled the bile from her mouth, and made herself presentable for her
            debut.
         

         
         But she was not to disembark.

         
         “These Canton officials forbid any white women from coming ashore,” William explained. “They think that will keep us from settling permanently. As if anybody would want to settle in these parts! I’ve complained to the commissioner many times. I told him a man has a right to enjoy the comforts of his
            wife after bringing her all this way. Why, they might as well deny me my slippers and supper!”
         

         
         His indignation extinguished hers. Robert Carnes added: “It’s as much for your safety as anything, Mrs. Obear. China has benefited
            handsomely from our trade, though you wouldn’t know it the way some of these coolies glare at us! Like we were the veriest
            devils! Just the other day, some rough fellows set upon one of my men with bamboo sticks and brickbats. The poor man staggered
            into the warehouse banged up like a plum cake. They would have charged in after him if Atung hadn’t bolted the doors just
            in time. We daren’t expose you to such danger!”
         

         
         So Margaret stood at the prow, where she would be safe but visible so the Chinese lady’s family should know that all had been
            done with decorum.
         

         
         

         The Chinese lady turned out to be not a lady at all, but a girl.

         
         She arrived at the harbor in a palanquin, borne by two wiry, stooping Chinamen, and accompanied by an elderly servant. She
            was like a little doll, dressed in a dainty brocade tunic over wide silk trousers short enough to display the famously tiny
            feet. A topknot skewered with an ornate hairpiece teetered atop a head that seemed too heavy for her slight neck. She stared
            all around with curious black eyes at the bearded sailors wheeling trunks of tea and bolts of silk onto the Washington, the pigtailed coolies wheeling bricks of Turkish opium hidden beneath piles of American furs off of it, and the wide, gray expanse of the Pearl River beyond. Behind her, a stretch of American and European factories, each bearing the flag of its nation, dwarfed her small form. With their windows winking in the sunlight, double doors grinning, and long docks protruding like impudent tongues, the warehouses looked like an assembly of merry, box-figured ambassadors. 

         
         “Why, she’s naught but a child!” Margaret exclaimed. “She can’t be more than twelve.”

         
         “They’re all a little childlike,” William said admiringly. “It’s a symptom of their seclusion. They’re like hothouse flowers,
            these upper-class Chinese ladies. Grown under glass and watched as carefully as the choicest buds.”
         

         
         Nate Carnes and his translator, a sly-eyed young man named Atung, led the girl up the gangplank. She tottered on the uneven
            boards; once or twice, she would have toppled into the sea had it not been for Atung’s firm grasp on her arm. Margaret heard
            the sharp catch of William’s breath beside her. His reaction was not unexpected, given the tableau of feminine frailty before
            them. She felt his rising ardor as palpably as though his hands were already running over her body; he would keep her up late
            this night.
         

         
         “What did I tell you?” Mr. Carnes said, grinning, when the girl finally stood before them on the deck. She appeared even more
            diminutive than she had been at a distance. Even in her tiny, high-heeled slippers, the top of her head didn’t reach Mr. Carnes’s
            shoulder and her eyes were level with Margaret’s chin. “A dainty little dolly, isn’t she! She’ll make us a mint in New York,
            Will!”
         

         
         Margaret observed the sheen of tears, the trembling of the childish mouth, the rapid rise and fall of the immature bosom. She felt tears spring to her own eyes. She had always been more sensitive than others to the suffering of strangers. Well, the poor girl should soon discover she was not alone in the world! From this day forth, they would be linked. In Margaret, she would have a champion who would show her every kindness. 

         
         “I’m Margaret,” Margaret said, pointing at herself. The girl bowed again.

         
         “Mrs. Obear,” William said.

         
         “Missy,” the girl said.

         
         “Miss Margaret, that’s right,” Margaret said. “Or Miss Meg.”

         
         “Missy Meg,” the girl repeated.

         
         “What should I call you?” Margaret asked.

         
         Atung translated, but the girl seemed baffled by the question. She looked helplessly back at the docks, as though hoping the
            elderly servant would return with answers.
         

         
         Margaret turned inquiringly to Nathaniel Carnes.

         
         “I haven’t a clue!” he said apologetically. “Her brother didn’t say, and I always called her father John. But no matter! Atung
            can help us come up with something oriental-sounding for the exhibition.”
         

         
         “And Margaret can pick out a good Christian name for her,” William added, patting her hand. “That will be a nice treat for
            you, won’t it, Meg? To think of a name during the return journey!”
         

         
         

         They stopped in Macao for a week to replenish their supplies.

         
         Margaret took the opportunity to get acquainted with her charge, whom she had tentatively named Julia after a favorite doll she’d had as a child. Between pantomiming and pointing and drawing, they were able to manage conversations and impromptu English lessons on the hotel veranda. It was a testament to Margaret’s pedagogical talents that Julia quickly amassed quite a little vocabulary. After only two days, the girl knew all the monosyllabic names of furniture in the hotel room: bed, desk, chair, lamp, trunk. She bade Missy Meg good morning and good night and said please and thank you with charming unaffectedness. But all her newly acquired English dried up the moment William or either of the Mr. Carneses appeared in the vicinity. Margaret was torn between approval of the girl’s modesty and irritation that her prowess as a teacher should not be on display. 

         
         “You mustn’t be hard on yourself if she does not learn English immediately, Margaret,” William said kindly. “No doubt that
            the Chinaman lacks our aptitude for learning, and this must be even truer of the Chinawoman. It’s why their civilization is
            still so primitive!”
         

         
         “Atung’s English is very good,” Margaret observed.

         
         “His English is no more than it ought to be, given that it’s his living,” William said. “But I’ll admit my standards are high.
            There are few people in the world who have more appetite for learning than myself or a better ear for language. I tell you,
            Meg, if I spent two weeks in a Chinaman’s house, I’d be proficient in his language.”
         

         
         Margaret peppered Julia with questions about Cantonese life: what pagan rituals they performed, what idolatrous philosophies
            they subscribed to, what strange medicines they practiced. When she asked the girl to describe the city, Julia intimated she
            hadn’t once left the house into which she was born until the day she’d been brought to the Washington.
         

         
         “How positively medieval!” Margaret said, her heart smote. She was beginning to understand that Julia’s quietness was due not to natural timidity but years of subjugation. Only look at the girl shy like a colt whenever William entered the room! Only see how she clammed up in response to his polite inquiries as to how she went on! The poor child had been thoroughly cowed by her circumstances. Clearly, Providence had aligned their paths so Margaret could model for Julia the strength and resilience of womanhood. 

         
         Julia was a skilled artist, and Margaret watched with fascination as sketches of the veritable fortress in which her charge
            had grown up manifested in meticulous detail on paper. With its high, windowless walls, carved gates, and courtyard full of
            tropical trees, it was as exotic an illustration as might have come out of The Arabian Nights! Margaret had assumed the Carneses would only be able to procure a girl from less than austere circumstances: an orphan living
            on the goodwill of relatives or the daughter of a humble shopkeeper. But the house Julia had drawn was indubitably one of
            wealth.
         

         
         One day, Julia began to populate the courtyard with small figures, all women. She took particular care in drawing one of them.

         
         “Your sister?” Margaret asked, pointing to the figure.

         
         “Ma,” Julia said, and pantomimed cradling a baby.

         
         “Your mother,” Margaret said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “How your mother must have wept to lose you!” Margaret said, pantomiming tears.

         
         Julia said nothing, but two spots of red appeared on her cheeks. Margaret peered more closely at the sketch. Julia had drawn her mother as quite beautiful. She wondered whether the woman had given up her daughter willingly, as Julia’s silence suggested. She couldn’t fathom such lack of feeling. Anybody would have had to kill her before she would give up her child to strangers! She reasoned—for she strove always to be fair—that Julia’s mother was not
            at fault. Everybody knew the crudeness of the relationship between the Indian and her child. It was probable that the Chinese
            were similarly possessed of less fine feelings, a less sophisticated understanding of human connection.
         

         
         Julia pointed at Margaret’s abdomen. “Mother?” she asked.

         
         “No,” Margaret said. “I haven’t been so blessed.”

         
         That was another disappointment. She had consoled herself in the early years of her marriage with the possibility of being
            an extraordinary mother. Her own mother, who had been a professional invalid and a connoisseur of patent medicines, had died
            when Margaret was nine after liberally lacing her morning coffee with Dr. Joseph Hopper’s Female Elixir and succumbing to
            a beatific sleep from which she never woke. But even those mothers not laid prostrate by patent medicines, Margaret had observed,
            let the bulk of their influence go to waste. They saw their maternal roles as limited to that of nursemaid and caretaker and
            sometimes gaoler, their sole responsibility as ensuring their offspring were warm and fed, literate and clean, obedient and
            orderly. They lacked Margaret’s imagination to grasp the grand potential of what motherhood could be.
         

         
         A house full of small souls under her care! She imagined four or five of them, rosy and ebullient, whose childhoods would
            be colored by their mother’s devotion and brilliance. She would insist that William sell the house in Park Place and move
            them back to a good New England town, New Bedford or Salem maybe, with sharp, salty air and long stretches of grass and sand
            upon which to run. No wet nurse or nursemaid or governess for her children! She would lead them on long walks through the woods and along the coast, show them where the red-bellied woodpeckers
            nested among the pines and the mussels bloomed on the underside of rocks. In the winter, she would teach them to skate.
         

         
         “Mama is tremendous fun,” she’d imagined her children boasting to a company of other small children. “We have such larks when
            Father is at sea!” But it would not all be fun and games. She would nurture their fledgling minds—teach them to observe the
            natural world, absorb the tenets of a moral life, develop compassion. She would corral them to church, where they would listen
            intelligently instead of sitting in a dutiful stupor like their peers. She would introduce them to the French philosophers
            and read the newspapers aloud at the breakfast table so they would know what went on in the Great World. She would be both
            father and mother to them in William’s absence, all the better, because their father was—there was no denying it—rather foolish.
            They would passionately love and revere her, and people would marvel at her superior parenting and even seek to learn her
            pedagogy.
         

         
         But instead of the brood of protégés she had fondly imagined cavorting about the New England countryside, there were three
            rosebushes in the back garden of their Park Place town house, each with its roots furled about a shiny red mass of tissue.
         

         
         

         Margaret was surprised to find herself feeling quite at home in Macao. In fact, everything—the incessant, redolent sunshine; the warm, thick air perfumed by some flower; the brown-skinned coolies gently fanning the gentlemen in their light summer suits and few white women in their pale, soft linens who lounged in cane chairs on the veranda; Atung, who trailed Nate Carnes like a servile, sly shadow—felt reminiscent of the Georgian plantation where Margaret had spent childhood summers visiting her mother’s relations before Captain Haskell had put an end to the trips, saying: “No blood of mine will associate with such evil.” 

         
         “He’s paid,” William assured her, when a young coolie hurried forward to refill her glass of ratafia. They were eating dinner
            with the Carneses on the hotel veranda a few days after their arrival. Julia was taking her meal in her room, the Portuguese
            hotelier not liking natives in his dining room. To their companion, he added with a fat, indulgent chuckle that made her blood
            simmer: “My Meg is an abolitionist.”
         

         
         “Don’t stand for slavery myself,” Robert Carnes said. “It ain’t the Christian way. You may rest easy, Mrs. Obear. There’s
            no slavery in Macao or in China neither. The natives are paid well by our custom. The hong merchants have certainly done well by trading with us. I’m sure John, the girl’s father, made a fortune.”
         

         
         “Ah! You knew Julia’s father?”

         
         “Oh yes. John was one of our oldest business contacts in the Far East, though he’s dead now,” Mr. Carnes said. “The gossips
            say he got a little too fond of his pipe, lost his head for business, and left his family in the suds. His oldest son took
            over the hong. I saw the girl’s mother once too. She worked at a teahouse before marrying John. Daintiest little thing you ever saw! Big
            eyes and even teeth. Feet the length of my middle finger. Her daughter isn’t half so pretty, though she’ll do.”
         

         
         “I wonder that her family was willing for you to take her,” Margaret said.

         
         “Quite willing!” Mr. Carnes said. “We paid her brother a pretty sum.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3.

         
         All of New York was talking about the Chinese Lady resident at No. 8 Park Place, who would soon take part in a wonderful exhibition
            of oriental goods. In the weeks preceding the exhibition, William forbade Margaret from stepping out of doors lest she be
            besieged by muckrakers. In one week, Julia was mentioned fourteen times in seven newspapers and as many trade magazines. “The
            Carneses have stolen a march on the rest of us!” the Commercial Ledger declared. “Along with the expected piles of silks, barrels of tea, and rolls of wallpaper, they have brought a real Chinese
            Lady!”
         

         
         The papers called Julia by a ragbag of names: Miss Moy, Miss Foo, Miss King. Only one, The New-York Daily Advertiser, called her by the name Margaret had given her: “The ship Washington, Capt. Obear, has brought out a beautiful Chinese Lady, called Juila Foochee Ching-chang King, daughter of Hong Wang-tzang
            Tzee King.” The Sun claimed that Julia’s father was a “distinguished citizen of China, residing in the suburbs of Canton, which places Miss Ching-chang
            Foo among China’s elite.” The Evening Post hinted that Julia was in fact distantly, if illegitimately, related to the emperor, an outrageous fiction that the Carnes brothers had circulated. Julia’s age was speculated to be seventeen, nineteen, twenty-one—a proper woman. A contingent of shiftless young men set up camp on their front stoop, professing their undying love for the oriental goddess and declaring they wouldn’t leave until they had seen her. 

         
         Julia’s feet were a point of fixation. A correspondent at the Journal of Commerce provided a description of foot-binding so detailed as to bring the bile into Margaret’s mouth when she read it. It was unclear
            how the writer had come by his knowledge. He concluded with the lament that poor Miss Afong Moy, like all victims of this
            barbarian practice, “was doomed to twaddle about all her life.” His rival at the Commercial Advertiser made the claim that Miss Foochee King’s feet were “the amazing result of having worn iron shoes throughout her childhood.”
            A preeminent ethnologist published an article in the American Science Journal, explaining that the Chinese people possessed uniquely flexible ligatures, so foot-binding was essentially painless to the
            woman. What a fool! Margaret had only to watch Julia mince down the staircase to breakfast each morning to know the girl was
            in a state of perpetual discomfort.
         

         
         Margaret was astounded that the celebrity generating so much speculation in the city was her own little Julia. She had installed
            the girl in what she had, in the earlier and more hopeful years of her marriage, fondly referred to as the Nursery. The long,
            silent chamber took on a schoolroom atmosphere. From the depths of an old trunk, Margaret retrieved the primers and prayerbook
            she’d once meant for her own children, her old slate and pencil, her mother’s Bible, and a volume of The Swiss Family Robinson, which her father had gifted her for her twelfth birthday. In the mornings, she conducted lessons with all the formality of her old profession, drilling Julia in Mr. Carey’s speller and a map of the world. She was a little disgruntled to find the girl was already versed in probabilities and geometry as well as sums. 

         
         “I’m surprised they teach mathematics to girls in China,” Margaret said.

         
         “My mother taught me,” Julia said, but then explained that her mother’s instruction had actually taken place at the gaming
            table and her knowledge of mathematics had been an inadvertent byproduct. This reinforced Margaret’s growing unfavorable impression
            of the woman.
         

         
         “It is a wicked thing to gamble, Julia!”

         
         “Yes, Missy Meg.”

         
         “Gambling can only foster greed. Do you understand this, Julia?”

         
         “Yes, Missy Meg.”

         
         “You must never do so again, Julia.”

         
         “Yes, Missy Meg.”

         
         “I’m surprised at your mother for teaching you!”

         
         No reply.

         
         “I suppose she didn’t know any better.”

         
         No reply.

         
         Julia was always agreeable except when Margaret referred to her mother. Then the girl suddenly became as deaf and dumb as William thought her to be. Such steadfast loyalty was pitiable, because Julia was clearly still in her mother’s toxic thrall, and injurious, too, because it felt like a refusal to fully place herself in Margaret’s eminently more devoted and capable hands. How could she mold the girl unless she had her complete trust? She had the urge to shake Julia until the girl admitted to the shortcomings of this woman who had been, at the worst, a selfish mother and, at the best, a weak one. 

         
         In the afternoons, Margaret took on the role of wardrobe mistress.

         
         “It’s up to you, Meggy, to make sure that our star fits her set!” William said. This was a weighty responsibility, which pleased
            Margaret. She was fast becoming as integral to the Carneses’ venture as her husband, perhaps even more so. He was only the
            captain who had delivered Julia to New York, whereas Margaret was chaperone, companion, costumier—Julia’s all-around handler.
            A foreign correspondent from La Belle Assemblée, having been offered an exclusive examination of Julia’s wardrobe by the enterprising Carneses, rhapsodized over her fine
            silk shawls, which would look very well with any lady’s evening dress this season, and suggested the delicate painted fans
            with which Julia refreshed her face were eminently suitable for a debutante.
         

         
         Margaret marveled at the boldness of the Carneses’ deception, for none of these items had numbered among Julia’s meager possessions
            when she’d first arrived in New York. In fact, Julia’s entire wardrobe had been designed by an ingenious Negro seamstress—safely
            tucked away in Seneca Village and highly paid for her discretion—to highlight Julia’s exoticism, while showcasing less barbaric
            pieces of inventory, which might tempt a New York lady. Margaret had taken Julia’s measurements and sent them via courier
            to Seneca Village; the seamstress sent back pattern cuts for Margaret to pin, which Margaret then sent off with the courier
            again. It was all done with the utmost secrecy. Soon, the closet of the Nursery fairly burst with brilliant tunics, silk crepe
            shawls, and embroidered pantaloons. A chest was filled with shoes of every color, as tiny as if the Nursery occupant were
            indeed a child.
         

         
         When the first ensemble was complete, Julia deftly pulled on the pantaloons and tunic and inserted her cramped feet into the shoes. But she studied the shawl as if mystified. 

         
         “Don’t you know how to wear a Chinese shawl?” Margaret asked, surprised.

         
         Julia said there was no such thing, pointing out: “It is warm in Canton.”

         
         “It must be a northern style, then. You drape it just so about your shoulders,” Margaret said, and showed her.

         
         Margaret’s front parlor, which the Carneses had commandeered for the exhibition, took on a similar transformation. The brothers’
            clever workmen had reconstructed it to resemble the reception room of a grand Cantonese home, complete with a balustraded
            platform from which Julia was to hold court.
         

         
         The floor was laid with colorful bamboo matting (a dollar a yard). Large porcelain vases (fifty dollars) stuffed with hothouse
            flowers ornamented every corner and stood sentry at the foot of the platform. Small porcelain vases (twenty dollars) stood
            on pretty bamboo tables (sixty-five dollars), beside lacquered backgammon sets (six dollars), wooden puzzles (two dollars),
            and ivory card cases (four dollars). The ceilings were festooned with heavy swathes of Chinese silk (seventy-five cents a yard). Over the Chinese
            wallpaper hung several rice paper paintings of mandarins and Chinese ladies in all their finery (available as small, framed
            prints, seven dollars, or wall hangings, thirty dollars). Embroidered screens bearing similar images (thirty-five dollars)
            had been erected before the windows so upstarts who hadn’t paid the admission fee couldn’t peek in. Several brilliant glass
            and paper lanterns (nine and four dollars, respectively) cut through the resultant dimness with bright patterns of color.
            A resourceful housewife could, the editors of Godey’s Lady’s Book advised, elevate her entire parlor with the purchase of just two or three of these items.
         

         
         Without exception, every article concluded by exhorting the public to see the Chinese Lady with their own eyes upon the opening
            of the exhibition at No. 8 Park Place in only a week’s time. The Carnes brothers scarcely need advertise!
         

         
         

         Margaret pasted all the articles into a scrapbook.

         
         This pleased William, who seemed to think that the proliferation of press reflected glory upon himself. While he was named in connection with this new celebrity, Margaret’s own role was not mentioned. “I daresay you are quite
            swollen with pride over your husband’s latest exploit, Meg,” he said. “Going to display that scrapbook in the front parlor
            when the exhibition is over and done with, eh?”
         

         
         “Oh quite, my dear,” Margaret said.

         
         But the scrapbook was for Julia. The girl ought to have some documentation of these remarkable moments in America. When Julia
            went home—Margaret tried not to think about that eventuality—she should have a memento of when she had been a world traveler
            and a celebrity, earned a regular salary, and lived under neither her husband’s nor her father’s roof. Julia should, of course,
            also lovingly remember the scrapbook’s giver: the hours she had spent instructing her, the dinners she’d concocted to tempt
            her foreign tastes, the mittens she’d knitted for her to wear come winter—any number of other small kindnesses. After all,
            without Margaret, Julia might never have left those barbaric compound walls.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4.

         
         Margaret had assumed that adventure would beget adventure; that Julia’s arrival would catapult her into an exhilarating world
            whose gates, to date, had been closed to her; that her undertaking a journey across the world and back again would transform
            William’s perception of her.
         

         
         When William had uprooted her from Salem—where she’d been involved in a number of good works—to New York to expand his career
            prospects, Margaret had suddenly found herself without an avenue through which to exert her organizing talents and bestow
            her counsel. She had neither acquaintances to help her find her footing nor a husband sufficiently present to facilitate their
            joint entree into society. Not that she had sat on her laurels and sulked! She had philosophically made the most of what influence
            she had and diligently dispensed valuable advice to Lucy, the live-in hired girl, and Mrs. O’Donnell, the Irish scrubwoman
            who came weekly to do the heavy work and who was Catholic and had eleven children and a drunken husband.
         

         
         Once Julia’s exhibition opened—ah!

         
         As Julia’s patroness, Margaret would become a person of significance. Her sphere of influence would necessarily dilate. She anticipated invitations from every ladies’ society in the city. They would beg her to deliver lectures, to preside over the best table at their annual bazaar, and to organize benefits for their most prestigious causes. She wouldn’t be limited only to the affairs of women either. William had said the vice president was to attend the exhibition on opening day! Mr. Van Buren would be charmed by Margaret’s graciousness, awed she had traveled all the way to Canton to collect Julia, and impressed by her well-informed mind. She would engage him in spirited debate. The combination of her feminine empathy and meticulous arguments would appeal to both his virtue and his sense, and she would convince him of slavery’s evils as no man in Washington had been able to. She could already hear him congratulating William: “Your wife is a woman of singular accomplishment.” 

         
         

         The day before the exhibition opened, William told Margaret she wasn’t to go.

         
         “But it’s in my own front parlor!” Margaret exclaimed.

         
         “Why, Meg! You can hardly go now with such low people milling about.”
         

         
         She suspected William’s sudden dictate had been spurred by an English Gentleman of Quality, an anonymous voyeur and amateur
            journalist whose writing he admired and quoted at length and whom Margaret consequently hated with a fiery passion.
         

         
         Just that morning, the Gentleman had published a scathing condemnation of New York’s intermingling of the classes. William had parroted so much of the article during breakfast that Margaret felt she’d read it herself. By this summer of our Lord 1834, the Gentleman observed, the population of Manhattan had grown large enough to settle into all the class structures he had left behind in London. Its slums were filled with poor as bestial as those crawling in the narrow alleyways of St. Giles, its old New York families as high nosed as the nobility in Mayfair, and its merchant class as grasping as those mushrooms who aped their betters in Cheapside. But, the Gentleman opined, the boundaries between the classes were dangerously unstable. Certain corners of the city even encouraged the classes to mingle! There was the Bowery, crowded with opera houses and theaters; New York Harbor, where monied transatlantic passengers descended from the same gangways as captains and sailors and indentured servants; and Bowling Green Park, which had been proletarian ever since rebels had torn down its central statue of King George III and melted it into bullets for the Revolution. And nowhere would society be more alarmingly democratic than at No. 8 Park Place, where a real Chinese Lady presided over a mandarin salon. There, admittance was so undiscriminating—twenty-five cents—and the crowds were sure to be so close that the genteel lady might brush hems with the German washerwoman or elbows with the Irish potboy! 

         
         “An Englishman might well criticize, but we cherish democracy in this country!” Margaret said hotly. She glanced at Julia, who was listening intently. Only the day before, Julia had protested she couldn’t possibly wear a yellow costume that had arrived from Seneca Village, because the color was reserved for the imperial family. Margaret had explained that the United States was a democratic republic run by a president, who was elected, so anybody could wear any color in this country. The silly girl had still quaked as she put on the ensemble, glancing around as if expecting an imperial army of Chinamen to burst in and arrest her. 

         
         “Of course we do,” William said. Very good it was, too, that a man should not die in the station to which he had been born!
            He was not snobbish. Hadn’t he himself been born to a ropemaker? Was he not now himself the captain of a great ship and a minor
            partner in the Carneses’ enterprise? Did he not own a fine brick house in Park Place? That was the promise of the great Ben Franklin’s proverbial bootstraps for you! That was democracy for you! He would give his eyeteeth for it! But there were necessary boundaries. However desirable democracy
            was in the governance of his country, it ought not go so far as to require his wife to be tumbled about by rough society.
            “Nate says it will be a crush these first few weeks,” William said. “He’s even hired bullyboys to man our front door and make
            sure that all stays civilized.”
         

         
         “If Julia can sit on display all day, it ought to be safe enough for me to attend.”

         
         “Frail little thing, isn’t she?” William said. He cast an approving eye over Julia’s slight form, which stiffened perceptibly.
            “But however dainty their physiques, Chinawomen don’t have the same sensibilities as the American lady.”
         

         
         “I’m hardier than you think, William,” Margaret said. “Didn’t I sail to Canton?”

         
         “My brave little Margaret,” William said, the indulgence in his voice thickening into ardor. “Did you think I didn’t notice how hard the trip was for you? Did you think you could fool me, my love, into thinking that you went for any reason other than for my sake? What noble creatures you women are! No, my love, you stay upstairs and rest. No wife of mine shall find herself jostled by Irish potboys!”
         

         
         “And where will the Irish potboy get the twenty-five cents admission?” Margaret demanded.

         
         “For such an event as this, I wouldn’t be surprised if he stole it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            5.

         
         Opening day!

         
         The Nursery vibrated with the hectic activity of a backstage dressing room. Margaret had to coax Julia into wearing the yellow
            costume, because the Carneses wanted her to make an imperial first impression. “Your emperor is miles and miles away and won’t
            know or care what you wear,” Margaret pointed out. She wound Julia’s baby-fine hair about the cornucopia of lacquered ornaments
            that the Mr. Carneses had hand selected for display, then dusted the girl’s face with rice powder until it shone like a little
            white moon beneath the tower of black hair. Then a touch of rouge to the cheeks, a dab of vermilion on the lips!
         

         
         Seeing herself reflected above Julia’s head in the vanity mirror, her hands brushing the rabbit’s foot across the girl’s cheek and fastening carnelian earrings to her lobes, Margaret thought they looked the picture of a mother preparing her daughter for her coming-out or wedding. Certainly, Julia was as nervous as a bride. She kept glancing nervously toward the window, through which they could hear the racket of sightseers already lined up in droves outside the front door. Margaret blinked back tears. By rights, today should have been a new beginning for them both. A joint society debut! She—not Lucy, who was only a hired girl—should be the one escorting Julia to the front parlor. She—not William, who knew nothing about Julia—should be the one introducing her to the vice president. 

         
         William burst into the Nursery.

         
         “They’re all coming to see her, Margaret!” he exclaimed, rubbing his hands together jubilantly. “We are going to make a mint!
            The line already stretches round the corner! Mr. Lawrence, the mayor, has brought his wife and children!”
         

         
         “At this rate, I’ll be the only person in New York who won’t attend,” Margaret said.

         
         “Poor Meg! You are still cross with me,” William said.

         
         Of course she was! But it would be fruitless to say so. Whenever she expressed displeasure with him, William somehow always
            managed to turn himself into the injured party. An injured William would have to be placated, and placation necessarily took
            place in bed. So Margaret pinned a smile on her face and said: “Of course not, my dear. I know you only mean what’s best for
            me.”
         

         
         “That’s my good girl!” William’s eyes took in Julia, then widened in admiration. “Why, don’t you look a picture, Miss King!”
            Julia gave him a strained half smile. His speech took on the overloud, bluff overenunciation that he always used with her.
            “What do you think of the set we’ve rigged up downstairs for you, hey? I bet you’ve never seen such a grand show. You must
            be excited.”
         

         
         Julia bobbed her head. Her increasingly fluent English still dwindled into halting monosyllables in the presence of anybody
            but Margaret.
         

         
         “What do you think of the exhibition, hey?” William repeated more loudly.

         
         Julia bobbed her head again.

         
         “What do you think of the exhibition?” William bellowed.

         
         Julia looked alarmed and bobbed her head twice more.

         
         “You mustn’t shout, William,” Margaret said. “She isn’t deaf.”

         
         Mottled red crept into William’s cheeks at her rebuke. He said stiffly: “I would have expected the girl would know some English by now. You two spend enough time poring over lessons and books in this room! Why, she doesn’t even speak pidgin.”
         

         
         “She’s been in the country only a few weeks after all.”

         
         “You must learn to take criticism of your protégée, Meg,” William said severely.

         
         “Yes, William,” Margaret said. “But don’t shout anymore. You know how it makes my head ache. I feel quite indisposed.”

         
         William was all solicitousness then. Margaret must take care of herself! She must see now that he had been right to forbid
            her from attending the exhibition; she wasn’t strong enough for such excitement. Also, she had overtaxed herself with teaching
            the Chinese chit. His poor little puss! As soon as Julia went downstairs, Margaret must go back to bed and stay there until
            dinnertime. He would visit her that afternoon to see how she got on. If she was a good girl and did as she was told, he would
            bring her some confectionery.
         

         
         “Sweets for my sweet girl,” he said.

         
         Margaret managed a smile.

         
         When William had left the Nursery, Margaret met Julia’s eyes in the glass. “I don’t understand you, Julia!” she said, exasperated.
            “Your command of English is perfectly adequate. If you don’t say something soon to Captain Obear or to the Carneses, they’ll
            think you’re lacking in wits.”
         

         
         “Wits?” Julia echoed.

         
         “They’ll think you’re not clever. They might think you’ll never learn to speak English, and Atung won’t be here to translate
            forever. He must return to the ship at some point. They might think you’re more trouble than you’re worth. You wouldn’t want
            them to send you back to Canton, would you?”
         

         
         Julia said nothing, but for an instant, her eyes shone.

         
         “Why, Julia! My heart should break if you should leave me!” Margaret exclaimed, wounded. Had Julia no attachment to her? Hadn’t
            she been all that was kind and considerate? Hadn’t she been more a mother to this girl than her own had ever been?
         

         
         At a quarter to eight, Julia descended the stairs.

         
         From the stairwell, Margaret watched her disappear into the front parlor, then returned to the Nursery window to watch the
            visitors streaming into the house. No. 8 Park Place was now the noisy house of which she had always dreamed, though the noise
            came not from the roistering of offspring but from the tumult of New York society come to see her protégée. Julia, presiding
            on her dais in the front parlor in the center of the activity! And Margaret, as removed from everything as ever, shut away
            in the upper stories of her own home!
         

         
         Well, she wouldn’t be shut away for much longer. William was to sail for Canton at the end of the week to replenish the supply
            of goods that the Carneses gleefully prophesied would sell out within a few months. The minute he departed, Margaret would
            go downstairs and see the exhibition for herself! His going would also relieve some of the tension that had been steadily
            mounting in the household. The source of that tension, of course, was Julia.
         

         
         William had always been possessive of Margaret’s attentions.

         
         A few years back, a pregnancy had carried into the sixth or seventh month, far longer than any previous one. Margaret had fluttered about the house in a state of hopeful euphoria. At first, William had been triumphant. Then he had begun to emanate seething resentment. He’d remarked that Margaret must remember she was a wife first and a mother second. Once, when she was embroidering a tiny gown, he’d yanked it out of her hands and snapped: “Oughtn’t you see to mending my shirts, first, Madam?” When the baby had been lost, he’d been all solicitousness. She’d considered guzzling a whole bottle of Dr. Joseph Hopper’s Female Elixir just to get away from the suffocating sympathies of this lecher, who had willed her child out of life with his jealousy and—even as he claimed to grieve for its loss—reveled in having her all to himself again, more broken than before, to pity and to comfort. So now was William inordinately jealous of Julia’s claim to Margaret’s time and attention, and teased her, not very teasingly, about her growing affection for the girl. 

         
         But this time, there was something more than jealousy. Margaret realized that Julia’s air of feminine vulnerability aroused
            the lusty knight-errant that lay beneath the surface of William’s stolid Puritan skin. Julia must have sensed and been repelled
            by William’s interest, for she froze like an alert rabbit whenever he entered the vicinity, as if willing his gaze to pass
            over her. But the girl had nothing to fear. William would never admit his attraction to the girl even to himself, much less
            act upon it. He would convince himself that the nervous energy he felt around Julia was frustration at her intrusion into
            their domestic life.
         

         
         He vented his feelings in the usual way.

         
         Margaret had long ago resigned herself to the nights, when William’s discharge of lust seemed a routine animal practice—one in which any number of anonymous husbands and wives were engaged across the world under the cover of darkness. Daylight had always been harder. Then she couldn’t ignore the ludicrous, almost theatrical, expressions of emotion on William’s face as he mounted her. Now, she was additionally subjected to his narration, prompted no doubt by guilt, of his bottomless emotions for her. 

         
         First, the tenderness: “My poor girl, you are so sweet, so beautiful, so good!”

         
         Then the excitement: “Meg, what you do to me!”

         
         Warring with anxiety: “Am I hurting you? Is this too rough?”

         
         Then the self-recrimination: “Oh, Margaret! I cannot help myself! I am a beast!”

         
         Then the agonized exultation: “Oh, Margaret! Oh, Margaret! Oh, Margaret!”
         

         
         Finally, the guilt: “Did I hurt you? I oughtn’t have taken you! Rest now, my love!”

         
         Afterward, he always smiled tenderly down at her and stroked her hair as though they had shared something profound and beautiful.
            She was compelled to grimace back at him and let him hold her when all she really wanted to do was get up and cleanse herself.
            The effort of lying limply—the hypocrisy of enacting shyness, adoration, fragility—left her furious. How could he subject
            her to the indignities of whoring, then expect her to act as if those indignities were a product of the pure connection between
            man and wife?
         

         
         Well, soon William would be at sea, removing his insatiable lusts and misplaced jealousy, his possessive hands and wandering
            eyes. Then it would be just herself and Julia left in the house, and everything would be comfortable.
         

         
         

         At half past five, Julia hobbled wearily upstairs to the Nursery. She flung herself into a chair before the fire, wrenched off her little silk shoes, snatched up a knitting needle from Margaret’s workbasket, thrust it beneath the bindings of one foot, and began scratching with a sigh of relief. 

         
         “Tell me all about it,” Margaret said eagerly.

         
         “A thousand ghosts must have come today,” Julia said, scratching the other foot.

         
         “Ghosts!” Margaret blinked in surprise. “Do you mean to say my parlor is haunted?”

         
         “Ghosts like you,” Julia said, smiling to take the sting out of her words. In Canton, she explained, this was what they called
            all the foreigners who sailed into their harbor from the far west.
         

         
         Margaret laughed. “Was it terribly exciting, Julia?”

         
         “Yes, Missy Meg.”

         
         “Did you tell them all about Canton?”

         
         “No. I didn’t speak. Atung did the talking.”

         
         “But you look exhausted! What did you have to do?”

         
         “Pour tea, wave my fan, walk, sing.”

         
         “Sing! What did you sing?”

         
         “An old folk song.”

         
         “Won’t you sing it for me, my dear?”

         
         Julia sagged as if the request exhausted her. Margaret felt a stab of irritation. Surely she wasn’t asking for all that much!
            Julia must realize that today had been meant to be Margaret’s day as much as anyone else’s and that she had been unjustly
            deprived of it. She had no desire to beg for crumbs of information about what had transpired during the opening. She would rather have witnessed
            the exhibition for herself.
         

         
         As if sensing Margaret’s vexation, Julia began to sing softly. Perhaps she had a poor voice. Perhaps the strange intonations of her native language became even stranger when put to music. Or perhaps the song itself was just poorly composed. But the weird notes seemed to lift away the image of Margaret’s demure protégée to reveal a barbarian stranger beneath. 

         
         Then the song was over, and Julia was Julia again, diligently scratching her foot.

         
         “How interesting!” Margaret said politely. “What does it all mean?”

         
         The song was about an unwilling bride, Julia said, and concluded with the translation: “A silent girl covers her mouth to
            cry.”
         

         
         Which was really quite maudlin of her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            6.

         
         William cried the morning of his departure.

         
         “How much harder it is to part from you, my Meg, now I have known the comfort of laying my head down beside you every night
            and waking beside you every morning!” he said. Altogether, they had spent an unprecedented fifteen continuous months in each
            other’s company. He brought Margaret’s hands to his lips and kissed them, moistly. He had a tendency, after a night of amorous
            activity, toward poeticism. “Our reunion will be sweet, my darling! Until then, wear this to remember me. Perhaps it will
            ease the pain of my going.”
         

         
         He handed her a flat, long package. She knew, even before she had unwrapped the paper, that it was a busk. William liked to
            present her with busks; she had six others in her drawer, all etched by his ardent hand. This one was made of costly baleen
            and etched with flowers and vines. At its tip cavorted a roguish, scantily clad woodland nymph, whose face bore a vague resemblance
            to Margaret’s own. The inscription read:
         

         
         Mid all my wandering thoughts at sea,

         
         Dear girl, I think oft of these,

         
         I envy the beauty this busk beholds,

         
         Softly resting betwixt your two white molds.

         
         “William!” Margaret said, and hid her nonexistent blushes in her handkerchief.

         
         “There is no cause for blushes between husband and wife, Meg,” William said tenderly. “Let me help you try it on.”

         
         She turned resignedly for him to insert the busk into the slot of her corset. The sight of the ivory descending between the
            ivory of her breasts proved too much for William’s self-restraint. “Meg!” he cried, and threw aside the busk. He tore at her
            corset laces and bore her back down upon the bed, and because this would be the last occasion for ten or eleven months, and
            because the sea had made many widows, Margaret made a concerted effort to convince him of her rapture.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            7.

         
         Margaret crept into the front parlor and stood behind an enormous fern.

         
         It was silly to creep about one’s own home, but she felt William’s disapproving presence as acutely as if he were resident
            rather than at sea.
         

         
         She’d had little opportunity to entertain since coming to New York, so the parlor had taken on the eerie air of an unused
            room. Now, it thrummed with all the energy of the city and the world beyond. There were the men from the great auction houses,
            who made large orders to send west on the canal; the men who managed inventory at the emporiums, apothecaries, and other shops
            in the city; and the dressmakers and their assistants, who examined the silks and brocades through the pince-nez perched on their noses. There were the members of the press, who, a week into the exhibition, still flooded the house with pens and notebooks ready. There were also the young gentlemen and ladies of leisure, who were always eager to partake of the frivolities that had eluded their more Puritan forebears; the ambitious society matrons, who came determined to redecorate their own parlors in the style of New York’s latest rage; and the harassed-looking mothers, governesses, and nannies corralling children, trailing crumbs from the hot gingerbread sold by the hawkers, who set up shop outside the steps of No. 8 Park Place. There was no sign of the Irish potboy who’d struck such anxiety in William’s breast, but a bootblack boy came. After flourishing his twenty-five cents admission and thumbing his nose at the Carneses’ bullyboys, he meandered about the room in wide-eyed amazement, touching everything and leaving a trail of black fingerprints in his wake. 

         
         Among all these people (ghosts!) was Julia. She sat like a tiny pagan queen on an oversize lacquered chair, set apart from
            the crowd by the platform and as decked out with merchandise as the rest of the set. Her tunic was fastened with seventy-nine
            mother-of-pearl buttons. In one hand, she held a tambour with an exquisite piece of silk embroidery. A brightly colored silk
            shawl was draped about her shoulders. Lady patrons could, a discreet placard advised, find these items alongside the Chinese
            Lady’s favorite perfumes and beauty washes on page twenty of the catalog.
         

         
         Every half hour Atung spoke, purportedly on Julia’s behalf: “I am so pleased to be here in your great country as a representative of the great Chinese empire. The furniture, decor, and fabrics you see about me are hallmarks of the elite mandarin household; such tea is what our finest families drink.” Julia then refreshed herself with a painted fan (three dollars for paper; six dollars for silk) and poured herself a cup of tea from an elegant pot (twenty-five dollars for the set; tea leaves sold by the pound). Every hour, she minced about the perimeter of the platform while the throngs gasped and gaped at her feet. At noon, she sang her song about the unwilling bride, then was permitted a half hour respite to consume a cold collation and use the chamber pot. During this break, Atung posted himself behind a great lacquer wood desk, where for thirteen cents, he wielded a calligraphy brush to write one’s name in Chinese upon a sheet of rice paper. 

         
         Margaret cowered behind the fern and felt awkward.

         
         So many people milled through her parlor chattering with one another, but not one of them spoke to her. Nobody was even aware
            of her existence! She was acutely aware of the humiliation of being seen to stand alone, should anybody look in her direction.
            When a group of young women entered the room, she sidled closer to them until she looked like one of their number.
         

         
         When one of them said, “My cousin in London says that Indian shawls are all the rage. I wonder how a Chinese shawl compares?”
            Margaret replied, knowledgeably, as though she had been part of their conversation the whole time: “Oh they’re warm, besides
            looking very fine. They wear them in the north of China, where it’s cold.” The women stared at her in astonishment, eyebrows
            flying up their foreheads, then resumed talking as if she had not spoken. Margaret retreated quickly to the shadow of her
            fern, heat flooding her cheeks.
         

         
         Julia made another perambulation about the platform. The room applauded wildly. A man called: “Tell us how your feet were
            bound, Miss Moy!” A woman cried: “Is it true that you’re related to the emperor, Miss Moy?” A little boy screeched: “Peter
            says Chinamen eat dogs! You won’t touch my dog!”
         

         
         Julia said nothing. Margaret experienced a pang of resentment. Julia might be a stranger in this land and only a guest in this house, but a definitive position had been carved out for her—one that commanded importance. She held an audience in her thrall, yet she had nary a word or insight or idea to share with them! Whereas Margaret, rebuffed by those nitwitted young women and ignored by everybody else, had so much of worth to say. She could relay, for example, having watched Julia wash and rebind her distorted digits, a more accurate description of foot-binding than had yet appeared in the newspapers. Afterward, she could expound upon the cultural subjugation of women that had fostered such a cruel and unusual practice. Surely that was a more productive use for printers’ ink? It was too unfair!
         

         
         

         On the third day that Margaret crept into her parlor, she was waylaid by a woman with a figure like a pickle barrel and a
            face like a bulldog’s. A faded man stood in the shadow of her bulk.
         

         
         “Mrs. Obear, I think!” the woman boomed.

         
         “Are we acquainted, ma’am?” Margaret asked.

         
         “I am Mrs. Charles Danvers,” the woman said, as if disclosing she was a personage of great importance. She was, to some extent.
            Margaret had seen her name allied with almost every prominent association of good works. “When I saw you scuttle in from the
            back of the house, I knew you must be either Mrs. Obear or a servant. I told Mr. Danvers: ‘She’s too well-dressed to be a
            maid.’ ” The thin, faded man must be her husband. Mrs. Danvers went on: “So I knew you must be Mrs. Obear. And I said to Mr.
            Danvers, ‘I must get better acquainted with Mrs. Obear. She looks quite overwhelmed, and I must help her.’ ”
         

         
         “But I don’t need help,” Margaret said, flushing.

         
         “Then why have you hidden yourself away behind this fern?”

         
         “I don’t know many people. I didn’t want to be in the way.”

         
         “In the way! You—the mistress of the most talked-about parlor in New York! You must learn, my dear, to take up space! But
            how is it that we have not met before?” Mrs. Danvers demanded, as if Margaret had willfully avoided her company. “Do you attend
            church? Do you go to the opera? I adore the opera. I’m very musical, aren’t I, Mr. Danvers?”
         

         
         Mrs. Danvers’s loud, carrying voice drew the attention of other exhibition attendees. Suddenly, Margaret found herself surrounded
            by a small court of men and women, all eager for more intimate knowledge about the Chinese Lady and Margaret’s journey to
            Canton. Several cards were pressed upon her, and Margaret flushed at being unable to return the attention, because she’d never
            thought to print cards of her own. A few issued invitations on the spot to an upcoming soiree or dinner party.
         

         
         “But you must come to me before anybody else,” Mrs. Danvers announced. “For I discovered you, my dear, and must have precedence.
            I’m planning a turtle supper at the end of the month. My turtle suppers are the talk of the town, though I don’t say so myself.
            I’ll send someone round with the invitation. You are to bring that dear little China doll with you. I positively dote on her
            already!”
         

         
         Margaret murmured she must attend to some matter and fled upstairs to her own bedchamber. She stared at herself in the mirror: the hectic flush of color in her cheeks, the glitter of her eyes. She saw in her reflection a woman too long isolated, a woman whose talents had been too long wasted. She did not like Mrs. Danvers, who was the type of bullying woman who thought aggression synonymous with strength of character, and loudness with profundity. Still, Mrs. Danvers was indisputably a leader of women, and she had invited Margaret to dinner. The doors of society had opened just a crack. And Margaret, should she muster the courage, could take her rightful place in the world. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            8.

         
         “Pull the laces tighter, or I shan’t be able to get into my dress,” Margaret told Julia, who was helping her with her corset.
            Much effort had already been expended, but the column of buttons still gaped a full two inches from their respective buttonholes.
         

         
         Julia was red in the face and panting. She said, with all the insensitivity of her race: “In China, if a person does not fit
            in his dress, he stops eating so much. He doesn’t put a cage on his ribs.”
         

         
         “Her dress, she stops, she doesn’t, her ribs,” Margaret corrected. Julia’s pronouns were her waterloo. She added: “You’re one to criticize, when you’ve tortured
            your poor feet so they’re the length of a baby’s! Besides, everybody knows that corsets are beneficial for womanly health;
            they support our spines and busts, even after childbirth has turned them to jelly. Tighter now! We must be fine or perish
            trying tonight, Julia! Mrs. Danvers has promised that Senator Wright shall be one of the dinner guests.”
         

         
         Julia made a moue, dismissive of the famous abolitionist, but planted her feet and heaved on the laces until Margaret could practically hear her ribs crack. 

         
         Margaret examined her figure anxiously in the mirror. She had begun a rigorous diet of vinegar and potatoes, but she feared
            her thickening waist was due to another incipient pregnancy rather than eating too much. It was typical of William that, after
            four years of fruitless activity in the bedroom, his seed should sprout just as she was about to make something of herself.
            She could only hope that the pregnancy, sure to fail, would do so before it became apparent to the prudish eye, so she should
            not be forced into confinement and miss out on the opportunities landing, at long last, at her door.
         

         
         The morning after Mrs. Danvers had approached Margaret at the exhibition, Lucy had thrust the letter tray under Margaret’s
            nose, exclaiming: “You’ve got ever so much post, ma’am!” Margaret’s heartbeat accelerated. Since they’d decamped to New York,
            post was usually limited to bills. She grabbed the butter knife and slit the first letter open. As promised, Mrs. Danvers
            had invited her to be the guest of honor at her turtle supper the following week! The rest of the letters—eleven in total—consisted of similar invitations from women
            Margaret did not know, but who expressed, in most flattering terms, admiration for herself and begged her to bring the Chinese
            Lady to some little entertainment they were hosting.
         

         
         At a quarter to eight, Margaret and Julia kicked the dust of No. 8 Park Place from their slippered heels, climbed into a hackney carriage, and rattled off to Mrs. Danvers’s establishment in Clinton Hill. Initially, the other guests beelined toward Julia, eyes bright with curiosity. But when Julia answered their eager inquiries with only a shy ducking of her head, they began to address their questions to Margaret. She answered creditably and was pleased to overhear herself described as “intelligent” and “quite expert.” Even a famous missionary who had evangelized in China many times was impressed by her knowledge of the Chinese gentlewoman. The party’s avid interest in all she had to say was a balm to her soul and made up for the years she’d spent cloistered in No. 8 Park Place. Her stomach, as tightly wound as a clock earlier that evening, unfurled; she felt color bloom in her cheeks. 

         
         Throughout dinner, the senator openly stared at Julia. At one point, he astonished Margaret by bobbing his head beneath the
            tablecloth to examine the girl’s feet more closely. “Remarkable people, the Chinese,” he finally said in a booming voice,
            which accounted for his reputation as an orator. “I’m not so pompous as to think ours the only advanced civilization of this
            world. Or even the earliest! Why, our European antecedents were still eating with our knife points in the dark when the Chinese
            mastered the chopsticks and invented fireworks.”
         

         
         “But surely eating with sticks isn’t refined, Senator,” Mrs. Danvers interpolated.
         

         
         “It’s quite primitive!” cried a young woman in yellow.

         
         “Ah! But you haven’t seen a Chinaman wield his chopsticks,” the senator said. “I’m told his precision is exact. But we are
            fortunate to have an expert among us! Reverend Clary has been several times to China.”
         

         
         “I confess I bring a knife and fork with me every time I go,” the missionary said, laughing. “I haven’t learned yet to eat with sticks. But Mrs. Obear is possessed of a more adventurous soul and can enlighten us as to
            the practice.”
         

         
         Margaret glowed with pleasure at this characterization of herself. She confessed she had not actually set foot in China, having been prohibited by the emperor, which everyone agreed was bigoted in the extreme. But she had tried chopsticks in Macao, with very little success, so she must agree with the senator that it seemed a precise art. “In fact, if you haven’t been to the exhibition yet, you must all come as my guests, if only to see Julia use chopsticks,” she said eagerly. “Julia is very skilled with chopsticks. Atung will also write your name in Chinese, if you like, with the Chinaman’s ink brush. You must see the fine things my husband’s ship has brought. Few artisans in the world can compare with the Chinese!” 

         
         “Very true,” the senator said. “When one sees how far their civilization has advanced, one cannot help but compare them to the Africans and find the latter lacking in development.” This
            truth made it difficult for him in Congress, he mourned, to rebut the proponents of slavery who argued that the African was
            not equipped to care for himself. No, the African would never be a great man, but nor was he a beast and ought not to be treated
            as such.
         

         
         “Any being capable of subscribing to God was not meant to be handled by other men,” Reverend Clary agreed heavily.

         
         Dinner consisted of seven courses, the jewel of which was the soup made from a fat green turtle procured (at great cost, Mrs.
            Danvers intimated) off a sailor just that morning. Mrs. Danvers clearly meant for her guests of honor to sing for their supper
            and commanded Julia to tell the company all about growing up in Canton. But Julia only smiled vaguely, clearly having decided
            to retreat into her usual silent shell.
         

         
         “Doesn’t the girl speak English?” Mrs. Danvers demanded of Margaret.

         
         “She does—quite well, in fact,” Margaret said, looking hard at Julia and willing her to speak. She added: “I taught her myself. I even taught her how to read and write a little.” There! It was up to Julia to speak now, or shame her. 

         
         “Read and write!” Mrs. Danvers exclaimed. To Julia, she bellowed: “You’re quite the lucky girl to have such a patroness!”

         
         All eyes swiveled expectantly to Julia.

         
         “Missy Meg is good to me,” Julia said.

         
         Margaret would have liked her to say more—to detail all that she had done for her, to imply how close they had become. Not,
            of course, because Margaret sought public praise to feed her vanity! But she didn’t want these people to misinterpret her
            and Julia’s relationship as a business arrangement, when it was something more intimate than even that of patroness and beneficiary—in
            fact, almost that of mother and daughter! Also, a clearer picture of Margaret’s efforts would help establish her credibility
            as she rallied these people to whichever cause she decided to take up. Admittedly, Julia’s six words were as much as she could
            have hoped for. The girl had kept up the pretense of her lack of English, likely suspecting if William or the Carneses knew
            her actual command of the language, they would put her up to all sorts of new high jinks. And despite her disappointment now,
            the secret of Julia’s English was a good thing. As long as Julia was silent, people would look to Margaret to speak for her.
         

         
         Mrs. Danvers beamed. “Of course she is, my dear! The moment I saw you, Mrs. Obear, I thought to myself, ‘There is a woman
            who knows her Christian duty!’ What a kind woman you are to take on the girl’s care.”
         

         
         “It’s no trouble at all,” Margaret said. “My little Julia is a delight.”

         
         “She’s certainly brave to withstand all our curious gazes,” Mrs. Wright said as her husband emerged from beneath the tablecloth after another episode of examining Julia’s feet. “I daresay her mother must miss her dreadfully.” 

         
         “As to that, I can’t help but think that her mother’s feelings were not so fine as ours,” Margaret confessed, ignoring the
            stiffening of the body next to hers. She was sorry to injure Julia, but she spoke only the truth, and the sooner Julia came
            to terms with it, the better. Nostalgia would do the girl no good. “How else could a mother so easily give up her own daughter?
            Imagine my feelings when I learned the most she ever taught poor Julia was how to gamble and pour wine. She was probably a
            drunk, or an opium addict. So many of these heathen Chinawomen are, you know. It isn’t their fault, really. One can hardly
            expect more, the way they’ve been treated like chattel by their husbands and fathers.”
         

         
         “At least the girl has you to take care of her now,” Mrs. Wright said consolingly.

         
         “I quite think of her as my own daughter,” Margaret admitted. “And I remind her daily she may find another—the best—father
            in God.”
         

         
         “Quite right,” the reverend said, reaching over and patting Julia on the hand. “You look to Him, Miss Ching-chang King, and
            you shall not want for love or guidance.”
         

         
         “I, myself, am one for good works,” Mrs. Danvers said. “Mr. Tappan—of the Journal, you know—personally invited me to join the Women’s Anti-Slavery Society. ‘Mrs. Danvers,’ said he. ‘We must have you in the society. You are made of strong stuff and can lead us competently.’ Speaking of which, Mrs. Obear, I’ve been meaning to invite you to join the New York Missionary Society. I’m one of the patronesses along with dear Mrs. Wright, and I daresay we lead the lot of them, don’t we, Mrs. Wright?” 

         
         Mrs. Wright said with dancing eyes: “Oh, the society certainly couldn’t do without your leadership, Mrs. Danvers!” She smiled at Margaret and added warmly: “We good women must help one another help those less
            fortunate than ourselves, mustn’t we?”
         

         
         That “we” sent a glow through Margaret’s whole body. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had said “we” in relation
            to herself. We good women! She recognized in the senator’s wife a kindred spirit. Tears prickled her eyes. “We certainly must,”
            she said.
         

         
         

         Mrs. Danvers’s turtle supper was followed by a long succession of teas and dinner parties. Margaret’s appointment diary filled
            with meetings at the Missionary Society, to which she was immediately elected an officer. Mrs. Danvers invited her to speak
            at Mr. Tappan’s Anti-Slavery Society. She delivered lectures to the Female Moral Reform Society, the American Reformed Mission,
            the Magdalen Society, and the Tammany Association. She was fast becoming a noted speaker! She was scarcely at home. She bought an ivory card case, twin to the one on display in her own parlor, and ordered calling
            cards from the printer with which to fill it. No longer had she cause to envy Julia; on the contrary, when Margaret left the
            house each day, she glanced pityingly into the parlor, where her charge was as confined to her dais as if she had been chained
            to it.
         

         
         There was something significant about standing before a room of strangers who listened, rapt, to what one had to say. It was certainly superior to teaching in the Salem schoolhouse, where her audience was often bored or naughty or inattentive and would, given their junior status, have no real influence for years to come. These society women had money, or their husbands or fathers had, and social positions that held real cachet. If she played her cards just right, she could propel them toward consequential action—make donations to certain causes, whisper certain arguments into their husbands’ ears. Here was opportunity! And Margaret was up to the occasion, as she had always known she would be. 

         
         She brought whole rooms to tears with explicit descriptions of Julia’s foot-binding and pathetic portrayals of Julia hobbling
            down the stairs each morning. She exhorted them to fund missions to Canton that would eradicate such heathen practices. She
            told them of Julia’s misguided mother, who had given up her daughter so readily and, as a concubine, was little more than
            a fallen woman. “We must pity her,” she said to tearful applause, “for she has no Magdalen Society to turn to in Canton.”
         

         
         She argued for Macao’s coolie system as a morally superior alternative to slavery, in which the British and Portuguese recruited
            hardworking native laborers accustomed to the humidity and heat, and paid them and treated them kindly and offered them Christian
            teachings besides. She told them all about the Chinese Lady’s background, a combination of the Carneses’ invention and details
            she had gleaned from Julia herself. She was surprised and gratified to learn her audience was as much interested in her own
            stories as in Julia’s. They admired her as a woman who had traveled extensively, a woman of substance, a woman who had lived more than others—certainly more than themselves.
         

         
         All the while, Margaret’s waistline steadily continued to expand until she had no doubt she was with child again. She gave up the diet of vinegar and potatoes and sent for the Negress from Seneca Village to let out the seams of her dresses. Each morning, Lucy lashed her into her corset, then wrestled her into her bodice. She meant to go out as long as she could, until either she was too fat to hide her condition, or she miscarried again. 

         
         One morning, Lucy was still out doing the morning shopping and did not come when Margaret called for her help to get dressed.
            She was due at a Missionary Society breakfast in an hour, so dashed into the Nursery for Julia’s help. Julia stared at the
            unmistakable rounding of Margaret’s abdomen, not hidden by loose gowns and corsets, and shook her head. Tying the corset any
            tighter would crush the baby, she said.
         

         
         “Nonsense,” Margaret said sharply.

         
         “But the baby—”

         
         “Do as you’re told, Julia, or I’ll be late.”

         
         Julia hesitated, then sighed and laced her up.

         
         In the evenings, both exhausted from the day’s respective performances, she and Julia diligently exchanged lessons before
            the Nursery fire. Margaret drilled Julia through her letters and spelling and catechisms. Julia practiced her English by explaining
            what she could of her life “back home,” and Margaret mentally curated and embellished those little details that would be of
            particular fascination to her audiences.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            9.

         
         One afternoon, Nate Carnes called on Margaret.

         
         “Well now, Mrs. Obear!” Mr. Carnes said jovially. “My wife tells me that you have become quite the sensation in New York.
            Quite in demand among the female set for speaking engagements! I must congratulate you!”
         

         
         Margaret paled a little. But she squared her shoulders. William’s ship, she guessed, was only just embarking on his return
            voyage from the Pacific back into the Atlantic. Even if Mr. Carnes was the type who told tales, he couldn’t tell them to William
            for another five or so months. She said: “I am only doing my Christian duty and honoring my father, who was a staunch educational
            advocate and philanthropist.”
         

         
         But Mr. Carnes was all admiration. “Your little talks have been wonderful for publicity, Mrs. Obear!” he said. “When Letitia told me that you were speaking at subscription libraries and societies all over town, I thought to myself, ‘Now there’s a capital idea! We must take the Chinese Lady on a national tour!’ Everybody who is anybody in New York has already seen the exhibition anyway. We’ll pack up the whole kit and caboodle and take the show on the road! We’ll make a mint.” 

         
         “On the road?” Margaret echoed faintly. Surely he didn’t mean to take Julia away from her! She saw with a jealous eye the
            life that she’d recently built disintegrating in the wake of Julia’s departure on this tour. No more bustling mornings getting
            ready for the day together. No more cozy evenings exchanging lessons before the Nursery fire. No hustle and bustle of visitors
            coming and going from the house. Very possibly, no more lectures. She’d begun to think of herself as a personage in her own
            right but wondered uneasily how much of her cachet was on loan from her protégée. With Julia gone, would societal interest
            in the girl’s patroness evaporate?
         

         
         A wave of envy engulfed her. Julia had not wanted, initially, to leave her home, but she had undoubtedly drawn the long straw.
            Since boarding the Washington, what opportunities the girl had been given. What freedom! What adventure! Now, Julia was to see the whole country, while
            Margaret would be left to swell with child in the silence of the empty house and probably doomed to grieve alone in the dismantled
            parlor.
         

         
         She tried to laugh dismissively. “Surely there isn’t demand for exotic imports outside of New York and Boston!”

         
         “Why, there are shopkeepers and housekeepers everywhere ready to spend money, not just where we can ship things down the Erie Canal. We could tour Boston! Philadelphia! Cincinnati! Pittsburgh! We could even tour the southern states. Natchez! New Orleans! And some of those littler towns in between. The Chinese Lady will change the minds of even yokels. They’ll be clamoring to buy knickknacks for their little farmhouse parlors. We could end in our nation’s capital! Trot Julia out for some of the bigwigs who run this country. It’s just the thing; Jackson’s interested in breaking into Cochin China.” 

         
         Margaret said desperately: “But Julia doesn’t speak any English!”

         
         “Hasn’t made a difference all these months,” Mr. Carnes said, shrugging. “I daresay it makes her seem more exotic and keeps
            old Atung in a job.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            10.

         
         The blood came in a rush as it always did, as though some sharp knife had cut away that piece that was growing inside her.
            The bottom of her womb dropped, and everything just fell out.
         

         
         It was early evening. Margaret was in the Nursery mending some old clothes to donate to indigent women. Julia was still downstairs
            in the exhibition. The soft susurrus of the last visitors chattering as they exited the house drifted up through the open
            window. Margaret tied off a row of neat stitches, tried to break the thread with her teeth, and failed. She stood to fetch
            the scissors from the mantel. Her insides cramped suddenly, then shattered. She ran blindly to her bedroom and half crouched,
            half collapsed over the chamber pot just as the liverish mass slipped from her body. Then she dragged her handkerchief over
            the pot’s open mouth without looking at it.
         

         
         She groped for the edge of the bed and sat.

         
         She was astonished to find she was shaking. She hadn’t expected to carry this pregnancy to term any more than she had carried
            any of the others. She’d counted on not carrying it to term. She had not let it distract her from the work at hand. She had not allowed herself to hope or grow sentimental. Let others, she’d told herself, who had less potential for significance in the world, become mothers. She had enumerated all that was now possible in her life, and which would be hindered by the arrival of a baby. She had been pragmatic. Sensible. Yet those were her hands trembling in her lap. That was her collar becoming soaked with the tears dripping down her chin. 

         
         Suddenly, Julia stood in the doorway. Had Margaret cried out? Or had the girl just sensed something was amiss? Julia’s eyes
            fixed on the crimson stains on Margaret’s gown, the bloody streaks on her legs, the covered chamber pot. She moved forward,
            no longer the quiet, biddable girl who followed Margaret’s lead but a decisive and energetic creature.
         

         
         Fear struck Margaret; she drew back. What did she know of Julia after all? Would the girl now, in this moment of Margaret’s
            weakness, unsheathe claws and attack her? But Julia only sat down on the bed beside her and put both arms around her, her
            face full of sympathy and concern.
         

         
         Tears sprang to Margaret’s eyes. Why, Julia did love her after all!

         
         “Missy Meg,” Julia said, her voice very kind. “Missy Meg.”

         
         She was not alone. They sat in silence together. After a few minutes, or maybe hours, Julia rose and brought over the pitcher and bowl and a towel. She removed Margaret’s soiled gown and unlaced her corsets, and washed her like a babe, then put a clean nightgown over her. Margaret crawled into bed. Julia spooned some laudanum into her mouth and drew the curtains. When Julia bent to pick up the chamber pot, Margaret murmured, “My garden!” because after all this time, there were no secrets between them. Julia said, “Don’t worry, Missy Meg. You sleep now.” Margaret closed her eyes and did. 

         
         When she woke and looked out her bedroom window the next morning, there was a tiny cutting protruding from the earth by the
            three rosebushes in the back garden, the soil dark and wet and freshly turned.
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         William arrived home in February, face ruddy from months at sea.

         
         He caught Margaret up against his breast and whirled her about as though he was still a young man in the throes of love. When
            he set her down, still holding her closely, she could feel the hard jut of him against her thigh.
         

         
         She saw his eyes drift over her shoulder and heard the catch of his breath. He nodded to the girl seated behind her. “How
            do you do, Miss King?” he asked.
         

         
         “Very fine,” Julia said in stilted English.

         
         “Speaking English now, hey?” William said.

         
         “Very fine,” Julia repeated, and added with dramatic effort: “Welcome home.”

         
         “Thank you! I suppose you’ve been keeping up your lessons with Meg.”

         
         “Very fine.”

         
         “Your protégée hasn’t come along very far in her English,” William observed. “But I can see you’ve been good to her, Meggy. She’s plumped up some and got color in her cheeks. The Carneses say she’s been generating a roaring business. I don’t wonder! She’s a taking little thing.” 

         
         “The house doesn’t lack for visitors,” Margaret said cautiously.

         
         “Poor Meg,” William said tenderly. “How much you have had to bear in my absence! To be crowded in your own house with all
            the bustle of the city at your doorstep and the responsibilities of a charge on your fragile shoulders . . . and you, so delicate!
            Was it so very hard, my darling?”
         

         
         “Not at all,” Margaret said quickly—but too late! His voice had already grown husky.

         
         “I shall take better care of you,” William vowed. He swept her up in his arms and bore her to the door without a thought for
            Julia’s presence. The gesture would have been more romantic had he not banged first her elbow and then her knee on the doorframe,
            declaring himself a clumsy oaf and vowing to kiss each bruise better. Up the stairs and into their chamber! Plop! Onto the
            bed they bounced, and William exerted himself to demonstrate the extent of his care for her. He did not just kiss but laved the offended elbow and knee until she wondered that his mouth had not run dry. He whispered all manner of things that he
            thought she must find agreeable. He gazed soulfully into her eyes.
         

         
         She should be able to execute; she had done so many times before. But too much had changed in his absence. In the wake of
            all the significant discussions she had conducted these past several months, his whispers seemed doubly inane. Even his pale,
            naked body seemed silly. That most offensive part of him, aimed aggressively in her direction, looked mulish. Why was her
            life in this man’s keeping? It boggled the mind!
         

         
         William sensed her aloofness. His face lost its tenderness, grew baffled and then hurt. He found his relief, but sulkily. He rolled off her and said, stiffly, that he would bathe before dinner. He paused in the doorway, waiting. But Margaret, eager to flush his seed from her body, did not beg him to stay. 

         
         

         Life at No. 8 Park Place returned to its dull routine. Margaret declined all invitations and excused herself from meetings
            for the moment, knowing people would assume she wanted to cherish her husband’s leave ashore. If William never learned of
            her activities, he could not forbid her from continuing them, and then she would not have to defy him, which would cause all
            sorts of unpleasantness. He was to set sail again in a month. A body could bear anything for a month! And if Nate Carnes did
            not carry out his threat of a national tour, she and Julia could return to their former comfortable lives.
         

         
         But there was a tangible difference in the atmosphere of the house. It was as if the dull routine—William’s coming and going
            to the warehouse, Julia’s entry and exit from the parlor, Margaret’s little domesticities upstairs—was clearly a performance.
            Behind the stage curtains, all the energy and activity that had characterized their real lives in William’s absence continued
            to simmer, waiting to erupt into a boil as soon as he departed. Though William could not name the change, it was evident he
            felt and was displeased by it. He remarked that Margaret was receiving an unprecedented quantity of post but accepted her
            explanation that Julia’s chaperonage had naturally evoked the interest of several reputable ladies of good works. “Of course
            I decline most of their invitations,” Margaret lied. “They are very understanding when I tell them my first responsibility
            is to take care of you.”
         

         
         Then there was William’s reawakened fascination with Julia. Before his departure, his interest had been definite but fledgling, tempered by Julia’s evident immaturity. However much her husband might have blustered to New York that Julia was of age, he was not such a fool as to have really believed it. But in the past year, Julia had developed the unmistakable evidence of womanhood: a rounding of the bosom and curve of the hip. William had noticed—oh, he had noticed! And despite the increasing frequency with which he exercised Margaret’s body, it was clear he couldn’t find the total relief that he’d found in the past. 

         
         She felt no jealousy. William’s deepening arousal by Julia could even be, unacted upon, suitable for her purposes. His lust
            tipped the scales of wrong in his direction. A lecher, even in thought, was far worse than an insubmissive wife! If William
            learned of her exploits and taxed her with them, she would be ready to accuse him of lewdness in turn. Sometimes, she even
            found herself longing for the other shoe to drop. She felt, as the Salem schoolboys used to say, as if she were “spoiling
            for a fight.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            12.

         
         “I must speak with you, Margaret,” William said.

         
         Margaret glanced at the clock. She was arranging a tea tray in the Nursery in anticipation of Julia’s return when the exhibition
            closed in fifteen minutes.
         

         
         “The Carneses have decided to organize a tour to show Miss King about the country,” her husband said. Margaret’s heart stopped.
            So, they were taking Julia away from her after all! Then William said: “I’ve decided to lend my support rather than return
            to sea. Nate has also asked that you come along to continue the role of chaperone.”
         

         
         Her eyes flew to his face. “Oh, William! I should like that above all things,” she said with a sudden rush of affection for
            him. “I’d be so lonely without her—and you!”
         

         
         But William said heavily: “I’m not sure I should bring you, Margaret. It has come to my attention that your behavior during my absence has been alarmingly bold. Imagine my shock upon learning that my wife has paraded about society drawing attention to herself and lecturing on subjects about which she can know very little—it doesn’t bear thinking of! It brings me no pleasure to mention it, but—” 

         
         “Then please don’t mention it,” Margaret said sharply, “for I’m sure it will bring me no pleasure either.” Whenever had she paraded? She had never solicited any invitation! To the contrary, she’d been practically
            dragged out from behind a fern by Mrs. Danvers. She wasn’t to blame if every society in the city had clamored to hear her
            speak. Imagine accusing her of knowing very little about her own Julia—about the experience of voyaging to the Orient as a
            woman! Who could know more than she?
         

         
         “I’m not averse to a little spirit in my wife,” William said awfully, “but too much pertness borders on vulgarity.”

         
         “I hadn’t realized that I was in so medieval a marriage that you would equate my expressing an opinion with vulgarity,” Margaret
            said.
         

         
         “I am wounded, Margaret!” cried William, striking his breast. “I am the most tolerant of men! Have I ever curbed your pleasures?
            Have I ever questioned your spending or your housekeeping? Did I not bring you all the way across the world to Canton? Why,
            not a dozen men would have allowed their wives the liberties I have allowed you! But your defiance and total lack of repentance
            confirms my doubts. I have decided: You are not to come on the tour with us.”
         

         
         She could hardly speak for fury.

         
         “Until her departure, I recommend that you look to your protégée as an example of how to go on,” William continued. “I was worried at first about exposing you so intimately to a foreign influence. But it seems to me that the Chinawoman is all that she should be, if Miss King is any example. Such a timid creature! She has a modesty and meekness that cannot help but please. I have not failed to note it.” 

         
         “No, I’m sure you haven’t, given the way you stare at her,” Margaret said evenly.

         
         William turned a deep red. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

         
         “I am quite sure you do.”

         
         “I have the greatest admiration for Miss King, but I assure you it is of the purest nature. I should think I have proven to
            you by now that you are the only woman in my heart, Margaret.” His voice softened. He said coaxingly: “You know I have your best interests at
            heart, Meg. Should you let yourself be guided by me, you cannot err.”
         

         
         “And your counsel is that I should model myself after Julia?”

         
         “Indeed, Meg, I think I can safely advise that you might hold yourself to her example and not be found wanting.”

         
         The fury in Margaret’s belly had risen to a low boil. A bowl of peanuts lay on the tea tray, purchased and roasted especially
            for Julia, who loved them, even though Margaret had told her that only horses and pigs and pickaninnies ate them. She seized
            the bowl and brandished the nutcracker like a sword.
         

         
         “Margaret!” William cried. “What are you about?”

         
         “I,” she said, “am going to eat a peanut.”

         
         “A lady doesn’t eat peanuts!” William said, horrified.

         
         Crack! The brittle husk of the peanut shattered beneath the jaws of the nutcracker. Margaret tossed the kernels into her mouth with the flair of a drunkard throwing back his whiskey. She crunched loudly, mouth open, showing all her teeth. Bits of shell flew from her lips. Her triumph was short-lived. She was overexcited; her hands shook; she was unable to wield the nutcracker with any precision. The next two peanuts shot across the room and bounced off the windowpane with a sharp ping! Ping!

         
         “Margaret! Anyone on the high street could look up and see!” William cried. He sprang to his feet as if to snatch the nutcracker
            from her hand or to wrench the drapes closed but then stood like a suspended marionette, limbs frozen with indecision. She
            ceased struggling with the nutcracker and tossed it aside with a clang! She crammed a fistful of peanuts, shells and all, into her mouth. She worked her jaws like pistons. Crack! Crack! Crack! She spat fragments of shell onto the carpet. He’d accused her of vulgarity—well, she would show him vulgarity!
         

         
         “Margaret, my reputation—your reputation—it won’t do!”

         
         “Ah! But I have your assurance, William,” she said wildly, “that should I follow Julia’s example; I cannot err. Julia has
            a great fondness for peanuts.” Crack! Crack! Crack!

         
         William stood. His face was mottled, his whole body stiff with outrage. Even his mustache seemed scandalized. He choked out:
            “You grieve me greatly, Margaret. I don’t know what I have done to deserve such disregard of my feelings. I won’t stay for
            you to make a mockery of me.” He strode out of the room, his steps resounding angrily down the staircase. Soon, she heard
            the bang of the front door shutting behind him.
         

         
         

         A few days later, William icily informed Margaret he had forgiven her. She was to come on the tour after all. She knew he hadn’t come to this decision of his own volition. Likely, the Carnes brothers had pointed out the difficulty of securing another suitable chaperone, and William had never been able to deny a will stronger than his own. He’d convince himself later that he’d only acquiesced in order to keep an eye on her. 

         
         Well, she was not one to gloat. She had what she wanted.

         
         “As you wish, William,” she said, meek as a lamb.

         
         “I’m surprised you regard any of my wishes, Meg,” he said bitterly.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            13.

         
         They traversed every inch of the United States those next twelve months.

         
         The Carneses traveled a little ahead, making everything ready. Julia’s lithograph preceded her arrival in the newspapers of
            every city, accompanied by a brief biography, the local site of her exhibition, and the address of the nearest auction house
            where interested buyers might procure the displayed goods.
         

         
         Margaret had never imagined the vastness of her young country.

         
         They went by rail to Philadelphia, which, far from being the shining city of liberty that Margaret had imagined, was bleak with gray sludge in the streets and frozen mud in the river. Six thousand people crowded into Washington Hall to see Julia. They went by stagecoach to Baltimore, where Margaret laughingly told Julia to close her mouth or risk looking like a yokel, because the girl gaped so openly at the Negroes who thickly populated the streets. In truth, she was herself no less amazed and more than a little discomposed. They were freemen—as they should be—but she hadn’t imagined them so intimately in her vicinity, attending the same theater or examining the same bolt of cloth at the drapers. 

         
         They sailed by schooner to Charleston, Pensacola, then Mobile.

         
         In New Orleans, they had a setback. The Carneses had arranged to display Julia in the Rotunda, where so many slaves were auctioned
            off each week and which could hold ten thousand people. A few days before the exhibition opened, the editor of The Times cautioned New Orleanians to save their twenty-five cents admission. Julia’s feet, he claimed, were a hum, a trick, a stage
            illusion, and the Misters Carneses and Captain Obear humbugs, magicians, conjurers—showmen of the lowest order. Soon, other
            papers in the city had begun to echo this condemnation. One editor even expressed doubt that the Chinese Lady was even Chinese.
            He suspected she was a Mexican made up to look the part.
         

         
         “I, a humbug!” William spluttered, cheeks red with anger.

         
         “I, a Mexican!” Julia exclaimed, startled into indignant speech, though she was so quiet only Margaret caught the words.

         
         “Will the show have to be canceled?” Margaret asked.

         
         “Not a bit of it,” Robert Carnes said, grinning. “We’ve invited some local physicians to examine the gal’s feet and write
            a thorough report to be published in all the papers. After that, we expect the Rotunda to be bursting through the rafters!”
         

         
         Julia blanched. When the men had gone, she burst out: “It isn’t decent! I won’t do it!”

         
         It wasn’t quite decent, Margaret could see that. To invite strange men to study any part of one’s anatomy couldn’t be anything but indecent. But it wasn’t as though Julia would have to lift her skirts or unbutton her chemise—or show the doctors anything really scandalous. Feet were only feet after all. But she was touched by Julia’s distress, and spoke to William about it later in bed, after he’d released his anxieties of the day into her body. 

         
         “No can do,” William said. He had begun to pepper his speech with pidgin phrases, as though broadcasting that he was a worldly
            man. “The Rotunda’s already paid for. A pretty penny it was too. We’ve got to make sure it’s full.” His voice was cold. The
            peanut incident would not be forgotten this decade. Indeed, their months of travel only reminded him of how independent she
            had grown of him. In public, he was all that was correct: an attentive husband with her arm drawn through his own. But she
            felt the stiffening of his body when women approached them after a show and begged Mrs. Obear to tell them of her adventures.
            How they envied her life! How much she had seen! How lively her days must be!
         

         
         “You must not think this attention is for you, Margaret,” he said, once. “You mustn’t let it go to your head, or I’ll have
            to send you back to New York. Nate Carnes can find another chaperone or go hang himself!”
         

         
         The day before the exhibition, the Carneses escorted eight physicians into Julia’s hotel room, where she waited, white-lipped,
            with Margaret. She was heartsore to see her Julia so distressed, though the girl had been decidedly ungracious when Margaret
            had told her there was nothing to be done, because the Rotunda was already rented. As if it were her fault. And here was the
            real injustice: How could Julia expect so much of her and hold her failure against her and yet still carry a torch for her
            mother, who had truly failed her?
         

         
         However unjust Julia had been, Margaret would not abandon her. “Never mind, my dear,” she said encouragingly. “It’s just your feet after all.” She helped Julia divest herself of shoes and stockings, aware of the line of medical men behind them. Julia was cold to the touch and very still. Her eyes were fixed unblinkingly on a point above Margaret’s head. There was a chorus of exclamations as the feet were bared. Margaret stepped aside and the physicians swarmed close. They measured each foot with a string, then a ruler. With white-gloved hands, they turned the appendages this way and that, sketched them, and cast them in plaster. 

         
         Julia bore it all like a Trojan. She never twitched a muscle during the whole of the examination. It was as though she had
            vacated her own body so the doctors might study it as they would a cadaver. If it hadn’t been for the rapid rise and fall
            of Julia’s chest, Margaret might have supposed her to be dead.
         

         
         When the doctors had been escorted out and Julia’s feet had been bound back up and inserted into their stockings and shoes,
            Margaret squeezed her hand.
         

         
         “There, now,” she said bracingly. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

         
         Julia sighed a little. “No, Missy Meg,” she said.

         
         The next morning, every newspaper published the physicians’ report: “We, the undersigned, having inspected the foot of the
            Chinese Lady . . . divested of its covering, find the dimensions to be as follows—length of foot from the heel to the end
            of the great toe, 43/4 inches, from the heel to the end of the small toe, 21/2 inches.” Ah! Then all of New Orleans clamored to see the authentic Chinese Lady. One enterprising insurance fire brigade leaned its ladders against the Rotunda so those who couldn’t manage to squeeze their way into the crush could perch outside round the dome and peer down at the Chinese Lady through the glass. A local composer put a journalist’s ditty to music, and soon every busker in the city could be heard performing it: 

         
         
            Dear Miss Afong Moy—if you have joy

            Because your feet are small;

            How happy she must surely be,

            Who has no feet at all.

         

         From New Orleans, they went by steamboat to Natchez, Vicksburg, Louisville, St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh.

         
         Julia had changed. Ever since the physicians’ examination in New Orleans, the girl lacked any animation. The figure pouring
            tea and perambulating about the stage might as well have been one of those clever mechanical people made up of wire and cogs
            Margaret had read about in the papers. On the rare occasions when they were alone together and Margaret tried to draw her
            charge into their old easy rapport, Julia was so reserved as to feel barely present. Margaret tried not to be impatient. The
            hectic pace of travel had taken its toll on Julia. Then again, perhaps the true distinction between the races was one of stamina.
            Margaret’s own energy had not flagged. Had she not also suffered months of uncomfortable travel and hotels and boardinghouses?
            Had she not had to bear, furthermore, the suffocating atmosphere of William’s injury?
         

         
         William still took his due of her every night—that he would refrain was too much to hope for—but he did so with the impersonal efficiency with which he trimmed his whiskers each morning. She preferred him this way. Since William no longer bothered with the whispered compliments he’d imagined she welcomed, she no longer felt obligated to enact any emotional response and was even able to find herself three-quarters of the way to sleep before William had dismounted. 

         
         But even petulant seeds, sown night after night, could still take root. A month came and went without the stain of blood in
            Margaret’s chamber pot. When she lost her breakfast for the third day in a row, she knew that she was once again in a Delicate
            Condition.
         

         
         

         Sometime on the Mississippi River, William’s lugubrious air evaporated.

         
         He whistled jauntily on the deck as he stood at the rail. It seemed he had finally decided to forgive Margaret. He was all
            that was considerate, but for the first time, his own consideration did not ignite in him that old amorousness. In fact, he
            seemed almost absent-minded. When the turbulent river tossed their boat to and fro and Margaret, green faced, took to her
            bed, William even occasionally allowed her to rest in peace at night.
         

         
         She recognized this whistling, jaunty William from their courtship years before. She recognized the bombastic way in which
            he told stories of his travels at the breakfast and dinner table, an eye cast sidelong to see whether his intended listener
            had been impressed by what he’d said. She recognized the tender sparkle of his eye as he watched Julia on display day after
            day, the flush in his cheek when she minced across the stage, hems lifted so all could see her tiny feet. She recognized the
            possessiveness with which he rushed to escort the girl from the stage each evening to buffer her from the swelling crowds
            all eager to touch her. He did not seem to notice when Julia recoiled from his grasp.
         

         
         Her husband had finally recognized his own ardor for Julia. And because William would never admit to something as degrading as lust, he had transformed his ardor into something more acceptable to himself: deep, true, unexpected calf-love. 

         
         Margaret ought to put the girl on her guard. But against what? She was still fairly certain William would not act upon his
            lusts. And what would she even say? What could she say? “My husband is enamored of you, my dear—beware!” How uncomfortable such a conversation would be for both of them.
            It would serve no purpose. It was clear Julia did not return William’s regard. And if Margaret was only partially sure of
            William, she was wholly sure her Julia would never betray her in such a way. No harm could come of William’s ridiculous schoolboy
            tendre. Though she half wished it would—she was more nauseated than she’d ever been before, sicker even than when she’d lain
            prostrate below deck on the Washington. What a relief it would be for William to exhaust his lusts elsewhere!
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            14.

         
         A year after they’d set out from New York, they ended their tour in the Capitol.

         
         No theater, museum, saloon, or dance hall for Julia here but an athenaeum!

         
         “We’ve got to make her respectable again,” Robert Carnes said over supper in the hotel on their first night. “A library is
            just the thing.”
         

         
         “Julia is all that is respectable,” Margaret said.

         
         “I dare you to find a more modest girl!” William cried hotly.

         
         Julia kept eating her mutton and peas.

         
         “There’s respectability and then there’s respectability,” Nate Carnes said. “Fact is, she’s been exhibited in dance halls and theaters and assembly rooms. We don’t want anybody
            to think Miss King is a showgirl or that you and I are showmen, Will. It won’t do here. Not if we want to get her in front
            of the president.”
         

         
         “The president!” William said, all indignation evaporating. “Do you think it can be done?”

         
         “I have high hopes,” Mr. Carnes said. “Jackson’s already got a toehold in Cochin China. And if he’s got vested interests in the Orient—well!—it can’t be anything but good for us. But we’ve got to reinvent the girl. We’ll set her up as a cultural ambassador. Make the whole display educational.” 

         
         “Shall I come too?” Margaret asked, tense with excitement. What a feather in her cap it would be to return to New York having
            met the president! She had been gone almost a year from the city. Sometimes, when she had a moment to herself, she feared
            people back in the city would have forgotten all about her; that the small bit of influence she’d built up would have been
            extinguished. She must carefully plan how she would narrate her travels upon her return so people should find her even more
            of a force than before. She could see herself now, remarking casually to Senator Wright while Mrs. Danvers ground her teeth
            in envy: “Senator, I believe we have a mutual acquaintance in President Jackson?”
         

         
         William said sternly: “Margaret, you get ahead of yourself—”

         
         At the same time, Mr. Carnes said: “Of course you must come, Mrs. Obear. That’ll sweeten the pot for old Jackson. He always
            makes time for the ladies. Just think of the way he’s championed Mrs. Eaton! When he knows a lady will be among our number,
            he won’t refuse us an audience. We’ll end this tour in bang-up style!”
         

         
         

         Saturday evening in the president’s antechamber.

         
         The Carnes brothers looked as gentlemanly as they always did, from the diamond pins winking in their cravats to their highly polished boots. William—doused in bay rum, scrubbed face and chin perched above a high starched collar, and strapped into a tight evening coat—looked at once uncomfortable and pompous, every inch the ropemaker’s boy putting on airs. Atung was there, too, wearing not his usual plain dark suit, but the brocade garments of a mandarin, and looking not best pleased about it. Margaret felt like a swollen ball of silk; the pregnancy had progressed so far she had already twice let out the seams of her gowns. 

         
         Julia was a sight to behold. She was decked out like a pagan princess, dripping with so many jade pendants and ivory ornaments
            and silk tassels that her figure was barely visible. Her head wobbled beneath a massive headdress. Every once in a while,
            she cast Margaret an aggrieved look. No Chinese lady, Julia had told her in horror, would dress so garishly to meet the leader
            of the country. The headdress was from the previous century. Worse were her wide silk trousers. The Carneses had directed
            a seamstress to raise the hemline so a full two inches of silk-clad ankle were displayed above her tiny slippers.
         

         
         A few gentlemen, members of the president’s cabinet, were assembled about the room. There was also a little girl and little
            boy, probably the president’s grandchildren, staring at Julia with eyes like saucers. They were flanked by a young Negress.
            The president stepped forward and folded his long body halfway into a bow, surprisingly elegant for a military man.
         

         
         So here was the leader of their country. His face was all angles: pyramidic forehead jutting over a sharp shaft of nose, triangular cheekbones straining against the skin that contained them, lips so thin they could be mistaken for a puckered scar hovering above his pointed corner of a chin. Margaret had seen his portrait, of course, but there was something unsettling about him in the flesh. He did not look like a president. Despite his patrician features, he had the look of the tiger in the Bowery menagerie, where William had taken Margaret once: animal and ravenous. This man could eat and eat, and never be satisfied. Then he grinned, and Margaret was almost surprised to find not a mouthful of sharp teeth but a boyish smile. 

         
         “The children begged to be allowed to stay up,” he said. “It’s not every day such an adventurous and charming lady comes to
            their home”—this, addressed to Margaret—“for I hear you have traveled the world, Mrs. Obear.”
         

         
         “I go only to accompany my husband, who is the real adventurer,” Margaret said, blushing with pleasure.

         
         “A worthy sentiment!” the president exclaimed. “What remarkable creatures our women are, are they not, gentlemen?” He turned
            toward Julia. “The children were particularly excited to meet you, Miss King. They begged to be allowed to stay up. A real
            Chinese Lady in the White House. I’ll go down in history for this!”
         

         
         Julia spoke in the singsong tones of her own language.

         
         Atung translated: “She says: I am honored to meet the emperor of this land.”

         
         Margaret was certain Julia had said no such thing. Had she not personally tutored Julia for the past two years, in not just
            her letters but in geography and government and history? Julia understood that the United States was a democracy and that
            Jackson was no emperor. But Atung would say what he would to please the Carneses and William and the president, all of whom
            were smiling in indulgent amusement at Julia’s purported ignorance.
         

         
         “You are very welcome,” the president said, rubbing his long, pointed chin. “But you had better tell the lady I’m not the emperor, boy. We are a democracy in this country and I serve at the will of the people. We don’t stand for kings and emperors!” Then he turned to Nathaniel Carnes, and the men settled into a discussion of business and politics in the Orient. Margaret and Julia were quite forgotten. 

         
         Before they rose to go, the president turned back to Julia. He held out one imperative, long-fingered hand. “May I, Miss King?”
            His eyes were fixed inevitably on her feet. It was clear to all what he meant without Atung translating.
         

         
         Julia’s eyes flew to Margaret’s face in mute appeal. Before Margaret could protest, the president had bent down and scooped
            up one little silk-shod foot in his cupped palm. He turned it this way and that while spots of red broke the white of Julia’s
            cheeks. He ran a long, brown thumb down the vee of her arch. Julia quivered like a blancmange.
         

         
         “Remarkable!” exclaimed the president. “Just remarkable, isn’t it, what a whole civilization considers beauty.”
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         The week after their return to No. 8 Park Place, the Carneses’ workmen arrived to put the parlor back in order.

         
         Margaret lumbered into William’s study. “William! They are taking down the exhibition!”

         
         “You’ll be glad to have your parlor back, Meg.”

         
         “But Julia! What will become of Julia?”

         
         “She’ll remain with us for now. You could use the extra help.”

         
         He meant, though such things were too delicate to be spoken of, that Margaret’s pregnancy had advanced to the point where
            she spent most days with her feet propped up on pillows to relieve her swollen ankles, leaving Julia and Lucy to split the
            household chores between them.
         

         
         Upon their return to New York, she had found herself once again shut up in No. 8 Park Place. For once, she didn’t mind her seclusion. She was after all not alone. Besides Julia, there was the small life in her belly, whose sturdy, kicking legs continuously reminded her of its presence. William, distracted by his calf-love for Julia, did not sour the air with jealousy as he had during previous pregnancies. Nor did he molest her at night, perhaps because her body had swelled to such gross proportions that William, finally, no longer desired her. In fact, the atmosphere was one of unspoken hope; the pregnancy had come further along than ever before. She was free to sit in the Nursery and embroider caps and dream at her leisure. 

         
         Margaret woke one night, sharp-set with hunger, to find herself alone. William had probably escaped to sleep on the sofa in
            his study again, driven from their bed by her tossing and turning in search of a comfortable position as the baby turned somersaults
            in her womb.
         

         
         In the kitchen, she found a quarter cold roast chicken, half an apple pie, and a jar of plum preserves. She stood in the pantry
            and steadily ate it all, then warmed some milk, careful to not clatter the saucepan and wake Lucy, whose little room was off
            the kitchen. She was navigating the dark hall back to her bedroom, balancing the glass of milk in one hand and her candle
            in the other, when the Nursery door swung open. The glass of milk slipped from her grasp and splintered on the floor.
         

         
         William emerged onto the landing in his nightdress and stared at her in horror.

         
         Behind him, Julia, her nightdress crumpled about her waist, lay like a crushed doll on her narrow bed, her long black hair
            tangled about her shoulders and her tiny feet tucked up behind her slim, pale thighs. Her back faced the door.
         

         
         “Meg!” William bleated. “Margaret.”

         
         Margaret held up her free hand to silence him. She reached around him and closed the Nursery door so she should not have to
            see Julia, or so Julia would not be disturbed, or so she could speak with William in private as behooved husband and wife—she
            knew not which.
         

         
         “I spilt my milk,” she said steadily. “It will need to be cleaned up.”

         
         “Meg!” William said again, but she had already turned away to fetch the broom.

         
         Margaret felt a strange, cool calm. There was no anguish, and only a little surprise. She felt removed from her bloated body,
            as if she still lay fast asleep in the room down the corridor. There was the knowledge of certain betrayal—but whose? The
            more pressing question was, What was she to do? There was the baby—so real in its imminence—to consider. She needed time to
            think.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            16.

         
         William’s transgression had completely erased Margaret’s own. Any residual stiffness from the preceding year vanished as if
            into thin air.
         

         
         He was sorry, of course. He explained his sorrow with great verbosity. His heart was full of shame. His soul was weighty with
            regret. He had given into a moment of weakness, and it would plague him for the rest of his days! She must know he would not
            hurt her for the world. Margaret was his darling girl. She was an angel whose hem was too good for him to kiss. He had sought,
            when he married her, a lone young woman living hand to mouth to protect her from the uncertainties and indecencies of the
            world. He had pledged to shield her delicate sensibilities from any offense. Now—to be the source of her injury! He couldn’t
            bear it.
         

         
         But Margaret must know this: Julia was sly!

         
         The girl had set out to trap him. She had woven a web so clever that he hadn’t even noticed when he’d become ensnared. He had been lonely, first metaphorically cast aside by Margaret’s coldness and then literally, as her Condition had advanced. He was a red-blooded man whose need of his wife had been great. Julia had sensed all this and taken advantage
            of him in a moment of weakness. He had been duped by her air of innocence, her appearance of fragility. She was an oriental
            vixen, a heathen siren, calculating and immoral. She had brought nothing but misery and trouble to their household since she
            had come. Only remember the incident with the peanuts! He saw now that he had been unfair—blind. He hadn’t realized Julia’s
            pernicious influence—that Julia had sought to lead Margaret astray, just as she had led him astray. Originally, he’d assumed
            that Julia’s brother had hired her out as a gesture of goodwill between his mercantile and the Far East Trading Company. Now,
            he wondered whether the wily young Chinaman had known of his sister’s troublemaking and been glad to rid his own household
            of it.
         

         
         Margaret impassively listened to his drivel.

         
         William had instigated the fornication; of this, she was sure. But Julia had betrayed her, too, in the cheapest and basest way. Julia had lain with her husband in the Nursery, where she and Margaret
            had been so happy together. Even if William had come to her bed unbidden, Julia could have called for her or Lucy. She could
            have screamed and woken up the whole house. But Julia had not done so, had not cared enough to do so. It was too much—such carelessness in return for all the care Margaret had given. The betrayal was all the
            sharper because, while she did not love William, she had loved Julia like a daughter.
         

         
         “She’ll go immediately,” William declared.

         
         “Isn’t that up to the Carneses?”

         
         “Nate won’t mind. He had said we could send her back to Canton on the last ship,” William confessed, flushing, “but I said—well, I thought—you would like her company a little longer. We’ll put her on the very next ship.” 

         
         “We can’t just send her off,” Margaret said. “Where would she go?”

         
         “Back!” William said.

         
         “Her family won’t take her,” Margaret said.

         
         “The terms of the agreement—it has always been understood—”

         
         “If they did not consider her defiled before,” Margaret said acerbically, “they will now. Almost certainly if she arrives
            in Canton Harbor after months at sea in the company of only men. For who will chaperone her on the trip back to Canton? I
            can’t with a baby on the way.”
         

         
         She marveled at the extent of her own goodness—or, seen in another light, her foolishness. She remembered thinking Julia’s
            mother must have been incapable of finer feelings, of forming the kind of emotional attachment that distinguished human from
            animal. She had hoped to foster those finer feelings in Julia, but clearly, she had failed. What was it, if not foolishness,
            to expend so much concern and loyalty upon a girl who had proved herself incapable of returning it? How much more hurt must
            Margaret suffer to love someone who did not love her in the same way?
         

         
         “You are angry,” William said, downcast. “As you rightly should be. My poor, darling girl—how I have wounded your heart! Your
            dignity! Your pride! You want to punish me. You want me to suffer as I have made you suffer. And you would be justified. I
            am not fit to be in your company!”
         

         
         “No, William,” Margaret said after a pause. “I’m not angry.”

         
         She was allowed to say nothing else. But in fact, she spoke the truth. She was hurt at Julia’s carelessness and disgusted with William’s weakness but not angry. She even felt a stirring of exultation. Now that William’s sins had been uncovered, he could no longer cast himself as the strong protector. He must see himself as she saw him: a faithless husband to his pregnant wife, and a lecher. But the exultation quickly died. A William full of self-recriminations would not last. After all, his calf-love for Julia had evaporated in an instant. He believed in his own story of Julia’s trickery, casting himself as the faultless victim. His virulent self-denial of Margaret’s body—too good for him! too pure!—would last only until the baby was born before exploding in an orgy of passion, like a cask of beer that had been shaken and then unstopped. 

         
         She realized William was upon his knees, literally kissing the hem of her skirts. For a man who condemned novel reading, he
            often took on the stagy affectations of Mrs. Radcliffe’s heroes. “You are too good!” William said, choking back manly tears.
         

         
         “I’m no better than I should be, William.”

         
         “I daren’t hope you forgive me!”

         
         “I forgive you.”

         
         “You are the best of wives, Meg, the best of women!”

         
         “No, William.”

         
         “The best of women,” William insisted. “How such a frail creature can contain such strength of virtue, such overwhelming goodness!”
            It couldn’t be—but the tone was unmistakable. The reverence in his voice was already swelling into amorousness. He leaned
            forward, his hot breath coming fast.
         

         
         Margaret leaned back, putting a protective hand over the swell of her stomach.

         
         He recoiled, disappointed, then rallied. “Afterward,” he promised huskily.

         
         “It isn’t just my condition,” Margaret said, letting her voice waver, for she must get what she could out of his guilt. She turned her face away. “I can’t bear for you to touch me, William. Not until the stain of her body has faded from your hands . . . not until the memory of that night . . .” She trailed off, still tremulous but meaningful. 

         
         “My darling! I could shoot myself!” William cried, dramatically striking his breast. He hauled himself to his feet and declared:
            “We’ll send Julia away. Maybe to Jimmy Lucas. He’s imported some Chinamen to work on his railroad in Missouri. Hard workers,
            he says. Any of them would be happy to get a wife, because none of their women are here.”
         

         
         How quickly William had relinquished his idol. Not two months ago, he had brooded in the corner of each exhibition, jealous
            of any attention Julia garnered from the audience. Just last week, he had balked at the idea of sending Julia to the greengrocer
            lest she be molested on the street. And now! He spoke of sending her to become a Chinaman’s wife as casually as if he were
            dispatching one of his sailors to sea!
         

         
         Margaret had seen pictures of those Chinamen who were ever trickling into the country. Dirty and unkempt, with long, greasy
            queues. Was Julia—once the toast of New York society, whose feet had been cupped by the president, who had lived in two continents
            and traveled to fifteen of the twenty-five states, whose expeditions and exhibitions had filled a whole scrapbook with clippings—now
            to be banished to some backwater territory? Was she now to devote herself to washing some heathen husband’s smallclothes,
            cooking his meals, and delivering his illiterate brats at a railroad camp?
         

         
         She said: “Julia wasn’t bred for the frontier. She’s delicate.”

         
         “My dear, you are too softhearted! I confess that I, too, was gulled by that air of fragility. But trust me when I say, Margaret, that minx is hard as nails,” William said. “See here. I’ve got just the solution. I met that fellow Barnum last week at the auction house. He was looking for new props for his Siamese twins. A great man. He told me he was interested in expanding his oriental exhibits. I’ll see if he wants to take Julia on. He’s always looking for the exotic.” 

         
         “Not the American Museum, William!” Margaret shuddered at the thought of Julia, as piquant as a pearl, who could read and
            write, who embroidered better than any socialite, who knew every psalm, on exhibition alongside dwarves and bearded ladies
            and goat-boys and tattooed Greeks and petrified mermaids—a whole host of freaks.
         

         
         “Mr. Barnum treats his cast well,” William said. “It’s easy enough work to sit on a set, and not much different than what
            the girl has been used to.”
         

         
         This was true enough. What other recourse had Julia? And yet . . . and yet. Margaret must stop thinking of Julia! Julia certainly
            had not thought of her when she had lain in that bed and let William defile her. For once, Margaret must think of herself. William, seldom perceptive,
            had struck the truth when he said she was too softhearted. It had always been her one great failing.
         

         
         “I will be lonely without her,” Margaret said wistfully.

         
         “Ah! But you will not be alone for long,” William said, laying a tender hand on her belly. “God willing, you will soon have another soul to care for. And you have a large circle of acquaintances now. I don’t say you should traipse about town or give lectures; that would be unseemly. But it cannot do you any harm to participate in good works. Knit socks for indigent women, raise money to buy Bibles for the heathens, sell your apple jelly at a bazaar to send some missionaries to Africa—that sort of thing would be unexceptionable. Why, you will have so many responsibilities, you’ll hardly have time to be lonely.” 

         
         A tiny unfurling of hope!

         
         Julia was lost to her; there was no going back from what had happened. In truth, she had always known Julia had been on loan,
            never hers to keep. She could not have protected her forever. She had done all she could for the girl, more than anyone could
            have expected. But this child growing inside her—ah! This child would be all hers. And to this daughter—Margaret was certain
            she carried a girl—Margaret would be a paragon of not just motherhood but womanhood.
         

         
         She would teach her daughter by example how an intelligent and moral woman could lead a life of real significance. In her
            early days as a schoolteacher in Salem, before genteel poverty had made marriage seem so attractive, Margaret had learned
            that she had an intangible talent for molding unformed minds and souls. Hadn’t she wrangled, using a combination of kindness
            and the cane, the best out of her poorest and rowdiest pupils? Hadn’t she molded poor Julia? She had been frightened, bewildered, illiterate—a heathen for all her sweetness—when she boarded the ship in Canton, unable to
            pray or speak, and fearful of the recriminations of a distant emperor. Hadn’t Margaret named her and bestowed upon her letters
            and speech and a rudimentary understanding of democracy? Had she gotten hold of Julia sooner, she might have succeeded in
            instilling in her a sense of Christian feeling! But how many other crushed little heathens might Margaret reach, if given
            the opportunity, through the Missionary Society? How many repentant souls might she aid, now that William—spurred by guilt—was
            allowing her flight?
         

         
         She would teach her daughter to find affinity among their own sex. Her daughter would never find herself isolated, as Margaret herself had once been. She would teach her daughter to become part of something great, to carry on her legacy. But first, she must take pains to secure that legacy. What was it that Mrs. Wright had said? “We good women.” Yes! Margaret was a good woman. Among such sisters in arms, she might yet lift dozens—hundreds!—of people up to tap into that which was best within themselves. 

         
         “Yes, William,” Margaret said. “I see your sense.”

         
         “I’ll talk to Mr. Barnum,” William vowed. “She’ll be gone by the end of the week.”

         
         Ah, well. Such was life: unfair. Not just to Julia but to all of them.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part III. 
China

         
         
            ~New York, 1836

         

         
            The transient attractions of the Museum were constantly diversified, and educated dogs, industrious fleas, automatons, jugglers,
               ventriloquists, living statuary, tableaux, gypsies, Albinoes, fat boys, giants, dwarfs, rope-dancers, live ‘Yankees,’ pantomime,
               instrumental music, singing and dancing in great variety, dioramas, panoramas, models of Niagra, Dublin, Paris, and Jerusalem;
               Hannington’s dioramas of the Creation, the Deluge, Fairy Grotto, Storm at Sea; the first English Punch and Judy in this country,
               Italian Fantoccini, mechanical figures, fancy glass-blowing, knitting machines and other triumphs in the mechanical arts;
               dissolving views, American Indians, who enacted their warlike and religious ceremonies on the stage,—these, among others,
               were all exceedingly successful.
            

            P. T. Barnum, “The American Museum,” Struggles and Triumphs, 1872
            

         

         Mr. Barnum cupped my foot in his hand, turned it this way and that, much as the president had done not three months before. He pinched my chin between thumb and forefinger, took measure of my cheekbones and forehead. He pinched my chin harder until I opened my mouth, and he examined my teeth. He said, “Very nice,” and licked his pencil and wrote several things down in a notebook. I stood still and tried to look interesting, because the captain had broken his vow to always take care of me and Miss Margaret—eyes full of tears—had cautioned that this was my only chance; if Mr. Barnum didn’t take me on, then I would be married off to a railroad coolie out west. 

         
         “Are you flexible, girl?” Mr. Barnum asked. “Are you acrobatic?” As I was neither, he offered me just twenty-seven dollars
            salary to perform alongside General Tom Thumb and George Washington’s nursemaid, who was billeted as 161 years old and was
            the only member of the museum cast paid less than I, because she was on lease from her master and got paid not at all. For
            six months, Mr. Barnum billed us as a triumvirate: the smallest man, the tiniest feet, the oldest Negro in the world.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1.

         
         From her replica rocking chair on the replica porch of the replica of the Washingtons’ farmhouse, through a gap in the border
            of artificial cherry trees perpetually in bloom, Joice watched the newcomer crank her fan to and fro in the Oriental Garden.
            From time to time, the girl stepped down from her pagoda and stuttered along the flagstone path as mechanically as one of
            the automatons in the East Gallery, kicking out her little slippered feet to oohs and aahs from the audience. Her heavy application
            of rice powder and rouge was meant to give her a look of fresh innocence, but in the close heat of the museum, the powder
            had caked in the lines along her mouth and eyes.
         

         
         “The Oriental Blossom—pah! The blush is rather off the bloom,” said Tom Thumb maliciously. He made a habit of visiting Joice’s
            exhibit for a chat whenever there was a lull in the museum crowds. He seemed to assume that Joice was honored by his company,
            though she could have told him it was no great honor to listen to the droning of a spiteful, pint-size man in Hessian boots
            whose favorite subject was himself.
         

         
         Tom leaned against the porch rail and called to the newcomer: “Hey, China, it isn’t even ten o’clock and you look wilted!” China only blinked owlishly at him in response. Tom shook his head in bafflement. “To think her previous employers charged twenty-five cents to see her! I can’t see how. The girl is stiffer than the petrified Feejee Mermaid and simpleminded to boot. I don’t know why Phineas bothered about her.” 

         
         “You’d better ask him, then,” Joice said with a tinge of sarcasm, for Tom would never dare question their employer. He liked
            to swan about as though he and Mr. Barnum were great friends, referring to him by his Christian name when their employer was
            not in earshot. But in Mr. Barnum’s presence, Tom became disgustingly servile, and his eager voice could be heard echoing
            through the museum: “Oh yes, Mr. Barnum. You are so clever, Mr. Barnum. I couldn’t agree more, Mr. Barnum.” Joice would die
            before creeping and crawling about and abasing herself to anybody in that way.
         

         
         “I’m not really worried about China stealing our shine,” Tom fretted, chewing on his thumbnail. “But she’s gotten a fair bit of attention
            from the newspapers. They’re so excited about our oriental murderess, they’ve even stopped debating whether you really were
            George Washington’s mammy. And you know how Phineas responds to the press. Well, I hope she doesn’t get top billing. Josephine’s
            worried her name is going to get bumped off the marquee. She’s forever complaining that your name shouldn’t be up there, Joice, seeing as you’re a Negress and oughtn’t take precedence before a Philadelphia Patterson.
            She says it would be even more unfair if Mr. Barnum was to stick China’s name up there, given she’s a foreigner. I don’t care that she’s a foreigner, but she oughtn’t be on the marquee just because she’s got twisted feet and is the first of her kind in the country. That’s nothing great.” 

         
         “Hmm,” Joice said noncommittally. Unlike her colleagues, she took neither pride nor pleasure in seeing her name on the marquee,
            accompanied as it was by so many lies. At the same time, she perversely felt she was owed top billing for all that she’d suffered
            in this show business. It wouldn’t be right for the newcomer to claim even such a dubious honor without having suffered half
            as much.
         

         
         When Mr. Barnum had brought Joice to the museum some years before, he’d taken great pains to age her further, though the ravages
            of seventy years of hard labor had been sufficient to attract his interest. He’d sent for a dentist to remove what remained
            of her teeth. He’d clipped her hair so close to the scalp that it went bald in patches. He’d forbidden her to cut her nails
            so they made her already gnarled hands resemble (so they were described in the program) the talons of a bird of prey. He’d
            put her on a strict diet of vinegar and boiled potatoes, saying she still looked too robust for a centenarian: “I suppose
            it must be the natural musculature of your species . . . quite marvelous!” Then, as if it weren’t enough for her to be billed
            as 161, the oldest Negress in the world, he’d decided that Joice should also be George Washington’s nursemaid. He made the
            other cast members take turns reading to her from Mr. Weems’s The Life of Washington, and quizzed her on what she’d learned until her head ached.
         

         
         “You and I put this museum on the map, Joice,” Tom said conspiratorially. “Mr. Barnum knows, between us, we generate half
            the ticket sales. We’ll be all right, as long as we stick together.”
         

         
         But Joice wasn’t deceived by Tom’s use of “we.” Though he was friendly to her face and intimated a certain camaraderie, she was sure he resented having her name printed beside his own on the museum billets. Joice Heth was not good enough to share a line with General Tom Thumb! There was a definite condescension in the way Tom talked at her, requiring no response, as though she should be thrilled to listen. Sometimes, she caught him laughing and whispering in a corner with Josephine the Bearded Lady, and knew the laughter was at her expense. Then there was that time last Christmas, when Tom had said to Mr. Barnum: “Wouldn’t it be nice if we got a wheelchair for poor old Joice, sir? She can barely walk as it is with one paralyzed leg. Half the time she looks ready to topple over.” And though he’d schooled his face into a mask of concern and patted her shoulder sympathetically, Joice knew Tom had been trying to plant in Mr. Barnum’s mind that she was getting to be more a burden than of use, and so get her dismissed from the museum. Poor old Joice indeed! Well, Tom’s ploy had backfired! Mr. Barnum had been delighted at the idea of a wheelchair, because it lent more credibility to Joice’s being so ancient. For her own part, it was a relief not to have to limp between the boardinghouse and the museum, leaning on the arm of some fellow cast member who found her touch distasteful. 

         
         The American Museum was full of the bizarre, the weirdest of them being the ragtag collection of humanity that Mr. Barnum called the Family. Besides General Tom Thumb—two feet and eleven inches tall, ridiculously outfitted in glossy Hessian boots and a frogged military coat, and seated upon a fat pony—and Joice and China, there was also Sophia, who, in addition to her roles as costumier, hairdresser, wigmaker, and cosmetician, probably served Mr. Barnum in ungodly ways in the privacy of his office; Chang and Eng, the Twins from Siam, whose bodies were fused together and who shared a fiery temper, which led to frequent and spectacular rows; Fu-Hum-Me, the Apache warrior (although he was actually of the Wampanoag), who performed the war dances of his people, with the addition of a few handsprings to stir up the crowd; Maria Lucia Fernandez, the Venus of South America, who had been born Meg Jones of Kentucky but whose indeterminate complexion, stormy brow, and gargantuan voluptuousness had inspired her stage persona; Fedor, the Dog-Faced Boy, who was supposedly caught by a hunter in the Siberian mountains and who spoke in barks and whines and howls when in the public eye, although he had a full command of English and Russian and Latin besides; Myrtle, the Four-Legged Girl, above whose many adolescent appendages floated the face of an angel and who could play a duet on the spinet with all twenty toes; George, the Walking Picture Show, whose body bore ninety-seven tattoos; Julian, the Strong Man, who’d been born a free Negro and been apprenticed to a blacksmith and could juggle three anvils weighing seventy-five pounds each; and Josephine, the Bearded Lady, who came from a wealthy old Philadelphian family and was perpetually sullen, having never gotten over the disappointment of sprouting a full beard at thirteen, thus missing her coming-out and relinquishing the dream, fondly nursed since childhood, of dangling a string of beaus as long as the Delaware, all crazy with love for her. 

         
         Every one of them thought themselves superior to Joice and took satisfaction in this thought, she knew. When the Family gathered in the boardinghouse parlor of an evening, they always situated themselves a little way from her. Even Julian, whom she at first had thought to count on as brethren, looked down his nose at her because he had been born free and she had not. Well, let them all think themselves better than her! They were all as ignorant as sheep, flocking to do Mr. Barnum’s every bidding and thinking highly of themselves just because they sat on daises all day, not realizing or refusing to realize that folks were entertained rather than awed by them. 

         
         “You have nothing to worry about, Joice,” Tom went on fretfully. “You could be George Washington’s washerwoman and still draw a crowd, the way people go on about him these days. Why, just the other day, Phineas told me a hundred new books have been written about him this decade. Imagine!”
         

         
         Joice had heard Mr. Barnum say this too. He hadn’t said it to Tom, either, though the little man had been in earshot, but
            to the artist whom he’d commissioned to do her new sketch.
         

         
         “Anyway,” Tom said, “I don’t think China can crowd us out, the way she pokers up in front of an audience. Also, Chinamen are
            becoming as regular as rats in this city. But you had better keep an eye on her just in case, Joice, since you room together.
            Mind you don’t get to be such friends with her that she pulls one over on you. Chinese are sly!”
         

         
         

         The Family roomed in pairs at a boardinghouse, owned by Mr. Barnum, two blocks from the museum. Until recently, Joice had been the exception. The women were odd in number and Mr. Barnum had said that it made sense for Joice to have her own room, because she was so old. Of course, all deference for Joice’s age vanished as soon as China came along, which just came to show she’d really been given her own room because, until then, Mr. Barnum hadn’t thought it appropriate for anyone else in the cast, freaks though they all were, to share a bed with a Negress. 

         
         Tom needn’t have feared sharing a room would foster any intimacy between Joice and the newcomer. Not that Joice hadn’t been
            open to friendship at first. She had even been hopeful of it. After all, here was another woman who had been delivered to
            Mr. Barnum without her say-so. They had that in common, if nothing else. Also, she’d hoped that she might gain a roommate
            who would offer to take her about when they were given a day off every third Sunday. The rest of her colleagues were too preoccupied
            with their own pleasures—dinner at the chophouse, strolls in Bowling Green Park, oysters and vinegar from the cart—to remember
            the invalid Family member who, but for their mercies, would be confined to the boardinghouse.
         

         
         But from the start, China had made it clear she wanted no association with Joice. After asking her which side of the bed was
            to be hers, China had proceeded to divide the small room into two halves. Joice had inadvertently left a pinafore hanging
            on a hook on the right side—now China’s. The newcomer had gingerly picked it up between thumb and forefinger, as if it were
            infested with mites, and deposited it on a hard-backed chair on Joice’s side of the room. Then, as if the residual odor of
            Joice’s body on the cloth were too much, she had retched into the chamber pot. At night, China slept as close to the edge
            of the mattress as she could, as if to keep her body from touching Joice’s. In the morning, if Joice had already washed, China
            emptied the washbowl out the window, though the water was still clear, wiped it, and refilled it from the pitcher before washing
            her own face. Rather than using the towel, which hung on the washstand, China dried her hands and face with her own handkerchief.
         

         
         “I suppose you had your own room before,” Joice said with some bitterness.

         
         “Yes,” China said simply.

         
         “I wonder that you left your old job! We aren’t so fancy here at the museum.”

         
         “I didn’t leave. I was dismissed.” Spoken by another person, the words might have been an invitation to Joice to pry and sympathize
            over the circumstances of the dismissal, which she was sure had been unfair, and this exchange of confidences and sympathies
            might have begun a friendship. But China had an even and precise way of speaking that discouraged further conversation, as
            did the detached expression that accompanied it.
         

         
         Joice had known a girl, once, who thought her light-skinned complexion and serving the family up in the big house made her
            better than the rest of her darker brethren in the fields. Her head was so turned by her own lighter skin that she’d cringed
            from the touch of her own mother, a field hand, when they passed each other in the yard. When they’d passed the holiday whiskey
            round, she’d wiped the jug carefully before drinking from it. She had probably hoped she’d turn white on account of staying
            with the white folks and worried that blackness was catching; she’d been that kind of daft.
         

         
         Joice could have told China: “You should consider yourself lucky to be paired with me. I wish you would go room with somebody else and see how you like it.” That would teach her soon enough! Josephine, by all accounts, snored fit to wake the dead. Myrtle kicked with all four legs and sometimes woke screaming so loudly from nightmares that Joice could hear her down the hall, though she was sure she didn’t know what life experiences could possibly torment Myrtle into her sleep. If anybody ought to have nightmares, it was herself, and yet she never suffered any terrors. And Meg would stink up the bedsheets. The Venus of South America had retained all the fears and
            superstitions of her actual Kentucky creek-bottom upbringing and believed that bathing all over would lead to the ague or
            worse. Neither Mr. Barnum’s threats nor cajolery could convince her otherwise, and so she satisfied her toilette by dousing
            herself weekly with a whole bottle of attar of roses, which only added a sickly sweetness to her pungency. Oh, yes! A couple
            nights sleeping with Meg, and China would be begging Joice to take her back.
         

         
         But why should Joice exert herself to point all this out? She had nothing to prove to the newcomer! China was welcome to think of her as the worst evil. So Joice hunched on her edge of the bed to convey that she was as anxious as China to keep their bodies from touching, and, when China wasn’t looking,
            spat into the washstand pitcher.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2.

         
         A few weeks before China’s arrival at the museum, the Herald had printed an article challenging Mr. Barnum’s claims that Joice was the former nursemaid to President Washington and, at
            161 years old, the oldest Negress in the world.
         

         
         “ ‘Toothless and bent she might be, but the Negress on exhibit looks remarkably well-preserved,’ ” Tom had gleefully read
            out loud to titters from Josephine. “ ‘The editors of this paper hazard a guess that she is no more than a century old and
            decry Mr. P. T. Barnum for so shamefully bamboozling the public.’ There you are, Joice! How does it feel to be called remarkably
            well-preserved?”
         

         
         “It makes me feel like a pickle,” Joice had said sourly, sending Tom into gales of laughter.

         
         The Herald piece generated a media frenzy, with every other penny paper calling into question Joice’s age and demanding that Mr. Barnum provide proof. It was not pleasant to have one’s decrepitude be the subject of debate across the city’s newspapers, especially because nobody argued that Joice looked well—hardly surprising, given all that she had endured in her life. They argued only about the extent of her decrepitude: mildly decrepit, very decrepit, or extremely decrepit? Nor did anybody suggest that she might be only
            in her seventh decade, as Joice estimated herself to be. Tom delighted in reading the articles out loud, hooting at each insult:
            “The lack of teeth in this Joice Heth’s gaping maw could well have been the work of a dentist rather than age,” wrote one.
            Another: “Certainly, the sight of Joice Heth’s revolting yellow talons and milky, unfocused eyes go far in convincing viewers
            that she is halfway through her second century, and yet it is the easiest ploy in the world to let one’s nails grow and put
            belladonna in one’s eyes.” After Tom finished laughing, he said with false sympathy, “Poor old Joice; you know these rags
            only print nonsense,” even as his eyes eagerly scanned her face for hurt. She always forced herself to look equable so as
            not to give him the satisfaction.
         

         
         On the other hand, it was pleasant to see Mr. Barnum so exposed. Her gaping maw had been the work of Mr. Barnum’s dentist, and though she couldn’t say exactly how many teeth he’d pulled, she was sure it had
            been plenty. Then, just a couple months ago, after scratching herself bloody during the night, she had asked Mr. Barnum for
            a pair of nail scissors and been firmly rebuffed: “Now, Joice, what’s a scratch or two compared to looking authentic?” And
            although she’d already lost half her sight by the time she’d arrived at the museum, Mr. Barnum still sent Sophia to apply
            belladonna to Joice’s eyes every morning so they glistened with a sightless sheen: “It don’t matter if you’re half blind,
            Joice, if people can’t see you’re half blind.”
         

         
         Well, it all went to show how he owned her as much as anybody ever had, despite all his blandishments to the contrary when he’d bought her two years before. He’d made a big to-do of asking Joice to come work for him, although he’d already had her lease in hand. He’d worked hard to paint a tantalizing picture
            of the museum for her. The grandeur of the main hall! The fantastic exhibitions! His re-creation of Paris so real that one
            could smell the spun sugar from the patisseries in the air and feel the cobblestones beneath one’s feet! The Fairy Grotto,
            where one could feel the magic of Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream! The visitors who flocked from every state and territory, eyes wide and mouths agape! His collection of automatons unparalleled
            in all the world, which included one that could write, one that could play half a dozen songs on the lute, and one that—while
            perhaps not quite as clever as Mr. von Kempelen’s Turk—could thrash a greenhorn at chess! The cast, so cozy that they called
            themselves a Family! It would be an adventure! Joice would enjoy herself, he was sure.
         

         
         “You don’t have to convince me, Mr. Barnum,” Joice had said to emphasize she had no real choice in the matter. She had met northerners like him before,
            who liked to pretend their democracy extended to people like her, and she wasn’t inclined to help him in that pretense. “Master
            Bowling sold me, so I’m coming.”
         

         
         “Oh, certainly!” Mr. Barnum had said, all embarrassed. “But I hope that you wish to come, Joice. Also, I wouldn’t be your master but your employer. Slavery isn’t legal in New York. I’ve bought your lease from Mr. Bowling, not your person. I’ll even pay you during your lease, though the initial payments will have to go toward
            recompensing me for what I’ve laid out already. Outside of your job at the museum, you’ll be free to do as you please. And,
            once the lease is up—why!—I’ll buy your freedom, and you can decide to stay on or find employment elsewhere. Though I pay
            a good salary, so you could make a mint if you stayed on.”
         

         
         “All right,” Joice had said, because what else was there to say?

         
         Well, it turned out Mr. Barnum did pay a good—even generous—salary. But only Joice was clever enough to realize that the money
            was a ruse, and that the rest of the Family was almost as trapped in servitude to Mr. Barnum as she had been to any of the
            people who had owned her. The fact was, their salaries meant nothing, because none of them had anywhere to go to outside of
            the museum and so were tied to Mr. Barnum for life. They all banked their money with him, and he deducted from their pay the
            expense of their room and board (he owned the boardinghouse)—and in Joice’s case, repayment for the cost of her lease.
         

         
         Well, he might have tricked the rest of them into thinking that they were financially independent, but he had not tricked
            Joice! She was sure Mr. Barnum bet on her dying before her lease was up. Well, she would thwart his expectations and live
            long enough to make him buy her freedom, as he’d promised, and then accrue at least a little money in her own right. Then
            she would demand he give her all the money saved up in her account. She would light a fire in the grate of the boardinghouse
            parlor where her colleagues had shunned her, dump a whole extravagant scuttleful of coal on the grate, and toss the money
            on the flames so nobody should have it when she was dead. They would all realize, then, that their own savings languishing
            in Mr. Barnum’s safe were of no earthly use to them and that their lot in life was as despicable as they had ever thought
            hers to be. It was a highly satisfactory dream, which made up somewhat for all the little cruelties and indignities she had
            to bear day to day.
         

         
         If any of those muckrakers had given Joice the courtesy of interviewing herself rather than her keeper, she might have told them everything. She might have told them what she’d heard Master Bowling tell Mr. Barnum: “She’s roundabout seventy-two or -three, but has got a good bit of life in her yet.” She might have told them about the diet of vinegar and potatoes, about being forced to sit in a wheelchair all the long day though she still had the use of one leg, about how her hair had been clipped down to the scalp. She might have said, “All I wanted was a pair of nail scissors to prevent slicing myself open at night, and even this small consideration was denied me.” But of course nobody asked Joice anything, which all came to show the editors cared only about how many newspapers they could sell and nothing about her humanity or anybody else’s. 

         
         Typically, though it was Joice who ought to have been most insulted by the article, Mr. Barnum had been all that was wounded.
            He lamented there were no standards for journalism in this country. An editor could say what he wanted with no basis in truth.
            What about the newspapers’ social responsibility? With one fell swoop of their irresponsible printing presses, those editors
            had the power to destroy people’s faith, and surely that was too much power for anybody to have in a democracy. But then again,
            everybody knew that the penny papers were all under the thumb of the Jacksonians, though they claimed to eschew political
            affiliation, and if he hadn’t already been a Whig, he would have seriously considered becoming one now, and it was a sad day
            when any political party got their grasp on the so-called free press.
         

         
         She could only marvel at the depth of Mr. Barnum’s self-righteous indignation. The man seemed to forget that he had lied about her age and identity! Then again, all the successful frauds she had ever known convinced themselves that their lies were true. “Am I to allow these libertines to call me a huckster?” Mr. Barnum blustered, glaring at Joice as if she were responsible for the press. All he had ever wanted was to entertain the public, to spark their curiosity! Hadn’t he worked himself to the bone to build a museum that would widen provincial minds to the wonders and spectacles of the Great World? Were his efforts to be thus slandered? He had a good mind to sue the paper for libel. Also, the editors would never have printed such a thing had Joice been more convincing in her act. 

         
         If she’d been more convincing!

         
         Joice had always suspected Mr. Barnum was the kind of man to lay blame upon the person least able to defend herself, and here
            was the proof. Well! She wasn’t so helpless or ignorant as he might believe. She was well aware of her value to the museum.
            Tom was right when he’d said she had nothing to worry about. Wasn’t it her name that headlined half the billets and her name
            that came right after Tom’s on the marquee? Wasn’t it her biographical pamphlet that was sold in the museum souvenir shop
            (for five cents apiece!) alongside a stack of the newest books about the “father of his country”? Wasn’t it her gnarled hands
            that people queued up to clasp with almost religious fervor as they blessed her for nursing the great man himself at her breast?
            Mr. Barnum needed her, and as he’d said himself, he didn’t own her; she was free to go once her lease was up. Well, maybe
            she would go. Or, maybe she’d jump into the Hudson tomorrow, just so he shouldn’t heap the blame upon her head and insult her all while
            reaping the profits of her labor.
         

         
         “Maybe,” she had told him stiffly, “you should find a more convincing replacement, sir.”

         
         Immediately after saying this, Joice had been struck with fear that Mr. Barnum might say he would do just that. Hadn’t she heard him say to Fu-Hum-Me a hundred times, when the Indian was in one of his sulks, “Don’t think you’re irreplaceable, Fu! Red Indians are a dime a dozen.” Did he think the same thing of ancient-looking Negresses? What would become of her then? 

         
         But Mr. Barnum had said placatingly, “Now, Joice, don’t get into a snit. You know you’re my prize act! It’s these damn newspaper
            people. They’ve got no respect for what I’m trying to do.” It wasn’t an apology, exactly, but it was too much to expect that
            anybody would ever apologize to one such as Joice. Well, she wasn’t one of those people who had the luxury of holding on to
            her anger. So she let Mr. Barnum think everything was all right.
         

         
         

         When China arrived at the museum, the whole debate of Joice’s authenticity was momentarily forgotten. Mr. Barnum shook off
            his sulks to stir up interest in the Oriental Blossom, the murderous widow from Canton. When he’d taken Tom to entertain the
            queen the year before, he’d visited Madame Tussauds wax museum and come back with his head full of murder. Murder, he’d said,
            sold tickets. He saw no irony in approaching the penny papers, which he’d so lately and viciously condemned. Murder seemed
            to sell newspapers, too, for the editors abruptly left off debating Joice’s age to print the terrifying sketch Mr. Barnum
            had commissioned of China, in which the artist had rendered her eyes into cunning slits, her mouth into a cruel smile, and
            her feet into mere pinheads. Below this unflattering likeness, they obligingly reprinted the museum’s advertising ditty, which
            put Mr. Barnum into a high good humor, and which Tom sang endlessly, because it featured his name:
         

         
         
            Blossom of the Orient! A dainty murderess!

            Her silk-shod feet are as small as General Tom Thumb is tall!

            But by her daintiness be not deceived!

            Her widow’s heart is as cold as Mammy Joice is old!

            For of her husband she herself bereaved!

         

         If Joice had been given the chance to come up with her own museum character, she would have chosen something like a murderess,
            or the plantation witch, doling out potions and love charms and hex bags from her cabin—something that was a little frightening
            to the audience. Either role would have been preferable to that of the totty-headed nursemaid cozily reminiscing about her
            glory days taking care of the president. Whereas fear was akin to respect, indulgence was the furthest from it.
         

         
         Well, wishes didn’t come true for the likes of Joice Heth. Other folks had all the luck, though they were rarely grateful
            for it. Take Fu-Hum-Me, who was forever complaining about his act, although he wasn’t stuck in an uncomfortable rocking chair
            all day long, made doubly uncomfortable by the fact that Joice was physically incapable of rocking and so was suspended in
            half flight. He got to perform the wild convulsions of the war dance Mr. Barnum had choreographed, uttering high-pitched shrieks
            at random and terrifying his onlookers. Fu-Hum-Me’s chief complaint was that the dance bore no resemblance to any real dance
            of his people—which was being overparticular when one considered what authenticities of person Joice had to give up in her act. After all, one savage dance was much like another. And, she’d have given up her remaining teeth to regularly shriek
            at her audience. But some people would always find something to complain about.
         

         
         Then there was China, who balked at being a murderess.

         
         Mr. Barnum gathered the whole Family to witness his unveiling of the Oriental Garden on China’s first day of exhibition. The
            newcomer had impassively taken in the gilt-edged pagoda, pond filled with real water and fish, and little potted bonsai trees
            acquired at great expense (Mr. Barnum boasted) from a hothouse. Tom had cried, “You’ve outdone yourself, sir!” and Myrtle,
            who was still enough of a child to think that working at the museum was a lark, had clapped her hands in appreciation of the
            new display. Josephine—who had wanted a garden for her own set, but who had been given a musty-looking parlor—looked sulky.
         

         
         “What is this?” China demanded suddenly. She was pointing to the placard erected beside the pagoda and looking very white
            beneath her rice powder.
         

         
         “It’s your description,” Mr. Barnum said, beaming. He added helpfully, although it was clear as day that not only could China
            read but she’d been angered by what she’d read: “It says, Blossom of the Orient, the Murderous Widow from Canton.”
         

         
         “I’ve never been married,” China said.

         
         “I suppose nobody would have you,” Josephine said with a spiteful little laugh. Before China’s arrival, the Bearded Lady had
            considered placid, voluptuous Meg as her rival for male attention, though the rivalry was decidedly one-sided. But it was
            obvious she was jealous of China’s delicate frame, the dark lashes that owed nothing to lampblack, and the decorative combs
            and flowers that Sophia arranged in her hair. Not that Josephine should complain; she, at least, was outfitted in silk and lace. Joice was costumed in the coarse, itchy osnaburg she’d worn all her life—for authenticity, Mr. Barnum said, and either he was lying to save a penny on her costume or even George Washington’s people had been tightfisted when it came to their Negroes. Joice could readily believe either possible. 

         
         “I myself have never been married,” the Bearded Lady continued, “though had I stayed at home in Philadelphia, I’m sure I wouldn’t
            have lacked the opportunity. I daresay I even have some admirers among the Family, though they’ve been too shy to approach
            me as of yet.” She cast a coy look at Tom, who shuddered and moved quickly behind Joice’s chair. Considering any foreigner
            or Indian beneath her and so rendering the rest of the male cast ineligible, Josephine had fixated all her considerable ardor
            upon the little man.
         

         
         China ignored Josephine. She persisted stubbornly: “I’ve never killed anybody either.”

         
         “Well, of course not,” Mr. Barnum said, showing some impatience. “I’d hardly have you running around innocent folk if you
            had. It’s a hoax, see? People will flock to the museum in droves to see a murderess.”
         

         
         “I’m the first Chinese Lady in the country. That should be enough,” China said.

         
         It was unfortunate, Joice thought, that China had learned her English so well. Her speech was too crisp, too enunciated, too
            correct—too assured. It would have been better for her if she had stumbled over her vowels or hesitated over the pronunciation of her words.
            Joice could have told her that people wouldn’t take to an uppity Chinawoman any more than an uppity Negress.
         

         
         Mr. Barnum stiffened. “But you won’t be the last,” he said, a little nastily. “And the first won’t mean a thing once your
            kind become commonplace. Whoever heard of the first Irishwoman in the country? Or the first Italian?”
         

         
         Joice had to admit Mr. Barnum spoke sense. Only the week before, she had seen a Chinaman in Reddings’s window as Tom had wheeled her back to the boardinghouse. Pigtailed and all, with a funny little silk cap on his head! At first, she’d thought he was one of those statues all the teahouses had, and she had practically fallen out of her wheelchair when the man began to measure out tea. How Tom had laughed! 

         
         “Listen to me, my girl! You’re a murderess as long as you’re in my employ,” Mr. Barnum said, taking on the cold, haughty tone
            that was typical of him whenever his will was crossed—no sign of the democratic employer then! Still, Joice was glad he’d taken the newcomer down a peg. Why should China get a say in her own character when Joice never
            had?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3.

         
         For a while, crowds flocked to the museum to see China, so bloodthirstily determined to believe her a murderess that they
            overlooked her lackluster performance. The newspapers came close on their heels. Mr. Barnum was in alt. All his attentions
            were fixed upon his murderous Blossom, and Joice was relieved that the matter of her authenticity remained forgotten. She
            shared none of Tom’s worries, though he fretted endlessly to Joice about the newcomer stealing “their” thunder. It was plain
            as day, anyway, he was only worried for himself.
         

         
         But as China continued to perform indifferently, the crowds soon drifted away.

         
         “I don’t know why Phineas bothered about her,” Tom remarked with satisfaction for the umpteenth time.

         
         “Nor I, Tom,” Josephine said, batting her eyelashes.

         
         But Myrtle said: “You’re just jealous, Tom. There’s got to be something that Mr. Barnum sees in her that you don’t. China’s
            met President Jackson. You haven’t met a president, have you, Tom?”
         

         
         “I’ve met the Queen of England, my girl!”

         
         “A queen isn’t as good as a president,” Myrtle said, which settled it, because Tom couldn’t disagree without seeming like a traitor to their democracy. 

         
         China’s problem was that she didn’t seem to comprehend or care that the number of spectators she drew to the museum was directly
            proportionate to her worth to Mr. Barnum. Joice had known Mr. Barnum to toss out performers on their ears when they were no
            longer of any use to him, and while China deserved none of Joice’s solicitude, the streets of New York were no place for a
            woman alone, or a foreigner, much less somebody who was both. Also, Mr. Barnum’s creative energies were presently dedicated
            to making the Oriental Blossom a success, and Joice shuddered to think he might refocus on herself if he gave up on the new
            act.
         

         
         “You’ve got to try harder with your act, China, or Mr. Barnum won’t be pleased,” Joice advised her, as they prepared for bed
            one night. “Talk a little when you’re onstage, but not the way you do normally, all hoity-toity. Talk like Tom does when he
            imitates the Chinaman at Reddings: ‘Take a look-see at the tea-tea. You want how much-ee?’ That sort of thing. Give the people
            what they want.”
         

         
         “Like you do?” China asked. “Mr. Barnum says you are his prize act.”

         
         Joice flushed. “Yes, like I do,” she said defensively. There was the slightest derisive lilt in China’s voice that made it
            evident she didn’t find Mr. Barnum’s pronouncement to be complimentary. Well, it wasn’t complimentary, the way he said it. Prize act, indeed! Joice was nobody’s puppet.
         

         
         But she did pride herself on her acting. There was a difference. After all, acting was just duping other people into believing something that wasn’t true. It was lying, but with one’s whole mind and body rather than just one’s words. Joice was good at lying, and she felt no compunction about it. Her whole childhood had been full of hypocrites chiding her not to lie: her mother, Sara, who ought to have done more lying herself to protect Joice rather than praying she wouldn’t be so angry all the time; Mistress Mary, who had been one of the most sanctimonious liars Joice had ever known; and the traveling preacher who, after Sara had begged him to have a private talk with her daughter, had drawn Joice into a copse of trees and fondled her between her legs. Yet every one of these people had demanded other lies of her: Her mother had wanted Joice to pretend everything was all right; Mistress Mary had wanted her to play the grateful beneficiary; and the traveling preacher had wanted her to act as if she’d secretly been desperate for him to stick his fingers in her. 

         
         The truth was this: People wanted to be lied to, as long as the lie fit a particular story they wanted to be true. When people
            came to the museum and approached Joice, planted in her replica rocking chair on the replica veranda of the replica Ferry
            Farm house, their faces opened up, eager to hear about the origins of their national hero even as their eyes narrowed, ready
            to doubt her credibility should they hear something they didn’t like.
         

         
         So Joice gave them what they wanted. She slurred her vowels and dropped her consonants. She deepened her voice so it rumbled, warm and comforting. She punctuated each made-up memory with a witchy, toothless cackle. “Such strong, fat legs baby George had,” she told her audience. He was running about every corner of the house and yard before he was knee-high! It had been no surprise to her that he’d become the greatest soldier the country had ever known. “Such a strong sense of justice, little George had,” she said. She told the famed story of George’s cherry tree, artfully embellished from Mr. Weems’s narration: how he had come through the kitchen door with scared eyes and abashed face but spine as straight as an arrow. “I’m going to ’fess to Father, for I cannot tell a lie,” he’d said with nary a quiver in his voice. Then he’d marched into his father’s study. It had been no surprise to her that he’d become a hero of the Revolution, then the greatest president this country would ever know.
         

         
         “Such a mind that child had,” Joice marveled, while her audience smiled upon her approvingly. He had amazed her with his questions:
            What made the moon rise and the sun set? Why did his father plant tobacco when farmers in the Carolinas planted indigo? Why
            were they subjects of the king, when he lived so far away?
         

         
         The audience lapped up these stories, and Joice took a vicious pleasure in thinking it didn’t matter that these were the kinds
            of lies for which they were primed—it was still she who was duping them. She could tell the moment when she had them so well in hand that she could slyly slip in some small,
            unpleasant thing. She might say laughingly, “George used to hide sharp pins in my coat sleeves, but I’m sure he did it for
            fun and didn’t mean to hurt me.” This was something a real George had done to her once, though his last name hadn’t been Washington,
            and he had most certainly meant to hurt her. Her audience would shift uncertainly, and though they didn’t like what they’d
            just heard, they didn’t question its truthfulness, for doing so would cast doubt on all that she’d said before, which they
            so dearly wanted to believe.
         

         
         China persisted: “You don’t find your act demeaning?”

         
         Demeaning! Such a vocabulary the Chinawoman had! It was incredibly unfair that China—a chit who hadn’t been in this country a decade—had been taught her letters, when Joice—who’d been born on Kentucky soil and toiled in this country for some seventy years—could only scrawl an X on her contract with Mr. Barnum. Oh, it was a bitter world indeed! Well, it all came to show book learning wasn’t everything.
            She despised Joice for taking on the role of the simpleminded, devoted, jolly nursemaid, did she? At least Joice, illiterate
            as she was, understood what China did not: As long as you had hold of the truth about yourself, you could play the role people
            wanted of you, and then you could control them a little.
         

         
         “No, I find scraping by on the streets demeaning,” Joice said. “You’d better take care, China, or Mr. Barnum will toss you
            out on your ear.”
         

         
         “Yes,” China said calmly. “He might.”

         
         Joice was taken aback. And truthfully, if she hadn’t been worried about the risk China’s lackluster performance posed to herself,
            she might have admired the little Chinawoman’s brass.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4.

         
         Sometimes, Joice felt as though she had been old forever.

         
         She was supposed to be 161 years old—but why not two hundred? Two thousand? Ten thousand? Her childhood seemed so far gone
            it might well have been nonexistent. What made her feel so ancient was not so much the ache in her bones or the cloudiness
            in her eyes or even the rattling of her own skeleton in its loose sack of skin and sinew but the certainty she had no future,
            and the consequent unrelenting feelings of resentment, scorn, and disdain for everything and everybody, which were surely
            incompatible with youth.
         

         
         This was the way Joice saw it: When you were a child, at least a very small one, disappointment or anger was supposed to come in a flash, as quick to go away as to appear, and even if your lot in life was as terrible as hers, you were still supposed to feel the occasional spurt of hope or joy or excitement, because grown people—especially your mother—were supposed to try to shield you from the worst of life at least for the first three or four years of your existence. And even when they inevitably failed to shield you from most things, they at least were supposed to hide their disappointments and wounds and mangled dignity, and pretend that the world was not a pit of despair about which they could
            do nothing. They were supposed to cook up little comforts out of nothing, make it so you could still laugh a little now and
            then, and reassure you they would do everything in their limited power to take care of you.
         

         
         So, the person who had robbed Joice of the final vestiges of her youth hadn’t been Mr. Barnum—nor Master Bowling before him,
            nor Master Robert before him, nor Master Jeremiah before him, nor any of their spiteful wives or nasty children or bad-tempered
            overseers. She had expected them to go about stamping out joy and hope and innocence—those ingredients of youth—and they had with all the casual indifference
            of snuffing out a candle before bed. They had never had the power to disappoint or disillusion her. No, she blamed those grown people from her earliest childhood,
            who had been bound in blood or condition to her, and who had—far from caring for and protecting her to the best of their abilities—burdened
            her with all their problems and disappointments, and so drained her of any comfort she might have had held on to as a little girl. She remembered
            with sharp clarity the faces of all the people who’d let her down: the women who had told her she was a bad influence on the
            other children and would get them all in trouble; her father, who’d taken no interest in her, even before he was sold; and
            her mother, who hadn’t had enough spine to say goodbye when Joice had been taken away to auction.
         

         
         Sara! That weak, beautiful woman who ought to have mothered her but who had forever sought a male protector and, when she didn’t have one, expected Joice to step up to the mark. Sara had been in the habit of complaining that of all her children, she had only been allowed to keep the troublemaker. Well! That hadn’t stopped her from expecting Joice to hold her hand and stroke her hair when one or another man left her, as they always did, either because they were sold or because they had only wanted temporary bed sport and knew, as did everyone, that for a kind word and pretty compliment, Sara would be willing. Then it was left to Joice to haul her weeping mother out of bed and into the fields before the overseer noticed her absence, then propel her limp body down each row, while frantically picking enough tobacco to fill both their sacks so Sara wouldn’t be punished. Once, after a heartbroken Sara had moaned for the umpteenth time that she didn’t want to live anymore, Joice had snapped that maybe she should jump in the river then and save them both some grief, and then Sara had cried that she didn’t know what she’d done to deserve a daughter who lacked human feeling. 

         
         Pah! Joice had more human feeling than anybody she’d ever known. What was it, if not human feeling, that boiled in her belly and
            made her see people for who they really were? What was it, if not human feeling, that made her spit in China’s washing water
            and make sly digs about Tom’s height? What was it, if not human feeling, that made her cling to the truth of her own story,
            when the world would have her pretend to be somebody else? What feeling was more human than fury at the world’s unfairness?
         

         
         But Sara had not understood this. Sara, whose understanding of human feeling was so warped that she mistook a romp in the bed for love! Sara, whose brain worked in such a way that she believed a temporary broken heart was the worst—imagine!—thing that could happen to her in life, even though Joice could have pointed out a hundred things that had already happened to her that were far worse. Sara, who when she was in love thought that the world was, despite “some misfortunes,” a good place—imagine!—and couldn’t understand why Joice could neither be happy for her nor find happiness in her own situation. 

         
         “Your life isn’t all bad, Joice. Everybody isn’t against you, Joice,” she’d say wearily.

         
         But it was! But they were! The truth was, Sara had stubbornly refused to outgrow her childishly delusional hopes, even when
            all the world had tried to take them away from her. Perhaps that might have been admirable, except when it was no longer her
            turn to be a child, she had insisted that Joice help her maintain her fictions. How could anybody have been young with such a mother?
         

         
         

         Over the summer, Joice contracted a rattle in her lungs that would not go away. With the advent of an unexpectedly chilly
            September, the cough worsened. Twice that month, she coughed up blood. China caught her wiping the blood from her mouth with
            a handkerchief and suggested she should call a doctor. Joice told her to mind her own business. She’d heard the stories about
            doctors selling Negro bodies to medical schools to be cut up, and she wasn’t going to risk any doctor helping her to die so
            medical students could ogle at what was inside her body, thank you very much!
         

         
         She asked Tom, who’d done errands for her before—he never let her forget it—to get her some cough syrup from the chemist’s
            shop, or failing that, a bottle of Madeira. Whenever any of the Negroes had fallen ill, she remembered, Mistress Mary had
            avoided the expense of sending for the doctor by dosing them with Madeira.
         

         
         “Cough getting worse?” Tom said, peering intently at her. He looked hopeful. “It’s been going on a long time, and it could be something serious. Maybe you ought to consult Phineas, or I can, seeing as how Phineas and I are friends.” 

         
         “And have him boot me out into the cold? Not likely!”

         
         “He won’t boot you out into the cold. You’re too important to the museum.”

         
         “Oh, and how that bothers you, Tom!”

         
         “In fact, it doesn’t bother me, Joice,” Tom said coolly. “I have no worries about where I stand in this show. I’ve been with
            Phineas since the beginning. He values me.” Then he sighed and said, “You sure make it hard to be nice to you, Joice. I’d
            have thought you’d be more grateful when someone is nice to you, given who you are and where you came from.”
         

         
         “Grateful! Who I am! Where I came from! That’s right, Tom, remind me of my place.”

         
         “Lordy, Joice, don’t fly off the handle at me. I’m just trying to help you.”

         
         “Help me, then! Can you get me some syrup or the Madeira?”

         
         “Not if you’re going to insult me.”

         
         He wanted her to apologize and grovel, and she couldn’t bring herself to do it. So, she applied to China, who agreed, adding:
            “I can also prepare you some tea or some ginger broth. I used to prepare such things for my mother when she was sick.” Joice
            was surprised to think of China as having a mother, though of course she must have, once. There was something so packaged about the girl, as if she’d arrived at the museum in a wooden crate padded with tissue paper and straw.
         

         
         “You had to take care of your ma often?” she asked, thinking of Sara.

         
         “When she would let me,” China said. Then her face shuttered and she abruptly left the room, clearly regretting having lapsed into even the smallest of confidences with one such as Joice. But as promised, China left for the chemist’s shop as soon as the museum closed and returned to their room bearing two large bottles. 

         
         Neither the syrup nor the Madeira made Joice’s cough go away, but they did her a world of good. Joice hadn’t realized how
            her chest had constantly ached with the effort of sucking in breaths between coughing, how the fits kept her up half the night,
            and how bone-tired she had been as a result. A dose of the cough syrup chased by a glass of Madeira was shortly followed by
            a warm feeling of well-being. Her whole body, which she hadn’t even realized was strung taut, relaxed. Her sleep each night
            became deep and dreamless. Certain castmates’ behaviors, which once would have catapulted Joice into a seething rage, now
            only mildly irritated her. At times, she found she could even pity them. Poor Tom, who was only half a man despite his bombast!
            Poor Josephine, who flirted hideously with anybody in breeches and whose dreams of romance were a joke to everybody but herself—the
            lovelorn Bearded Lady, ha!
         

         
         And poor China. With her newfound clarity, Joice could see now that the girl had suffered as much, or almost as much, as herself. If Joice was neither fish nor fowl in this strange northern city where some of her kind were free and yet not free and others still not free at all—how much more China must feel a stranger in a strange land. Her aloofness might not be rooted in a false sense of superiority but instead in an instinct to remove herself from the cruelties that her fellow cast members were all too willing and capable of inflicting. She had lumped Joice in with the rest of them, not knowing any better, and Joice had to admit that she hadn’t made much effort to convince her otherwise. Or, was it possible that China had kept her distance from Joice out of respect rather than disgust? China might have registered: Here is a woman who has known decades’ more suffering than myself, and yet she still carries herself with grace and dignity. Maybe, China even felt it would be presumptuous to share the same washing water as Joice.
         

         
         Ah, medicine was a wonderful thing!

         
         Joice began to take a generous dose when she woke in the morning, another in the cloakroom before the museum opened, another
            during her fifteen-minute lunch break, another with her supper, and a final dose before bed. The bottles emptied. She didn’t
            want to ask China to lay out more of her own money, so she approached Mr. Barnum and requested to withdraw five dollars against
            her debt. It was the first time she had ever asked him for money, and she was sure he’d find a reason to deny her, but he
            had handed the sum over without a word.
         

         
         Later, despite the comforting haze of the cough syrup, Joice resented that he’d shown no concern for her health. For all his
            talk about family, Mr. Barnum hadn’t exclaimed, “Why, Joice, we must call in a doctor!” because even though she knew better than to submit herself to the ministrations of a butcher, she would have liked somebody, for once, to offer her
            more than what she had asked for. Well, she had always known that Mr. Barnum didn’t care about her! She gave the money to
            China to procure more syrup and Madeira.
         

         
         One morning, Joice woke to catch China with the syrup bottle in hand. It was uncorked, and the little Chinawoman had her nose
            to the top, sniffing at it like a bloodhound, though the smell was making her turn a little green.
         

         
         “What do you think you’re doing?” Joice demanded, furious.

         
         All her recent warm feelings toward the Chinawoman vanished. Her initial impressions had been right after all. China thought herself so superior to Joice that she felt she had the right to handle her belongings without so much as a by-your-leave. Joice hadn’t any right to privacy—that much was clear! China had probably only agreed to procure the syrup and Madeira so Joice should be in her debt, or so China could feel like the lady bountiful. Joice should have guessed. Wasn’t China the same way about the wheelchair? 

         
         Before China’s arrival, the cast had unwillingly shared the task of wheeling Joice about. Surprisingly, China had offered
            to take over. While she didn’t grumble like the others did—“Pushing your chair is like carting about a stone, for all you’re
            so skinny,” Tom had once said—it was clear she felt she was performing an act of great condescension. Of course, Joice could
            have wheeled herself about. Though she’d long lost the use of her right leg, her arms were perfectly functional. She could
            dismiss China, saying coldly: “Don’t touch me or my chair. You may use other people to pretend you are better than you are,
            but you shall not use me so.” Pushing Joice’s chair might have bolstered the Chinawoman’s delusions of superiority over her, which was intolerable
            when Joice could have listed a dozen ways in which she was inferior: China’s own parents had been the ones to cripple and
            disfigure her, not Mr. Barnum; they had sold China themselves, she guessed, whereas her mother, given a chance, would have
            kept her; and she had a stunted, flat-bosomed, childlike figure, whereas Joice, despite the infirmities of age, was fully
            a woman.
         

         
         “I’ll thank you not to touch my things,” Joice said now, shaking with the force of her anger, for she hadn’t had a dose since
            the night before. Her things indeed! It was laughable to have thought she could lay claim to anything as her own.
         

         
         China put the bottle back on the dresser, making alarmed and apologetic little bows and murmuring that she hadn’t meant to offend. Although her alarm was far greater than her apology; she looked as if she feared Joice was about to leap at her throat like a wild animal. Then she pointed at the bottle and said, “That’s opium.” 

         
         “What do you mean?” Joice demanded.

         
         China edged forward and picked up the bottle again, uncorked it, and waved it beneath Joice’s nose. Its familiar, comfortingly
            saccharine smell wafted out. “This is opium,” she said. “I’m certain of it.”
         

         
         “It’s cough medicine,” Joice said.

         
         China insisted; she would recognize the smell anywhere. Her father had smoked it, as had many of the women in the compound
            where she’d grown up. Miss Margaret, the captain’s wife, had taken it as laudanum. It was no good. It robbed people of their
            humanity. “I’ll prepare that ginger broth I used to make for my mother,” she said. “It will be much better.” She held the
            bottle over the washbasin, poised to dispose of its contents.
         

         
         Joice snatched the bottle from her hand.

         
         “Whatever this is, it’s done me a world of good already,” she said coldly.
         

         
         Ginger broth, indeed! It had been a long time since she’d had to resort to a plantation granny’s concoction of roots and thistles
            and weeds steeped in hot water—and in all fairness to the grannies, they’d had no other resort, for other than the occasional dose of Madeira, the mistress wasn’t likely to give them anything for
            sickness. Yet here was China, educated, and with access to all the remedies that New York had to offer to even people like
            them, turning her nose up at modern medicine in favor of a backwater brew of wild vegetation. Well! It all came to show that
            folks weren’t wrong when they said that some civilizations were inherently less advanced than others.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            5.

         
         Some missionary ladies visited the museum in the half hour before it opened.

         
         Missionary ladies were forever calling upon Mr. Barnum. Apparently, there was a fine line between show business and the devil’s
            business. Also, it was well-known that Mr. Barnum employed several heathen foreigners in the cast, and those were souls ripe
            for the saving.
         

         
         Missionary ladies had a certain look to them. Their outward personas were soft as butter—always dabbing with lace handkerchiefs at tears for this or that poor person—concealing cores of steely, righteous zeal. They were always middle-aged and well-to-do and either married or widowed, and loudly addressed one another by their full married names, e.g., Mrs. Arthur Crotchett, as if to preemptively rebut the criticism that they were busybody spinsters interfering in the lives of others only because they had been disappointed in their own, or because they lacked wifely and motherly responsibilities. This particular group was led by a stout woman with a pugnacious face and a bosom like a warship. She boomed at Sophia: “We have an appointment with Mr. Barnum.” 

         
         As soon as Sophia scurried away to fetch him, the leader quickly scanned the museum as though it were a battlefield. Her eyes
            fixed on Joice, and she bellowed, “There’s our girl! Come along, ladies!” and determinedly ushered her troops toward Ferry
            Farm. Then they stood beneath the canopy of the artificial cherry trees, assessing Joice with gimlet eyes.
         

         
         They were wasting their time if they’d come to save her soul. Joice was as Christian as anybody and had already been baptized.
            Maybe they wanted to catch her out—get her or Mr. Barnum to confess to lying about who she was. Then they would preach about
            the evils of deceit. Maybe people had smelled the Madeira on her breath and word had gotten round, and these women had come
            in the name of temperance. Well, they could wrest the bottle from her hands over her cold, dead body! Or maybe they had come
            on a kindlier mission. Maybe, having read about her cough in the newspapers, they had come to bring beef tea and blancmange
            to comfort President Washington’s dear, beloved mammy—though she doubted this. Their hard eyes didn’t befit angels of mercy.
            These women were here for battle.
         

         
         Joice noticed one woman fell behind her companions as they charged past the Oriental Garden. She lingered in front of the
            pagoda, gazing at China with a half-wistful, half-defiant expression. Joice paused in her reminiscences, pretending to look
            for a dropped knitting needle. In the ensuing silence, she heard the woman say tenderly to China: “My dear Julia! How do you
            go on?”
         

         
         China said politely that she went on very well, thank you.

         
         “I don’t have to worry, then,” the fair-haired woman said in tones of great relief.

         
         No, China said, Miss Margaret did not have to worry.

         
         Of course, Julia must be dying to hear about the baby! And although China did not agree that this was the case, the woman
            gushed on about what must be her sole progeny, though she looked too old to have birthed just the one. Baby was a darling,
            Baby had a strong grip on her finger, Baby had such chubby legs, Baby loved to kick, Baby could gurgle all sorts of words,
            Baby was exceptionally bright. Oh! My dear Julia would have loved Baby had she stayed and only known her!
         

         
         Joice snorted loudly.

         
         The fair-haired woman started, whirling round, and stared at her, two spots of red staining her cheeks. It was all very well
            for the woman to go on as though China had left the house of her own volition—had she stayed and only known Baby, ha!—but
            Joice knew, or good as knew, the truth of the matter.
         

         
         Not that China had deigned to confide in a Negress. Not she! But one Sunday afternoon, when the museum had closed, Joice had
            found herself alone with the Chinawoman in the boardinghouse parlor. The rest of the Family had scattered out into the city
            in pursuit of pleasures. After a few moments of enviously watching China read a novel, Joice had blurted truculently: “How
            come you know how to read?”
         

         
         China had said the captain’s wife, with whom she’d lived before coming to the museum, had taught her.

         
         “She must have been fond of you,” Joice had said. “Why did she dismiss you, then?”

         
         China had colored faintly and primmed up her mouth, resuming her reading without reply.

         
         So that had been the way of it! And suddenly, China’s little oddities—her early revulsion to smells and inclination to retch, her frequent urges to relieve herself, her insistence on going to bed early rather than engaging in conversation—which had before baffled or offended, made sudden sense. Joice wondered she hadn’t seen it sooner, perhaps because of the loose fit of China’s tunic. Well, such things were always happening. There had been a pretty child on the plantation where Joice had grown up. The mistress took her into the big house and made a pet of her, tied ribbons in her hair and taught her ditties on the piano. She’d even taken the child along on social calls, because she thought together they made a picture—though Joice could have told her she wasn’t doing herself any favors by forever putting her faded, rabbity face next to such a vision of glowing youth. The pretty child grew up into a pretty girl and the mistress was the last to realize the master had taken notice. One morning, the girl was unceremoniously booted from the house, and the next, she was crouching beneath the searing sun with the rest of them, fertilizing each row with her vomit. 

         
         Well, Joice had never been pretty, and though it had bothered her some when she was of courting age, she guessed that for
            people like herself and China, being pretty was more trouble than it was worth.
         

         
         The captain’s wife was looking hurt. People like her always felt hard done by whenever their sins were called out. Clearly, she had expected China to go along with her pretense that they had parted ways on amiable terms, that her husband had never committed any perfidy, and that she had not evicted China from her house as a result. She was injured to discover China had confided in someone the humiliating truth of the matter, though of course, China hadn’t. Joice could practically see the cogs whirring in the woman’s head; if China had told Joice, how many others might she have told? Well, China could do as she liked and murmur pleasantries as though the two of them were friends taking tea, but Joice had no obligation to help the captain’s wife maintain her fiction. She already did enough of that in the museum. She wished she could tell the captain’s wife of her suspicion that, even now, China was cooking up a near
            relation to her precious Baby. Instead, she flashed a knowing grin, as if to say: “Oh yes, ma’am! I know all about your husband! I also know about you! I’ll bet anything that you—you, who call China ‘my dear’ like butter wouldn’t
            melt in your mouth—sent her away because you wanted to blame her. I know you.”
         

         
         By now, the captain’s wife was bright red.

         
         The pugnacious leader frowned. Clearly, she was the type of missionary lady who expected the recipients of her do-gooding
            to look and behave downtrodden. She followed the direction of Joice’s grin and narrowed her eyes when she saw the captain’s
            wife hovering beside the Oriental Garden.
         

         
         “Stop dillydallying, Mrs. Obear,” she called sharply. “You may socialize with your former charge some other time. We have
            important business to attend to.” She spoke impatiently, as though to a wayward child. The captain’s wife looked mulish but
            trudged over to the replica Ferry Farm, where she diligently avoided meeting Joice’s eye. It could have been the flickering
            shadows cast by the lanterns in the pagoda, but Joice thought she saw a smile cross China’s face—a first. Well, would wonders
            never cease!
         

         
         “Here now, my girl,” the stout woman said loudly, calling back Joice’s attention. “You might well wonder who we are! We are a delegation from the Women’s Anti-Slavery Society. I am one of the chairwomen, Mrs. Charles Danvers.” She paused, as if waiting for Joice to be impressed. When Joice only looked at her with the slightly vacant look that she had practiced for these occasions, Mrs. Danvers said: “You may have heard of us?” 

         
         Joice took great pleasure in saying that she hadn’t.

         
         Mrs. Danvers rallied. She shook her head sorrowfully. “Of course you haven’t, poor girl—kept in ignorance as you are! Let
            me assure you, the rest of this country may have turned its eyes away from the travesties of this museum, but we have not. I don’t usually read the penny papers, since they cater to low people, but when I heard all the hullabaloo about
            your identity a couple months ago, I said to these ladies, ‘We have a Christian duty to all the poor Africans who are enslaved
            in our country but even more so to this poor woman who nursed our nation’s hero at her bosom.’ Wasn’t that what I said, ladies?”
         

         
         A dutiful murmur of assent from the others.

         
         “We would have come sooner,” Mrs. Danvers continued, “but we had the Missionary Society—of which I am also chairwoman—bazaar
            to plan. That in itself shouldn’t have been an ordeal, except that the Magdalen Benevolent Society tried to steal the hall
            for their charity bazaar. So, I had to go to the directors of the hall and remind them, firmly, that the hall was promised to us. I also pointed out that we ought to reserve our charity for the heathen poor rather than the fallen women, who, frankly,
            don’t deserve it. Repentant prostitutes, indeed! The directors saw the sense of that, didn’t they ladies? The whole debacle kept our hands full for weeks, so we couldn’t come to you until now. But here we are!”
         

         
         At that moment, Mr. Barnum bustled into the Great Hall. Tom trotted behind at a deferential distance. Mr. Barnum was always quick to greet missionary women when they appeared on the museum premises. They were like mosquitoes, he said. They could cause severe damage, but if promptly dealt with, they would only cause a temporary irritation. He came toward them now, saying heartily: “Welcome, ladies! A pleasure! May I offer you some refreshment?” 

         
         “We are not here on a social call,” Mrs. Danvers said awfully, making it clear with the belligerent thrust of her multiple
            chins that one such as she would never deign to socialize with one such as Mr. Barnum. “You are Mr. P. T. Barnum, I presume,
            and the proprietor of this establishment?”
         

         
         “You presume right, ma’am.”

         
         Mrs. Danvers’s nostrils flared like those of a bull. “I am Mrs. Danvers, chairwoman of the Women’s Anti-Slavery Society. It has come to our attention that you exhibit the woman
            Joice Heth at this museum.” She glared at him accusingly, as if challenging him to deny the proof of her own eyes.
         

         
         Mr. Barnum said agreeably: “Joice is one of our brightest stars.”

         
         “And is she truly the Joice Heth, who nursed President Washington in his infancy?”
         

         
         “She’s that Joice Heth all right. I employ only bona fides!”

         
         “What of these accusations in the penny papers?”

         
         “Unfounded. And if you’ll excuse my saying so, I don’t make a habit of reading the penny papers, since I find them to cater
            to a low readership,” Mr. Barnum said virtuously, though Joice knew he sent a boy out to buy as many as fifteen penny papers
            every morning and spent half of each afternoon scouring them for mention of his own name.
         

         
         “I find that hard to believe when I can’t open a newspaper without seeing ‘Barnum’ printed at least a half dozen times!” Mrs.
            Danvers said. “Do you deny this?”
         

         
         “When a newspaperman asks me for a quote, how can I resist the opportunity for free advertisement?” Mr. Barnum reasoned. “Or to defend myself against allegations? I am after all but a simple businessman.” 

         
         Mrs. Danvers shifted tactics. She demanded: “Do you pay this woman a salary?”

         
         “Of course,” said Mr. Barnum. “I don’t hold with unpaid labor. I’m an abolitionist.”

         
         “There’s many who lay claim to that word and don’t live its values,” Mrs. Danvers said.

         
         “Quite shocking! I never could abide a hypocrite.”

         
         “And how do you ‘pay’ this girl for her labor—in room and board?”

         
         “In dollars.”

         
         “A paltry sum, I’ll bet.” Mrs. Danvers scoffed.

         
         “I pay Joice—and all my employees—handsomely.”

         
         “What do you pay her?”

         
         Mr. Barnum told her, with some complacency.

         
         Joice could have explained that she saw not a penny of that salary, nor was she ever expected to. But Mrs. Danvers had already begun to deflate. Even her impressive bosom seemed to sag—not with relief that Joice was in fact paid for her labor but with disappointment. Clearly, she had been prepared to do battle and blamed her, Joice, that she wasn’t going to get her opportunity. Even though it was Mr. Barnum who paid Joice’s salary and stated the terms of her contract, even though it had been Mr. Barnum of whom Mrs. Danvers had demanded, “What do you pay her?” and Mr. Barnum who had given her an unsatisfactory answer—even though Joice had no say in anything whatsoever—it was Joice whom this stout and self-righteous woman blamed for not being swindled or downtrodden enough, and thus depriving her of her cause. 

         
         Mrs. Danvers had one last protest: “It’s not a mean sum. Yet it must be nothing in comparison to what you make off her exhibition,
            Mr. Barnum. It isn’t right that you should make so much money off such a woman.”
         

         
         “You make an excellent point, ma’am,” Mr. Barnum said admiringly. “Only look at poor Joice! You can see she isn’t capable of managing money. She’s got no more sense than a child. You and I know there are charlatans in this city who
            would leap to take advantage of her. Of course, I need to pay for the upkeep of this museum, but I am not here to make money
            off of Joice! In fact, I plan to use the profits of her exhibit to free her descendants. But perhaps there is something more
            I can do. Ah, I have it! Why don’t I write your Society a draft on my bank to aid you in your laudable work?”
         

         
         Surely these women would not swallow such lies! Joice had no descendants that she knew of—how could she, when she’d never given birth? But already Mrs. Danvers was softening. Mr. Barnum had whipped out his
            bankbook and a pen, as if he had anticipated making this very donation, and scribbled out a draft. He handed it to Mrs. Danvers,
            who gaped at the sum, then flushed with pleasure and tucked the paper into her bulging reticule, Joice already forgotten.
            It didn’t matter that Joice sat in all the reality of flesh and blood before her without any evidence of real independence.
            In her eyes, Joice was paid for her labor—practically a freedwoman—and so no longer a person of interest. There were all those
            deliciously invisible Negroes down south, whom these women would never meet, for their society to save. Those Negroes surely wouldn’t disappoint.
         

         
         Mrs. Danvers extended a beefy hand stuffed into a kid glove for Mr. Barnum to shake. She said gruffly: “You are very good,
            sir!”
         

         
         

         In the days following the visit of the Women’s Anti-Slavery Society, Mr. Barnum seemed to fall into a pensive mood. Mrs. Danvers’s
            question about her authenticity must have reminded Mr. Barnum of the debate that had roiled before China’s arrival. Joice
            began to suspect the direction of his thoughts when she caught him staring speculatively at her from across the Great Hall.
            His mood changed from pensive to cheerful. Once, he chuckled to himself, as if at a good joke, when passing her exhibit.
         

         
         A few weeks later, when the Family was gathered for the evening in the boardinghouse parlor, Joice noticed Chang and Eng darting
            sly looks her way. Josephine looked smug. Myrtle was perched on Tom’s chair arm, giggling at something in the newspaper he
            was reading. When Tom caught her looking at him, his eyes began to twinkle. He tossed the newspaper at her, never pausing
            to consider that Joice’s arthritis made it impossible for her to catch anything. Had she been any other woman, she was sure,
            he would have done the gentlemanly thing and crossed the room to hand it to her. The paper fell to the floor next to her feet.
            She waited, hoping he would redeem himself with a shred of belated decency. But her hope in him was wasted. He said, with
            his typical callousness: “Sorry, Joice. Lucky you’ve got those long fingernails. You can just stab the paper off the floor!”
         

         
         And so she did, viciously.

         
         On the front page was a sketch of someone clearly meant to be herself, but with cogs and wheels protruding from her mouth and eye sockets and ears. In the picture, she was seated on the Ferry Farm veranda, but there was another Negress, fat and jolly, with a mischievous grin splitting her face hidden beneath the veranda, where she was apparently speaking into a tin can suspended on wire. The wire was strung through a hole in the veranda floorboards and connected to a can on the other end nailed to the back of Joice’s rocking chair. 

         
         “What’s the meaning of this?” Joice demanded. “What does it say?”

         
         Tom had fallen out of his chair, laughing.

         
         China, who never gave up a chance to show off her education, took the newspaper from Joice and read the piece aloud. It was
            a letter from a Mr. J. M. Heppleworth to the editors of the Herald, positing that not only was the Joice Heth on exhibit at the American Museum not President Washington’s former nursemaid
            but she was not a real human at all.
         

         
         “I have strong reason to believe,” Mr. Heppleworth wrote, “that this Joice Heth is one of the museum’s cleverly designed automatons
            made of rubber, baleen, and springs. Having observed her on several occasions, I can confirm that her speech never changes.
            She recites her stories word for word, which suggests Mr. Barnum has hired someone to hide beneath the veranda and read a
            script. I offer this further evidence: Joice Heth’s jaws open only so wide, as if constrained by internal wiring, and she
            blinks with mechanical regularity. Finally, the presumed paralysis of the legs are, in my opinion, a clever, cheeseparing
            ploy on Mr. Barnum’s part not to invest in the wiring of the automaton’s bottom half.”
         

         
         China finished reading, paused a moment, then tossed the paper into the fire.

         
         “Hey, there!” cried Tom angrily. “I paid six cents for that newspaper!”

         
         “I will ask Mr. Barnum to transfer six cents from my account to yours,” China said calmly.

         
         “I am not an automaton!” Joice said.

         
         “Of course you’re not. That’s what makes it so funny, my girl!” Tom said, restored to good humor by her indignation. “But
            here’s the real joke. Mr. J. M. Heppleworth is none other than Phineas himself!”
         

         
         The Family gasped.

         
         According to Tom, a few days before, Phineas had called him into his office to advise him on a letter he was writing to the
            editors of the Herald (it was probable, Joice thought sourly, he had actually called Tom in to post the letter for him). Phineas had been hopping
            up and down with excitement. He kicked himself for having been so shortsighted before. He should have realized the debate
            about Joice’s authenticity was a golden opportunity for publicity. Why, the museum had almost tripled its ticket sales in
            the two weeks following the Herald’s editorial! Once Mr. Heppleworth’s letter was published, the whole debate would blow up again.
         

         
         One by one, the Family members began to smile and shake their heads. That was Mr. Barnum for you! Always playing tricks! And
            here, he’d pulled one over the newspapers! They were half proud, half amused, as though reacting to the antics of a small
            boy who had been particularly clever. More fools, them! Didn’t they realize that Mr. Barnum’s joking was always at their expense?
            If she pointed this out, though, they would all sigh and look sour. “There goes Joice again,” they would mutter. “She can’t
            take a joke. She’s such an old grouch.”
         

         
         When Joice had first arrived at the museum, she had let down her guard, thinking she could finally speak the truth among these misfits, for weren’t they all in the same boat? Well, she’d learned quick enough to hold her tongue. Far from resenting him as they should, her colleagues held their employer in awe. They counted the success of the museum as their own and felt that any glory he attained reflected on themselves. They didn’t realize there was a world of difference between having one’s name hang in gilt
            letters above the museum’s double doors and having one’s name listed as an entertainment in the museum program. Tom said often,
            and seriously, that Mr. Barnum was brilliant; when he set up his own business, he’d be better off for having apprenticed under
            such a genius. Well, tell her this: When did gallivanting around a stage on a pony and pretending to be Napoleon make anybody
            an apprentice? When did collecting a bunch of oddities and spinning a pack of lies about them make anybody a genius? Why,
            by that definition, all the peddlers and hucksters and fair-men roaming the open roads were geniuses!
         

         
         Of them all, China seemed to be the only other member of the Family not in Mr. Barnum’s thrall. Well, maybe that made sense.
            Mr. Barnum had collected Tom and Josephine and Myrtle and most of the others as children, when their families had been at
            a loss as to what to do with them. And so, though none of them would ever admit to it, they looked upon him almost as a savior and father figure. But Mr. Barnum wasn’t China’s first go-around; she’d had other handlers
            before, just as Joice had, and had seen the truth of their motivations, just as Joice had.
         

         
         Even Joice had to admit, though, nobody was as good as Mr. Barnum at securing free publicity. Overnight, Mr. Heppleworth’s letter became the talk of the town. The sketch of Joice as an automaton was reprinted in every penny paper the following morning, and even in two six-cent papers. Crowds flooded the museum, and so many audience members tried to find where Mr. Barnum had concealed the winder or switch on Joice’s body that she couldn’t fall asleep at night for feeling the phantom touch of a thousand strange hands crawling over her body. Only after one enthusiastic gentleman got down on his hands and knees to root beneath her skirts did Mr. Barnum finally erect a guardrail about her exhibit with a sign that said: “No touching.” Of course, he did it only out of fear somebody would conclusively put an end to the speculation about Joice rather than out of concern for her person. 

         
         A couple of weeks later, the newspapers concluded sourly that “Joice Heth is as made of flesh and blood as any of us. Not
            only have we failed to find any evidence of machinery, the woman on exhibit also coughs in such a sporadic and alarming way
            that cannot be feigned. We have been unable to ascertain the identity of this Mr. Heppleworth, but we suspect the letter was
            written by the unscrupulous owner of a rival attraction, condemn him for such underhanded business practices, and offer our
            sincerest apologies to Mr. Barnum for doubting his veracity.” Oh, how Mr. Barnum laughed!
         

         
         But then the Herald wrote: “We disagree with our fellow journalists and suspect that, in fact, Mr. Heppleworth’s letter was written at Mr. Barnum’s
            direction. Given Mr. Barnum’s evident disregard for truth, we return to our original question: Was Joice Heth really President
            Washington’s nursemaid?”
         

         
         And so, a fresh wave of visitors came to the museum to decide for themselves whether Joice was who she said she was. A few, who clearly had too much time on their hands, came prepared to ask her questions that seemed innocent enough but were laden with subtle traps: “What was it like to live in Hanover County, Joice?” And Joice, having been drilled in her facts by Mr. Barnum, would parrot wearily, “I wouldn’t know, sir, seeing as the Washingtons stayed in Westmoreland County,” though what she really wanted to say was: “What a stupid question. How would I have known what it was like to live anywhere, given that my life wasn’t my own?”
         

         
         Well, all the hubbub would soon die down. Though that thought was cold comfort, because, when it did, Joice was sure that
            Mr. Barnum would devise yet another plan for stirring it up again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            6.

         
         For weeks, Joice dreamed that her lungs were full of little white grubs—the kind she’d picked off tobacco leaves as a girl—eating
            at her tissues and growing fat and multiplying. When she woke up from the nightmare in a fit of coughing and spat into the
            chamber pot on the floor next to her side of the bed, she half imagined that the yellowish-white masses she expelled along
            with blood were maggots rather than phlegm.
         

         
         One evening, Tom brandished another newspaper at her and read gleefully: “ ‘We, the editors, have noticed that Joice Heth
            of Barnum’s American Museum has been nursing a cold these many months. While we naturally wish Ms. Heth a full recovery, her
            advanced years must make her susceptible, even unto death. Upon this sad event, we challenge Mr. Barnum to release her body
            for a public autopsy. A postmortem examination of this extraordinarily aged person, conducted by a competent hand, would doubtless
            form an instructive and valuable record in anatomical science. Also, the results would conclusively prove whether Mr. Barnum
            has heretofore been honest in his claims. We anxiously await his reply.’ ”
         

         
         “Has Mr. Barnum made a reply?”

         
         “Not yet. But he’s not one to back down from a challenge. He’ll suggest getting a famous physician like Dr. Rogers to do the
            autopsy.” Tom chortled.
         

         
         “I’m glad you think my death is such a joke.”

         
         “Don’t be so serious, Joice,” Tom said. “Your kind is tough as nails. You’ll probably live to really be 161, cough and all. And you know Phineas. He’ll forget all about you as soon as he’s got another scheme in his head.”
         

         
         The next few days, Joice waited and watched the rest of the Family and thought: “Who can be Mr. Barnum’s next scheme if not
            me?” She needed to offer Mr. Barnum a really extravagant distraction. One that would cause such a loud and lasting sensation
            that Mr. Barnum and the press would forget all about Joice.
         

         
         The scheme couldn’t center around Tom, because every other sideshow had someone like him these days, and once you took his
            height away from him, he was just an actor with a trick pony. Little Napoleon on his little horse, who pawed the ground so
            many times in response to arithmetic problems of military campaign. (“I have three battalions rushing to me from the east,
            and two sweeping up from the south. How many reinforcements in all have I coming to me, Marengo?” Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!) Not the twins, because they were a comedy act for all they called themselves cultural ambassadors, and comedy was never sensational. Not Fu-Hum-Me, for only the other day Mr. Barnum had said he had better lie low for now; with all those Indians killing people out west, nobody would look kindly on an Apache warrior, even an acrobatic one. Not Julian, either, because he was supposed to be even more stupid than he was strong so as not to discompose people. Not Myrtle, because she was still a child, and people who wouldn’t blink an eye at a public autopsy could still get overnice about how a yellow-haired child was exhibited if it went too far. And as for Josephine, George, and Meg—there just wasn’t enough substance there to cook up any flamboyant idea. Beards, busts, and tattoos were all very well, but when it came down to it,
            they all had the proper number of heads and appendages and were properly sized and their people were regular, homegrown folk.
         

         
         That left China, which didn’t sit quite easy with Joice, because she was, in so many ways, more like herself than the rest.
            But then again, China had rejected any such associations with Joice. Just a month ago, China had politely requested that they
            divide up the blankets, then had taken her half and made herself a bed on the floor. She had offered the weak explanation
            that she found the floor more comfortable; she used to sleep on the floor beside her mother’s bed. But Joice had seen through
            that drivel. Clearly, China found it so insupportable to share a bed with the likes of Joice Heth that she would rather sleep
            on the floor even though her condition must make doing so doubly uncomfortable. She probably thought dark skin was catching
            and would affect the baby. She deserved to be taken down a peg!
         

         
         By drawing Mr. Barnum’s attention to China, Joice might even be doing her a favor, though the Chinawoman might not see it
            that way. Amazingly, nobody else in the Family had noticed the gradual rounding of China’s slim figure beneath her loose costume,
            which all came to show how self-centered they were. Nor had the audience or press speculated about her condition, which all
            came to show they only came to see what they wanted to see—which, in China’s case, were her sly, murderous eyes and tiny feet—and otherwise paid no attention to the rest of China’s person. But in a few months, if Joice’s estimation was right, China would pop out a baby in their midst, and then she’d be in a pickle, for unlike the plantation, the museum had no use for the progeny of its chattel. Mr. Barnum would toss mother and child out on their ears—unless China became such a sensation he couldn’t afford to lose her. 

         
         But what spectacle, with China at its center, could be as sensational as an autopsy? An autopsy was thrilling partly because
            people had an ungodly curiosity about the body—after all, the various eccentricities of the Family’s bodies, even alive, were
            the museum’s main draw. Also, death was always thrilling. Hadn’t that been the reason Mr. Barnum had made China a murderess?
            When Joice had been a girl, the master and mistress had driven off with a picnic lunch whenever there was a public hanging
            in the county, as excited as two children off to the fair. Funerals were thrilling, too, because they combined death with—sometimes
            outlandish—ceremony.
         

         
         Ceremony.

         
         That evening, Joice pulled Tom aside in the boardinghouse parlor and whispered: “I’ve thought of a really grand idea to prop
            up China’s act.”
         

         
         He frowned. “Why would we want to do that? It’s been great fun watching her sink in Phineas’s estimation.”

         
         “But Mr. Barnum is so disappointed,” Joice said. “He’s invested a great deal in her exhibit and has taken a loss. I bet he’d
            value your advice in how to make the most of his investment.”
         

         
         “That’s true enough,” Tom said, interest piqued. “What were you thinking?”

         
         “What’s more exciting than a murderous widow?”

         
         “I’m not in the mood for guessing games, Joice.”

         
         “A murderous widow who marries and murders more than once.”

         
         Tom gasped. “A Lady Bluebeard! That’s just the sort of idea Phineas would go for. But who would be China’s next husband?”
            He looked at her in sudden horror. “You weren’t thinking me, Joice! It don’t do to even pretend at mixing races. It isn’t decent. I guess China could marry one of the twins, though I can’t see her marrying one without
            getting hitched to the other as well, and we don’t go for bigamy in this country. It isn’t Christian!”
         

         
         “Of course I didn’t mean you,” Joice said. “Whoever heard of the bride towering over the groom?”

         
         “If you’re going to be horrible—”

         
         “Never mind!” she said hastily. “Didn’t you say just the other day that Chinamen were flooding into this city like rats? Mr.
            Barnum could easily get one of them to be the groom. Make a real spectacle of it. Nothing like a wedding for a good show.”
         

         
         “China would never go for it.”

         
         “Whenever did any of us have any say in the matter?” Joice demanded.

         
         “Well, don’t that beat all!” Tom exclaimed, but he scurried off, as she’d known he would, to whisper in Mr. Barnum’s ear about
            “his” idea for drumming up publicity for the Oriental Blossom.
         

         
         

         For the next couple weeks, Joice waited with bated breath. Just when she had concluded that Mr. Barnum hadn’t taken to the idea of marrying off China and began to think up another scheme, he gathered the cast around the Fairy Grotto and announced: “A new member will soon be joining our Family.” 

         
         A chorus of exclamations.

         
         Josephine said sulkily: “I don’t see that the Family needs another member. I’d never presume to tell you how to run your business,
            Mr. Barnum, but the last member you brought in has been quite the disappointment.”
         

         
         Josephine was always particularly nasty by the end of the day, a condition brought on, Joice suspected, by hunger. Despite
            being built like an ox, the Bearded Lady insisted she had the appetite of a sparrow, and ate sparingly in public to support
            that fiction. Once, Joice and Tom had caught her wolfing down a whole cold chicken, bones and all, in the corner of the museum
            cloakroom. Tom had shouted dramatically: “Fee-fi-fo-fum! I smell the blood of an Englishman! Be he alive or be he dead, I’ll
            grind his bones to make my bread!” Josephine had almost jumped out of her skin, turned fiery red, and then cried she was just
            having a light bite. When Joice had said kindly it wasn’t a sin to have an appetite, the Bearded Lady had snapped, “It’s Miss Josephine to you, Joice, and in the future, refrain from making personal remarks about your betters.” It all came to show some folks couldn’t
            stomach getting kindness from someone like Joice.
         

         
         “Claws in, Josephine,” Mr. Barnum said. “Come now, who’s got a guess?”

         
         “A monkey who can crank a music box!” Myrtle cried.

         
         “Have we sunk to organ grinding, Myrtle? We aren’t street performers!”

         
         “Sisters!” the twins chorused. “Identical sisters!”

         
         “Scalawags! I thought you were both confirmed bachelors. No twins this time!”

         
         “A real mermaid,” Sophia said.

         
         “Sophia! Our Feejee Mermaid is as real as they come,” Mr. Barnum said reproachfully, because he’d either convinced himself
            that this was true or forgotten that he’d charged Sophia with sewing the petrified monkey’s head to the fish tail.
         

         
         “A real Apache,” Fu-Hum-Me said.

         
         Mr. Barnum looked at him coldly. “You know I dislike sarcasm, Fu. Buck up, and let’s have no more of your doldrums.”

         
         “Who is it, then?” Tom asked.

         
         “You don’t know, Tom?” Mr. Barnum said teasingly. “He was your idea after all.”

         
         “Ah!” said Josephine, her face glowing, all discontent forgotten. “It is a he!”
         

         
         But she was to be disappointed. For the new recruit was a Chinaman. Not one of those unkempt, oily Chinamen who’d trickled
            east from the railroads, nor one of those well-spoken, barbered Chinamen who’d thrown their lot in with the missionaries from
            boyhood. Mr. Barnum ushered him through the side door, behind which he’d been waiting, and spun him about so they might admire
            him from all angles. His name was Lee, and he was a neat, pigtailed Chinaman fresh off the boat in New York Harbor. He’d been
            a steal, Mr. Barnum told them. Apparently, he’d proved to be so useless as a clerk that his captain had been glad to get rid
            of him for just the price of his passage. But he spoke English a treat. “Go on, Lee, say something to the Family,” Mr. Barnum
            urged.
         

         
         “Chin chin belly nice meet you,” said Lee, making a little bow.

         
         “Marvelous, isn’t he?” Mr. Barnum beamed.

         
         “He don’t speak English half as well as China,” Fedor said critically.

         
         “Ah, he’s speaking pidgin!” Tom said knowledgeably. “That’s how proper Chinamen speak.”

         
         “He don’t look half as impressive as the Chinaman in Reddings,” Myrtle observed. Joice had to agree. Reddings’s tea clerk
            had an air of mystery and the bearing of a butler. This Lee was short and trim and comical. He had a funny round face punctuated
            by a little bow mouth and half-cocked eyebrows that made him look perpetually surprised. Well, he looked as if he’d make an
            easy enough husband to manage, which was more than could be said of most men; he might even be amenable to taking on another
            man’s child. A little of her guilt eased.
         

         
         “It’s the clothes,” Sophia said, eyeing Lee’s shapeless blue pants and shirt with disfavor. “The one in Reddings has got black
            robes with gold braid and a brocade cap. Real elegant! But I can rig up something spectacular for this one quick enough.”
         

         
         “The Reddings Chinaman has a fine, drooping mustache,” Meg added.

         
         “I can rig that up too,” Sophia said. “I’ll just trim a bit off the end of his pigtail.”

         
         “What’s his act going to be?” Josephine asked, craning her neck to scan the museum for evidence of a new exhibition.

         
         “Ah! That’s the real showstopper, Josephine. We are going to put on a wedding at the museum, and Lee is going to be our groom!” China would be the bride, of course. There was nothing like a wedding for entertainment after all. Especially when the wedding was between foreigners, one of them a murderous widow, and had all the fascinating rituals of a barbarian celebration. They wouldn’t sell tickets to this event, since it was on the public street. After the ceremony, the newlyweds would exhibit as the “Mandarin Couple.” And if Lee occasionally looked frightened of his wife, or if someone spread rumors that China was putting arsenic in his morning tea, all the better! It would be more exciting than a story out of a penny dreadful. 

         
         China leapt to her feet. “I don’t want to get married,” she said. She was angry; a spot of red stained each cheek.

         
         “Bride nerves,” Mr. Barnum said, conspiratorially winking at Tom. “Don’t worry, China, you’ll get over those soon enough.
            Why, it’s every girl’s dream to be married! Josephine would give her eyeteeth to be married!”
         

         
         “It isn’t my dream,” China said, while Josephine spluttered with mortification that she could have gotten married a dozen times, had she
            not been so committed to her profession.
         

         
         “A duchess won’t have a grander wedding than yours,” Mr. Barnum said. “We’ll pull out all the stops. Two dozen red paper lanterns!
            Fireworks! Firecrackers! A tiger on loan from the Bowery menagerie! And Tom will officiate the ceremony in his military uniform.”
         

         
         “Delighted to,” Tom said.

         
         “The twins can give you away. They’ll be your closest male relations.”

         
         “We aren’t of the same race!” Eng protested.

         
         “You’ll have red brocade waistcoats made for the occasion,” Mr. Barnum said coaxingly.

         
         “That’s all right, then,” Chang said.

         
         “And Joice can be bridesmaid!” Mr. Barnum guffawed. “That way you won’t have to worry about the bridesmaid stealing your shine.
            She’ll be the oldest bridesmaid to wheel down an aisle! Oh, the press will love that!”
         

         
         “I didn’t agree to this wedding,” China said coldly and precisely. “Nor will I ever.”

         
         It was the wrong tone of voice to take. It was too bad, Joice thought not for the first time, that the captain’s wife had taught China her English so well. China ought to have spoken in the pidgin that her intended groom used, which seemed to please and placate, whereas her clipped consonants and clear vowels inevitably offended. Mr. Barnum stiffened like an outraged rooster. 

         
         “Listen, China,” he said, his voice no longer cajoling. “As long as you work for me, you’ll do as I say. You’ll marry Lee,
            or you can get out of my boardinghouse and my museum.”
         

         
         China turned paper white. Her mouth was so tight it looked like a red gash across her white face. Joice found herself praying
            feverishly that the girl would see sense. Where else had she to go? What else could she do? Didn’t she realize marriage was
            her best course of action, given the child she carried? China looked at Lee, as if hoping he would also protest their union,
            but he only beamed back at her. She looked around at the rest of the Family, as if hoping somebody would speak up on her behalf.
            Her gaze lingered on Joice.
         

         
         Joice looked back at her defiantly, any guilt she’d felt replaced by resentment. Oh, China had brass to look so expectantly at her! She refused to feel any remorse. Why should she? She owed nothing to China. She might have felt sorry for her if they’d had any kind of relationship. But China was practically a stranger, through no fault of Joice’s. All these months they’d shared a room, all these mornings they’d woken breathing the same stale air, China had never once offered to read aloud from one of the books in which her nose was always buried, had never considered Joice might enjoy a story to break the tedium of her evenings. She had never said, friendly-like: “Call me such-and-such, won’t you? And may I call you Joice?” She had never even deigned to tell Joice her Christian name. She would never suspect that it was Joice who’d come up with the idea of the wedding in the first place, because she probably didn’t think Joice had the brains to devise any idea!
         

         
         China said quietly: “All right, Mr. Barnum. You leave me no choice.”

         
         Mr. Barnum took exception to this. How could China say that he gave her no choice? Had anybody forced her to come to the museum?
            Had anybody forced her to stay? He was neither a tyrant nor a slave driver. He ran a business—a business, he might add, that
            supplied them all with livelihoods. Was it asking too much for each of them to do their bit? Also, were they not all a family?
            He liked to think he was as much father as employer. Every day, fathers married off their daughters, knowing what was best
            for them! Was not a married woman more secure and more respected than a spinster? (Josephine burst into tears.) He appealed
            to Joice, who knew better than any of them the nature of injustice. She had been a slave; she had perspective. Was this idea of the wedding so cruel? Was he being unreasonable?
         

         
         She knew what was expected of her. Mr. Barnum was one of those people who liked to think of himself as a good man. And not
            just good but better than other people. It wasn’t enough for him to be the owner of the most famous museum in the country; he must also believe himself to be a philanthropist, employing and housing all sorts of freaks who would otherwise be cast out into the cold, providing them with a family. It wasn’t enough to declare himself an abolitionist; he must also believe himself to be a friend and patron to the Negro. Joice hated to support such bilious fictions. But if she failed to support him now, in the glare of China’s accusation, Mr. Barnum would turn bitter against her. He might even—without admitting to himself that he was doing it—take revenge with some new humiliation far more terrible than making her 161. He might make her into a comedy act, say, in which Tom’s horse, Marengo, schooled her in numbers: Horse Teaches Negress to Count! It was bad enough to be a cozy exhibit. She couldn’t bear, after all she had already suffered, to become a comedy. 

         
         So Joice said: “You’re a kind employer, sir. I’ve known none kinder.” That at least was true.
         

         
         “I’m always doing what I can for the Family,” Mr. Barnum said plaintively. “Always! And this is the thanks I get.”

         
         “They’re an ungrateful lot, sir,” Tom said.
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         The wedding took place on a frigid Saturday.

         
         From an upper window in the Gallery of Extraordinary Flora and Fauna of the World, which had been commandeered for the bridal
            suite, Joice craned her neck around the outstretched wings of a stuffed great white owl, crinkled her eyes to dispel their
            fogginess, and reported all she could see and hear to the silent and gloomy bride, who refused to look.
         

         
         “It’s a tremendous crowd,” she told China. No reply.

         
         “It’s a fine day.” No reply.

         
         “It’ll be a grand wedding, at least.” No reply.

         
         “Got any bride nerves?”

         
         China looked at her for the first time. “What are bride nerves?”

         
         “Fear of what comes in the bed after the wedding.”

         
         “I’m not a virgin,” China said calmly.

         
         They settled back into silence.

         
         Mr. Barnum had spared no expense on the wedding, as he was forever boasting. One hundred and fifty feet of red carpet had been rolled down the front steps of the museum, across the dusty pavement of Park Row, and half a block down Broadway. A gold-spangled red awning had been erected above the great doors. Beneath the awning, an arbor was entwined with two hundred red crepe roses. To the left of the foot of the steps, a band played a jaunty, barbaric tune, though the musicians kept glancing nervously at the Bowery tiger, a poor, rangy, rawboned creature—who strained against its chains to the right. 

         
         A crowd of easily five thousand lined either side of the carpet, jostling and laughing and chattering, the chimney sweeps
            and dockworkers and shop assistants and their families on foot up front and the merchants and bankers and other well-to-do
            folk seated in their carriages behind. Hawkers darted hither and thither between the carriages, crying they had peaches, lemonade,
            biscuits, apples, boiled Indian corn slathered in butter, oysters on the half shell with salt and vinegar, and handing up
            these delicacies to the carriage occupants in return for coin. There was the smell of roasting butternuts and maple sugar
            cakes in the air. The tinman was enjoying a roaring trade; every child with a penny in his pocket wanted a tin horn to blow.
            The newspapermen were there too—Mr. Barnum had sent them all invitations, of course—ready to capture the event for the next
            morning’s edition. An artist was producing sketches by the minute and selling them for ten cents apiece. “Pictures to show
            your children!” he called. “Ten cents! Mementos of a momentous day! Ten cents! Pictures to show your children’s children!”
            Catching sight of Joice in the window, he shouted: “Give us your profile, Mammy Joice!” Mammy, indeed! Joice wheeled quickly
            back behind the great white owl.
         

         
         By eleven thirty, the din of tin horns and hawkers’ cries was deafening.

         
         Joice was bridesmaid, as threatened, though she felt as though her real role was that of gaoler. “Make sure the bride doesn’t get cold feet, Joice!” Mr. Barnum had said. What he’d really meant was, make sure that China didn’t run away, or faint, or hang herself before she walked down the aisle, now that he’d spent a fortune on advertising and wedding arrangements. 

         
         Joice didn’t think China was the type to faint or hang herself, but she had wondered whether the girl would decide she’d rather
            risk the unknown than raise her child in the museum. Just in case China tried to make a run for it while the rest of the Family
            was asleep, Joice had sat up all night, sipping cough syrup and Madeira. She had a terrifying vision of an enraged Mr. Barnum,
            robbed of his great event and determined to replace it with another, marching off to the undertaker to order her casket. Only
            a funeral could make up for a wedding. At one point during the night, China had risen from her makeshift pallet on the floor,
            and jumped with fright when Joice demanded: “Where are you going, missy?” But she’d only needed to use the chamber pot, she’d
            said.
         

         
         Well, China could still die of cold. The bride was draped in thin red satin, which tented slightly over the swell of her stomach.
            She was brilliant with paste jewels round her neck, on her fingers, on her little silk shoes, on her forehead, weighing down
            each of her earlobes, which were still swollen from where Sophia had pierced them the night before. Surrounded by stuffed
            lynxes, wolves, hawks, wildcats, snakes, and potted flesh-eating plants, she looked every inch the barbarian queen emerging
            from the uncivilized wilderness. Beneath her red veil, her face was drained of color.
         

         
         Mr. Barnum strode into the gallery with Sophia and Tom, and circled China like a nervous father. “Smile, China. By God, it’s your wedding day! Rouge her up, Sophia! Don’t skimp. By God! We can’t have her go to the altar looking like a ghost—the newspapers will say I forced the wedding and make mincemeat of me. The public has no appetite for such shenanigans these days! Joice, Tom will take you down. We’ll start the procession in a few minutes.” 

         
         “Wait!” Joice said as Tom took hold of her chair. She was bridesmaid under duress but bridesmaid all the same. She should
            say something to the girl, encouragement or reassurance—whatever people said to unwilling brides. But what? She looked at
            China and China looked at her, as if challenging her to say something that wouldn’t be trite or terrible or untrue, and Joice
            thought, no, there was nothing true she could say to this girl to make what was about to happen better, and she refused to
            say anything false. “Never mind,” she said, and Tom wheeled her out of the gallery. Julian carried her wheelchair down the
            stairs and deposited her at the steps of the great doors next to the tiger, which had fallen asleep. Then both men hurried
            off to take their own positions.
         

         
         The wedding went off without a hitch. The brass band struck up a discordant racket, supposedly the authentic wedding music of the bride’s native country. Tom, pompous in his Napoleonic getup and mounted upon his portly pony, sprang out from beneath the canopy of the confectioner’s wagon and galloped up the red carpet and museum steps to take up his post as officiant. The crowd cheered him wildly. Then Lee, draped in red silk robes with a red silk cord woven through his pigtail, popped out of the museum to stand before Tom, smiling and nodding and bowing at the fresh cheers that greeted his arrival. Here was a man, Joice thought, who didn’t care a fig if his bride was willing or not. The cheering woke the tiger, which got to its feet and gave a mighty growl. Joice’s heart clutched. The musicians stilled. The crowd buzzed with nervous excitement. Tom clutched at the gold dress sword that hung from a sash at his waist while the fat pony shied beneath him. Lee’s smile faltered for the first time. The tiger yawned, stretched, lay back down, and slept. 

         
         There was a drumroll, and as with one head, the crowd turned to watch as the bridal party, leading a gaudily bedazzled palanquin,
            swung around the corner and came to a halt in front of the red carpet. First came the twins, resplendent in the promised scarlet
            waistcoats. Then came China, paler than ever, clutching hold of Eng’s arm as she tottered down the carpet, the crowd gasping
            and pointing at her tiny red silk shoes. Last came little Myrtle, solemnly scattering rose petals in a taffeta dress pinned
            up to show her four ankles. The procession was met with a roar of approval, and the crowd pressed in close, a tidal wave that
            swept the bridal party up the stairs and deposited the bride beneath the crepe roses and red silk awning before her foolishly
            smiling groom.
         

         
         Tom launched into a recitation of pidgin incantations meant to be the banns. Then Mr. Barnum swept forward and declared, “Ladies
            and gentlemen, I now introduce Mr. and Mrs. Lee, husband and wife! They will be glad to receive your congratulations and well
            wishes at the museum six days a week, from ten o’clock to five o’clock. And we hope soon”—his eyelid drooped in a heavy wink—“they
            may receive congratulations and well wishes for a growing family!” China’s frozen mask shattered in shock. Joice, no less
            shocked, thought, “Why, he knows!” On the heels of this realization came the terrible certainty that she had been wrong, that Mr. Barnum had found a use for the progeny of his chattel after all, and that in fact the baby China carried would be on exhibit from the moment it was born. 

         
         The crowd was cheering: five thousand strangers, all delirious with joy for the couple.

         
         China, eyes rolling wildly, must have realized there was no escape now.

         
         “Poor Lee!” Josephine whispered loudly from beside Joice, as the Family lined up to throw rice after the retreating couple.
            “So recently in the country and saddled with a Friday-faced bride. He is much to be pitied!”
         

         
         “You’d have married him in a trice, wouldn’t you, Josephine?” Tom said slyly.

         
         “I certainly would not!” Josephine said, bristling. “I marry a Chinaman! I’m a Philadelphia Patterson. I need not stoop so low. I have choices, my good man.” And she began to enumerate all the prospective husbands she’d had the chance to marry, ending
            with the bootblack boy, who was always sending her languishing glances and who was handsome even if he was poor. “All the
            same,” she added, “I do pity Lee. He ought to have a more grateful bride.”
         

         
         “It’s China we should pity,” Myrtle said unexpectedly. “She’s so unhappy.”

         
         To her own surprise, Joice’s eyes welled with tears. When had anybody ever said those words about her? It’s Joice we should pity. So much had happened to her, even just during her time at the museum. Look at her confined to this wheelchair, blinking through belladonna-bleared eyes, nightly scoring herself with these talons, far more decrepit than God had meant for her to be! Yet it was Lee of whom Josephine said so easily, “I do pity him.” One had only to look at the little Chinaman to know that he was well-satisfied with his situation. He had a roof over his head and three square meals and a salary upon which he could draw and now even a wife, however unwilling, to warm his bed. And it was China whom Myrtle said, “We should pity her,” though at any moment, China could withdraw her earnings, pack up the books she knew how to read, and walk away from the museum on her hobbled but functional feet, thus rejecting the fate Mr. Barnum planned for her and her child. No doubt her road would be hard, but at least no one would chase after her, waving a piece of paper declaring ownership of her life. 

         
         Wasn’t Joice more deserving of pity than either of them?
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         “She’s gone!” Joice said.

         
         “Who?” Tom said.

         
         “China! Lee says he hasn’t seen her since after the wedding yesterday.”

         
         “What! I’d better go fetch Phineas.”

         
         After the Family had staggered back to the boardinghouse the previous night, most of them drunk from the revelries, China
            had silently followed Joice to their room, locked the door, put on her nightgown, and unrolled her pallet on the floor. It
            had made no difference to Joice whether the girl gave her husband a wedding night, though she’d been looking forward to having
            a room to herself again. She’d climbed into bed and fallen deeply asleep. When she woke that morning to find herself alone
            in the chilly room, the pallet neatly rolled up and all China’s things gone, she’d assumed that Lee had come sometime in the
            night to collect his bride.
         

         
         But as the Family trundled en masse from the boardinghouse to the museum, Joice noticed uneasily that the Chinaman was walking alone. Maybe China had slept in after all the excitement of the day before. Maybe Lee had kept her up all night—who knew what kind of debauched tastes the oriental male possessed? But Joice had never known the girl to sleep in before. Maybe Lee had already started assigning her wifely duties, and China was rushing about making the bed and ironing his clothes before joining them at the museum. Such was marriage! Regardless of fault, Mr. Barnum would give her a tongue-lashing for being late. 

         
         In the cloakroom, where the cast gathered for coffee and sandwiches before the doors opened to the public at ten, Joice asked
            the little Chinaman: “Where’s your wife?”
         

         
         “Some wife,” Lee said huffily, forgetting to speak in pidgin. “She never joined me last night.”

         
         In the next moment, Mr. Barnum burst into the cloakroom with Tom at his heels. He grasped the Chinaman’s collar and fairly
            shook him. “Where is she?” he demanded. “Where is China? The bitch took my money!”
         

         
         “Me no sabbee!” Lee cried. “Me no sabbee nothing! When me catchee, horse whippee!”

         
         Lee’s pidgin English, so much what it should be, soothed Mr. Barnum, for he calmed and told them the facts of the matter. China had broken into his office sometime during the night, which wouldn’t have been that hard, because everybody knew a spare key to the museum hung on a hook in the boardinghouse kitchen. Sophia had run to the boardinghouse and confirmed that it was missing. Instead of picking the lock, China had taken the door of the safe clear off its hinges. He’d always thought there were something shifty and untruthful about China, but he’d wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt. He had always been a trusting man, too trusting, and so she’d taken advantage of him. That China had only taken the amount owed to her—recorded in a neat little ledger, which she’d impertinently left in the safe to prove the point—made no difference. He had spent a fortune on her wedding, not to mention building the Oriental Garden, and now he had a lone Chinaman who was as little good to him as a lame horse. 

         
         Also, she owed him much more than money. She owed him for the brainpower and sweat he’d exerted to try to make a success of
            her. Yes, that was the truth of it: If she’d made an accurate account of all that he had laid out and what she had earned, China would have seen that she owed him money, not the other way around.
         

         
         The worst of it was the wedding would be splashed across the cover of every newspaper today, and people would flock to the
            museum in droves to see the newlyweds, only to find a lone Chinaman—a sight as common as muck in the city these days—presiding
            over the Oriental Garden. Joice saw that the Chinaman had grown pale as his own fate dawned upon him. “What will I tell them?”
            Mr. Barnum demanded wrathfully. “It’s not as if Chinawomen grow on trees. Where am I to find a replacement?”
         

         
         Finally, he posted a sign in front of the Oriental Garden with the noncommittal words “Exhibit temporarily closed,” and instructed
            the Family to keep their mouths shut about China’s defection. If word got out that the bride had fled in the middle of the
            night after her wedding, the self-righteous bleeding hearts of New York might start yammering about the indecency of forced
            marriages and entertainment people in general. Then the museum—and all of their jobs—would be at stake.
         

         
         

         A week passed and China did not return.

         
         Tom danced a jubilant little jig and gloated: “Joice, our competition’s scarpered for good!”

         
         Scarpered—or escaped? If she hadn’t been left behind to suffer the consequences, Joice might even have congratulated China
            for taking her life into her own hands, rather than forever complaining about it. As it was, Mr. Barnum declared that the
            rest of the Family must make up in publicity and entertainment for what China had lost. Joice had the ill luck to fall prey
            to a coughing fit while in his presence. He began looking at Joice again with that speculative gleam in his eyes, and she
            knew that he must be thinking of all the publicity her death would generate.
         

         
         Maybe Mr. Barnum wouldn’t wait for her to die, even if he suspected she had consumption. He’d be able to rig her murder easily
            enough. Strychnine instead of belladonna in her eyedrops one morning. A faulty brake on her wheelchair, just as Tom was wheeling
            her down a slope. A trip wire on the steps of the Ferry Farm veranda, to be deployed when she made her way out of her wheelchair
            and up to the rocking chair; a fall like that would kill her. It could happen tomorrow. Oh, Mr. Barnum would make a mint all
            right. Only think how many people had come to witness a Chinese murderess’s second wedding! The funeral of Joice Heth, nursemaid
            to President Washington, was sure to turn out tenfold the crowd; the subsequent autopsy, a hundredfold.
         

         
         Mr. Barnum would deliver a moving eulogy. He’d tell them about how Joice had been kidnapped by African traders in Madagascar, then sold to the Washingtons, where she’d found peace and joy in taking care of the infant George. Imagine him on the museum steps, head bowed, tearstained face bent over a handkerchief (in which he’d have hidden an onion, telling them how he’d come across her at a sideshow in Kentucky and been appalled that such a historic woman should be condemned to such a fate!) He would embody the great man who’d freed Joice Heth from her bondage and brought her up north. It wasn’t to be borne! 

         
         Maybe Tom would be asked to say a few words. Tom, the sleazy little attention monger, would love that. She’d asked him to
            get her medicine for her, now China was gone, and he’d made her beg. She knew he wouldn’t take the opportunity to share a
            little of the real Joice Heth he’d known either. Not he! He’d talk about her in a way that would really be talking about himself.
            Mrs. Charles Danvers and her do-gooding women would be among the crowd, taking advantage of the moment to lecture everyone
            on the evils of slavery and bully them into attending the society’s next bazaar. Nobody would suspect Mr. Barnum. Nobody would
            investigate the circumstances of her death. People would say, “She had consumption. She was 161. She hadn’t long to live anyway.”
            Even if she’d been young and healthy, it was probable that still nobody would care to investigate her death.
         

         
         Her best course of action was again to fix Mr. Barnum with yet another new project, one that would preoccupy him long enough
            until Joice died of natural causes and was buried, her body safely underground. At least this society hadn’t gotten so sinful
            as to tolerate exhumation! But until Joice managed that, she must go carefully.
         

         
         When Tom teased her about sniffing her water glass at breakfast, she stupidly told him about her suspicions. He stared at her in amazement: “All that cough medicine is giving you bats in your belfry, Joice. Phineas sometimes takes extreme measures as a showman, I’ll grant you, but he’d never murder anybody. Don’t be crazy!”
         

         
         Crazy? For a minute, Joice wondered—was she? To see murder lurking around the corner? To fear a man who had, even if he had taken her teeth, never laid a hand on her in anger? But no. Tom was trying to confuse her. He was the crazy one to believe that what the two of them shared counted as friendship. And Mr. Barnum too—crazy to set up this
            museum and put all these people in it. A menagerie of humans! And Mrs. Danvers—crazy to think that her bazaars were going
            to do a damn bit of good for the Negroes down south. And Josephine—crazy to think that anybody would look past her beard and
            fall in love with her and rescue her from this life. And little Myrtle—crazy to think that she had a Family just because it
            was the name that Mr. Barnum had given the cast. They were all the crazy ones. Not Joice. Maybe not China, either, who’d at least had the clarity of mind to flee from this madhouse.
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         Another week passed. There was an early, unseasonable thaw.

         
         Joice had been sure that her cough would get better if she had just one day of warmth. But the thaw in the air seemed to have
            thawed the phlegm in her lungs, too, for she could barely catch a wink of sleep before hacking herself awake again. There
            was blood on her pillow every morning, and she hastened to wash it and dump the pink water out the window when she was sure
            nobody would see in case word got back to Mr. Barnum. But she was so tired—so tired! She was drinking a lot of cough syrup these days, pouring it straight into a glass of Madeira. Tom said she was becoming
            a drunk, which wasn’t true. She’d known too many drunks to become one herself, but she didn’t need to prove anything to him. And if it was too much trouble for him to go to the chemist’s for her cough syrup, he had only to say so.
         

         
         In a temper, Tom said, “All right, Joice. I won’t go, then.”
         

         
         Joice wouldn’t apologize because there was nothing for which she should apologize, and really it was too bad of Tom to take away her only source of relief. She reflected that China would never have taken a snit and huffed off, leaving her without medicine. That was one difference between someone like Tom and someone like China. Tom’s brand of superciliousness meant he was quick to take offense and punish her for having her say, whereas China condescended by ignoring everything Joice said. And perhaps China hadn’t been condescending at all but had ignored Joice’s sniping simply because she was used to being sniped at it. But this train of thought made Joice uneasy, so she dismissed it. China was gone, and there was no point in dwelling upon her character. 

         
         In a day or two, Joice’s cough had gotten worse, and she felt as though Mr. Barnum was always looking at her, eager for her
            to keel over dead any minute. Also, a pounding had started somewhere behind her eyes, which was doubly unfair that these organs
            should not only fail her in seeing but now cause her so much pain to boot. So, she was in a foul mood when she overheard the
            Bearded Lady telling the Chinaman in the boardinghouse parlor one day: “I’m one of the Philadelphia Pattersons, you know,
            and I should have been married long ago and taken my rightful place in society if Mr. Barnum hadn’t seen me. But he realized
            my talent immediately and told my parents, ‘This young woman should be a star!’ ”
         

         
         Maybe it was the pounding in her head or the tightness in her chest—or maybe it was just plain malice, which even in itself
            was excusable—but Joice suddenly wanted to hurt the Bearded Lady. Josephine, with her airs and graces, who had forbidden Joice
            to call her by her Christian name.
         

         
         “Mr. Barnum isn’t interested in your talent, Miss Josephine,” she said. “He’s interested in your beard.” Josephine existed—they all existed—to make people feel good about themselves. The museum might have automatons and flesh-eating plants and fairies, but its main attraction was the Family. “And do you know why people want so badly to see us?” Joice demanded. “Because they feel good that they’re them and we’re us, and that makes them feel easy.” 

         
         The parlor was silent, quivering with collective outrage. Everyone was staring at her. It was too late for her to take her
            words back, and she wouldn’t anyway; she was glad she had said them. She saw in their shocked faces that they all knew what
            she said was true, even if they would never admit it to themselves. Then Josephine rallied and cried: “It’s just like you
            to say something nasty like that, Joice! I daresay people are glad they aren’t you, but I’m a Philadelphia Patterson. I promised to be a real beauty once. I flatter myself I haven’t lost all my natural attractions.
            I don’t think of it myself, but I’ve been told that my head is well-shaped, my nose is Grecian, and I have brilliant eyes.
            I have admirers yet!” She cast a coy look at Tom, then George and Fedor. When each man studiously avoided returning her gaze,
            she burst into tears.
         

         
         “Look at what you’ve done, Joice!” Tom said. He pulled a tiny handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and handed it to Josephine,
            who held it for a moment to her cheek before dabbing her eyes.
         

         
         “What have I done, Mister Tom?” Joice said. “I’ve done nothing but speak the truth.”
         

         
         “Truth!” Tom scoffed. “The truth is, you’re being a bitch!”

         
         They were all staring at her with the cold eyes of strangers. Family—ha! Even Tom, who professed to be her friend, was staring at her with hate-filled eyes—he had called her a bitch! She didn’t like most of them, but she had once thought that, of all people, they might understand a bit of the world as she knew it. Probably they did understand, in some deep, hidden part of themselves, but refused to know it. Well! They’d forced her to speak plainly.
         

         
         “All right,” Joice said. “You want to know the truth? The real truth?”

         
         “No!” said Myrtle, white-lipped and looking less like a child than she ever had.

         
         Julian walked across the room as far away from Joice as possible, as if afraid to be associated with her.

         
         “Can’t you see you’re making everybody upset?” Meg asked, all the twangs of the Kentucky creek bottom emerging in her voice
            in her distress.
         

         
         “What’s the truth, Joice?” Tom asked softly. “What’s the truth you, of all people, know that none of us knows?”

         
         “You think you’re all so much better than me,” Joice said. “Even you, Julian! You, who should know better! Well, here’s the
            truth. You are just like me. People look at you and feel disdain or disgust or horror or pity, and then they feel good about themselves because they
            are not you.” China had understood this, Joice realized. Perhaps that was why the girl had persistently articulated her vowels
            and consonants, even when she must have realized doing so would offend one such as Mr. Barnum, ultimately making things harder
            for herself. China must have balked at supporting the audience’s smugness. But Joice suspected China had been even more repelled
            by the idea of being lumped in with Joice and the rest of the Family—what had been really insupportable to the girl was being
            seen as the same as them.
         

         
         “No,” the twins said. “No!”

         
         “Oh, Tom, she’s horrible!” the Bearded Lady said, and buried her face in his handkerchief.

         
         “No? Well, maybe you’re right. Maybe we are different after all. Outside of the museum, I’m just one more old Negro that nobody would give a damn about. I could lie down and die in the gutter tomorrow and nobody would care. But outside of the museum, you are all freaks. Everybody would notice you, but nobody would marry you—sorry, Josephine, that’s the truth. Nobody would hire
            you. Nobody would welcome you into their church. You’d be teased and tormented at school, Myrtle. You see? There is nothing
            for any of you outside of the museum.”
         

         
         “It’s not true!” Tom said. “I’ve told you before I’m going to set up my own troupe. And if you think you still have a place
            in it, Joice, you’d better think again!”
         

         
         “We’re going to be gentlemen of leisure,” the twins said hotly. They were saving to buy a pretty piece of land in the Carolinas,
            where rice grew as thickly as it had back home. They would put up their feet and drink whiskey and smoke cigars and never
            lift a finger except to issue commands. They might even, should their new station call for it, marry. It was the promise of
            America that the sons of a widowed poulterer could aspire to such a genteel future! They were going to have it too; Joice
            could just wait and see.
         

         
         But Myrtle looked stricken. “Chang! Eng! You’re never going to leave the museum! Tom—you always say you’re such good friends
            with Mr. Barnum—how could you go? I thought we were all going to be together forever! This is our Family.” She sobbed. “Oh, Joice! Why must you say such horrible things and ruin everything?”
         

         
         They thought she was the villain! They thought she had ruined everything! Ha! She, Joice, who couldn’t even ruin her own life because it was already ruined. What had her mother said? “Your life isn’t all bad, Joice. Everybody isn’t against you, Joice.” But here was the proof they were all against her. Well, wasn’t it the lot of the truth tellers to be hated?
         

         
         “I’ve had enough of listening to this madwoman,” Tom said coldly. But Joice would not let him leave before she’d finished
            talking. She had listened to him brag about his audience before a queen, about the business he’d set up one day, about the
            time he’d performed to a sold-out theater. She’d listened to him jabber on when he came day after day, uninvited, to lean
            on her porch rail. Oh, she’d listened plenty to the little man. This time, he should stay and listen to what she had to say. As he strode past in his ridiculous boots—the little Napoleon, ha—she grabbed and held him. For a moment, she
            was as startled by her action as he. They stared together down at Joice’s dark, gnarled, long-taloned fingers encircling Tom’s
            childlike, blue-veined white wrist. In a moment, Joice could snap those brittle bones with the strength still resident in
            fingers that had worked on a plantation for almost seven decades, or slash those thready blue veins with talons that sometimes
            left scratches on her own face in her sleep.
         

         
         But she was not one for violence. She dropped Tom’s wrist, and he stepped back warily, as if facing a rabid dog. “Don’t you ever speak
            to me again, Joice,” he said evenly, and turned on his small, booted heel.
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         A few days later, Joice apologized to Tom.

         
         Tom, who had looked at her as though she were a rabid dog. Tom, who had sided with the rest of the Family when he purported
            to be her friend. Tom, who should have apologized to her rather than the other way around. But though Joice would never forgive the rest of them, she could try and forgive Tom, even
            if forgiving him meant she had to apologize and pretend she was at fault, because that was what he was determined to believe.
            She needed him, especially now China was gone. She needed him to go to the chemist. She needed him—sometime, she couldn’t
            say when, she’d weakened considerably without noticing—to push her chair. A body couldn’t do everything by herself.
         

         
         “Forgiven and forgotten, Joice,” said Tom easily.

         
         Was it that easy? It shouldn’t be that easy! And for one hot, angry second she regretted apologizing and letting the record stand between them that she had been in the wrong. Then she took a deep breath. She must not quibble. She must rely on Tom, and she couldn’t rely on him if she was constantly finding fault or arguing with him. Whatever misguided ideas he had, however self-absorbed he was, he had shown her more kindness than most people. She must let him believe from time to time that he was loyal and fair-minded—a good friend. Wasn’t that what friendship was after all: allowing people their pretenses? 

         
         And so they puttered on as they had but with more politeness than there had been before between them, Tom wary of Joice manipulating
            him as he must have realized she had in the matter of the wedding, and Joice tightly keeping the lid on her temper. Always,
            she was watching, watching, watching, for a way out of her predicament.
         

         
         A few weeks after China had flown the coop, she saw her opportunity.

         
         She and Tom were alone in the boardinghouse parlor, the rest of the Family having gone to bed. Tom was reading the Commercial Ledger, which Mr. Barnum never read because it was a dry periodical with little news of relevance to the museum. Tom liked to buy
            an occasional copy because he felt that tucking it under his arm made him look like an up-and-coming man of business.
         

         
         “Well, I’ll be damned!” he exclaimed suddenly. “There’s another Chinese chit that’s just arrived. It says here: ‘Among the
            various exotic delights that Captain Johnson has brought over in his latest shipment is a Miss Pwan-ye-koo.’ Wonder how this
            captain ended up with her?”
         

         
         “Let me see.” Joice snatched the newspaper out of Tom’s hands and studied the small sketch. Funny; she’d seen quite a few Chinamen in the windows of the tea shops lately, and one looked pretty much like another, so she’d wondered whether their people were all as alike as a tin of sardines. But the sketch portrayed a girl who was nothing like China. Where China had been slight, Miss Pwan-ye-koo was as stocky as a small bull and had a contourless face reminiscent of a peeled potato. 

         
         So she was surprised when Tom said: “Looks a fair bit like China, don’t she?”

         
         “Really! You think so?”

         
         “Same eyes, same hair, round face, even if she’s not exactly pretty like China. Well, we’re lucky Phineas doesn’t read the Ledger. Let’s just hope no other newspaper picks up this story and he catches wind of this girl. He’ll want her for his Oriental
            Garden. Then what if she hitches up with Lee and starts birthing brats? You and I don’t need competition from a whole mandarin
            family!”
         

         
         The next day, after the museum closed, Joice wheeled herself to Mr. Barnum’s office and rapped on the door. When he swung
            it open, he blinked in surprise to see her there.
         

         
         “Why, Joice, what’s the matter?”

         
         “Nothing is the matter,” Joice said. “I just thought you might like to see this, sir.” She thrust the copy of the Commercial Ledger, which she’d pilfered from Tom’s coat pocket, into his hand. It was turned to the page with the announcement of Miss Pwan-ye-koo.
         

         
         “And what am I supposed to be looking at?” Mr. Barnum asked. Then, “Ah! I see. Miss Pwan-ye-koo.” He looked at Joice with
            sudden understanding and fondness. “Trust you, Joice, to look out for the welfare of the museum. She’ll be grand for the role
            of the Oriental Blossom. Well, this is a stroke of luck! I’ll go see Johnson tomorrow. It’ll spare me the headache of explaining
            to the newspapers what happened to China.”
         

         
         “You mean to pretend that she’s China, sir?” Joice asked in astonishment.

         
         “Why not? The Blossom of the Orient is a role like any other. I don’t think Lee’s so particular about who his wife is, as long as he’s got one. Most of these Chinamen are bigamists.” 

         
         “But how will you manage it, sir?”

         
         “Oh, it’ll be easy as a wink. One Chinawoman is much like another. Nobody will notice any difference.”

         
         And nobody did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part IV. 
Mrs. Moy

         
         
            ~San Francisco, 1853

         

         
            There was a horrible smell of decayed fish, unclean animal matter, refuse, and kerosene oil. Altogether it is a most revolting
               sight. In some of the rooms they were gambling by means of checkers, and the low cunning displayed on their countenances and
               the avidity with which they caught up their winnings showed what a great hold this dreadful vice has upon them. . . . Here
               is a field for missionary labor. No need to send to Africa when within a stone’s throw of civilization and the refinements
               of life can be found this class of degraded human beings. Do I think the outlook encouraging for that sort of labor? No. Hercules,
               when he attempted to cleanse the Augean stables, had a slight task compared to this.
            

            Mary H. Wills on a Chinatown saloon, in A winter in California, 1889
            

         

         Two trains, one riverboat, two mail coaches, a schooner, and I finally made it to California. I’d stopped in Santa Fe to have the baby, stillborn, then stayed on for eleven years at Doña Maria’s. I made a killing, since all Maria’s other girls were white or red or brown or black and she could bill me as exotic. I was no longer China—but China Rose. When I left, Maria came with me, because she was sick of catering to army men, and she was too old to start over again on her own. We’d go to San Francisco and chase down the forty-niners; they liked their women yellow, and word was they paid in gold. “We’ll start a new establishment, Rosie,” Maria said. “Partners, but you’ll be head of house.” 

         
         San Francisco! A city filled with my countrymen, though I scarcely recognized them as such—they were so changed, or else I
            was. Each day, I walked down Pacific Street to Buena Vista Cove and took note of the buildings to let. Each day, I walked
            through dank doorways and up seedy stairs to speak to this or that ghost property manager about securing a premise. Each day,
            they asked me if there was somebody else with whom they could speak.
         

         
         At first, they asked: “Who is your employer? Are you with one of the mining outfits? Are you with one of the shipping crews?”
            Then they began asking: “Do you have a father? A husband? A brother?” One asked outright the question they all meant: “Who
            is your master?” Doña Maria advised me to say I had a husband but he was dead, which was half true if you counted Lee. I bought
            a black dress and a gold ring and called myself Mrs. Moy. It did no good. After a few weeks, they shut their doors when they
            saw me coming. One man told me to go a few blocks farther in. “Nobody will sell to you here, lady,” he said. “You might try
            Dupont Street—Chinatown.” So, I did.
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         When Mrs. Moy finally took a ghost to court, the 堂 came out in full force to watch.
         

         
         The ghost’s name was Mr. Sutter, and when he saw the gallery benches stuffed with hatchet men alongside the ghost spectators
            and muckrakers, he cursed: “Hell, if this isn’t proof that Chinamen are taking over this country, I don’t know what is! They’ve even taken over our courts!”
         

         
         He would have been astonished to learn the 堂s’ sympathies lay with him. After all, they’d been in his place fourteen times before, defendants against the plaintiff Mrs.
            Moy. Eleven of those times, she had won.
         

         
         But suing a ghost was very different from suing a 堂 hatchet man. All the times she had come up against the 堂s in court, Mrs. Moy had known that her appearance—corseted in a black, wide-hoop silk dress, kid gloves, and feathered bonnet—would make the defendant—dressed in his loose tunic and trousers, with his shaved forehead and pigtail—look unsettlingly foreign by contrast. Her face, shining white beneath a layer of rice powder, had emphasized the sallowness of his. The elegant, silver-headed cane she carried had called attention to the primitive savagery of his namesake hatchet. When she spoke, the clear, clipped English she’d learned from the captain’s wife had made the defendant’s singsong pidgin sound outlandish and comical, even irreverent. She was a lady, albeit a Chinese one, and he was a gang member. After one of these court appearances, a penny paper had reported: 

         
         
            The plaintiff Mrs. Moy arrived at Graham House in high beauty. She was a mature woman, attired like a proper Lady, and spoke
               charmingly in excellent English. Her innate Quality of modesty and dignity was such that I would not have guessed her profession,
               and can only conclude that hard circumstances drove her to her present unhappy situation. Of the defendant there is nothing
               favorable to be said. He was a shifty-looking fellow, with sly eyes and a greasy pigtail and a clownish manner of speech;
               I would readily believe him capable of any crime.
            

         

         Tomorrow’s papers would contain no such account, Mrs. Moy knew, despite the many muckrakers present in the crowd. This time, they would not view every contrast between herself and the defendant in her favor. They would remember she was after all, despite her proper Western dress, a foreigner and a brothel madam, and attribute her profession to the immorality of her kind. They would remember the stories that had circulated about her when she’d first arrived in San Francisco, seemingly out of nowhere—a single Chinese woman with bound feet and perfect English; a seemingly genteel companion of indeterminate race and age; and enough money to buy the big, dilapidated saloon on the periphery of Chinatown, which had stood vacant ever since it had partially burned during the city’s last fire. A sample of stories went like this: She had poisoned her husband, a rich Cantonese merchant, then stowed away on a ship to America; she had stabbed her lover, a gold speculator, then buried his body in the yellow foothills outside San Francisco; she had shot her employer, a circus man back east, then fled with the contents of his safe after burning the big top to the ground. 

         
         A few years before, Mrs. Moy would have been indignant at the presumption hers was a criminal, even murderous, past. But time
            and distance had made her realize the wisdom of Mr. Barnum’s tactics: In business, notoriety was as useful as celebrity. Indeed,
            the intrigue surrounding her person had drummed up valuable publicity for the Palace when she first opened its doors. Also,
            a murderess was someone who commanded fear, and that was no small advantage. But now, seated across the aisle from Mr. Sutter
            in this staid, suspicious house of the law, Mrs. Moy was aware how such rumors cast a shadow over her credibility.
         

         
         In the years since she had shed “China” like an old skin, she had somehow, astonishingly, become too sure of herself. She
            attributed this surety in part to Doña Maria. When she had first knocked at the back door of Maria’s Santa Fe bordello, begging
            for work, she had been as sick as though a vital organ had been cut away from her, leaving her without even a drop of the
            false dignity that had sustained her at the museum. So, when Doña Maria had laid out her blatantly extortionate terms, she
            had agreed without protest and even asked humbly: “What role should I play?”
         

         
         “Play whatever role you think will get these men to pony up the most money,” Maria had replied. “Once we know what they’ll pay, we’ll raise your rates accordingly.” 

         
         That word—“we”—had momentarily startled Mrs. Moy out of her numbness.
         

         
         Maria had helped her realize the role of China Rose could be something new—not a humiliation foisted upon her, as Julia and
            China had been, but an avenue by which she could manipulate the desires and actions and pocketbooks of others for her own
            ends. China Rose could even help make up for all she’d been forced to be before. So, she had thrown herself into the role
            and realized she was as good at seducing people in her way as her old colleague Joice had been in hers. She had become the
            bordello’s top earner and, even after Doña Maria had taken her cut, been able to amass a small fortune. And if the money didn’t
            erase the sensation of a gaping cavity in the region of her 心肝, her heart and liver, at least it dulled it.
         

         
         But whereas the power she found in the role of China Rose was passive—it derived from allowing others free rein to imagine
            her as they wanted—it was quite another matter to take on the role of Mrs. Moy, whose power derived from actively claiming
            consequence. At first, she had been doubtful she could pull off the part, but Maria had scoffed: “Nothing to it, girl! Do
            you think I’m really a Doña? I’ve been married three times, but never to a don. I wasn’t born Maria either. Once you call
            yourself something long enough, it’ll be true to you and everyone else.”
         

         
         So Mrs. Moy had told herself, “I am Mrs. Moy, a woman of means and stature,” over and over again, until the words seeped into her bones and felt true, and she felt her spine lengthening and becoming erect, her shoulders shifting back, her chin tilting up. Her air of authenticity could be attributed partly to her mother and Miss Margaret. Because of their tutelage, she was in fact a woman of means. She was skilled in mathematics, proficient in music, and literate in two languages. She could say
            with conviction: “I am Mrs. Moy, who is clever, resourceful, and bold.” Soon, she began to think of herself by this name,
            and Little Sparrow, Julia, and China became strangers in a distant past.
         

         
         Going to court was a natural measure for one such as Mrs. Moy, though the idea had been planted years before. When she was
            living with the captain’s wife, Mrs. Moy had read a newspaper article about a prostitute who had sent a man to prison for
            stealing her watch and purse. The captain’s wife had been scandalized, saying this was the problem with muckrakers: They sought
            to sensationalize sin. But Mrs. Moy had been impressed that a woman—one whom society blamed for her own poverty and profession—could
            successfully marshal the law for her own ends. She’d never forgotten the woman’s name. Catherine Wilson had seemed to her
            marvelously bold, someone who did not wait humbly and patiently for justice to be handed to her but took it—a world apart
            from any other woman she had ever known. Mrs. Moy would be no less bold. So when a 堂 hatchet man called at the Palace a few weeks after its opening to extort her for “protection fees,” claiming the Palace stood
            on Dragon turf, she’d coolly informed him she would contest his claim in court. Then she’d found a ghost attorney willing
            to counsel her, though privately; he refused to represent her in court, saying it would be bad for business.
         

         
         Oh! She’d surprised the 堂s, all right.
         

         
         All of Chinatown had buzzed with talk of Mrs. Moy’s unprecedented move. The talk was mostly disapproving. No Chinese had ever appealed to the ghost court. No proper Chinese would have even considered it any more than they would have considered calling upon the ghost police for protection. That was what the 堂s were for. Every Chinatown proprietor paid one of the three 堂s a fee to post its emblem above his door. Say a man stole from a shop under the protection of the Ducks. The shopkeeper reported
            him to the Ducks, the Ducks dispatched a hatchet man, and the next morning, Chinatown would wake to see the thief lying in
            a heap of bruised limbs in the street, sometimes missing a finger or an ear. When all was said and done, the police were ghosts
            and could not be counted on, whereas the 堂s—despite their brutal tactics, reminiscent of the warlords’ governance back home—were Chinatown’s own. The point was this:
            Chinese settled things among themselves.
         

         
         When the ghost judge ruled in favor of Mrs. Moy and fined the Dragons for extortion, Chinatown began to realize the Palace’s proprietor was not a Chinese woman of the usual mold. Mrs. Moy—who dressed and spoke like a
            ghost, and wielded ghost laws as if they’d been designed for her protection—could not be owned.
         

         
         

         Had Mrs. Moy’s boldness crossed the border this time into recklessness?

         
         Doña Maria had been full of dire warnings that no good could come of Mrs. Moy accusing a ghost before a ghost judge in a ghost court in a ghost country. Even Mr. Simms, the solicitor who was usually full of enthusiasm for his country’s judicial system—“Ours is a country built on the principles of freedom and equality for every man, and our judicial system reflects those principals,” he liked to say—had been dubious as to the wisdom of bringing a suit against Mr. Sutter: “He’ll have the sympathy of the gallery.” 

         
         Now, Mrs. Moy surveyed the occupants of that gallery. A few ghost women from the Mission sat in the back row, their faces
            stiff with disapproval. At least their disapproval was as much for Mr. Sutter as for herself. The rest of the ghosts only
            wanted a show; they were indifferent as to the outcome. Her own countrymen—wearing the 堂 insignias of the Hounds, Ducks, or Dragons—radiated eagerness for her downfall. They hoped not only for her suit to fail
            but for the judge to rebuke her for presuming to apply to his court.
         

         
         She must step carefully today. The judge—a bombastic man who more resembled a showman than an officer of the law—was apt to
            be influenced by his audience’s sentiments. She must keep an eye on the gallery and adapt to their cues. She must take care
            not to overenunciate her vowels and consonants, as the captain’s wife had taught her. While her precise speech favorably contrasted
            her with 堂 defendants, she must avoid casting Mr. Sutter in a light of inferiority. That would not go over well with the gallery. Once,
            she had cringed at how shamelessly Joice had pandered to the crowds at the museum, manufacturing a jolly, garrulous, servile
            personality for their benefit. She’d marveled then at Joice’s lack of dignity. Only later had she realized the woman’s cleverness—Joice
            had held her audience in the palm of her hand! Today, she would follow Joice’s example. She would scatter little grammatical
            lapses throughout her speech to arouse in her listeners a feeling of superior indulgence. She would make her case, but humbly
            rather than stridently, appealing to their prejudices rather than to their reason. If she won the goodwill of the ghosts in
            the gallery, she could perhaps win her suit.
         

         
         The judge told Mrs. Moy to detail her charges.

         
         “Last Saturday,” she began, deferentially, “this man, Mr. Sutter, spent half an hour in my Peeping Box. He did not pay. He
            owes me fifteen dollars, your lordship.”
         

         
         A wave of masculine chuckles rumbled around the gallery. The women from the Mission rustled with indignation. Feathers waved
            on their bonneted heads like the plumes of war helmets.
         

         
         “I’m no lordship, Mrs. Moy,” the judge said indulgently. “No lords in this country! But tell me, what is the Peeping Box?” He winked at the gallery, for he knew the answer.
         

         
         The Peeping Box was the Palace’s signature attraction. Mrs. Moy had knocked down the charred interior walls of the old saloon’s
            first floor and converted it into one large reception room. In its center, she had built a smaller room: the Peeping Box.
            Along each side of the Box, she had erected three seating areas divided from one another and screened by velvet curtains.
            Any man seated in one of these enclosures could press his eyes against the two holes bored in the wall of the box. This is
            what he would see: a naked Chinese girl posing on a sofa in the erotic light of a lamp with a red crepe shade.
         

         
         Mr. Sutter was a frequent patron of the Peeping Box; he had yet to pay for a girl upstairs. It could be peeping was all he
            could afford. More likely, he was one of those men who preferred peeping to fornication. He was thin and wiry with a weak
            face wavering above a collar of sunburn. He had small, resentful blue eyes set close together over a thin nose mapped with
            the red, broken veins of a man who drank too much. Last Saturday, when he exited the curtained area where he’d been closeted
            for a half hour, he’d fastened his breeches with one hand while tossing the contents of the other hand into the porcelain
            bowl proffered by one of the 妹仔, then strode out the door. When the 妹仔 glanced into the bowl, she was dismayed to find it filled not with coins but with brass fittings.
         

         
         All this, Mrs. Moy explained to the judge.

         
         “Have you any evidence?” the judge asked, twinkling.

         
         Mrs. Moy presented the porcelain bowl and its contents for his inspection.

         
         “These are indeed brass fittings,” the judge said to laughter from the gallery. He turned to the defendant and asked: “Mr.
            Sutter, did you put these brass fittings into this woman’s bowl?”
         

         
         Mrs. Moy’s heart sank. The judge’s jovial demeanor indicated he wasn’t inclined to take her case seriously. Whether or not
            he believed her was beside the point. He and the ghost spectators were ready to join Mr. Sutter in a joke at her expense.
            Triumph emanated from the 堂 men in the gallery, so certain were they she was about to get her comeuppance.
         

         
         But Mr. Sutter was either stupid or brash or one of those men determined to believe everybody in the world was against him.
            He jutted his sharp chin at the judge and said: “I sure did.”
         

         
         The judge looked as astonished as Mrs. Moy felt.

         
         “You admit that you gave Mrs. Moy brass fittings in lieu of payment?” he asked.

         
         “I did,” Mr. Sutter said, “but only because I was cheated first.”

         
         Already, Mr. Sutter’s air of petulance was defusing the air of bonhomie in the room. Here was no easygoing fellow, ready to
            joke his way out of a situation, but a high-strung, unpleasant man whose voice was inclined to whine.
         

         
         “You intrigue me,” the judge said. “How were you cheated?”

         
         “I expected I’d see something different,” Mr. Sutter said plaintively. Laughter rolled again through the crowd, though it was unclear this time whether she was the butt of the joke, or he was. He barreled on: “Time and time again, I came back to the Palace to take another look-see, but I have never seen anything I haven’t seen before. Then I realized I’d been conned.” He pointed at the girl sitting mutely beside Mrs. Moy. “Look at her! Her face is the most foreign thing about her! She hasn’t even got little feet! Why, you couldn’t pick her body out of a lineup of regular whores! I wasn’t about to hand over more money when I was promised something exotic. I’m no thief. All I want is a fair shake.”
         

         
         Heads swiveled to stare at the “her” at whom Mr. Sutter was pointing. Until now, nobody had taken much notice of the girl
            who sat beside Mrs. Moy. Why should they? Mr. Sutter and Mrs. Moy had been the leads of the play! Hard, insolent eyes now
            appraised Lily’s still immature body as if they could see through the white linen dress Mrs. Moy had forced her to wear, because
            ghosts equated white clothing with innocence. After initial tearful protests that to wear white was to invite an untimely
            death, Lily had spat superstitiously all the way to the courthouse. Now, Mrs. Moy felt the girl shrink against her side like
            a child, as mortified by their attention as if she didn’t pose naked for men every evening. The contact wasn’t unpleasant,
            but it presumed a claim to Mrs. Moy’s protection, and Mrs. Moy deliberately shifted her body away.
         

         
         A woman’s voice cried: “For shame!”

         
         Mrs. Ramsey, the founder of the Mission, had risen to her feet, quivering with rage. “For shame!” she cried again. “Shame
            on all of you for turning a blind eye to yellow slavery! That poor girl has no more evil or lust in her breast than a child!
            How can you allow her to be subjected to a life of whoredom? Remember this: We all will appear before the judgment chair of
            Christ one day.”
         

         
         The spectators’ swelling indignation was palpable. They had come for a show, not a sermon. Mrs. Ramsey was perhaps the only woman in San Francisco as infamous as Mrs. Moy, but she was certainly less popular. While Mrs. Moy provided lonely men with the exotic delights of the Orient, Mrs. Ramsey only imposed the stringent codes of the country’s puritanical east upon its wild west. The judge banged his gavel. “Sit down and be silent, ma’am, or the bailiff will remove you. I make the judgments in this court at least,” he snapped, to masculine roars of approval. A spot of red stained each of Mrs.
            Ramsey’s cheeks, but she sat back down. The judge turned back to Mrs. Moy. She saw with a surge of hope that his annoyance
            with Mr. Sutter and Mrs. Ramsey had shifted his feelings in her favor; he was ready to take her suit seriously. “A countercharge
            has been laid against you, Mrs. Moy. Mr. Sutter claims that you conned him. How do you answer?”
         

         
         In truth, Mrs. Moy had designed all the Palace offerings to emphasize the exoticism of the girls in her employ. The sequence of poses in the box
            was carefully choreographed to satisfy clients’ old curiosities and excite new ones. Spectacle after all was half truth and
            half suggestion. It was the art of offering glimpses of the extraordinary—the grotesque, freakish, or exotic—while hinting
            at other marvels yet to be seen. She had learned that much at least from Mr. Barnum. A ghost might pay five dollars to peep
            in the box for five minutes, which he would devote to studying the girl’s golden lotuses. Having gone away satisfied with
            his understanding of her podal anatomy, he would then begin to burn with curiosity about the rest of her body. Next payday,
            he would return to assess whether her genitalia ran east to west rather than north to south—whether it, as the rumor went,
            mirrored the slant of her eyes.
         

         
         Indeed, Mrs. Moy had hesitated before assigning Lily to the Peeping Box, because the girl’s feet were unbound and so she offered—in Mr. Sutter’s words—nothing her clientele hadn’t seen before. But it was Palace protocol for new girls to start working in the box so they could get comfortable with selling their bodies before being dispatched upstairs. So she said: “It is no fault of mine if Mr. Sutter assumed that Chinese girls are made differently. I have not conned anyone. My only guarantee is that they should see a Chinese girl—and I assure you, Lily is all Chinese.” This sally won her a few chuckles. 

         
         “No man would pay fifteen dollars to look at a regular whore!” Mr. Sutter expostulated. “Well, here’s the thing: I haven’t
            got fifteen dollars, so you won’t get that money out of me, no matter how much you whine. And if I had the money, I’d give
            it to my landlady—she’s a God-fearing widder woman, and I owe her more than three weeks’ rent.”
         

         
         It was the wrong retort. A disgusted murmur rose from the crowd. The judge’s face hardened. If there was anything ghosts despised
            in this gold-mad city of miners, it was a man who could not pay his own way. Also, it was one thing to cheat a Chinese madam;
            but it was downright dishonorable to take advantage of a ghost widow trying to make an honest living, particularly when so
            many widows in California owed their bereavement to the war with Mexico.
         

         
         “If you haven’t fifteen dollars,” the judge said, “you haven’t any business in San Francisco.”

         
         “I’ve a right to be here as much as anybody,” said Mr. Sutter, red with fury.

         
         “Sutter,” the judge mused. “That’s an Irish name.”

         
         “What of it?” Mr. Sutter snarled. “My people have been American for three generations.”

         
         “Mind your temper, sir,” the judge said coldly. “Are you employed?”

         
         “No,” Mr. Sutter said, sullen now. “I haven’t money for my own claim. I’d be looking to join a mining outfit now, if I weren’t
            here.”
         

         
         “Easily fixed,” the judge said. His eye roved over the courtroom. “Anybody taking on men?”

         
         A handful of ghosts hallooed.

         
         “You, there.” The judge pointed at one. “Coal or gold?”

         
         “Gold,” the man said.

         
         “Struck a vein yet?”

         
         “Any day now, Judge.”

         
         “No good. You, there!” The judge pointed to another. “Coal or gold?”

         
         “Coal.”

         
         “Got a producing seam on your claim?”

         
         “About six thousand pounds a day, Judge!”

         
         “Good man! Will you take on Mr. Sutter?”

         
         “Sure. Always looking for more miners, Judge.”

         
         Mr. Sutter exploded: “See here! I didn’t come all the way to California to muck about underground like a gopher for coal.
            I came here to try my luck at gold. I ought to have that chance, same as anybody else. All I want is a fair shake!”
         

         
         The judge addressed Mrs. Moy as if Mr. Sutter had not spoken. “I’ll say this for you, Mrs. Moy: You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and a work ethic near as strong as that of some white men. Stronger, even”—and here his glance flicked contemptuously toward Mr. Sutter—“than some of our weaker specimens. It all goes to show the difference between the species. Give a Negro or Mexican or Indian half a chance, and you know he’d waste it. But not the Chinese, if you’re anything to go by—even if some of you are sneaks. Well, I got nothing against anybody who holds their own, and that’s a fact. All the same, I’ve seen you too many
            times in my courtroom for my liking. The American court was made to uphold the order of American civilization, not to entertain
            the complaints of a foreign prostitute.”
         

         
         Then he turned abruptly back to the owner of the coal mine. “It’s settled. Mr. Sutter will show up for work first thing tomorrow.
            You will directly send his pay to his landlady until his debt is clear and he’s paid the next two months in advance, then direct the next fifteen dollars after that to Mrs. Moy at the Palace.”
         

         
         The court burst into a hullabaloo. She had won.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2.

         
         Outside the courthouse, more Mission women waited alongside more 堂 hatchet men, forming a barrier of human bodies between Mrs. Moy and her carriage. Only in this odd place of yellow hills and
            dense fog would such two different species exist in such close proximity. The 堂 hatchet men—on foot with foreheads shaved and hair queued in the Manchu fashion—wore the loose tunics and trousers of their
            own people and the hats and leather belts of the ghosts, into which they had strapped the glinting hatchets for which they
            were nicknamed. They all shared the taut, pinched faces left by the hunger that had driven them to this side of the world.
            The Mission women—perched in buggies, whose shining backboards, despite the dust, testified to the invisible presence of the
            many servants who polished them—wore the corsets and wide-hoop costumes Mrs. Moy herself had adopted. Their faces, framed
            by plain but expensive bonnets, held all the stern satisfaction of people who believed themselves to be right.
         

         
         But these hatchet men and Mission ladies had one thing in common: Their eyes, fastened upon Mrs. Moy, were beady with accusation. For all their differences, they might have been one nest of vipers. As Mrs. Moy and Lily threaded their way toward her carriage—Mrs. Moy careful not to lean too heavily on her cane lest she appear weak—they hissed in a discordant, venomous chorus of English and Cantonese. 

         
         In English: Mrs. Moy should be ashamed; perhaps they ought to expect no better of men, but it was horrifying a woman should
            deal in the purchase and prostitution of young girls; how could she demean herself to participate in the exploitation of her
            own kind?
         

         
         In Cantonese: It was past time someone reminded Mrs. Moy of her place; look at her, dressed up in ghost clothing, pandering
            to these foreign devils; she had no self-respect for her civilization, which had been cultured when these ghosts were still
            eating with their knife points like barbarians; she had forgotten she was Chinese, and just a woman; get a leg over her, and
            she’d soon remember she was nothing but an aging whore!
         

         
         Suddenly, a hatchet man caught Lily by the elbow and pulled her back from Mrs. Moy’s side. Several bodies immediately flooded
            the small space between them, stretching the distance. Craning her neck, Mrs. Moy could see the hatchet man was speaking intensely
            to the girl, and though she couldn’t make out his words over the din of recriminations and insults that sounded all about
            her in two languages, she surmised they must be either threatening or offensive or both, for Lily’s face was red and unhappy.
         

         
         “Lily!” she called sharply.

         
         The girl wrested free from the man’s grasp and stumbled toward her.

         
         “He—he said—he said he would—” the girl said, gasping.

         
         “Never mind what he said,” Mrs. Moy said. “He will do no such thing.” The 堂s wouldn’t dare harm them so near the courthouse, where even ghost police on the 堂 payroll wouldn’t risk looking the other way. Nor when they might offend the sensibilities of the Mission women, making them
            regard Mrs. Moy with sympathy rather than condemnation. Nor when Mr. James sat ready on the box of her carriage on the periphery
            of the crowd, one hand resting lightly on his whip, which he was said to wield so deftly he could kill a rattlesnake midstrike
            and snag a bullet out of the air. After hiring the redheaded ghost as her driver, Mrs. Moy had made sure all Chinatown knew
            he was as adept at using his whip on human beings as on snakes. Before gold had lured him to California, he had been an overseer
            on a Louisianian plantation.
         

         
         Mr. James was one of five ghosts, all men, in her employ. There were also the footmen, both called Mr. John, former business
            partners who, after losing their claim in a poker game, had scraped their livings by bare-knuckle prizefighting; the butler,
            Mr. Alexander, a former sharpshooter who had lost his leg in the war, then sunk all his savings into a claim that yielded
            nothing but sand; and the cook, Mr. Huck, who had been thrown out of one ship galley after another because he couldn’t stay
            sober but who wielded his cleavers with exceptional skill in and out of the kitchen.
         

         
         Despite their domestic titles, the ghosts’ real responsibility was to protect the Palace occupants from 堂 vengeance in the form of kidnapping, assault, or arson. Until Mrs. Moy had arrived in San Francisco, the 堂s had controlled all the mah-jongg parlors, brothels, and opium dens in Chinatown. They, along with the rest of Chinatown, had muttered in anger and consternation when they realized the Palace catered not to the Chinese—nor even the Mexicans, Negroes, and Indians who patronized the 堂 brothels—but to the ghosts. Still, all this the 堂s might have forgiven before Mrs. Moy had refused to pay their protection fees and taken them to court.
         

         
         After that, the usually warring 堂s had collectively determined to drive Mrs. Moy out of the city. Wary of meeting her in the courtroom, they devised plans
            that circumvented the law. They stationed their own girls across the street to lure away customers. Twice, they’d set fire
            to the Palace, though both times the insurance company’s fire brigade—whom Mrs. Moy paid double the standard rates—extinguished
            the flames before there was much damage. None of the eyewitnesses—all shopkeepers under the protection of one or another 堂—would agree to testify in court. Finally, a Hound snatched a Palace 妹仔 off the street in broad daylight and dragged the little girl, howling, to their own brothel, where they put her to work in
            the kitchen. When Mrs. Moy pounded on the door of the Red Room accompanied by a disgruntled ghost policeman, brandishing the
            contract stating the 妹仔 was indentured to her, she had discovered to her horror that there was no way to ascertain the thumbprint beside the broker’s
            signature belonged to the little girl. The Hounds had burned the lines off the child’s thumbs, leaving her with stubs of seeping
            flesh resembling raw chicken livers. “These girls are so clumsy in the kitchen,” they’d told the policeman, and when they’d
            slid gold into his palm, Mrs. Moy had known the 妹仔 was lost to her forever.
         

         
         It was then that Mrs. Moy had come up with the idea of hiring ghosts. All five were reputed fighters, though it was enough
            they were ghosts. The 堂s wouldn’t risk going up against them to get at Mrs. Moy or one of the Palace girls. They wouldn’t risk setting fire to the Palace again, either, lest one of the ghosts perished in the flames. The 堂s had greased enough palms to ensure the ghost police would look the other way when they assaulted—or even murdered—another
            Chinese. But everybody understood the police, however corrupt, wouldn’t brook an attack on one of their own at the hands of
            the 堂s.
         

         
         Doña Maria, who rarely interfered with Mrs. Moy’s running of the Palace, had disapproved of the new hires, saying: “You’re
            paying them a salary twice what you’d have to pay a Chinaman!”
         

         
         “I want them because they aren’t Chinese,” Mrs. Moy had said. “It’s the ghosts the tongs fear.”
         

         
         “Aren’t you afraid of them?” Maria had demanded.
         

         
         “I’m more afraid of the tongs,” Mrs. Moy said. “The ghosts haven’t set fire to us yet.”
         

         
         “There’s a thing,” Maria said thoughtfully. “As far as you’re concerned, the tongs are just ruffians to be found in every place the whole world over. When all is said and done, they’re your people, even if
            they’ve got hatchets and an eye to destroying your business. But better the enemy you know. You’ll never know where you stand
            with these men you call ghosts; you’ll certainly never trust them.”
         

         
         “I don’t trust anybody. I don’t trust you,” Mrs. Moy retorted. “Do you trust me?”
         

         
         “I trust you to make money for both of us,” Maria said, grinning. “I also trust you won’t cross me while I own half the shares
            of this establishment. But you’re trusting these men to protect you and me, the girls—our persons. You’ll be their mistress, but they’ll always feel superior to you. You’re not just Chinese; you’re also a woman. You’ll need to rule them, while being careful not to threaten their feeling of superiority. Otherwise, they might quit when you need them most, or turn a blind eye when someone means you harm. They might even turn nasty. Mark my words, you’ll never be on secure ground when dealing with them, because you don’t know them.” 

         
         “I know them well enough,” Mrs. Moy said stubbornly, thinking of the captain and the Carnes brothers and Mr. Barnum. None
            of them had been so different from her father after all, who had collected and discarded her mother at whim as much as any
            of those men had collected and discarded herself.
         

         
         “Well, do what you will,” Maria had said. “Just think on this: You rely on these men to protect you from the tongs; if they fail, you can always appeal to the court. But what will you do if they turn on you in your own house? What can you do?”
         

         
         Of course, the answer had been nothing. So, despite her resentment at Maria’s lecturing, Mrs. Moy had found herself asking
            rather than commanding the ghosts to do what she paid them to do, cajoling rather than remonstrating with them when they shirked
            their duties, and pretending she didn’t notice their many small insolences. When she dealt with them, she often uneasily felt
            she hadn’t banished the past after all; Mrs. Moy was just another skin, and just beneath it, Julia’s dormant spirit still
            trembled—pliant, yielding, afraid to say no.
         

         
         Well, cynical Maria had been wrong after all. Perhaps in older age—though it was impossible to say whether Maria was forty-five or sixty-five—she no longer possessed the nerve that had driven her to outlive three husbands and capitalize off first the silver rush and then the war with Mexico to build an empire of bordellos across the southwest, including Santa Fe’s most popular institution. Well, Mrs. Moy hadn’t yet discovered the limits of her own nerve! She had just proven herself capable of taking what was owed her, of protecting her property, of claiming justice from a ghost—a feat the 堂s had never even attempted.
         

         
         She propelled Lily up into the carriage and climbed up after her. Then she turned and slanted a faint, triumphant smile at
            the Dragon who had grabbed the girl. He gaped, then scowled. He was young and quite attractive, she noted with some trepidation;
            Lily was naive enough to be beguiled by a handsome face.
         

         
         “Back to the Palace, Mr. James,” Mrs. Moy told the red-headed driver, and her voice was commanding rather than wheedling.
            He glanced at her in surprise but cracked his whip sharply over the horses’ heads. The team sprang forward.
         

         
         

         If Mrs. Moy had expected Doña Maria to congratulate her, she would have been disappointed. Maria simply shrugged from where
            she sat in the empty mah-jongg parlor, shuffling and reshuffling the tiles with gloved hands as if in practice for her habitual
            evening game. “They won’t like you won,” she commented. “You’d better be careful.”
         

         
         “Who won’t like it? The tongs?”
         

         
         “Them too. But I meant your bullyboys.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter what they like. I can manage them.”

         
         “Oho!” Maria sounded amused. “The fledgling has taken flight!” She began to sort the tiles into matching pairs, her hands ever restless. The incessant click-clack reminded Mrs. Moy of another long-ago house full of women, also inveterate gamblers, none of them more so than her mother. After adopting the title of doña, Maria had diligently erased traces of her impoverished background. By the time Mrs. Moy had met her, Maria had mastered all the airs and graces of a grand New Mexican lady. She had only three tells: her illiteracy, the army-issue revolver she inevitably wore at her waist because “a woman alone should always be armed,” and her hands, which remained as rough and red and knotted as Joice’s. Maria always wore kid gloves. Then Maria asked: “How did the girl do?” 

         
         “Lily did her part. She looked frightened and downcast.”

         
         “That’s how she always looks,” Maria said. “The girl is a rabbit. Forget her lack of looks. She hasn’t a mite of backbone
            or wit or charm. Frankly, I’m surprised she’s lasted this long in the Peeping Box. Mark my words, she’ll go to pieces when
            you send her upstairs, if you ever do. I’ll never understand why you bought her. You’re soft about her, that’s what, and you
            can’t afford to be soft in this business.”
         

         
         This was ironic coming from Doña Maria, whose former employees at the Santa Fe bordello had been astonished when she’d taken
            on the listless young Chinese woman, who’d been more dead than alive. They might even have accused her of favoring her China
            Rose. Not that Maria ever showed her any affection. In fact, the older woman had treated her to an endless slew of cruel criticisms
            and jeering: What reason had she to mope about like a weakling? So, she’d lost a mother! So, she’d lost a child! If every
            woman who’d been disappointed in life acted as she did, the streets would be run over with pathetic women. Finally, and most
            cruelly: She didn’t deserve a child if this is how she fell to pieces when confronted with hardship, for the world was harsh
            enough for children without the burden of a weak mother. Maria had slowly and viciously bullied Mrs. Moy out of the stupor
            into which she’d fallen.
         

         
         As if reading Mrs. Moy’s mind, Maria said now: “I saw you could be a good investment, and I was right. You were my highest earner almost eight years running. But you won’t get your money’s worth out of Lily. She’s the type to drain you.” 

         
         “I bought her because she was cheap,” Mrs. Moy said, which wasn’t true, though it should have been. “Anyway, the ghosts don’t
            care what she looks like as long as she’s Chinese. It doesn’t pay to invest in beauties.”
         

         
         She was ashamed to admit she’d purchased Lily’s indenture in a rare burst of sentiment. At the auction, the broker had advertised
            Lily as “a country peach, fresh off the farm!” provoking an explosion of laughter and insults from the assembled buyers. Lily
            resembled less a peach than the runt of the litter. Her nose was piggish, her mouth thin. Her skin was brown and coarse, and
            had remained so despite the Palace’s nightly ministration of lemon juice and lard. Her large eyes might have been considered
            lovely, but were marred by their apprehensive expression. She was fifteen, but famine had stunted her maturity so her body
            was as angular and flat as a child’s. Her shoulders were slender and her neck long, but both were warped by her cringing posture.
            All this was stacked on top of a pair of large, flat feet.
         

         
         Yet when Mrs. Moy had joined the swarm of other prospective buyers on the auction platform to examine the selection of frightened
            girls, she had found herself pausing in front of the country peach.
         

         
         “Name?” she had asked.

         
         “Lily,” the girl had mumbled, adding: “The name doesn’t fit, I know. Ma hoped I would be beautiful, but I’m ugly and my feet
            are big. Ba said he’d have sold me even if the fields hadn’t dried up. He said he couldn’t afford to keep a girl whom nobody
            would want to take to wife, not when he had three sons to feed and care for.”
         

         
         The abject humility in the girl’s voice had touched Mrs. Moy. She had found herself first buying Lily’s indenture, then allowing the broker to drive up the price, because haggling would mean pointing out the girl’s many deficiencies in front of her, and she couldn’t bring herself to do so. Since then, she had found herself making one allowance after another for Lily. The girl had worked the Peeping Box for almost eleven months, when girls usually transitioned upstairs after two. One day, Mrs. Moy caught Lily running her hands over the book spines of her personal library. Instead of punishing the girl for entering her office without permission, she had offered to teach her to read and write. Lily now reported to Mrs. Moy’s office for lessons every morning while Doña Maria supervised the other girls and the 妹仔 in housekeeping.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy told herself she was teaching Lily, not to shape the girl’s mind, as Miss Margaret had set out to do with herself,
            but instead to expand her own capacity in running the Palace. Doña Maria insisted she was too old to start learning her letters,
            much less heathen hieroglyphs to boot, so it fell on Mrs. Moy to keep the Palace’s books, study the ghost newspapers for trade
            reports and price quotations, and read the company statements the solicitor, Mr. Simms, sourced from his network of brokers
            back east. She was particularly interested in reading anything to do with Carnes Brothers & Co., which was struggling due
            to increased competition in the China trade. A literate Lily could eventually relieve her of some of these duties.
         

         
         She could justifiably argue, of all the girls, Lily showed the most promise as a pupil. Having grown up running errands for her mother at the market, she already knew how to add and subtract with ease. She had an orderly mind; she always knew how much she still owed to the Palace, and Mrs. Moy had overheard her tell another girl how long she would have to work after she’d cleared her debt to amass a respectable dowry. The goal had been naive, but the calculation accurate. Also, Lily had been the only girl to demonstrate any curiosity about Mrs. Moy’s library, though when Mrs. Moy pointed this out, Lily demurred that she was less interested in the contents of the ghosts’ books than their gilt-lettered spines, which looked like beautiful ornaments. 

         
         In truth, Lily reminded her of another girl who had also been plain and wistful; whose mother had never forgiven her for her
            lack of beauty and charm; who had been discarded for the sake of a brother who, in her case, hadn’t even existed; whose cleverness
            had never been appreciated; who had been desperate for affection—and so, too easily absorbed and then cast off by women undeserving
            of her devotion. In the past decade, Mrs. Moy had taken on so many different characters, she could no longer distinguish what
            was inherently true of herself from what had been constructed, and she was forcibly struck by the impression that, in Lily,
            she was seeing an untouched reflection of herself as she had once been.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3.

         
         For weeks after her suit, Mrs. Moy watched for a change in the demeanor of the ghosts in her employ: an increased deference,
            a realization she was in fact their employer, a lapse in confidence, or perhaps—as Doña Maria had foreboded—a simmering resentment.
            But though Mrs. Moy now unhesitatingly told Mr. James to bring round the carriage, instructed Mr. Huck to rinse the rice twice
            before steaming it, and admonished Mr. Alexander and the Mr. Johns not to drink whiskey during the Palace’s busiest hours,
            they neither jumped nor seemed to take umbrage at her command. She didn’t know whether to be angry or relieved.
         

         
         Her victory at court changed the behavior of one ghost, at least. One day, Maria ushered Mr. Simms into Mrs. Moy’s office,
            not bothering to hide her astonishment and curiosity, and announced: “Look who I found tapping on the back door, Mrs. Moy.
            I thought he was the coalman!” The solicitor had never before called at the Palace, expecting Mrs. Moy to visit his office
            on Bay Street.
         

         
         “You honor me,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         “I confess I was waiting for you to call on me,” Mr. Simms said, smiling a little as if abashed. “When you didn’t, I thought
            it was time I exhibited a bit of your gumption, Mrs. Moy, and call upon you.” He glanced about her office at the neatly organized
            bookshelves, the abacus and stacks of ledgers on her desk, the tea table bearing a slate, chalk, and primer from her earlier
            lesson with Lily. “It’s the first time, would you believe, I have visited an establishment of this nature. It’s not quite
            as I imagined it. Quite ordinary!”
         

         
         “Anything is ordinary at ten o’clock in the morning. Come again after sunset,” Mrs. Moy said wryly. “I guarantee you’ll see
            something that surpasses your imagination, even if you don’t come in.” Every evening, the girls performed their toilettes
            in the upper-story windows, which were outfitted with red velvet curtains and gas lamps. When dusk fell, men in the street
            could look up to see a line of girls in their traditional 肚兜, those skimpy chemises that left their shoulders and backs bare, sensually combing their hair and rolling on their stockings,
            illuminated as if on so many small stages.
         

         
         “I better not, or Mrs. Simms will have my head,” Mr. Simms said. He was a fastidious man who looked as out of place in San Francisco as herself. Mrs. Moy couldn’t guess what had spurred him to leave an established firm in the east and settle in a place characterized by dust and disorder when he so openly disapproved of both. It couldn’t have been because he hoped for a less competitive and thus less discerning marketplace for his services, as did so many professionals who came out west. For it had been immediately apparent from her first consultation that Mr. Simms possessed an ingenious understanding of the new state’s evolving laws, the symbiotic roles of jury and judge within the court, and the influence a vigilante public and the press exercised outside of it. 

         
         Mrs. Moy’s success of the past two years was built upon that ingenuity. Not only did Mr. Simms counsel her before each court
            appearance but he had also helped her and Maria set up the Pearl Company. After her humiliating failure to rent or buy a building
            outside of Chinatown, Mrs. Moy had realized ghosts would either refuse to do business with her or try to swindle her. Yet
            she knew real wealth could only be amassed through dealing with ghosts. When she had posed her dilemma to Mr. Simms, the solicitor
            had promptly devised the company as a ploy to mask her identity in her business dealings. He bought and sold property and
            shares on behalf of the Pearl Company, and allowed everybody to assume he or some other ghost was its owner, and Mrs. Moy
            simply his employee or tenant.
         

         
         At first, Maria had been suspicious of Mr. Simms, so much so she had roused herself from the mah-jongg table to accompany
            Mrs. Moy to his office. Why would a highly respectable solicitor be interested in helping two prostitutes, she demanded bluntly,
            and one a Chinawoman at that? Mr. Simms had mildly replied he was bored by the routine labors of drafting mining claims, when
            he had been drawn out west by the prospect of adventure, and their business challenges at least posed an interesting legal
            puzzle. This response alarmed Maria, who had fumed: “Puzzle, indeed! Our livelihood is a game to him. He’ll lose interest
            and drop us—then we’ll be in a kettle!”
         

         
         But they soon realized Mr. Simms’s commitment to Mrs. Moy was in fact rooted in a peculiar patriotism. He was fanatical about what he regarded as the unparalleled moral design of the United States, and saw Mrs. Moy as its shining proof. Only in this country could a Chinawoman advance herself via legal avenues! “Ours is a country built on the principles of freedom and equality,” Mr. Simms liked to say. “There’s no other like it in the world.” Of course, he admitted, the founding fathers had possessed imagination beyond their time. As a result, society often lagged behind their democratic intents, which inevitably resulted in acts of injustice. Then, the remedy lay in the courts. Those who mistakenly thought themselves entitled to take matters into their own hands only sowed disorder, violence, and chaos. Nat Turner. The Committee of Vigilance. The Bowe Brothers. They might act under the auspices of different causes, yet their blatant disregard for the law—for the foundational construction of the nation—rendered them all the same: criminals. “Now, you, Mrs. Moy, have not sat back and said, ‘I am unhappy with my lot, so I will act out as I please,’ ” he’d said approvingly.
            “You avail yourself of hard work and the opportunities of a free-trade economy to lawfully attain property, then appeal to the
            judicial system to protect it. You understand democracy, for all you come from a feudal cesspit.”
         

         
         Maria thought the solicitor’s views ridiculous, and said as much. But she was reassured Mr. Simms was committed to their interests. “You’re his cause,” she’d told Mrs. Moy, “as much as our girls are the cause of the Mission ladies. It’s just as well he’s not as bold as they are to speak publicly on his beliefs, or he’d be no good to us.” While she disliked the idea of being anybody’s cause, Mrs. Moy didn’t think too poorly of the solicitor for supporting her from the shadows. Only people such as Miss Margaret and Mrs. Ramsey had the freedom to criticize society, to opine upon what was right and just and moral. Their husbands and fathers ensured they need not make a living, and thus insulated them from the worst consequences of becoming pariahs. Mr. Simms had a practice to run and a wife and six children to support; should his relationship with her become publicly known, his other clients would certainly drop him. 

         
         Yet here he was in her office, looking exhilarated at his own audacity in coming now. A ripple of girlish laughter sounded
            from upstairs. His ears reddened, and he said hurriedly: “In addition to offering my congratulations on your recent triumph,
            Mrs. Moy, I came to caution you not to appear again in court for a while. Your case against Mr. Sutter has ruffled feathers,
            especially in light of George Hall’s appeal.”
         

         
         “George Hall!” she exclaimed, astonished. “I thought all that business was over and done with. Anyway, what has he got to
            do with me?”
         

         
         The year before, a ghost named George Hall had shot and killed a Chinese miner named Ling Sing when the latter had caught
            him in the act of robbing his sluice boxes and tried to stop him. Dozens of other Chinese miners had seen Mr. Hall commit
            the murder in broad daylight; three had testified in court. Upon sentencing Mr. Hall to death, the presiding judge had remonstrated:
            “You most unfortunately have participated in a delusion, which has prevailed to an alarming extent in California. Many persons
            here have supposed that it is less heinous to kill a Negro, an Indian, or a Chinaman than a white person. This is a gross
            error. The law of our country throws the aegis of its protection upon all within its jurisdiction; it knows no race, color,
            or distinction.”
         

         
         At the time, Mr. Simms had related the judge’s pronouncement to Mrs. Moy with pride: “You see, Mrs. Moy, it is as I have always said! The laws of this country are egalitarian like no other.” And Mrs. Moy had admitted the Beautiful Country must indeed be something out of the common way for a magistrate of the land to say such things. Certainly, no Manchu magistrate would have ever said as much about a Han. 

         
         Now, Mr. Simms said: “George Hall is appealing for his conviction to be overturned.”

         
         “Surely he’ll fail,” Mrs. Moy said. “There were three eyewitnesses.”

         
         “Oh surely,” Mr. Simms agreed. “But Hugh Murray is to judge the appeal, and he’s an irascible fellow. I’m sure the proceedings
            will kick up some dust. There has been unsettling talk. Many sympathize with Mr. Hall. He’d been working his claim for eight
            months, barely eking out a thimbleful of gold, when he suddenly heard a couple of Chinamen had struck it rich. Many feel it
            unfair for Chinamen to sluice gold out of American creeks. Others feel the courts have been unjust to Mr. Hall. Some hooligans
            have even threatened to string up the judge who ruled against him last year. They say our laws are meant to protect Americans
            from foreigners, not the other way around. A few of those same people mentioned your suit against Mr. Sutter, saying it’s
            shameful a Chinawoman could get away with suing a hero of the war with Mexico.”
         

         
         “He was no hero,” Mrs. Moy said with certainty.

         
         “No,” Mr. Simms agreed. “I took it upon myself to make a few inquiries. It appears Mr. Sutter was a wastrel even in the army,
            and gambled and drank more than he fought. But facts don’t matter in the court of public opinion. There are those determined
            to paint him as a hero and you as an upstart. All of which is to say, Mrs. Moy, you must tread carefully.”
         

         
         “You said the laws of this country are infallible,” she pointed out.

         
         “I still hope they are,” Mr. Simms said. “But people who feel the courts have failed their own kind are apt to take the law into their own hands. It would be wise not to remind them of your presence. I advise you to keep to Chinatown for the time being, at least until all the dust has settled, and not draw any attention to yourself from the press.” 

         
         “Pooh!” she said. “When I’m not welcome here anymore, I’ll leave.”

         
         “I’m surprised at you,” Mr. Simms said. “I thought you were the type to battle it out.”

         
         “I don’t fight battles I’m sure to lose,” Mrs. Moy said. “Anyway, didn’t you tell me when I first came to your office that
            there was more than one way to skin a cat? I asked you what recourse I had to make the ghosts rent or sell to me. You said I couldn’t make them do either, and I’d only waste my energy trying to force their
            hand when their minds were made up. You said they would only sell to me if they didn’t know they were selling to me. Well,
            you were right. Only look how well we have done!”
         

         
         “I am sometimes wise,” Mr. Simms conceded, smiling. “So listen to me now, Mrs. Moy, when I advise you to lie low for now.
            Keep to Chinatown.”
         

         
         “Pooh!” Mrs. Moy said again.

         
         She wasn’t intimidated by the animosity of ghosts, particularly when it was directed at Chinese miners rather than herself. Her livelihood didn’t compete with theirs but provided a service for which they clamored. Also, it simply wasn’t feasible for her to keep to Chinatown. Chinatown wasn’t her source of clientele, income, or security. She banked with Page & Bacon’s Bank on Clay Street so the ghosts would believe she trusted them with her money. None of the clerks associated her with the Pearl Company’s much more substantial account, which she managed through Mr. Simms. Then she relied on several ghost businesses to maintain the persona of Mrs. Moy, who adopted the ghosts’ garb and language. She patronized a dressmaker on Market Street, a milliner on Brady Street, and a bookseller on Potter Street. 

         
         While frequenting these businesses, Mrs. Moy listened intently to the gossip and conversation streaming about her. Nobody
            bothered for discretion in her presence, assuming she either didn’t understand English or didn’t count if she did. From the
            seemingly mundane tittle-tattle—whose daughter had been seen wearing turned-out dresses lately, which lady had been obliged
            to give up the expense of keeping her own carriage and now took hackneys, and whose husband had extravagantly installed gas
            lighting and modern plumbing, even in the servants’ quarters—she drew valuable inferences to supplement what she’d learned
            through reading newspapers and trade journals: whose businesses were on the decline or ascent, whether that was due to their
            personal ingenuity or industry trends, and which were promising endeavors in which to invest. Afterward, she wrote instructions
            for Mr. Simms about what to buy or sell.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy also regularly visited Duncan’s Emporium of Chinese Goods on Montgomery Street, perversely drawn like moth to flame by a persistent curiosity as to how the ghosts’ marketing of her native country had remained constant or changed since she had been displayed by the Carneses almost two decades before. She had been amazed by how similar Mr. Duncan’s Emporium was to the parlor of No. 8 Park Place, despite the dramatically different landscape. Once, she almost fainted at the sight of herself reflected in a large gilt mirror in his showroom, once again the Chinese Lady on display. She was amazed, too, at how little everything else had changed: how Mr. Duncan claimed he sold the crafts of a great and ancient civilization; and how well-to-do ghosts avidly bought them, while turning up their noses at the flesh-and-blood representatives of that civilization who resided in Chinatown, just a few blocks away. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4.

         
         At the end of every month, Mrs. Moy took the girls on an outing, guarded by the Mr. Johns. The 堂s mocked this Palace tradition, saying this was what came of a woman handling business: She coddled the girls in her employ;
            they would become lazy and disobedient. This perspective was, Mrs. Moy realized, one more illumination of how her time in
            this country had distanced her from her own kind. The 堂s, who kept their girls under lock and key—even installing bars on all their brothel windows—would never understand that she
            arranged these excursions to create for her girls the illusion of being free. She meant for the Palace girls to favorably
            contrast their lot with that of 堂 girls and feel not only reasonably content but also a sense of loyalty to the employer who afforded them such freedom.
         

         
         This ploy she had learned from Mr. Barnum. At first, she’d been incredulous that the showman had lulled the cast of the museum into a false sense of independence simply by allowing them a half day on Sundays to use their own money to buy oysters or a penny paper or dinner at a chophouse. Only Joice—whose infirmities had prevented her from participating in the treat—had realized such independence was a sham, and in fact Mr. Barnum owned all their lives. But when Joice had pointed out as much, the whole cast had rounded furiously on her. The midget general had added: “Just because you’re miserable don’t mean you ought to try and make us so. It isn’t Phineas’s fault you’re so unhappy; you were born sucking lemons, Joice.” 

         
         Of course, Mr. Barnum had been responsible in no small part for Joice’s unhappiness. Mrs. Moy, who still painfully remembered her mother’s recriminations
            to display more vivacity and cheerfulness, would have roundly told Tom: “No child is born sucking lemons.” But China, who
            had been determined not to draw attention to herself lest she become the focus of her colleagues’ malicious sport, had said
            nothing. She had tried to make it up to Joice by running errands on her behalf and pushing her wheelchair about, but then
            she had irrevocably offended the woman when she’d insisted on sleeping on the floor. Joice had assumed she didn’t want to
            share a bed with a Negress, and Mrs. Moy hadn’t been able to explain she feared such proximity during unguarded sleep would
            reveal the secret of her ever-swelling belly.
         

         
         Contrary to the 堂s’ criticisms, Mrs. Moy ran the Palace with an iron hand. Her rules were absolute: No men except for paying customers; no
            tobacco, opium, or anything else that could be packed into a pipe; and no spirits. Every girl was required to take a bath
            and contraceptive herbs weekly. Mrs. Moy closely monitored compliance. She had trained the Palace’s 妹仔, those little girls purchased so young they wouldn’t enter the trade for years, to report the smallest insubordinations. This army of children lived in the underbelly of the Palace—in the kitchen, coal room, pantry, scullery, laundry—and emerged silently to light fires, sweep grates, trim lamp wicks, scrub floors, replenish wine decanters and teapots, empty spittoons and chamber pots, and collect laundry. They saw and heard everything. Once a week, Mrs. Moy deployed them to scour the dormitory for contraband or love letters. They pulled up pallets and floorboards, felt through pillow stuffing, and ran their little fingers over the chimney bricks in search of hidey-holes. Any transgressors were punished: a cane applied to the calves, a heavy yoke placed on the shoulders for a couple hours, a ducking of the head into a bucket of cold seawater. 

         
         Mrs. Moy knew the girls called her a dragon behind her back. But better a dragon like Maria, whose rules never changed, she
            reasoned, than someone like the captain’s wife, whose brand of kindness came with all sorts of hidden conditions. Mrs. Moy
            didn’t coddle the girls in her employ, but she was fair. They always knew what she expected of them, and in turn, what to
            expect of her. As long as they were under the Palace’s roof, she guaranteed them protection against the brutality of men.
            Also, they had some choice as to how long they remained in her employ. After Mrs. Moy bought the broker’s contract with each
            girl’s kin, which granted her ownership of the girl’s services in perpetuity, she immediately drafted a new contract of indenture
            between herself and the girl, stating the girl would work where she wished once she’d repaid Mrs. Moy’s initial outlay, compounded
            by twenty percent interest and the expenses of her room and board. Any girl who decided to stay on at the Palace after paying
            off her debt split her earnings fifty-fifty with Mrs. Moy. Given they had few other options, the terms were generous.
         

         
         If the girls occasionally balked at Mrs. Moy’s strict governance, the monthly excursions allayed much of their discontent. Every girl could draw up to five dollars against her debt to spend as she liked. They strolled arm in arm down Dupont Street, laughing and chattering and sucking on purchases of tart preserved plums and sugary wafers of haw fruit, momentarily resembling the children they almost still were. At the end of Dupont, they always stopped at the stationery stall, where, for two dollars, Old Wang would scribe a letter home. Julia, Mrs. Moy reflected, would have hopefully dictated a letter to her mother. China and China Rose would both have refrained and bitterly cautioned the other girls it was unlikely the families who’d sold them would pay the village scribe to read their letters. They’d have been right, too, but Mrs. Moy allowed her girls to hold on to their delusions. She refused to act like the captain’s wife, who had expended considerable energy to convince her of her mother’s indifference. If these girls wanted to believe they could return home to open arms once they had worked off their indenture, that was their affair. 

         
         Sometimes, men approached her girls in the street. They were rarely lewd or disrespectful, but earnest and even wistful. Most were men who, eschewing mah-jongg parlors and brothels and other pleasures so as to send home as much money as they could, only wanted a word with these girls who reminded them—as much as anybody here could—of the sisters, mothers, wives, and sweethearts they’d left behind. Mrs. Moy never intervened, knowing this rare interaction with men outside of Palace business would increase the girls’ illusions of independence. She never had to enforce her only steadfast rule for the outings—the girls weren’t to engage with hatchet men—because the 堂s usually gave their procession a wide berth, wary of the two armed ghosts.
         

         
         But a few weeks after winning her suit against Mr. Sutter, a Dragon approached Lily outside Old Wang’s stall. Mrs. Moy recognized
            him as the same young hatchet man who had accosted the girl outside the courthouse. Then she had thought him handsome. On
            closer examination, that wasn’t exactly true. In the old country, he might even have been called plain. In this foreign place
            where most of his countrymen’s features were prematurely aged and warped by fatigue and disappointment and wariness, however,
            the open boyishness of his face was attractive. She was annoyed at his persistence in singling out Lily; his attentions might
            plant insidious hopes into the girl’s breast, and hope inevitably led to discontent.
         

         
         She hurried toward them and said sharply: “Come along, Lily.”

         
         “What’s the rush, Elder Sister?” the hatchet man asked, smiling disarmingly at Mrs. Moy. “I was enjoying the company of this
            young beauty.” Lily blushed and stared at her feet. He added: “We are all countrymen and ought to stick together in this foreign
            place.”
         

         
         “I’m not your sister,” Mrs. Moy said. “And I don’t call it sticking together for you to set fire to my business or to abduct
            my girls off the street.”
         

         
         “We ought to stick together all the same,” the hatchet man insisted, unperturbed by her curtness. “Whatever our differences, we’re not strangers the way these ghosts always will be. I admit we’ve used some unorthodox means to try to drive you out of business, but didn’t General Sun himself advise unorthodox tactics when dealing with a worthy enemy?” She was surprised at his knowledge of the great military strategist, whose teachings Big Mother had often quoted while playing sparrow; so many of these 堂 men were illiterate and hailed from backgrounds that wouldn’t have afforded exposure to texts such as The Art of War. He smiled at her surprise and said: “We 堂 are not all uneducated peasants. You and I must have more in common than just our native country. I am Jing Toy, from Pantang
            Village in Liwan. I don’t know any Moys in Guangzhou; which is your ancestral village?”
         

         
         This was the same as asking who her people were. Mrs. Moy was startled by the neighborliness of the inquiry, which at its
            root sought to establish a source of connection: Did her people overlap at some point in history with his? It underscored
            the partial truth of his claim that she and he were not strangers in the way she and the ghosts would always be strangers,
            despite the violence that had taken place between his adopted people and herself on these foreign lands. To the ghosts, she
            was simply Chinese, and the questions they asked of her—what do your people eat? what do they wear? how do you live? what
            are your customs? and, more crudely, how are you made?—were all meant to satisfy their sense of the exotic and fantastical,
            to establish their distance from her.
         

         
         Oh, this Jing Toy with his air of amiable candor was dangerous indeed! She was suddenly afraid for Lily, whose timid nature
            would be more susceptible to friendliness than to overt flirtation. She said sharply: “My ancestry is no business of yours.
            In the future, should you want to enjoy the company of one of my girls, you may visit the Palace like any other paying customer.”
         

         
         “As you wish, Elder Sister,” the hatchet man said, winking, and sauntered off.

         
         “Are you all right?” Mrs. Moy asked, studying Lily’s bowed head.

         
         “Yes,” Lily said, toeing the ground with one large, slippered foot. “I don’t know why he keeps approaching me. I’m not pretty.”

         
         “Does he bother you?”

         
         “I don’t like when he calls me a beauty. I don’t like to be teased.” Lily looked up, suddenly hopeful. “He doesn’t mean it,
            does he? I know I’ll never be beautiful like Winter Moon, but maybe I’m prettier than I used to be.”
         

         
         “That type is a charmer; compliments roll off his tongue,” Mrs. Moy said, and felt a pang when Lily’s face fell. She added:
            “Beauty isn’t everything, and it fades fast enough. You’re a clever girl. You’re learning to read and already help me with
            my accounts. Soon, I won’t know how to do without you. Now, line up next to Winter Moon. We’re headed into the city.”
         

         
         By this, she meant they were leaving Chinatown.

         
         

         The girls assembled themselves, two by two, into a line, with Mrs. Moy and one Mr. John at the head and the other Mr. John at the rear. The whole landscape metamorphized as they rounded the corner of Dupont and turned onto California Street. One minute, they were mincing down the narrow, muddy, pockmarked street lined with stalls and narrow wooden buildings crowded together like teeth; the Mr. Johns cursing at the vendors, who careened to and fro with their handcarts and yokes; the girls holding their parasols high to shield their heads from the dripping water and ashes of the laundry and paper lanterns that festooned the sky above; and Mrs. Moy holding her breath at the stench of fish and smoke and piss and damp fog and too many bodies packed in proximity. Then, all at once, the stalls vanished and were seemingly replaced by young trees, the street widened into a proper boulevard, the houses eased apart from one another and grew square and portly, the Mr. Johns’ streams of cursing ceased, and Mrs. Moy released the stale air in her lungs in a whoosh. They were in ghost territory now. 

         
         Mrs. Moy could devise no better advertisement for the Palace than her parade of girls tottering down the street on their little
            feet in tunics and trousers cut to make them look eminently delicate and with their eyes exotically elongated by a clever
            application of lampblack. Ghost men stopped to stare and take note of the Palace’s address, printed in gold lettering on a
            handcart pushed by one of the 妹仔.
         

         
         They walked only two blocks before the Mission women descended.

         
         It was ever the same. As soon as Mrs. Ramsey caught wind of the Palace parade, she marshaled the Mission occupants to ambush
            them in the streets. The protestors were a study in contrasts. Hatchet-faced ghost women, all spinsters or widows dressed
            in black bombazine, shouted recriminations at Mrs. Moy for her perfidy and at the public for the loose morals that enabled
            it. They wielded signs denouncing, in English, licentiousness in general and the plague of yellow slavery in particular. A
            few young Chinese girls, fugitives from the 堂 brothels dressed in virginal white, gazed sadly at their Palace counterparts and whispered they, too, could find refuge at the Mission. They wielded signs that, in probable case of their audiences’ illiteracy, used sketches of recognizable landmarks rather than street names to depict the location of the Mission relative to the Palace. A group of rowdy ghost men followed the Mission, shouting: “None of your puritanism in California! Go back east and reform your own husbands!” 

         
         No doubt Mrs. Ramsey would have been appalled to know Mrs. Moy welcomed her reformers. If the mob of male ghosts hadn’t been
            preoccupied with heckling the Mission women, Mrs. Moy knew they would have harassed the Palace girls. And while Mrs. Ramsey
            drew unwelcome attention away from the Palace, she also attracted welcome publicity. The Mission founder surprisingly shared
            Mr. Barnum’s instinct for theater. She always waited until a large crowd had assembled on the boardwalk, then extended a beseeching
            hand and cried out: “I beg of you, Mrs. Moy, relieve these poor, innocent children into our care!”
         

         
         Mrs. Moy responded in an equally ringing tone: “They are not children but women fully grown. Also, they are neither poor nor
            innocent in the way you mean, for they earn a good living at the Palace, and you can infer what that means for their innocence.”
            Sometimes, she punctuated this statement with a wink at the onlookers. This was always met with a burst of bawdy laughter.
         

         
         Mrs. Ramsey: “What you call a good living, they make on their backs!”

         
         Mrs. Moy: “What else would you suggest?”

         
         Mrs. Ramsey: “They could be wives! They could marry!”

         
         Mrs. Moy: “Then they’d still be making their livings on their backs. At least they’re paid for it at the Palace.”

         
         Every month, they spoke these same lines, back and forth, like a play they had rehearsed many times. They both understood they wouldn’t change anybody’s minds. A man who bought his pleasures outside of marriage would not cease doing so because of Mrs. Ramsey’s appeals to his morality, and a man who avoided brothels on principle would not suddenly patronize the Palace because of Mrs. Moy’s appeals to his lust. But Mrs. Moy hoped the former, who perhaps frequented the ghost brothels, might be perversely goaded by Mrs. Ramsey’s prosing to patronize the Palace instead. After all, men were often tantalized by what they’d been forbidden. In turn, Mrs. Ramsey hoped the latter, who perhaps only quietly adhered to their principles, might be provoked by Mrs. Moy’s flamboyant exhibition of her girls in their midst to be more openly disapproving. 

         
         After Mrs. Ramsey and Mrs. Moy concluded their verbal joust, the Mission women trailed behind the Palace girls the length
            of California Street and back again, like some sort of bizarre female military escort. At the intersection of Dupont, they
            fell back as though before a physical barrier. As they turned the corner, Mrs. Ramsey raised a hand and called, in broken
            Cantonese: “Remember, the Mission doors are always open to you!”
         

         
         

         “What do the ghost ladies want from us?” Lily asked, in English, over the dinner table.

         
         Meals at the Palace were a communal affair conducted in English so the girls could practice their speech. The dining room
            rang with girlish chatter and the clatter of chopsticks, and Mrs. Moy and Maria presided at each end of the long table like
            two parents. This familial pantomime was another tactic of Mr. Barnum’s Mrs. Moy had adopted, meant to breed a sense of cohesion
            and loyalty among the Palace girls. But she didn’t delude herself, as Mr. Barnum had, that it was anything more than a pantomime.
         

         
         “Mrs. Ramsey and her lot ambush you again?” Maria asked.

         
         “Yes, they followed us all along California Street,” Winter Moon said.

         
         “They told us their doors were always open to us,” a third girl said.

         
         “Do they want to eat our babies?” Lily asked.

         
         Maria cackled, appreciatively. “So the tongs are still spreading that old tale!”
         

         
         The story went like this: A girl had run away from a Hound brothel when she was three months pregnant and sought sanctuary
            at the Mission. Mrs. Ramsey took away her baby at birth, then served it in a meat pie at dinner the next day, along with a
            lecture against promiscuity. Another story went like this: A month after a girl ran away from a Dragon brothel, her corpse
            was discovered in an alley, gutted like a fish. It was rumored the Mission ghosts had sold her organs to a medical school
            back east to fund their evangelical work in Africa. They were the White Devil’s own daughters! Mrs. Moy had to admit the 堂s had been clever; stories were far more effective than threats and barred windows in deterring runaways. Stories somehow
            seeped into people’s consciousness and, if whispered loudly and repeatedly enough, became truth. The result was girls in Chinatown
            feared the Mission ladies more than the hatchet men.
         

         
         “So, the stories aren’t true?” Lily persisted.

         
         Maria looked as though she were about to prevaricate, but Mrs. Moy said: “Mrs. Ramsey neither eats babies nor harvests organs.” In fact, Mrs. Ramsey was eminently respectable. She was the daughter of Reverend Clary, a famous missionary who’d spent many years evangelizing in China—and with whom, unbeknownst to Mrs. Ramsey, Mrs. Moy had supped long ago at a dinner party in New York. After Mrs. Ramsey’s husband had died, leaving her a wealthy widow, she’d established the Mission and dedicated her considerable time, money, and connections to rescuing and rehabilitating Chinese prostitutes. 

         
         “Then what do they want from us?” Lily persisted.
         

         
         “They want to save you from a life of sin,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         “On the ship from Canton, the broker told us all about the Mission,” Winter Moon said. “Mr. Leung said the Mission ghosts
            would try to lure us with promises of food and education. He said, ‘Whenever did good fortune come so easily?’ He said only
            fools would believe they asked nothing in return.”
         

         
         “That’s true enough,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         “Then what do they want from us? We have little enough to give.”
         

         
         “Gratitude,” Mrs. Moy said, after a pause.

         
         “Well, that isn’t so much to ask!” Lily exclaimed.

         
         “You don’t think so?” Mrs. Moy asked.

         
         “I’m grateful to you,” Lily said in Cantonese.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy looked at her, startled, then shook her head.

         
         “You’ve taken me in,” Lily insisted. “You’ve taught me how to read—”

         
         “I have done nothing that warrants your gratitude,” Mrs. Moy interrupted. She was aware of Maria’s cynical gaze boring into her from the other end of the table, as though she understood what was being said, and added, in English: “Anything I do for you—feeding, clothing, housing you—is in payment for your labors. I teach you because I need your help with my bookkeeping and management. It’s a business transaction. You owe me nothing. The moment you are no longer of any value to me, I stop doing these things for you.” Lily was in fact as free as a girl in her situation could be, bound by neither eternal dependence nor emotional obligation to anyone. But Lily looked stricken. Tears filled her eyes. 

         
         “I see,” she said, and ducked her head over her bowl, the picture of a chastened child.

         
         Mrs. Moy turned away in exasperation. Her head ached.

         
         It was too complicated to explain to someone like Lily that in fact someone like Mrs. Ramsey—who identified herself first
            and foremost as a good woman—saw gratitude as a proxy for love. Mrs. Ramsey would perceive any act of disobedience as a deep
            betrayal, then nurse that betrayal like a festering wound ever after. Good women made decisions based upon impulse, which
            was often rooted in generosity but could veer into petulance. Their judgment careened wildly based on their sense of appreciation
            or injury. Their beneficiaries never knew what to expect and were constantly fearful of losing their patroness’s affection
            or interest, and thus their protection. It was almost impossible to trust a good woman like Mrs. Ramsey, because good women
            were unreliable.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            5.

         
         A fight! A fight! A fight!

         
         The whispers spread through Chinatown like fire.

         
         They spread through the streets among the hawkers setting up their stalls and the shopkeepers sweeping their front stoops.
            They spread through the rooftops among the 妹仔 hanging laundry to dry. They spread through the underground gambling dens, opium dens, and brothels, rousing the bleary-eyed
            dominoes players looking for better luck outside of the mines, the smokers looking for a bit of peace, the men trying to banish
            loneliness through paid-for flesh. At the Palace, they spread from the kitchen to the sleeping quarters.
         

         
         The whispers were these: The Dragons and the Ducks were to fight to death over a girl.

         
         It was not a story like that of 褒姒, that famous beauty who had toppled the western 周 dynasty, or Helen of Troy, about whom Mrs. Moy had read while living with the captain’s wife. The girl in question wasn’t even a beauty. She had run away from the Palace to elope with a Dragon: Jing Toy, whose honest, boyish face masked a man far wilier than his brethren! First, he had planned a campaign of seduction instead of trying to kidnap one of the Palace girls by brute force. Then he had set his sights not on a high-earner, but on a plain, flat-footed girl hungry for affection. That girl, of course, was Lily. 

         
         The morning a 妹仔 had rushed into Mrs. Moy’s bedroom to tell her that Lily’s bed was empty and her few belongings vanished, Mrs. Moy had known
            immediately where the girl had gone. Without bothering to dress, she rushed downstairs to her office. The safe was unlocked
            and empty. At least it was a Wednesday; she sent the previous week’s earnings to Mr. Simms to deposit every Monday, so the
            safe hadn’t contained the weekend’s takings.
         

         
         The night before, a Duck had spied Lily climbing out of one of the Palace’s second-story windows and shimmying down the drainpipe
            into Jing Toy’s arms—a feat of dexterity, Mrs. Moy reflected wryly, that would have been impossible for a girl with bound
            feet. Before the Dragon could triumphantly bear his prize off to the Red Room, a gang of Ducks had intercepted him, beat him
            soundly, then dragged Lily to their own brothel, the Cloud Inn. Shortly after, a posse of armed Dragons arrived at the Cloud
            Inn, demanding the Ducks return Lily to them. The Ducks refused. It transpired that Jing Toy had lost a small fortune at dominoes
            to various Ducks, and had yet to pay up. Lily was to be his collateral. The Dragons argued Lily was 堂 property and couldn’t be taken as payment for Jing Toy’s personal debts; he had kidnapped her, under their orders, as collective
            spoils for the Red Room. It was then that Lily fainted, gossips said, overcome by the realization that she had been duped.
         

         
         “If you want her,” the leader of the Ducks had said, “you’ll have to fight us.”

         
         Of course, neither 堂 really wanted Lily. She was simply the excuse the Ducks and Dragons had been waiting for to conclude their fierce, bloody
            contest for preeminence in Chinatown. Protection fees were more lucrative than brothels and gambling dens, because they required
            no overhead. The year before, the Ducks and the Dragons had temporarily banded together to raid Hounds-protected businesses.
            After the Hounds failed to exact justice upon the thieves, who hid out in the safety of their respective 堂 strongholds, the disgruntled business owners redirected their protection fees to one of the other two 堂s. Having squeezed the Hounds out of the protection business, the Dragons and Ducks then turned on each other. Now, they had
            an opportunity to publicly demonstrate whose hatchet men were better fighters and more capable of enforcing justice. A date
            was set for a tribunal of blood. A dozen Dragons and as many Ducks were to go head-to-head in combat with Lily as the spoils.
         

         
         All that day, the Palace buzzed with whispered speculation.

         
         Some girls expressed sympathy for poor Lily, whose lover had betrayed her. Most took a ghoulish delight in her downfall. Some
            said it would serve her right if the Ducks won; everybody knew they worked their girls within an inch of their lives. A few
            of the sillier girls wished aloud men would fight over them.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy’s initial fury—was this how Lily showed the gratitude she’d recently claimed to feel?—subsided after only a moment to be replaced with the uncomfortable feeling she was reacting just as the captain’s wife would have in this situation. Lily’s attempted elopement wasn’t a personal betrayal. It wasn’t about Mrs. Moy at all but Jing Toy. Lily had fallen in love with the Dragon. Perhaps she still loved him, despite his duplicitousness. Mrs. Moy couldn’t condemn her for it. Lily was after all only fifteen, little more than a child despite the role the world had forced upon her. Also, loving undeserving men had ever been the nature of some women. Hadn’t Mrs. Moy’s own vivacious and beautiful mother obsessed over her weak-willed father, who had been her inferior in every way and, in the end, been nothing more than an opium addict? 

         
         “We should summon the constable to bring Lily back to the Palace,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         But Doña Maria put her foot down. “She’s made her bed and must sleep in it,” she said.

         
         

         Morning of the fight.

         
         Fog rolled off the harbor and engulfed Chinatown in a dreamlike haze, confusing the roosters rustling restlessly in their
            alley crates so they forgot to crow. But Chinatown was wide awake. Certain quarters had never gone to sleep. Dragons and Ducks
            had stayed up drinking white liquor; eating wild cougar meat, which was said to temporarily lend its eaters quick reflexes
            and keen sight; and playing the 二胡. Mrs. Moy had lain awake most of the night, listening to the reedy strains of that nostalgic two-stringed instrument.
         

         
         When she had first arrived in the Beautiful Country, she’d been amazed by the vivacity of its music: the ditties performed by the busker cranking his concertina for the crowds lined up outside No 8. Park Place; the comedic jigs played by the minstrel fiddler who had prefaced the Chinese Lady’s performances during her tour, his face blackened with grease paint; and the energetic gallopades Myrtle executed with her many appendages on the spinet. It seemed the ghosts devised instruments to manufacture pleasure and laughter, whereas the instruments of Mrs. Moy’s own childhood—and her mother’s 二胡 in particular—seemed made to convey melancholy and longing.
         

         
         So violent and brutal, these 堂 men! Yet when Mrs. Moy heard their music, she suddenly remembered they were sons and brothers and neighbors who, like herself,
            had found themselves strangers in a strange land and been forced to form bonds with the only other people who looked like
            them out of necessity rather than any real affinity. They had probably meant for the music to be a galvanizing precursor to
            the violence of the next day, like the war songs of old the emperor’s soldiers played before battle, but Mrs. Moy heard only
            the loneliness and homesickness of small boys afraid they would never see their homeland again.
         

         
         After breakfast, Mrs. Moy and Doña Maria led their girls up to the Palace roof. A 堂 street brawl was a prime advertising opportunity. She arranged their tunics and scarves and limbs, tilted their chins, and
            placed their hands as though posing them for a portrait. They perched about the narrow chimneys like a flock of gaudy, tropical
            birds. For now, the men would be more interested in the fight. But when the fight was over and the sun had burned away the
            blood mist along with the fog, they would automatically turn in search of other stimulation and see the Palace girls displayed
            on the horizon. There would be a roaring midmorning trade.
         

         
         The fight was to take place in an alley connecting Dupont to Kearney. The alley was just wide enough to accommodate fifty
            combatants, while narrow enough to concentrate the fight. It was penned in on each side by Hound-owned buildings, so was considered
            neutral ground for the two battling 堂s. The buildings were also low enough not to block the view of the audiences congregated on the rooftops and in the upper-story windows of surrounding buildings but sufficiently high to prevent any fighters from clambering up and out of the melee. The Hounds had the privilege of charging both 堂s for their referee services.
         

         
         Shopkeepers locked their doors and hawkers boarded up their stalls. People disappeared through doorways and appeared minutes
            later, clambering out of casements onto the roofs. The skyline filled with spectators. Not just Chinese but ghosts too. They
            rolled into Chinatown by the carriage load. There was an air of holiday, miners mixing with merchants and bankers. A few brought
            ghost women. Prostitutes with brassy, yellow-dyed hair and an expanse of fat white bosoms popping out of tightly corseted
            dresses. Wives, all buttoned up in hats and gloves and holding up their enormous skirts to avoid the muck of the street. Some
            held little opera glasses on golden sticks, as if they were at the theater and not about to see four dozen men hack one another
            to death with axes and knives. None of the ghosts from the Mission were present. Mrs. Moy would say this much for those women:
            They didn’t revel in bloodshed the way the rest of their kind did.
         

         
         The ghost police had turned out, too, in far greater numbers than the usual Chinatown patrol. A few had gathered on a roof
            adjacent to the Palace. Mrs. Moy heard them arguing about who should stay for the show and who should go below in case of
            any trouble. By trouble, they meant if the fight left the alleyway and endangered any of the ghost spectators. The policemen
            drew straws, and those who drew short ones made their way, grumbling, down to the street. On nearly every roof, people were
            taking bets.
         

         
         At eight o’clock, the 堂s arrived.
         

         
         The Ducks ascended the roofs flanking one side of the alley. The Dragons ascended the roofs opposite. Below, their designated fighters streamed into the alley from each end. When the last hatchet man had entered the alleyway, a platoon of Hounds sealed them in to prevent anybody from fleeing midfight. Not that any of them would. These men were the brute force of the 堂s, nicknamed for the short-handled axes that hung from their sashes. They wore their queues wound tightly on top of their
            heads to prevent opponents from grabbing hold. A few wore roughly soldered metal vests draped about their necks to deter blade
            from flesh. Others elected for loose cotton shirts, which allowed them greater freedom of movement.
         

         
         The Ducks hauled a figure through an attic window and escorted her to the edge of the roof.

         
         “It’s Lily!” one girl cried. “Oh, she looks terrible!”

         
         “She’s aged ten years,” Winter Moon agreed with relish.

         
         “Be quiet,” Mrs. Moy snapped. “You’re starting to look haggish, yourself.”

         
         “Calm yourself, Rosie,” Maria said mildly. “Don’t attack the girl for speaking the truth.”

         
         “You haven’t called me that in years,” Mrs. Moy said, taken aback for a minute at Maria’s lapse in using her old nickname
            from the Santa Fe days. “I’m not China Rose anymore.”
         

         
         “You certainly aren’t behaving like Mrs. Moy right now,” Maria said.

         
         Maria’s reproof was fair. Winter Moon wasn’t to be blamed for Lily’s downfall. Nor was she to be blamed for taking pleasure in her colleague’s pain. In fact, most of the Palace girls wore expressions of malicious complacence as they regarded their former colleague. Her sex was ever this way, Mrs. Moy thought: eager to find solace in their own situations by taking pleasure in the unhappiness of others. A long time ago, in a courtyard on the other side of the world, her mother had broken her feet, and sharper even than the remembered pain was the memory of the gleeful faces of sisters and serving maids alike—the former, satisfied she was to suffer as they had, and the latter, triumphant she must pay such a terrible price for this privilege they were denied. So was Lily’s tattered and battered figure a balm to her colleagues’ sore souls; at least they would never sink so low as that.
         

         
         But poor Lily! Poor, stupid Lily! Her eyes were red and her face haggard from weeping. Her hair was tangled. A large purple bruise bloomed on her temple,
            and her lip was split and swollen. Someone had confiscated her Palace clothes—to sell, probably, because they were of good
            quality—and replaced them with too-large castoffs, so her immature body looked even more shapeless than ever. She had never
            looked so plain or dispirited or battered. She had never looked more like a child. It was ridiculous to think of her as a
            woman over whom many men were about to battle, over whom many would even die.
         

         
         Lily’s eyes flickered over the hatchet men lined up in the alley below, then over the sea of people assembled on the rooftops
            of Chinatown. She stared desperately at Jing Toy, who stood on the rooftop opposite, as if still hoping there had been a terrible
            mistake, and he would suddenly fly across the roofs like a hero out of a 武俠 novel, declare his love, and carry her off to freedom. But the Dragon, his arm in a sling and his boyish face a mass of swelling from his recent beating at the hands of the Ducks, didn’t spare her even a glance. Lily slumped and dropped her eyes. When she looked up again, it was straight at Mrs. Moy. Her battered lips moved slightly, and though it was impossible to hear what she said, the plea in her expression was evident. Mrs. Moy looked helplessly back at her. It was beyond her power to help the girl now. 

         
         The Dragons formally challenged the Ducks to battle. The Ducks accepted. Both 堂s agreed Lily would thereafter belong to the victor of the battle, along with the right to protect all the businesses along
            Kearney Street. It was all bizarrely civil.
         

         
         Then the civility broke.

         
         One minute the hatchet men were twenty-four individual men with expressive, human faces. The next, they had become a mass
            of animals indistinguishable from one another, lunging and slashing and whirling and whacking and stabbing and screaming.
            A wave of flung knives passed from one end of the alleyway to the other. Men fell to the ground and were immediately trampled
            by allies and enemies alike. There was the screech of blades sawing through metal, the muted thud of bodies falling, and discordantly,
            the businesslike murmur of bets being raised and recorded across the rooftops. These men were called hatchet men for good
            reason, Mrs. Moy realized, for they wielded the blades with elegance, slicing around balls and joints and cutting through
            cartilage and bone. Blood sprayed from severed arteries, bloomed across dirty shirts and pants, and spattered the hems of
            onlookers sitting on rooftops just two stories high. Cloth and metal tore, and flesh parted easily like open red mouths to
            release ropes of gray intestines and brown livers and purple spleens, to reveal white skull and bone. Even above the clanging
            of metal, Mrs. Moy could hear the squelch of feet in human sludge.
         

         
         She observed the scene with detachment. Any sympathy she’d felt for these men during the night had gone. They had walked voluntarily into this alley, bound mostly by a sense of collective greed and, at best, by warped views of honor. They were fighting over a girl as a pack of dogs might over a slab of meat. Mrs. Moy also had the weird sense of having been in their place often enough, though without any choice in the matter, her body and her discomfort on display for the entertainment of others. In fact, there was something performative about the whole situation: the arrangement of the alley as a stage, with clear perimeters between the fighters and their audience; the latter arranged on the rooftops like so many theatergoers in the balconies and boxes; the atmosphere of anticipation and exhilaration and suspense. The Mr. Carneses and Mr. Barnum would have thrilled to see it. 

         
         One of the Palace girls was sick all over her dress and retreated indoors to clean herself. On a nearby rooftop, a ghost woman
            swayed and fell prone in her male companion’s arms. A brown-skinned child, who had been holding a sunshade over the woman,
            hurriedly raised a bottle to her nose. Even these reactions contributed to the sense of theater: They manifested the visceral
            thrill of the spectator rather than real horror.
         

         
         There was nothing human about the surviving men anymore. They were completely animal, the whites of their eyes blazing like
            those of so many frightened horses, nostrils flaring with the scent of salt and iron and excrement from loosened or slashed
            bowels. Their initial elegance and deliberation of movement vanished; they staggered about the killing ground with frenetic
            energy. One Duck tried to leap up the sides of the walls to the safety of the rooftops. His fear drove him to such superhuman
            efforts that he might have made it, had not the boots of his own 堂 rained down upon his head in fury at this shameful demonstration. He fell back with a shriek onto the axe blade of a dead
            colleague.
         

         
         All the while, Mrs. Moy watched Lily staring at Jing Toy.

         
         “Time! Break it up, boys! Break it up!”

         
         Mrs. Moy glanced down at the watch pinned to her breast. The fight had lasted fifteen minutes. Below, the Hounds sealing the
            alley stepped aside. They had to shout several times more before the fighters registered the battle was over. The ten or eleven
            men who still stood dropped their weapons and staggered out of the alley. Ducks and Dragons scaled down the walls into the
            alley to count their dead and retrieve their wounded. The bookkeepers tallied the score; the Ducks had taken the day by a
            margin and would keep their prize. Lily was dragged back through the attic window.
         

         
         Around chimneys and peaks, money changed hands. The policemen shouted for the 堂s to clear out so the ghosts could get to their carriages and out of Chinatown. The rooftops slowly emptied. On their own
            roof, Mrs. Moy turned to her girls and jerked her chin toward the roof hatch. It was time to get to work.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            6.

         
         For weeks, Mrs. Moy waited for Lily to return to the Palace.

         
         She was certain the girl would flee the Ducks as soon as possible. When they had dragged her away after the fight, she had
            the look of a trapped animal who could at any moment gnaw off its own foot and spring free. Then she would come running back
            to Mrs. Moy, looking for refuge.
         

         
         “If you have any sense, you’ll turn her away,” Maria said. “She’s a deceitful little leech.”

         
         But Mrs. Moy would accept the girl’s return without recrimination. Otherwise, she would be no different from the captain’s
            wife, implying emotional obligation when there ought to be none. She would, however, add the amount stolen from her safe to
            Lily’s debt. As she frequently told her girls, theirs was a business arrangement between employer and employees.
         

         
         “Well, it’s a poor business arrangement on your end,” Maria said. “You spent half your time giving her lessons, only for her to run off with all that learning before she ever took over the bookkeeping like you’d planned. Then she was never much good in the Peeping Box and never entertained upstairs yet. Although,” she added consideringly, “she might be more valuable now. Did you know they’re calling her the Black Widow? That’s on account of the tally from the fight: five men dead and eight badly wounded. I heard the Ducks auctioned her virginity for three hundred dollars and have been sending her a dozen men a night. At that rate, she’ll be used up or dead in no time. But no, with her looks, I doubt even the infamy of causing so much death will make her appeal last. Better not take her back, I say.”
         

         
         “I thought we agreed I would make the business decisions,” Mrs. Moy said coolly.

         
         “As you please,” Maria said, shrugging.

         
         One morning over breakfast, one of the 妹仔 said: “I saw Lily today.”
         

         
         Mrs. Moy looked up sharply: “Where?”

         
         “I was passing by the Mission,” the little girl said, placing a tureen of congee on the table. “She was sitting in an upstairs
            window. When I waved at her, she drew the curtains quickly as if she didn’t want me to see her. But then she pulled them open
            again and waved back. She was dressed all in white.” The little girl shuddered superstitiously.
         

         
         The Mission!

         
         Mrs. Moy felt numb. She clasped her hands tightly around her teacup to steady their shaking. She had understood why Lily had
            run away to be with Jing Toy. There was nothing more irresistible than the promise of love, nothing comparable to consume
            the heart and body and mind with yearning, even if there was also nothing more toxic. Nothing Mrs. Moy had offered Lily could
            have competed with that.
         

         
         But the Mission! Mrs. Ramsey and her whole host of acolytes who were just like the captain’s wife! What had they to offer that Mrs. Moy herself hadn’t already given Lily? What was so attractive about the Mission that timid, weak-willed Lily would have put herself into the hands of ghosts? She remembered how terrified Lily had been to wear white linen for just a few hours the day of her court appearance against Mr. Sutter. Now, the girl had voluntarily entered a house in which she would forever be made to wear sepulchral white. Perhaps the real question was: What had been so repugnant about Mrs. Moy that Lily had done so rather than returning to the Palace? 

         
         Dimly, she was conscious of the girls excitedly pestering the 妹仔 with questions. They wanted to know how Lily looked, whether it seemed as though she was well-fed and cared for or whether
            she looked desperate and frightened, if Lily had signaled for help. The 妹仔, puffed up with pride at all this attention from her seniors, did not want to disappoint them and so rattled off rather wild
            conjectures based on her fleeting observation of Lily.
         

         
         Doña Maria sent the 妹仔 back to the kitchen and remarked ominously that what the Mission ladies put in the window for the world to see was unlikely
            to represent what happened behind closed shutters. Her comment jolted Mrs. Moy out of her reverie. She realized Lily’s defection
            had consequences. Not for the first time, she marveled at Maria’s instincts; while the older woman didn’t understand a word
            of Cantonese, she had intuited what the other girls were most interested, if subconsciously, in learning: whether the Mission
            was a viable alternative for their own futures.
         

         
         “I am sure Lily is safe at the Mission,” Mrs. Moy added, because she didn’t approve of Maria’s insinuations that Mrs. Ramsey and her ladies committed terrible deeds behind closed doors. “But I doubt she’ll have much more freedom at the Mission than with the Ducks, for Mrs. Ramsey never allows the girls out of doors except to harass us during our monthly excursions.” 

         
         “What do you suppose those girls at the Mission do all day?” Winter Moon asked.

         
         “Oh, nothing awful. Just sew and cook and clean and learn to read their Bible,” Mrs. Moy said, making a droll little moue
            to convey the tedium of such an existence, and all the girls laughed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            7.

         
         As soon as Maria told her a hatchet man was waiting in the kitchen to see her, Mrs. Moy knew something terrible had happened.
            She hurried to the kitchen and found Jing Toy lounging in a chair with a newspaper in one hand and a lit pipe in the other,
            very much lord of the manor, as if to declare he wasn’t afraid of Mr. Huck, who was butchering a side of hog at the table.
            But in a moment, Mrs. Moy saw his insolence seemed strained; his mouth was set in a grim line, and he’d lost the easy, boyish
            air that had been his most attractive characteristic.
         

         
         “Lily?” she asked sharply.

         
         “Didn’t anybody tell you? She ran off to the Mission.”

         
         “That was a dirty trick you played on her.”

         
         “You ought to have guarded her better or taught her some sense.”

         
         “Why are you here?”

         
         The hatchet man held out the newspaper, one printed by the ghosts. Mrs. Moy took it, a little surprised he could read English. A front-page headline declared George Hall had been cleared of murder. The California Supreme Court, she read, had decided to add the Chinaman to the class of peoples—alongside the Negro and the Indian—prohibited from giving evidence in court. Chief Justice Hugh Murray, the highest-ranking ghost magistrate in the state, was quoted as having reasoned: “The same rule which would admit them to testify, would admit them to all the equal rights of citizenship, and we might soon see them at the polls, in the jury box, upon the bench, and in our legislative halls.” Because the conviction of Mr. Hall rested upon testimonies of three Chinamen, it could not stand. Mrs. Moy suddenly felt cold. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” Jing Toy said, and looked as if he meant it.

         
         “Sorry! Why should you be sorry?” She scoffed. “It’s clear why you brought this to me.”

         
         “You’re right. Maybe I’m not that sorry,” Jing Toy said with a bit of his old insouciance. “You won’t be able to hide behind
            the ghost laws anymore. We’ll be doubling down on you for sure, along with the Ducks and the Hounds.”
         

         
         “I’m not afraid of the 堂s. I still have my ghosts.”
         

         
         “Are they your ghosts?” Jing Toy asked, and Mrs. Moy resisted the impulse to glance at Mr. Huck. He was busy separating tendons.
            Had he glimpsed the newspaper headline? She realized she had no idea if the cook even knew how to read. Had he heard the news
            another way? Would he realize its significance?
         

         
         “Did you come to gloat?” she demanded.

         
         “Not at all. I thought to give you fair warning, Elder Sister. It will be more fun to fight with you this way,” Jing Toy said,
            winking. But then that new grimness crept back over his face, and he added: “None of us 堂s would have wished for this, you know, even if it means you can’t disarm us in court anymore. It’s shocking—terrible—a tragedy for all of us.” 

         
         “There is no us,” Mrs. Moy said, automatically repudiating any familiarity between herself and the 堂s. But her protest was faint. She knew the tragedy to which Jing Toy referred wasn’t the death of Ling Sing, who had been
            by all accounts a wastrel who’d never sent his earnings back home to his aging parents and wife and children. Nor was the
            tragedy that George Hall would go free. Nobody expected justice to be neat. Nobody who had found their way to San Francisco
            Chinatown was so naive. Nor would anybody who had lived under the thumb of the warlords back home expect every criminal to
            be punished. Most of them had ended up in the Beautiful Country because life in the old country had been too brutal. They
            had all known death before coming here. None of them could afford to be sentimental.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy had been twelve or thirteen when the flowing sickness swept through the family compound. At first, she had been so
            focused upon ministering to her mother she hadn’t registered the deaths tallying up around her, even as the histrionic wails
            of mourners in the streets drifted over the courtyard walls. When her mother’s fever had finally broken, Mrs. Moy had discovered
            three 妹仔—tasked with all the housework and emptying slop pails full of vomit and diarrhea while their superiors cowered in quarantine—had
            died. Her half sister, a scullery maid’s daughter, had been among them. No white banner had been erected above the door to
            mark their deaths. No professional mourners had been hired to wail over the tragedy of their prematurely curtailed lives.
            The girls had been erased overnight. New 妹仔 had been purchased to take up their labors, and she still remembered Big Mother exclaiming callously over how cheaply she’d acquired them. The flowing sickness wasn’t so bad from a housekeeping standpoint, she had joked; it had devastated village families so every other father was queuing up to sell his daughter, and she’d had her pick. 

         
         No. Violence and death and injustice held little power to shock anybody in Chinatown. It was something entirely different.
            In the old country, these hatchet men and miners would have had no prospects. Mrs. Moy had heard of the seemingly endless
            onslaught of misfortune that had barraged China since her mother’s childhood: the cycle of floods and droughts that laid waste
            to crop after crop; the bandits who plagued the countryside; the rapacious taxes following the war with the English ghosts,
            which had forced so many farmers off their lands. But in this makeshift town on the other side of the world, sandwiched by
            gray sea and yellow hills of gold, these men suddenly found themselves in possession of more money than they’d ever seen in
            their lives. They sent that money home and imagined their families’ pride and neighbors’ admiration. In their absence, they
            were becoming somebody in their villages. They had all begun to think they could be somebody here too. Then this ruling.
         

         
         The tragedy had nothing to do with Ling Sing whatsoever. Chinatown felt no indignation that the death of one of their own
            meant so little to the ghosts. They felt only a deep shame that the eyes and tongues of three of their living had been deemed
            to mean nothing.
         

         
         

         It was a day for unexpected visitors. That afternoon, for the second time in their acquaintance, Mr. Simms called upon Mrs.
            Moy.
         

         
         “I expect you’ve already seen this,” he said, waving the newspaper.

         
         “Yes,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         “You know what this means, Mrs. Moy.”

         
         “Yes,” she said again, wondering if he grasped the full implications of this verdict.
         

         
         “We can no longer use the court to defend Palace interests.”

         
         “I can no longer use the court,” she snapped, suddenly finding his use of “we” even more insupportable than the “us” Jing Toy
            had used to associate her with the 堂s.
         

         
         “Of course,” Mr. Simms said stiffly. “I only meant we’d been in this together.”

         
         Mr. Simms didn’t grasp that her humanity had been summarily and instantly reduced. It had been demeaning enough to be subjected
            to the condescension of ghosts, whose civilization was so much less than her own, to be ogled by chimneysweeps and shopkeepers
            and other men of modest means, when she hailed from a preeminent merchant family of Canton. But at least they’d held her in
            higher regard than they had either the other strangers to this land or its natives. That had been something. She hadn’t realized how precious this distinction had become to her. She had worked alongside Fu-Hum-Me and Joice and sympathized
            with their situations. Yet all the time, she had been reassured by the ghosts’ recognition she was above them at least. Now that recognition had been swept away, and no matter how much she whitened her face with rice powder, she was
            indistinguishable from the Negro and Indian in the eyes of the law. She’d always expected one day to be done with the Beautiful
            Country and for it to be done with her, but that day was coming sooner than she wanted.
         

         
         Her mother had claimed to sense changes in the wind before anyone else, though it was less due to a supernatural ability than to the honed observations of a skilled gambler. Mrs. Moy had inherited that same sensibility. Back when she was still at the museum, she’d observed more and more Chinese faces popping up in teashop windows all over the city. Ghosts who had once spoken of China as an ancient, mystical, wondrous place began to complain of it as one more heathen country sending its excess riffraff to American shores. Soon, her value to the museum would have waned and she would have been tossed into the streets. Even if there hadn’t been a baby to consider, she would have left New York and taken her life into her own hands. She had known a similar shift would happen in San Francisco. These things always did, moving like a tidal wave across the length of a country. George Hall’s vindication, she was sure, harkened the wave’s arrival in California, although this time the shift hadn’t been one of reverence to disgust, but of tolerance to hatred—doubly frightening in the lawlessness of the west. 

         
         She still had a little time though.

         
         The ghosts would still distinguish her, Mrs. Moy, from the rest of Chinatown. She was no hatchet-bearing rabble-rouser, nor
            an uncouth, uneducated miner. No law could diminish the fact that she was well-read and well-spoken in the English language,
            or that she carried herself like a lady on either side of Dupont. The ghosts would—must—recognize she had always maneuvered herself within their laws and their social codes, despite the barriers they erected.
            To Mr. Simms, each new barrier was simply a problem to solve, unemotionally and rationally. He had an endless capacity to
            solve problems. Whereas, to Mrs. Moy, each barrier made her less of a person, forcing her to scrape up her reserves of dignity.
            And yet he’d said “we”!
         

         
         “We have never been in anything together,” she said coldly. “I’ve never seen you in court alongside me. I have never seen your name in print contradicting the governor’s poisonous slander, arguing against public sentiment around George Hall.” 

         
         “What you say is true,” Mr. Simms said quietly. “I am not a political man, nor am I a particularly brave one. Yet I find quiet
            action is often more helpful than grand acts of courage, particularly when it comes to the individual. It would have done
            your prospects no good had I publicly condemned Governor Bigler’s bigotry, and would have done my own a world of harm. I have tried
            to do what I can in my own small way to help you, if not your race, and I shall continue to. I consider myself your friend, Mrs. Moy.”
         

         
         “Friend!” Mrs. Moy scoffed. “I have never asked your friendship, and I don’t want it.”

         
         She summoned Mr. Alexander. She saw the surprise and then disdain on Mr. Alexander’s face when he registered her visitor was
            a ghost, then Mr. Simms’s subsequent flush of shame. She realized the solicitor had called at the back door along with the
            deliverymen and laborers, not because he was afraid to be taken for the Palace’s clientele but because he was ashamed for
            his own kind to witness him doing business with her. Her fury increased.
         

         
         “Show Mr. Simms out,” she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            8.

         
         Mrs. Moy was tallying the night’s takings in her office when she heard the commotion in the front hall. She glanced at the
            watch pinned to her breast. It was after one o’clock in the morning on a Wednesday; most customers would have departed already,
            knowing they would have to rise in a few short hours. Probably someone had drunk too much and outstayed his welcome. Mr. Alexander
            and the Mr. Johns would handle it.
         

         
         A 妹仔 burst through the door, gasping: “Maria says come quick. A ghost beat up Winter Moon. She’ll have a black eye tomorrow. Now
            the ghost says he’ll only pay for a bath, claiming he didn’t touch her. Well, he spent over an hour upstairs with Winter Moon,
            and I never took up a bath for him. None of the other 妹仔 did either. You can see for yourself how dirty he is.”
         

         
         Mrs. Moy rose from her desk, grabbed her cane, and followed the little girl into the hall. Winter Moon was leaning against Doña Maria for support. The left side of her face was already puffing up, and her nose, bent at an awkward angle, was bleeding profusely. Mr. Alexander and the two Mr. Johns sat just inside the front door, where they had been passing the evening with cards. Mr. Alexander had stretched his wooden leg across the threshold of the front door, barring the exit of the ghost who stood with his hand outstretched for the knob. 

         
         She had to make an effort to place the ghost as Mr. Sutter, the man she had taken to court almost a year before. His wiry
            body had become gaunt. His once sunburned skin was blue with coal dust. His lungs must have been caked with it, too, for he
            suddenly bent over double with a rattling cough. He spat out a mouthful of gray phlegm on the floor, ignoring the spittoons
            placed discreetly in every corner.
         

         
         “What’s all the fuss about?” Mrs. Moy demanded in English.

         
         “He only gave me this,” Winter Moon said in Cantonese, producing a silver dollar.

         
         “I paid for a bath,” Mr. Sutter said, guessing what she’d said. “I got nothing else.”

         
         “You’re mighty dirty for a man who’s just had a bath,” Doña Maria said. “Also, a dollar doesn’t cover damages to the goods.”
            She nodded at Winter Moon’s battered face.
         

         
         “I never touched her. She fell helping me get out of the bath.”

         
         “He kicked me in the face,” Winter Moon said, still in Cantonese.

         
         “This isn’t China, girl. Speak English!” Mr. Sutter snarled.

         
         A floorboard creaked overhead. Mrs. Moy glanced upward. Several of the Palace girls, in various states of undress, had gathered
            around the second-story banister, watching. The 妹仔 had also abandoned their chores: Avid bright eyes winked up and down the crack of the kitchen door. They all watched Mrs. Moy expectantly, as if sure she would resolve everything. Their collective confidence propelled her forward, almost against her will, until she stood before Mr. Sutter, her back to Mr. Alexander. She felt the frailty of her own body sandwiched between the two ghosts but enacted cold outrage as she said: “You say you didn’t touch my girl? That’s a boot mark on her temple. Her nose is broken!” 

         
         Mr. Sutter’s eyes narrowed. His weak white face contorted with fury. He leaned forward. In the moment Mrs. Moy thought he
            would strike her, her fist reflexively clenched about the steel-reinforced cane. Just as abruptly, it slackened again. She
            dared not injure this man. None of the three ghosts in her employ, she noted with a sickening lurch, had made a move to shield
            her. She braced herself for the blow.
         

         
         There was a sharp click. Maria had raised her revolver and leveled it straight at the back of Mr. Sutter’s head. With her
            other hand, she still supported Winter Moon by the elbow. Mr. Alexander unfolded himself from the chair and rose, his hand
            moving to his own pistol, though it was unclear whether he was poised to protect Maria from Mr. Sutter, in case the latter
            attacked her, or the other way around. “Don’t you touch a hair on her head,” Maria said in her most doña voice. “Or I’ll shoot
            you dead.”
         

         
         But Mr. Sutter leaned past Mrs. Moy as if she didn’t exist to stare at Mr. Alexander, posted before the front door, and the
            Mr. Johns, who still lounged in their chairs, hands on their holsters. It was to them he appealed.
         

         
         “Who is she to tell me what I’ve done?” he demanded, eyes feverish. “Who is she to tell you what I did? She’s just a washed-up Chinese whore. The lowest species in a degenerate race! A bunch of yellow barbarians who have no sense of God or decency or democracy. Look at them hack each other to pieces with axes in the street. Look at them smoking God knows what in those dens like a pack of ferrets. Look at them burning incense and praying to ancestors and demons like a bunch of heathens. 

         
         “Yes, sirs! A degenerate race. All they think about is money. I don’t say I don’t like money too. I’m no hypocrite. I’m as fond of gold as any man, but I know God
            more than I know money. I know my country more than money. I know how to be proud of it and bleed for it too. I know that
            the gold in these hills has got to be earned. But these Chinese don’t have a sense of sacrifice or pride. They couldn’t feed
            themselves or their families back home and so they scurried like stowaway rats upon ships and came here to our country to take the jobs of decent men. A whole civilization of sneaks!
         

         
         “Not that you can call it civilization! All the Chinamen I’ve met are diseased perverts and heathens. I have a brother who
            worked on the railroad in Illinois. He and the other fellows weren’t getting paid near a fair wage, and so they said they
            wouldn’t work unless the management increased their pay. Well, the management nearly gave in because they were only asking
            for what was fairly owed to them, but then they got in all these Chinamen who said they’d gladly take the standing wages.
         

         
         “And now they’re here to take our gold. All I wanted coming to California was a fair shake at digging myself some gold. Didn’t
            I fight in Mexico? Damn near lost a limb or two, fighting the Mexicans. Bet that’s how you lost your leg,” he said, nodding to Mr. Alexander. “We did our part making this territory ours. Seems that we’re owed a chance at some
            of its gold. But the mining camps are full of Chinamen, every other one of them getting as rich as Midas, and here I am digging
            coal until I’m black as a slave by the end of each day.
         

         
         “I’ve been brought lower than a white man ever ought to be in this country. But now I look at the three of you men, and do you know what I feel? Pity. Yes! I pity you! Your lot is worse than mine. I might dig in an underground hellhole all day, but you kowtow to this Chinese whore. She ain’t fit to lick your boots and you have to take your orders and your pay from her. Oh yes, I pity you! It ain’t to be borne.” 

         
         Mr. Sutter’s eyes were fixed upon Mr. Alexander and the two Mr. Johns. As he spoke, he seemed to be growing before Mrs. Moy’s
            eyes, even as she felt herself rapidly diminish. In the hall mirror, she caught a glimpse of the tableau as the others would
            see it. Mr. Alexander and the Mr. Johns would see one of their own brought so low he relied on rope to hold up his britches,
            while she, a foreign heathen, rippled in yards of black silk with pearls about her neck. It didn’t matter he was a good-for-nothing
            and she a businesswoman; he would appear noble and downtrodden, and she presumptuous. The scene would be an effrontery. The
            girls gathered about the banisters and doorways would see their colleague, beaten and bloodied; the ghost who had done this
            to her looming large and threatening in the hall; and Mrs. Moy, the woman upon whom they depended, paralyzed with uncertainty.
            Her own reflection—which had until recently had shown her a decisive, assured woman in command of every situation—splintered.
            In the warped mosaic left behind, she saw fragments of all the weak and pathetic creatures she had once been. A superstitious
            shudder ran up her spine. She half expected the lamps to gutter in their sconces.
         

         
         She tried to speak but couldn’t. She felt disembodied, with no control over her own vocal cords, the muscles of her throat, even her lips. Then she felt a slight pressure at her elbow. In the mirror, she saw Doña Maria had moved to stand beside her, the pistol still leveled at Mr. Sutter. Her reflection, no longer that of a woman alone but two women united, thawed her paralysis. Mrs. Moy cleared her throat and held out her hand to Mr. Alexander. “The logbook please,” she said. 

         
         He hesitated, then handed it to her.

         
         Mrs. Moy found Mr. Sutter’s name in the log. He had been upstairs for over an hour.

         
         “First bath I’ve had in ages. Took my time, didn’t I?”

         
         “The water would have gotten cold.”

         
         “Cold water don’t bother me,” Mr. Sutter said. He was still looking past her with his blazing eyes fixed on the other ghosts.
            They, in turn, stared raptly back at him. The right eye of one Mr. John twitched.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy knew with sudden certainty that these men in her employ would not stand with her. They would let this ghost walk
            free, and Mr. Alexander and the Mr. Johns would have absolute confirmation of what even the girls were beginning to realize:
            Even on her payroll, they held more power over Mrs. Moy than she did over them. Up until now, she had been able to distance
            herself from Chinatown’s collective dismay in response to George Hall’s exoneration. She wasn’t like the rest of them, refusing
            to learn the ghost’s language and assimilate to their ways; she spoke and dressed as they did. She hadn’t tried to recreate
            Canton within San Francisco and then shut the ghosts out of it; she had opened her doors to them and mingled among them in
            their own neighborhoods. She hadn’t resorted to violence to resolve her problems; she had worked within the confines of their
            laws. The ghosts wouldn’t turn against her, because she had played by their rules, proved she could take part in the fledgling
            civilization they were building here. All this, she’d told herself, and she’d almost managed to believe it, even as she had
            made contingencies for the day she was no longer welcome here.
         

         
         That day was today, and she was suddenly irrationally and blindingly furious with Winter Moon for hastening its arrival. Winter Moon had revealed not just her relationship with Mr. Alexander and the Mr. Johns for what it really was, but that in this place, Mrs. Moy was just one more Chinese. She looked desperately, almost angrily, at Winter Moon, willing the girl to confess she had lied—it was as Mr. Sutter had said; she’d fallen while helping him out of the bath—and thus spare her the humiliation of exposure. Sensing what Mrs. Moy wanted, Winter Moon pushed herself away from the banister where Maria had propped her, and said defiantly, in English this time: “I tell you, this man bedded me and then beat me.” 

         
         “I never touched her,” Mr. Sutter repeated, again to the ghosts. “And if the girl says different—why—by law, her word don’t
            count. Come to think of it, that old whore’s don’t either.”
         

         
         They all stood silently in the front hallway of the Palace, watching one another. The girls watched Mrs. Moy, Doña Maria watched
            Mr. Sutter down the line of her pistol, Mr. Sutter watched Mr. Alexander and the Mr. Johns, Mr. Alexander and the Mr. Johns
            watched one another, and Mrs. Moy watched them all, but mostly she watched her vanishing self in the mirror.
         

         
         Mr. Alexander opened the front door and stood aside to let Mr. Sutter pass. “I guess we have you down for just a bath, Mr.
            Sutter,” he said, “and here we have your silver dollar. You have a good night, sir. Please come again.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            9.

         
         Mr. Simms showed no surprise when Mrs. Moy appeared in his office and said she was leaving San Francisco. She told him to
            arrange passage for herself and two others on a ship to Australia. Also, he was to purchase as many shares as she could afford
            in the Melbourne and Hobson’s Bay Railway Company and secure a property near where a depot was likely to be built for the
            future rail line.
         

         
         “What is the property to be? Another brothel?” he asked. She was relieved he seemed to harbor no rancor about the nature of
            their last parting.
         

         
         “A hotel, I think,” Mrs. Moy said. “Very upstanding. The ghosts can’t hold that against me.”
         

         
         “I don’t think your trade was what they held against you,” Mr. Simms said wryly.

         
         “It’s one less thing to worry about, anyway. But you had better put the titles and deed under the name of Mrs. Maria Jones.
            People won’t mind so much if Maria owns the hotel and railway shares.”
         

         
         “Jones!” Mr. Simms exclaimed. “I thought Maria was Mexican.”

         
         Mrs. Moy shrugged. She and Maria never spoke about their pasts. For all Mrs. Moy knew, Maria originally hailed from the Kentucky
            creek bottom, like Meg Jones, the Venus of South America. Whether or not she was a ghost, Maria easily passed for one. Maria
            Jones was to be the wealthy widow of a merchant who had made his fortune in the China trade. In public, Mrs. Moy would play
            the role of Maria’s companion, whom Maria had met in Macao. Privately, she would continue to manage their business interests.
            Upon her death, Maria would leave all her property, including her shares in the Pearl Company, to her faithful companion,
            Mrs. Moy. Mr. Simms was to draft a will and testament to that effect.
         

         
         “Why the rigamarole if you mean to own the property in the end?” Mr. Simms asked. “Maria, I would venture to guess, is quite
            old. Do you really suppose the world will have progressed so far they won’t resent you owning property by then?”
         

         
         “Oh, they’ll call me sly and conniving and say I tricked old Maria into leaving me all her worldly goods. But while they’ll
            shake their heads and pity poor Maria and despise me as a sneak, they won’t resent me the way they do now. Nobody resents someone they call sly and conniving. People are affronted when someone like me manages
            to acquire wealth by my own ingenuity, when they haven’t managed to do so despite all their claims to superiority,” Mrs. Moy
            said, thinking of Mr. Sutter’s furious, twisted face. “Sneaks, they can live with.”
         

         
         “You paint a bleak picture of my race,” Mr. Simms said.

         
         “Not of your race,” Mrs. Moy said. “Of humanity.”

         
         “You said you wanted me to arrange passage for three. Who is the third?”

         
         “One of the girls,” Mrs. Moy said. “We will be mother and daughter, which will lend us respectability. Nobody ever thinks
            of whores being mothers and daughters. Maria will make a performance of doting upon the girl and giving her an education,
            so it won’t seem so startling when she leaves everything to us.”
         

         
         “It seems you have thought of everything,” Mr. Simms said. “But then you always have.” He looked at her a little sadly. “I
            never thought you would be driven from the United States, Mrs. Moy.”
         

         
         “I’m not going with my tail between my legs, if that’s what you mean,” she said, almost proudly. It was true. She had been
            preparing for the day she would leave almost as soon as she’d arrived in San Francisco, had been assessing how much she could
            get out of the city before it would not let her take any more. She said: “I’m going away having gotten far more out of this
            country than it got out of me.”
         

         
         “You mean more than the Carnes brothers or Mr. Barnum ever got out of you?”

         
         Mrs. Moy jerked involuntarily and stared at him.

         
         “Oh yes,” Mr. Simms said, smiling at her astonishment. “I know who you are. I saw you at Park Place, you know, nearly twenty
            years ago. My father took me. When you appeared in my office, I immediately recognized you, despite the new name and costume.
            The years have been kind to you; you’ve scarcely aged. You confirmed my suspicions when you asked me to look into Carnes &
            Co. It was too much of a coincidence otherwise. I thought then: Here is a woman who was meant to be American. Here is a woman who will pull herself up by Ben Franklin’s bootstraps and make something of herself, despite being brought to this country as an exhibition. Only look how far she has already come!” 

         
         She didn’t know which was more amazing: his statement that the years had been kind to her, which was laughable; his recognition
            of her, when most ghosts seemed unable to tell one Chinese from another; or the fact he had connected her past and present
            all this time without her knowing. Mr. Simms continued: “I was right. The odds have always been against you, yet you kept
            finding a way to win. As your solicitor and manager of the Pearl Company, I am perhaps the only person in the world who knows
            just how much you’ve won. You could stay and fight still, lay the ground for all those who come after you. You may think me
            naive, Mrs. Moy, but I still believe this country can serve you.”
         

         
         “You’re an idealist, Mr. Simms,” she said, not unkindly. “You assume I care about laying the ground for those who come after
            me. I don’t. I told you once I don’t fight losing battles. I also don’t fight battles that have nothing to do with me. But
            speaking of Carnes & Co., how much stake have I got?”
         

         
         “You now have a majority interest,” Mr. Simms said.

         
         “I want them to switch Cantonese suppliers,” she said.

         
         “Do you have a new supplier in mind?”

         
         “It doesn’t matter. Anybody but the House of Kong.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “It should be easy enough to find a new supplier,” Mrs. Moy said. “Especially when Carnes and Co. offer double the usual rates.”

         
         “Double?” Mr. Simms echoed cautiously. “I wouldn’t advise it, Mrs. Moy. With all I’ve read in the papers about the growing competition in the China trade, and with the British over there fighting the Chinese, the company is already on shaky legs. If you double your rates, you’ll run it into the ground.” 

         
         “That’s all right,” she said.

         
         “Your partners won’t allow it.”

         
         “It isn’t up to them. I have majority interest.”

         
         “They’ll try to buy you out.”

         
         “Can they afford to?”

         
         “Likely not,” he admitted.

         
         “Then see to it, won’t you?”

         
         “All right.”

         
         Well, it was done. She had half expected some sort of fanfare when she vanquished the company that had taken so much from
            her and so brought low the men who had profited by her indignities. In the end, it had been an unexciting and almost clerical
            campaign, a siege of numbers and recordkeeping and debts relieved, and only she and Mr. Simms had even realized it was a campaign.
            The captain and the brothers Carnes and her half brother Yatsan would end their lives not as paupers, certainly, but in reduced
            circumstances, whereas Mrs. Moy would leave this country with means far elevated above what had been possible for her at birth.
            It was enough.
         

         
         When she rose to leave, Mr. Simms promptly rose, too, and she registered for the first time he had always treated her to all
            the courtesies and social niceties he would afford to a lady of his own kind: standing when she stood, bowing in greeting,
            taking off his hat in her presence. When he held open the door for her, she hesitated on the threshold.
         

         
         “I must apologize,” she said stiffly, “for my words to you last time. You’ve been—” She hesitated again, not knowing how to finish the sentence. To say Mr. Simms had been kind when kindness came so cheaply would trivialize the fact he had taken her on as a client when nobody else would have done the same. He had been brave, as he’d said, in his own quiet way. “You have been a friend,” she said finally.
         

         
         “And you have been a marvel,” Mr. Simms said. “I wish you all the best, Mrs. Moy.”

         
         She extended a hand, and he shook it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            10.

         
         Mrs. Ramsey answered the door in a voluminous white nightgown and nightcap. Another ghost, the fair-haired one called Mrs.
            Lewis, peered owlishly over her shoulder, saying in a tremulous voice, “Who is it, Louisa? Is it thieves? Is it murderers?”
         

         
         “Why, it’s Mrs. Moy!” Mrs. Ramsey exclaimed.

         
         “I am here to speak to Lily,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         “It’s in the middle of the night,” Mrs. Ramsey said disapprovingly. “Surely what you want to say to her can wait until morning.
            Lily has long since gone to bed.”
         

         
         “I’ll be gone in the morning. I’m leaving San Francisco.”

         
         “Oh.” Mrs. Ramsey blinked. She seemed oddly deflated by the news. “Where will you go?”

         
         “Australia.”

         
         “I don’t know that Lily will want to speak to you,” Mrs. Ramsey said.

         
         “She has been through an ordeal,” Mrs. Lewis cut in venomously. “It’s your fault she ran away with that Dragon, you know. She believed he’d marry her and take her home. These girls never have any common sense.” 

         
         “They are not to be faulted for their ignorance, Fanny,” Mrs. Ramsey said.

         
         “Please,” Mrs. Moy said. “I’d like to see her for just a moment.”

         
         For a moment, she thought Mrs. Ramsey would shut the door in her face. But curiosity must have gotten the better of her, because
            the ghost stood aside and said, “You’d better come in. Fanny, please wake Lily and tell her Mrs. Moy is here to see her. Tell
            her Mrs. Moy is leaving town in the morning. Also, tell her it is her decision whether or not she sees Mrs. Moy.” She peered
            beyond Mrs. Moy at Maria, perched on the driver’s box of the carriage. “Your companion had better come in too. San Francisco
            at night is no place for a woman alone.”
         

         
         But Maria called: “I’m all right! I’ll stay and hold the horses’ heads. I’m not worried about anything happening to me.” She
            waved her pistol with one hand for Mrs. Ramsey to see. She competently held the reins with the other hand. Driving and sharpshooting,
            it turned out, were among Maria’s many skills acquired during her patchwork history. No doubt both would be useful on the
            Australian frontier.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy followed Mrs. Ramsey into the parlor.

         
         She froze on the threshold, finding she couldn’t breathe. Suddenly, the corset she’d long gotten used to felt like the cage it was, crushing her ribs into her lungs. For one horrifying moment, she dizzily thought the last eighteen years had never happened but instead been one long careening dream; she had never left Miss Margaret’s parlor at No. 8 Park Place and was about to start another day in an endless cycle of days of sitting, and waving her fan, and adjusting her shawl, and pouring tea from the willow-pattern pot, and sticking out her feet for the scrutiny of dozens of hard eyes. Then Mrs. Ramsey’s voice said sharply: “Are you all right, Mrs. Moy?” and the name she had chosen for herself acted as a key upon her lungs, allowing them to expand. Her eyes focused, and she saw she was in a large room, which—while papered in a Cantonese scenic print and containing a number of Chinese vases, knickknacks, and tapestries, perhaps inherited from Mrs. Ramsey’s father—was also furnished with Chippendale chairs and tables, braided rugs, and a Hepplewhite tallboy. 

         
         “I just lost my breath,” Mrs. Moy said. “After a decade, I’m still not used to corsets.”

         
         A smile flashed across Mrs. Ramsey’s lips. She looked almost friendly. “After three decades, I’m not used to them,” she said.
            Then: “Ah! Thank you, Fanny, for bringing Lily downstairs.”
         

         
         Lily stepped hesitantly into the room. She wore a white nightgown like those of her patronesses and her hair was braided childishly
            in two tails. She stared at Mrs. Moy with anxious eyes and moved closer to Mrs. Lewis as if for protection. The ghost squeezed
            her hand reassuringly, then nudged her forward. “She can’t hurt you here, dear,” she said. “Mrs. Ramsey and I will be here
            all the time.”
         

         
         The two ghosts drifted into the corner, and Lily sat down on the sofa.

         
         Mrs. Moy sat next to her, leaving ample space between them. “I’m leaving on a ship for Australia tomorrow morning,” she said,
            then glanced at the clock. “This morning, actually, in just a few hours.”
         

         
         “Mrs. Lewis told me,” Lily said.

         
         “I’d like you to come with me,” Mrs. Moy said.

         
         Lily looked startled.

         
         “Maria and I are going to start fresh in Melbourne,” Mrs. Moy said. “Australia is halfway between China and America. People have found gold there, and the Chinese have begun to trickle into the mining camps. We’re going to turn respectable though. We are thinking of opening a hotel. We could pretend you and I were mother and daughter,” she added awkwardly. “It would lend credibility to our new personas.” All the time she talked, she was aware of the two ghosts standing watchfully in the corner, listening and not understanding. 

         
         Lily was quiet for a moment, then asked: “Could I get married in Australia?”

         
         “Married! I’m not taking you all the way to Australia to marry.”
         

         
         “Then I don’t want to go with you,” Lily said simply. “I want to get married.”

         
         “Marriage isn’t all that,” Mrs. Moy said. “I’ve been married, remember?” She didn’t say her husband was in fact still alive.
            She had nightmares, sometimes, in which she rounded the corner and came face-to-face with Lee, come to California in search
            of gold. In these dreams, he always recognized his runaway bride, despite her older face and ghost manner of dress. He demanded
            his husbandly rights and claimed her property as his own. She was relieved in a way to leave California, to have an excuse
            to decamp to a wild place halfway across the world, where Lee would never think to go, so she might finally be free of these
            nightmares.
         

         
         “Mrs. Ramsey says marriage is the highest state for a woman,” Lily said.

         
         “She would say that; her husband was rich and now he is dead.”
         

         
         “I’ll write my parents to tell them of my marriage,” Lily said dreamily. “My husband will dote upon me. He will bring me back to China after he’s made his fortune in gold, and I’ll visit my natal home in a palanquin. My parents will marvel to see my brow threaded clean and high as befits a married woman. I’ll not come empty-handed either. We’ll come with gifts of pork and rice, and silk, too, so my mother can make something beautiful for herself for the new year.” 

         
         Somehow, Mrs. Moy thought in amazement, this girl was more a child at fifteen than she herself had been at six. Perhaps she
            had stopped being a child the moment her mother had broken her feet, because it had been borne in on her then that this unimaginable
            pain was being inflicted upon her by the person she loved most in the world so some unknown man in the distant future would
            find her valuable and take her off her mother’s hands. Yet Lily—despite her mother’s probable equal carelessness, the grueling
            journey across the world in a ship’s hold, months in the Peeping Box listening to the panting of invisible ghosts, her 堂 lover’s betrayal, the weeks she’d spent in the Red Room, the violence that was Chinatown, and the inhospitable, alien land
            that was California—had somehow managed to cling to her naivete. Somehow, Lily still believed if only she could achieve that
            hallowed state of marriage, which her father had cruelly said was beyond her reach, she would be happy.
         

         
         Poor, stupid girl!

         
         Marriage meant nothing good for one such as Lily. Likely, she would find herself shackled to a weak man who found it easier to sell his wife’s body to his neighbors than to labor in the mines, or a man who vented his sense of degradation in this country by beating her. At best, she would find herself living in a ramshackle shanty in a mining camp, hauling water from a half-dry creek to cook and clean and launder by day and pleasuring her husband by night. If children came quickly, she’d be used up in three years. 

         
         “If it’s status you want, you could claim you were a widow,” Mrs. Moy said. “In Melbourne, nobody would know it wasn’t true.
            Without a husband, you’d have the freedom to do what you want. You could finish your education, open a business. Maria and
            I would continue your education. Once you’re ready and know what you want, I’ll even loan you the money to get started. It’s
            a rare opportunity, Lily.”
         

         
         “I want to get married,” Lily repeated, stubbornly. “I want to have someone.”
         

         
         If she had been another kind of woman, Mrs. Moy thought with a pang, if she had been a ghost—certainly if she had been Miss Margaret—she might have cried: “Am I not someone? Haven’t I already given you more than anybody
            ever gave me? Haven’t I just offered to share my life and living with you?” But because she was not Miss Margaret but after all her mother’s daughter, she jeered: “By your own admission, you are ugly and clumsy with feet
            like barges. Plus, you are all used up—at least two dozen men have already had you. Who would want to marry you?”
         

         
         Lily’s face paled and crumpled. “The ghosts say it’s still possible,” she said, beginning to weep.

         
         Mrs. Lewis instantly crossed the room and folded the girl into her arms. Mrs. Ramsey followed, saying: “I’ve admitted you
            into my house to speak with Lily, but I won’t have you taking advantage of my beneficence and distressing her.”
         

         
         “She thinks you’ll help her get married,” Mrs. Moy said flatly.

         
         “We’ll certainly try,” Mrs. Ramsey said. “It’s clearly her heart’s desire, and a natural one at that. I know the girl isn’t—well,
            intact—but there are twenty-five thousand Chinamen in this state, and given the scarcity of women, I suspect a good many would forgive a wife for a past not of her own choosing.” 

         
         “Oh, I have no doubt they’ll marry her, but they’ll treat her like a whore and drudge.”

         
         “You are more cynical than I, Mrs. Moy! I know several God-fearing Chinamen whom I trust would be excellent husbands. Also,
            if Lily does not marry, she needn’t worry for her future. I am well aware of the rumors you and the 堂s have spread about the Mission,” Mrs. Ramsey added calmly. “Perhaps you even believe them. But I assure you, we are not in
            the habit of eating babies or whipping girls for their foibles. Our mission is to ensure Lily becomes an accomplished young
            woman. We will teach her how to be a good housekeeper, to cook good plain meals, to sew. We’ll even teach her to read and
            write.”
         

         
         The body next to Mrs. Moy tensed. So, Lily had not disclosed to her new protector that she already knew how to read and write!
            That in fact Mrs. Moy herself had taught her! Clever girl, to intuit Mrs. Ramsey would favor a protégée whom she could teach!
            Mrs. Ramsey wouldn’t cast Lily out of the Mission for her deception, of course; such women prided themselves on their bottomless
            capacities to forgive, even when their forgiveness was unwarranted or unwanted. But the discovery that Lily had lied to her
            once would plant a seed of doubt, and forevermore the ghost would watch the girl with unconscious suspicion, wondering whether
            Lily really repented of her former life or was only pretending to repent, as she had once pretended to be illiterate—forevermore
            looking for signs of the “rice Christian” taking advantage of her generosity.
         

         
         Well, it would serve Lily right. For a moment, Mrs. Moy sympathized with Mrs. Ramsey. Hadn’t Lily taken advantage of her own generosity? Had Lily somehow sensed that cavity in her abdomen, which still ached with loss, though it had been seventeen years? Had she somehow sensed that Mrs. Moy, for all her steely exterior, would be vulnerable to a plain, timid girl with a low opinion of herself? Even if she had not deliberately machinated to insert herself into Mrs. Moy’s affections, she had certainly availed herself of them, then cast them aside when another opportunity had come along. 

         
         “We would help Lily find a position, maybe as an assistant to a dressmaker or a domestic in a household,” Mrs. Ramsey continued.

         
         “A servant!”

         
         “Better a servant than a prostitute,” Mrs. Ramsey said.

         
         They stared at each other. What this ghost would never understand, Mrs. Moy thought, was this: She and her kind were responsible
            for assigning shame to what was otherwise a profession like any other, no more demeaning of the body than mining or laying
            rail tracks or soldiering, or any other physical labor that drained the body of its energy and youth, even life. It might
            even be said that prostitution was superior to all those other professions, because the prostitute—albeit often not by choice—could
            arouse the emotions and spur the imaginations of her clients, whereas the miner and railroad worker and soldier were valued
            for no more than their muscle, no different from the horse tied to the mill wheel. Nor did Mrs. Ramsey realize her own hypocrisy,
            for marriage—as Mrs. Moy had recited so many times in their public dialogues—was after all just another way for a woman to
            make her living on her back.
         

         
         Mrs. Moy turned back to Lily. She said urgently: “You want more. I know you.”
         

         
         “How can you know me?” Lily demanded, suddenly petulant. “I’m only a business transaction to you, remember? Mrs. Ramsay cares about me. You were right about her, you know: She only asks gratitude in return. Well, I am grateful! Gratitude is little enough payment for someone’s care.”
         

         
         She was so very young, this girl! She didn’t realize the cheapness of words and gestures, how easy it was to profess care
            and affection for someone, to embrace and pet them, or the relative expense of gratitude. Mrs. Moy plowed on: “I do know you, Lily. I sensed your hunger to better yourself the moment I saw you perusing my library. Do you think a husband
            would appreciate your intelligence, your literacy? He’d resent you for it!”
         

         
         “I told you at the time, I just thought the books were pretty!” Lily cried. “I never wanted to learn to read. I knew a husband wouldn’t want a literate wife, not if he wasn’t literate himself. I wanted to do the housekeeping with the other
            girls and learn how to cook from Mr. Huck! My head ached with learning my letters and characters, but I kept trying because
            you insisted I was clever, and I didn’t want to disappoint you.”
         

         
         And there it was: Without consciously seeking to, Mrs. Moy had bound this girl to her as much as she herself had ever been
            bound to Miss Margaret. Perhaps Lily had run away with Jing Toy and then to the Mission not because she’d really loved him
            or even just because she wanted someone to care for her but because she’d been desperate to decide her own life—because she’d
            wanted to free herself of Mrs. Moy.
         

         
         Hadn’t she herself been exerting her freedom from Miss Margaret when she’d allowed the captain into her bed? His moist, gasping breath, suffocating weight, and fumbling hands had been unpleasant but trivial compared with his wife’s exhausting emotional demands. Miss Margaret had wanted Mrs. Moy—“her” Julia—to love her. She had wanted her to think of her as a friend, even a mother. She’d believed her kindness warranted Julia’s love in return, and with that love ought to have come complete devotion and obedience. And the thing was, Julia had loved her. But she’d also understood Miss Margaret’s love for her was the love of a patroness for a protégée, and thus unreliable
            and impermanent, because she could always find a new protégée. So, she had given her body to the captain to free herself of
            Miss Margaret, and because she’d guessed his desire for her would be more dependable than his wife’s affections once she had
            her baby. Despite his promises, the captain had gotten rid of her anyway, and his wife had done nothing to defend her. At
            least she’d exacted some small sort of justice; before she’d been bundled off to the museum, she had cornered the captain
            in his study and told him what she’d known by then and accused him of taking advantage of her. He’d been mortified and remorseful
            and eager to assuage his guilt, and even more eager she should not tell Margaret, as she’d expected, and she’d gotten a good
            sum of money out of him.
         

         
         It had ever been the way of women to free themselves of one person by giving themselves to another. Mrs. Moy still remembered
            vividly the night her child self, Little Sparrow, had secretly followed her mother to the compound’s back gate, worried she
            was still weak from her recent illness. At first, she’d been appalled by Pearl’s wild, animalistic coupling with the peddler.
            How could her elegant, beautiful mother bear to let such a coarse, dirty man touch her in so disgusting a way? Then she had
            understood and felt a surge of triumph. Her mother had not been letting the peddler use her body; on the contrary, she’d been
            using his body to exert her freedom, if not in circumstance, then at least in condition.
         

         
         If Lily chose a life that would almost certainly bring her more pain and degradation than the one Mrs. Moy offered her, perhaps it was still superior by virtue of having been her choice. Mrs. Moy wouldn’t take that away from her. 

         
         “You are sure you want to stay at the Mission?” she asked quietly.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “All right,” Mrs. Moy said. Then in English she said, “Well, you’ve made your decision. I hope you will work hard at your
            studies. It’s no small thing to be able to read and write. Goodbye, Lily.” She extended a hand.
         

         
         Lily took it. “Goodbye, Mrs. Moy,” she said, also in English. Mrs. Moy felt the gratitude in the small squeeze Lily gave before
            releasing her hand, and she had to admit, the gratitude did lessen the ache in her heart.
         

         
         Mrs. Ramsey said: “We’ll see you to the door.”

         
         

         Mrs. Moy climbed back into the Palace carriage alone.

         
         Maria clicked her tongue and the horses began to trot toward the harbor. Mrs. Moy looked back once at the Mission. Mrs. Ramsey,
            Mrs. Lewis, and Lily still stood on the threshold, watching. Mrs. Ramsey lifted a hand in farewell. Mrs. Moy nodded. Then
            the two ghosts closed on either side of Lily and corralled her into the house.
         

         
         “She’ll be all right,” Maria said. “You’ll be all right too. You have me.”

         
         “Yes,” Mrs. Moy said, surprised it was true. “You have me too.”

         
         “It wouldn’t have worked anyway, you know,” Maria said, not unkindly.

         
         “What wouldn’t have worked?”

         
         “Saving the girl. It never works, trying to save someone who doesn’t want to be saved. But never mind. We’ll rub along just
            fine, the two of us, like we have since I found you. We’ll go start fresh in Australia. I have some distant family there by
            way of England.”
         

         
         So, their new roles had begun!

         
         Perhaps it was instinctual of all women to seek the role that would allow them a little more significance in this world: a
            ghost, a widow, a wife, a mother. She couldn’t fault Lily for wanting the same. Nor could she fault Mrs. Ramsey or the captain’s
            wife for wanting what she herself had wanted from Lily. Perhaps what they sought in being good women wasn’t the love and gratitude
            of their beneficiaries after all but significance—because the only significant thing they were allowed to do with their lives
            was save somebody else’s.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         In 1834, two American merchants brought a young Chinese girl to New York as a live exhibit to promote the sale of Chinese
            imports. Though she catapulted into instant fame as the first Chinese female in the United States, almost nothing is known
            about who she was and what became of her once she disappeared from the public eye. She is listed in the ship’s log as “Auphmoy.”
            This would later be changed to Afong Moy, one of several names—such as Ah Foy, or Julia Foochee Ching-chang King—by which
            the media and her handlers called her. Her real name has been lost to history.
         

         
         This novel is a work of fiction. While several characters are loosely based on historical figures, their lives, stories, and
            interactions with the Chinese Lady are wholly imagined.
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