
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			By Elizabeth Lim

			Legends of Lor’yan

			The Blood of Stars

			Spin the Dawn

			Unravel the Dusk

			Six Crimson Cranes

			Six Crimson Cranes

			The Dragon’s Promise

			Her Radiant Curse

			A Forgery of Fate

			Fishbone Cinderella

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Fishbone Cinderella, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Elizabeth Lim, Imprint, Del Rey]
			

		

	
		
			Del Rey

			An imprint of Random House

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Elizabeth Lim

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			DEL REY and the Circle colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Published in the United Kingdom by Hodderscape, an imprint of Hodder & Stoughton, London.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Lim, Elizabeth author

			Title: Fishbone Cinderella / Elizabeth Lim.

			Description: First edition. | New York: Del Rey, 2026.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2026007873 (print) | LCCN 2026007874 (ebook) | ISBN 9798217092987 hardcover | ISBN 9798217374694 | ISBN 9798217092994 ebook

			Subjects: LCGFT: Fantasy fiction | Historical fiction | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3612.I459 F57 2026 (print) | LCC PS3612.I459 (ebook)

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026007873

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026007874

			Ebook ISBN 9798217092994

			Book Team: Production editor: Jocelyn Kiker • Managing editor: Paul Gilbert • Print production managers: Chanler Harris, Jane Sankner • Copy editor: Caroline Clouse • Proofreaders: Debbie Anderson, Emily Cutler, Julia Henderson

			Cover design: Regina Flath

			Cover illustration: Lilitt Wang

			Koi art: andrcnz/Adobe Stock; landscape: wenxue/Adobe Stock; rectangular frame: Romiximage/Adobe Stock; circular frame: Adhi/Adobe Stock; flower art: hadkhanong/Adobe Stock

			Illustration on this page: Lilitt Wang

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.3a_157063138_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Ha Family Tree

			

			
				Marigold

			

			
				Part I: Broken Promises

				
					Chapter One: Yut Ying

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Seven: Yut Ying

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

				
					Chapter Ten

				

				
					Chapter Eleven

				

				
					Chapter Twelve

				

				
					Chapter Thirteen

				

				
					Chapter Fourteen

				

				
					Chapter Fifteen

				

				
					Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Sixteen: Yut Ying

				

				
					Chapter Seventeen

				

				
					Chapter Eighteen

				

				
					Chapter Nineteen

				

				
					Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Twenty: Yut Ying

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-One

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Two

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Three

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Four

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Five

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Six

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Seven

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-Eight

				

				
					Marigold

				

			

			
				Part II: The Shadow

				
					Chapter Twenty-Nine

				

				
					Chapter Thirty: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-One: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Two: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Three

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Four: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Five: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Six

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Seven: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Eight: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Thirty-Nine: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Forty: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Forty-One

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Two: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Three

				

			

			
				Part III: Reunions

				
					Chapter Forty-Four: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Five: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Six

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Seven: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Eight: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Forty-Nine: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Fifty

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-One: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-Two

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-Three

				

			

			
				Part IV: The Song

				
					Chapter Fifty-Four: Helen

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-Five: Marigold

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-Six

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-Seven

				

				
					Chapter Fifty-Eight: Yut Ying

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

				Appendix: Image Description

			

		

	_157063138_

	
		
			In loving memory of Aunty Mary

			and my father-in-law, Chee Fook

		

	
		
		
			
				
					[image: Ha Family Tree: diagram showing Grandma Ha, also called Ah Ma, at the top with a dotted line connecting to three branches. One branch goes to two unnamed sons. The second branch goes to Ha Yan Yi, labeled Gu Ma  and Mister Chan, marked with a cross. The third branch goes to Ha Pok Mun, labeled Baba, who is married to Lei Yuk Fong, labeled Mama, and to Leung Seet Ling, labeled Sai Ma. Below Ha Pok Mun and Lei Yuk Fong are their children Ha Syun Tung, labeled Dai Gor, Ha Syun Kit, labeled Yi Gor, Ha Yut Ying, labeled Helen, Yuen Mei Yee, labeled Peony, Yuen Mei Yoong, labeled Marigold, and Yuen Mei Mun, labeled Rosie. On a separate branch, Ha Pok Mun and Leung Seet Ling’s children Ha Le Le, labeled Lily, and Ha Kar Hou, labeled Richard, are shown. All names appear in English with accompanying Chinese characters.]
				

				
					For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

				
			
		

		
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			San Francisco

			1980

			Marigold

			Marigold Yuen used to think she had a knack for fixing things. C’s in chemistry, car lockouts, and tangled cassette tapes, even ankle sprains—every aunty north of Ashby Avenue knew to come to her for a miracle repair.

			But at twenty-four, she had learned that there were two things beyond her skill: the heart she’d broken, for one. Then there was her mother.

			Helen had slipped away to the airplane lavatory fifteen minutes ago. Were it anyone else, Marigold would have assumed a case of first-flight nerves—nothing to worry about. Except this was her mother. Nothing was normal when it came to her mother.

			“Miss?” A stewardess knelt at Marigold’s side. “Your friend needs to return to her seat. We’re getting ready for departure.”

			Marigold unbuckled her safety belt. That’s my mom, not my friend, she thought, but she kept it to herself. Best to spare everyone the awkward soliloquy about how young Helen looked and how little she resembled her. “I’ll see if she’s all right.”

			“Please hurry, we’re number three for takeoff.”

			Marigold made her way down the narrow aisle to the back of the plane, ignoring the glares of her fellow passengers. The lavatory door read Occupied.

			“Mom.” Marigold knocked. “Are you all right?”

			No answer.

			“I’ve got po chai yuen if you need it for your stomach.”

			Still no response. Marigold twisted her hands. She was starting to get nervous.

			The thing was, her mother had a habit of disappearing. Not disappearing, the way Professor Thompson’s wife had run off with the IRS agent right before finals, or when Aunty Yip’s niece disappeared to Fresno for a month after getting plastic surgery on her nose.

			Literally vanishing.

			Three times in her life, Marigold had witnessed it happen. One minute, Helen was physically whole—from the tortoise-shell barrette in her hair, to the slight gap between her bottom front teeth, to the lumpy callouses on her palms—she was flesh and bone. She was matter. Then, with little warning, impossibly, she was gone.

			Each episode had ended with Helen returning safe and whole and pretending that nothing had happened. But lately her mother seemed to be struggling. Marigold worried—sensed—that a fourth disappearance might be different. Final.

			She knocked harder. She was starting to feel sick standing this close to the smoking area, and she coughed, the fumes clogging her throat. “Mom, whatever you’re thinking about doing, don’t.”

			The door swung open, and there stood her mother, wiping her hands with a paper towel. One arm had become as sheer as a nylon stocking and shimmered as she moved, though maybe that was the lavatory light flickering.

			“You look like you’re about to throw up,” Helen said calmly. “Did you bring your inhaler? There’s another toilet across the galley—you didn’t have to wait for this one.”

			“I wasn’t—” Marigold exhaled and summoned her patience. “The pilot needs everybody seated for takeoff.”

			“We’d better hurry and get off, then.”

			“What do you mean, get off?”

			“I left the wedding money on my dresser. I need to go home and get it. Don’t make that face, we’ll just take the next flight.”

			Marigold couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “We’ve already left the gate.”

			“Can’t we turn around? We’re not in the air yet.”

			“No.” Marigold grabbed her mother’s sleeve, towing her back to their seats. “I’ll take you to a bank after we land. Everyone’s waiting for us to sit down.”

			It was then that Helen noticed the other passengers. Their glares did nothing to faze her; that was the power of a beautiful woman. And in her youth, Helen had been famously beautiful.

			Putting on an apologetic smile, she faced the cabin. “I wasn’t feeling well,” she said in Cantonese. “This is my first flight. Going to see family after many years.”

			Only about half the passengers understood, but everyone immediately forgave her. The stewardess gave her a handful of Sina ginger candy and the men tucked in their arms so their jutting elbows wouldn’t obstruct the aisle. Marigold followed like a shadow that no one noticed.

			Helen sank into her seat. Her arm was shimmering, and Marigold was close enough to see that parts of her fingers were translucent.

			Marigold knew better than to mention it. “Why’d you say that?” she asked.

			“Say what?”

			“That you were going to see family.”

			“Oh. It’s easier than explaining that I’m going to the wedding of my friend’s son.”

			“Are you going to see family?”

			Helen didn’t hear. Her arm was gradually returning to normal as she fiddled with her safety belt. “This is so aggravating. How do you close the buckle?”

			Marigold clipped the belt in place for her mother. “Are you going to see family when we get there?” she tried again.

			“I don’t have family in Hong Kong anymore. I’ve told you this.”

			“I’m just worried. You were in the restroom a long time. You know if you’re not feeling well you can talk to me.”

			“You’re a medical student, Marigold, not my doctor. I’m fine.”

			Marigold pressed her lips tight. Helen was not fine, but pestering her would do no good. Her stubborn mother would never acknowledge her mysterious departures, and for the sake of peace between them, Marigold had given up trying to ask.

			“There’s two movie showings on the flight. An American film and a Cantonese one. Superman’s supposed to be good.” Marigold’s smile wobbled. “It’s got that actor Rosie has a crush on, Christopher Reeve.”

			“I don’t like American movies.”

			“I can translate for you.”

			Helen ignored the offer. “What’s the Cantonese one?”

			“The Young Master.”

			“With Jackie Chan?” Helen screwed up her face. “He’s not so handsome.”

			“I like him. He’s funny.” Marigold placed her backpack under the seat in front of her. “We can watch it together.”

			Helen raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re not going to study.”

			Marigold couldn’t tell whether that was a question or accusation. “I didn’t bring any textbooks,” she replied. “This is a vacation for both of us.”

			Helen crossed her arms, not believing her for a second. “You should’ve gotten seats closer to the front,” she then said. “The smoke’s not good for you.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			“You were coughing earlier.”

			“I had a tickle in my throat.”

			“Don’t lie.” Helen gazed at the dark canoes anchored under her daughter’s eyes, then at the coffee stains on Marigold’s white gloves. “Why did you drop out of school?” she asked abruptly.

			“I told you already, I didn’t drop out. I’m on a leave of absence.”

			“Did you flunk your classes?”

			“What? No.”

			“Then it was because of the boy.”

			Marigold’s breath hitched. The boy. She hadn’t spoken his name aloud in nearly two years. “No, it’s—”

			“Never mind, forget I asked.”

			The plane took off, engines roaring. Marigold tightened her safety belt, a mixture of dread and anticipation sharpening inside her gut. Fifteen hours to Hong Kong. She hadn’t spent this much time alone with her mother since she was in the womb.

			While Helen closed her eyes, Marigold reached into her backpack, looking for her book and a stick of gum to chew so her ears wouldn’t hurt from the pressure. As she dug under her sweater, pushing aside the rattling Altoids tin and map of Hong Kong for The Forgotten Beasts of Eld, two passports shuffled to the top. Hers and her mother’s. She’d forgotten to give Helen’s back after they had checked in.

			Both passports were equally thin, pages equally empty. Marigold peeled open the first one and landed on a black-and-white photo of her mother. Her hair was tied into a loose ponytail, her mouth caught in the prelude of a familiar pinched smile.

			Helen Y. Yuen, it read.

			This was her mother’s legal name—not the name she’d been born with.

			That was Ha Yut Ying.

			It meant “summer’s shadow of the moon,” a rather poetic name for a village girl in the 1930s. Marigold had always wondered why her mother never used it.

			“What are you doing?” Helen asked.

			“Checking which is yours.” Marigold closed the passport and returned it to her. “How’d you get the name Helen?”

			“A friend chose it for me.”

			“Aunt Winnie?”

			“I had other friends, too.”

			“You never talk about them.”

			“It was a long time ago. I don’t remember them anymore.”

			Helen wasn’t good at lying. Her nostrils always flared.

			Marigold’s sisters would have given up chasing for answers, but she could be patient when she wanted to be. “What do you remember?” she asked gently.

			For a moment she thought that her mother might actually answer. No. Helen leaned into her headrest, turning her good ear away. Pretending she hadn’t heard.

			Marigold let out a quiet sigh and opened her book. Usually its pages were a sanctuary, but not today. They shouldn’t have come, she thought as the plane ascended into the clouds. This was a mistake.

			And as though she could read Marigold’s mind, Helen reached for their window shade—and drew it shut.
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Part I

				Broken Promises

			
			In the river was a carp with golden scales and bones, held to be a heavenly spirit.

			Countless fishermen tried to catch him, so he took to hiding under the arrowhead leaves, where not even the frogs dared speak to him. Day after day, his loneliness grew.

			One morning a girl walked into the water, weeping. Her eyes were like the river, muddy and brown, and speckling her cheeks were two nests of pockmarks.

			“Why do you cry?” the fish asked.

			“My mother plans to sell me because I am ugly.”

			To the fish, she was not ugly at all; her face was a sky hatched with the stars he so missed.

			“I will protect you,” he vowed to the girl, “if you will be my friend.”

			To this, the girl agreed.
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			Tunglam, Guangdong Province

			1940

			
				


			

	


Chapter One

				Yut Ying

			
			The first time I turned invisible, I was hiding inside a cupboard—about a broom’s sweep away from the soldiers looting Mama’s bedroom.

			It was a sticky sort of morning, the air was thick and tasted like warm gasoline, and in every corner you’d find a mosquito humming, drunk on the heat. Unpleasant but bearable, unless you were stuck in a cupboard, as I was.

			Slowly, not daring to make a sound, I pressed my face to the opening between the lacquered doors. The crack was narrow, scarcely letting in any air or light, but I was desperate for a breath. Inhaling, I peeked into the bedroom. I could make out a stripe of green uniform and the occasional flash of a brass button, shiny as a coin. I wished I hadn’t seen the guns.

			Vipers, my brothers called them. They were slung across the soldiers’ backs, hanging by a leather strap, silvery fang pointed down. Not a real fang, of course, but a short knife attached to the barrel of a rifle. One bite and I’d become a ghost.

			I leaned back, folding my body as small as I could. Don’t look in here, I prayed as shadows swept by my hiding place. Not here.

			They were going through Mama’s dresser, snickering and holding up her white undergarments and making jokes I was glad I couldn’t understand. Then someone found Baba’s cigarettes.

			I was surprised Mama had kept them. They were at least three years old and probably stale, but the soldiers didn’t care. Their hoots of laughter were manic as one of them lit a match. Almost immediately, columns of smoke swirled in the air, wreathing the bedroom in an ashen haze. The smell made my throat itch.

			I covered my mouth to keep from coughing. Inside the cupboard hung a sparse row of quilted jackets, and I reached for a dangling sleeve, pressing it to my face to smother any sound. As I leaned back, a mothball dropped against my palm and rolled away, hitting the door with a bright and treacherous ping.

			I froze.

			The soldier closest to the cupboard stopped laughing. I didn’t have to know Japanese to realize he was saying, “What was that?”

			I wanted to cry. Through the crack, I saw his mouth overturn like a sinking boat, and underneath his cap, his dark eyes sawed back and forth, back and forth, in the motion of a knife being sharpened.

			One step. Two.

			My brothers said that the Japanese turned into goblins at night, and their favorite snack was little seven-year-old girls like me. They’d put me in a cage, fatten me up with peanuts and sticky rice, and slowly roast my body over a pit until my skin crackled.

			Maybe it won’t be so bad, I thought. At least they’ll feed me first.

			Then again, it was daytime. More likely they’d stab their vipers into my heart and leave me to rot. They wouldn’t waste a bullet on the likes of me. My corpse would be a feast for the ants, but if I arrived in the underworld in such a tragic state, I’d be rejected by the gods. There’d be no hope of being reborn into a luckier life.

			The soldier pointed his gun at the cupboard.

			My entire body clenched. This was it.

			The doors swung open. I wanted to be heroic, to look my murderers in the eye and spit at them. But when the moment came, I buried my face behind the jackets and held my breath so I wouldn’t scream.

			The merciless tip of a bayonet swiped across the cupboard walls. I bit down hard inside my cheeks as the blade skimmed across my pants, grazing right below my knee. My throat pinched, pain burning away my fear. Still, out of some desperate hope, I didn’t make a sound.

			Please, gods, I prayed, let me live and I’ll be good. I’ll never talk back to my brothers or wish a rash upon Ah Ma’s back. I’ll be twice as helpful to Mama, and—

			The bayonet pushed aside the jackets, and sunlight fanned over me, hazy with smoke. I was exposed.

			Don’t, I begged silently.

			Any second now, the blade would come stabbing down. I’d never learn to read, never see a movie starring my idol, Bak Yeung, or become a famous singer and make Baba proud enough that he’d finally come home. I’d never hold Mama’s hand again.

			Tears leaked down my cheeks. I was alone, and that was what frightened me most. As my face became slippery with regret, I stole one last glimpse at this world I had barely gotten to know.

			The soldier’s eyes were two bleak bullets boring into me. As he leaned into the cupboard, I could smell the tobacco on his breath and the pine-scented soap in his hair. I could even count the reddish pits in his cheeks and see the filmy layer of sweat clinging to his chin. But to my bewilderment, he didn’t grab me.

			He picked up the mothball that had fallen out of Mama’s jacket and muttered “yōkai” under his breath. It sounded vaguely like Cantonese for—I shivered—demon.

			Bullet Eyes snorted and flicked the mothball back into the cupboard. It caromed against the back wall, stopping at my feet.

			Then he kicked the doors closed.

			Once more it went dark inside the cupboard. The soldiers laughed at him, uttering “yōkai” with mocking snickers that drowned out the thunder of my heart. With a shaky exhale, I leaned forward to peer through the crack.

			How had he not seen me? I waited, certain they had an evil plan, like setting fire to the cupboard with me inside. I’d never know, for there came a shout from the corridor.

			Hurriedly, they extinguished their cigarettes and filed out of the bedroom.

			I waited. My pulse was still a stampede, the shock of having escaped certain death taking its time to recede. Only when the room was so still that I could hear the curtains brushing against the walls did I push the cupboard doors open.

			New air swept into my lungs, laced with the soldier’s cigarette smoke. Instead of reinvigorating me, it only made me feel more sick. My stomach roiled, acid threatening to rise up in a bitter spew. It was the hardest thing, swallowing it down.

			I crawled out, too numb to feel the gash on my leg. The world was spinning, and I had to lean against the wall. I needed a moment to wipe my nose on my sleeve and let the nausea in my gut settle. I couldn’t believe I was alive.

			A crow was nattering outside the window trying to get into the house, when all I wanted was to get out. I wanted to climb out of the window and run up the hills, back to where my family was hiding. I wasn’t even frightened of Ah Ma’s cane or the harsh words she’d holler if I returned to our camp empty-handed.

			But I stayed.

			The medicine’s in a pouch, Ah Ma had instructed me, underneath your mother’s mattress.

			Every sound rattled me, even the soft padding of my own feet. My entire body was shaking, my hands most of all. I twisted them until they turned red, a habit Mama hated, but it helped calm me.

			I crouched beside the bed. Slash marks had mutilated the mattress, and out of its bowels, little lumps of stuffing poked out like maggots. Mama’s undergarments were strewn along the headboard, and the neat stack of newspapers she kept on her desk—diligently studying an article a day to practice reading—was scattered about the floor, ink smudged from the sweat of careless foreign fingers. Just looking at it made me furious. Even though the soldiers had gone, the crude booms of their laughter were forever scorched into my memory.

			I slid my arms deep under the mattress, searching for the coarse outline of a shoe.

			There.

			I yanked on the slipper, then fished out a small hemp pouch sewn into the toe box. Inside was a packet of herbs along with three matchsticks, a handsewn charm for safety and luck, and a string of rosary beads with a thin wooden cross. I buttoned the pouch and threw the cord around my neck.

			The day that the Japanese arrived in Guangzhou, Mama hid such a pouch in every room. She started rationing our rice and growing vegetables in the hills.

			“You’re wasting your time,” my grandmother chastised her daily. “The Japanese have the city. They’ll never venture this far inland.”

			For a while, Ah Ma was right. We were safe in the countryside, hours from Guangzhou and its precious ports on the Pearl River Delta. But though we felt a world away from the airstrikes, the bombings, and the fires, we shared the same sky. Ashes from the fallen city sprinkled into our town, and before long people started to leave. My teachers went back to their villages, and Ah Ma’s friends sold everything they had and fled to Hong Kong. Our little town grew quiet, and with no hope of school resuming, I spent my days with Mama learning to farm and mend and cook.

			A year later, my oldest brother, Dai Gor, spotted Japanese scout cars crawling up the dusty roads into Tunglam. “They’re coming!” he cried.

			Mama was calm. She watered the flowers, fed the carp in the pond and the chickens we kept behind the kitchen. She gathered my brothers and me, and Ah Ma—her mother-in-law—in the courtyard. Her back was stooped, three stuffed bags hoisted over her shoulder.

			“It’s time to go,” Mama told us. “I prepared a camp in the hills.”

			For once, Ah Ma bit her tongue. I noticed the bulge in her pockets, the extra jade bangles on her wrists and the chains of gold dangling from her neck. I hugged my favorite doll, combing my fingers through her spiky black hair. Though her porcelain face was ever smiling, it did little to comfort me.

			The walk was long. Ah Ma leaned on Dai Gor, wobbling forward on her tiny bound feet, while Yi Gor and I helped Mama with the bags. Our neighbors followed us, then came their neighbors and their neighbors. Mama didn’t turn anyone away. “I have plenty of food,” she’d say welcomingly. “Plenty of supplies.”

			My mother had thought of everything. Well, almost everything.

			Dysentery spread among our camp, affecting the elderly first, then the children. By the time my brother Yi Gor fell sick, Mama had used up her medicine treating everyone else.

			“You have a big heart but a small brain,” Ah Ma berated her. “Look what misfortune your generosity has brought to this family: Your second son is going to die.”

			Mama said nothing, but for three days she didn’t eat or sleep. She knelt by Yi Gor’s side, praying with her beads as she wiped his face with a cool compress to bring down his fever.

			His health only grew worse. And I saw despair darken Mama’s eyes.

			That night, when the sky was darker than an inkwell and the trees rustled with bats, my grandmother shook me awake. “Get up!” she hissed. “Second Brother’s fever is getting worse. You’ll have to go to the house and fetch medicine.”

			Why can’t Dai Gor go? I wanted to ask, but I already knew the answer. My eldest brother was a boy. His life mattered more.

			Ah Ma poked her walking stick at me, not stopping until I gave a submissive nod. We both knew that the stick doubled as a whipping cane if I dared disobey. She tossed me a boiled yam.

			“Go,” she said, “before your mother wakes up.”

			It was for Mama, not my brother, that I obeyed. For Mama that I didn’t run away just now from the soldiers. As much as I wanted to be a coward, I wanted to help her more. I couldn’t let her down.

			Tucking the pouch under my shirt, I climbed out the window and into the courtyard. Not far away, a jalopy sputtered, and soldiers were plucking fruits off Ah Ma’s prized lychee trees—but no one was watching the south garden.

			The shrubs smelled of yesterday’s rain, and the dirt was still soft, making moist imprints of my footfalls. I had to move fast.

			It was two hundred steps to the pots of marigold flowers behind the koi pond. There, underneath the largest pot, was a narrow burrow that I’d helped Mama dig last year. An escape to the other side of the wall.

			Darting out of the bushes, I scrambled along the pond. The fish inside were dead, their scales and flesh long since picked off by birds. Only bones remained, the gossamer combs half sunken.

			I was midway across the garden when I saw the boy.

			He came out from the trees barefoot in the middle of the cobbled path. He started at the sight of me, and I almost screamed.

			It took me a moment to realize that he was Chinese. Around my age, maybe a year or two older. In his arms was a heap of laundry—bitter melon–green coats with matching pants and cotton socks: Japanese uniforms. Which meant he was a mule, a child that they had kidnapped to work for them.

			We stared at each other, equally stricken. Me, at his bruised cheeks and his dirty white shirt, splotched with grease and brown stains that I hoped weren’t blood. Him, at my shoes.

			“This is your house, isn’t it? You’re lucky. Commander says it’s the most beautiful house in Guangdong. He has respect for it.”

			Hearing his porcelain voice made my heart hurt. It was brittle, as though he hadn’t eaten in days.

			“What are you doing here, mui mui?” His words whistled between two crooked teeth. “Hurry, go before they see you.”

			“Come with me,” I whispered. I didn’t have as big a heart as Mama, but my heart was certainly bigger than Ah Ma’s. I knew what would happen to this boy if he stayed.

			I pointed to the marigold flowers waving at us like little suns. “We dug a tunnel there that leads to the hills.”

			“I can’t,” he whispered back. His shoulders wilted. “They have my sister.”

			Heat pricked the backs of my eyes. I thought of Yi Gor, whom I was risking my life to save. Would my brother become a mule for me? No. He’d trade me in a heartbeat for a piece of rock sugar.

			“Go,” the boy said. “The soldiers don’t leave me alone for long.”

			I dug into my pocket for the boiled yam Ah Ma had given me last night. It was half eaten, meant to last until I returned to our camp.

			My chest burned. I didn’t know this emotion, whether it was shame or guilt or compassion. I reached for the boy’s hand. His fingers were thinner than the tines of a rake, and I uncurled them, placing the yam on his palm.

			For weeks after the Japanese left, I would look for him, this boy with the crooked teeth, and pray that he and his sister found home safely. But the truth was, even in this moment I already knew I’d never see him again.

			Without another word, I turned toward the pots, running as fast as my legs could take me.

			I didn’t look back.
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Chapter Two

			I stumbled up the hills, weaving through the tall grass, keeping low. The only direction that mattered was away. Away from the sloped gray rooftops where roosters used to strut about and announce the morning—now lookout points for the Japanese. Away from rutted dirt roads where I’d aimlessly kicked pebbles with my friends after school—now graveyards of stolen bicycles and barbed wire. Away, away, away.

			My shoes squeaked with every step, mud sieving between my toes. Soon I was panting. I let out a grunt every time I lifted my legs. My muscles had turned into concrete and every fiber of me burned. But I didn’t stop.

			Until a hail of gunshots exploded behind me.

			I pitched forward, taking a mouthful of dirt as my head hit the ground. Heavens, it hurt. But the fear was worse. I curled up into a ball and covered my head with my hands, shaking. The enemy had found me. I’d never see my family again.

			Another round of gunshots roared, and I let out a shriek. I shot up to my feet and ran.

			“Ying!” howled the wind. “Ying!”

			Someone grabbed my wrist from behind. Still shrieking, I flailed. I beat my arms and fought. I wouldn’t let them take me. I wanted to live, I had to live!

			“Ying.”

			It was whiplash how rapidly I went spinning into my mother’s arms.

			I didn’t recognize her at first. Through the blur of my tears, all I saw was an oval face, round as a goose egg.

			But I knew Mama’s voice. I knew the sound of her breathing, even though it was hard and fast like she’d been running for hours. I knew the warmth of her arms.

			She held me close, her body sagging in relief.

			“You’re safe,” she soothed, pressing her forehead to mine. Her skin was flushed and warm, almost feverish. “Shush, Ying. Shush. It’s only leoi san, the thunder god, beating his drum.”

			Over and over she repeated the words, rocking me to the singsong lilt. It was as if we were back home, sitting together on her bamboo daybed by the window as she told me about leoi san and his wife, the goddess of lightning. Together, they brewed storms in the sky and struck down all depravity in this world. It was a story I’d heard dozens of times, and the familiarity of it calmed me. I stopped shaking.

			“I thought they were gunshots,” I whispered.

			“No,” Mama said. She lifted my chin. “There’s no one here. Look.”

			She was right, the hills were empty. No soldiers, no guns. Only dragonflies fluttering in whorls against the soft flute of the wind.

			“You see?”

			I nodded numbly.

			Mama wiped my mouth clean with her sleeve and raised a canteen to my lips. Gently, then, she pried me off her lap, but she didn’t let go of my arm.

			She faced me. Her expression had gone firm, and her voice took on a low but urgent gravity.

			“Did they see you?” she asked.

			They. The enemy.

			I hesitated, remembering how the soldier’s eyes had danced over me as though I weren’t there. “No one saw me, I was careful.” I reached inside my shirt for the medicine pouch. The hemp was moist with sweat, but everything within was intact. “I got the medicine for Yi Gor.”

			Mama took the pouch, her teeth clenched. “You shouldn’t have gone to the house on your own. You could’ve been killed.”

			“I wanted to help.”

			“No.” Her face was tight with anger. “Ah Ma told you to go.”

			I bit down on my lip. Of course Mama would know that.

			What could I say? I didn’t want her to pick a fight with Ah Ma. Whenever the two quarreled, it was always Mama who yielded in the end.

			“I’m sorry.”

			Mama’s eyes turned hard. “Never again, do you understand me? Never leave without telling me.” She held me by the shoulders. “I don’t care what Ah Ma says, you listen to me. If they saw you, they would have taken you someplace where I’d never find you.” Mama’s voice had gone raw, and every word trembled. “Someplace…where they hurt girls. I’d never see you again.”

			I covered one of her hands with mine. It was hard for me, a young child, to fathom that my mother could be more frightened than I was. That she needed my comforting.

			“Yes, Mama” was all I could say.

			She inhaled, composing herself. Her gaze raked over me. “You’re bleeding.”

			I hadn’t noticed the cut on my knee, where the bayonet had scraped across. Dark blood crusted the threadbare fabric of my pants, and Mama took off her scarf and wrapped it around my leg.

			It was the scarf Baba used to wear in the winter. I ran my fingers across the navy wool, wanting to sniff and see if it still smelled like him.

			“How did you get that cut?” Mama asked, tying a double knot. “You said they didn’t see you.”

			“They didn’t.”

			Mama was no fool. The gash was a clean sharp line, not a scrape from a fall. “How did you get that cut?” she repeated. “Tell me what happened.”

			Her brusque tone made me wince. “I was in your bedroom and I heard soldiers coming, so I hid in the cupboard by your dresser—the one with all your jackets. The soldiers came in. They went through your jewelry and your clothes, and”—I was babbling, but I couldn’t stop—“and they…they looked into the cupboard. They opened the doors, but…”

			“But what?”

			“I’m not sure what happened. Only…they left me alone.”

			“You were hiding behind the jackets,” Mama reasoned.

			“Yes, but they pushed them aside. And then—” My mouth went dry with all the impossible reasons to explain what had happened. “Maybe they decided to let me go.”

			Mama did not reply. Her eyes were faraway, pooling in gray like the clouds above us. Every so often, this look came upon her, and it always unsettled me.

			“Mama?” I whispered. I shook her gently. “Mama?”

			She blinked, and her eyes filled with my reflection. “Never speak of this again,” she said at last. “Not to your brothers, not to your uncles and aunts, especially not to Ah Ma. Do you understand?”

			I didn’t understand. “Why—”

			“Do not speak of it again.” Her grip on my arm tightened. “Swear it.”

			“Yes, I swear.”

			“Good.” Mama rose, and I glimpsed the blade of a butcher knife at her side, swaddled inside a rag. I didn’t have to wonder what she would’ve done with it if she’d had to. “Climb onto my back. There’s mud everywhere and if your cut gets infected you’ll lose a leg.”

			One of Mama’s talents was shocking her children into obedience.

			She lifted me easily. I wasn’t heavy for my age, and her back was strong.

			I wrapped my arms around her neck, pressing my cheek against her.

			The thunder god was beating his drum hard. The clouds looked oily, slick with rain about to fall. My stomach grumbled and I thought of the fillets of fried dace that my uncles had sent right before the Japanese took Guangzhou, twenty-nine cans’ worth, which Ah Ma had thought was too much until it became too little. My uncles worked for a cannery in the city, and they’d been sending us dace since I was born. Mama wouldn’t let me try it until I was three, for fear I’d choke on a fish bone, but the fermented black beans in the can became my favorite food. Yi Gor told me the beans were actually eyes, a ploy to make me push away my bowl in disgust—so he could steal my share.

			“Don’t feed your sister nonsense,” Baba scolded my brother, spooning a large scoop of beans into my rice. It was the nicest thing I could recollect him ever doing for me.

			He left us on a day such as this, overcast with thunder clapping, pellets of rain dropping like the fat beans in my dace can. For a year, every day, I had asked Mama when he would come back.

			I don’t know, she’d reply tersely. Or, When his work is finished. Sometimes, she’d throw in a detail about a shoe factory in Hong Kong that my aunt’s husband had bought a few years before, and add that Baba was helping her with it. That was the end of the conversation. Eventually, I’d stopped asking.

			Except my brush with death today had kindled a new urgency inside me. I couldn’t steady the restlessness in my heart.

			“Why did Baba leave?” I whispered behind her ear. “Is he coming back?”

			The wind blew against her cheek, making the tiny hairs on her skin rise.

			She pressed forward up the hill. “You’re too young to understand.”

			“I’m almost eight years old,” I protested, as if eight were eighty. “Mama, tell me.”

			“When you’re older.”

			“How old? Please. Tell me.”

			I couldn’t see Mama’s eyes, but there was a snag in her breath, as though she were actually considering. Then: “Don’t argue with me, Ying.”

			Her words were clipped, the end of their cadence pressed as tight as a chestnut shell.

			The rain had finally come, and the pitter-patter of heaven’s tears filled the silence between us.

			Mama was hiding something. A secret so dark and dear she couldn’t share it with me.

			More than anything, I wanted to know what it was.
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Chapter Three

			Before she became my mother, Mama was called Lei Yuk Fong, and to all appearances she was a sensible, ordinary girl. The eldest daughter of a farmer, she grew up in the countryside and was neither beautiful nor well educated. Her lips were as thin as compass needles, she had wide feet and caterpillar eyebrows, and while she was competent with an abacus, she was more comfortable slaughtering a chicken than reading a letter.

			Her father didn’t believe in educating his daughters. He was a stern man with stern beliefs, set on the faith that through his hard work his grandsons would become gentlemen instead of farmers. Though he wasn’t nearsighted, he wore brass spectacles to project authority, and his greatest pride was his long waterfall of a beard, which he trimmed daily with meticulous care.

			After his wife died, he set my mother and her sisters to work on their farm. There, in the frigid North, Mama grew up harvesting cabbage and eating it with every meal—boiled, steamed, pickled, and braised. She revered siu choy as the backbone of her family; it had ensured their survival during hard times and had brought her and her sisters closer as children. Even years later, in middle age, she considered it a jewel among vegetables. She’d chew its pearl-white ribs and emerald leaves slowly and deliberately, her eyes brimming with unspoken memories.

			By the time Mama was fourteen, her father had become moderately prosperous from exporting his produce to Korea. Life would have been splendid for him had the years continued on as before. But with the political unrest escalating around Nanjing, he moved his family farther south and settled in a village west of Jiangmen—only a few hours from Tunglam. There, he strived to find good matches for his children once they came of age. My mother was the first to benefit.

			Old Lei Senior had heard of the Ha family. The Has were among the oldest clans in Guangdong, whose fortunes had dwindled over the generations, thanks to a series of lazy and weak-minded sons. In spite of this, their name still carried respect, and my father became determined to marry my mother into the family.

			His proposal was refused. The Ha matriarch—my Ah Ma—would not consider such an unsophisticated girl as a wife for her youngest son, the favorite. Lei Yuk Fong had big feet and shoulders like an ox, she presented herself in public wearing her brothers’ clothes, and though she was appropriately soft spoken, her northern accent grated my Ah Ma’s sensitive ears. Unsuitable.

			Old Lei Senior was persistent. By nature he was a miserly man, but when he wanted something, he would defy his habits to see it done. He went into Jiangmen and purchased a lavish gift of gold jewelry and French wine, and he brought his daughter to a tailor to have a cheongsam made, and paid a cobbler to fit her with proper shoes. He warned her not to say anything strange, and if she couldn’t look anyone in the eye, to keep her gaze down. Then he met with the Ha matriarch once more.

			His timing was good. The day before, Ah Ma had quarreled viciously with her two elder sons, whose wives showed more interest in going to nightclubs than in extending the bloodline. So when Old Lei came with his gifts and his daughter, whose appearance had improved considerably, Ah Ma decided it might be best for her youngest son to take a more traditionally minded wife. Lei Yuk Fong wasn’t so bad, Ah Ma allowed—she was tall and docile, a girl of few words, and she had the ideal hips for childbearing. The promise of a dowry helped.

			Mama was born in the year of the monkey, and Baba was a dragon. A good match, it was declared. They married when she turned seventeen, and she came to live with him in Tunglam.

			My parents were not a good match. Mama never lost the frugality of a farmer’s daughter, while Baba had been raised by Ah Ma to think he was richer than he really was. This made him vain and extravagant, and he harbored petty grudges that changed as often as the handkerchief in his pocket. Every evening, he invited his friends to the house. They’d stay up until dawn smoking opium and playing mahjong if they were still lucid. Should Mama dare complain—should she be anything less than the perfect hostess, Baba humiliated her in front of his friends. He’d invite them to heckle her, and he’d pinch her buttocks and bemoan that making love to her was like sleeping with a fish.

			It was a miracle Mama didn’t hate him. Then again, she was a country girl inexperienced with men, while my Baba was so charming he could coax an ant out of a sugar jar. He was handsome, too, sometimes mistaken for a movie star when he went into the city—which wasn’t too regularly. He resented his older brothers for leaving him behind with Ah Ma while they sought their fortunes in Guangzhou. His resentment would spur him to leave us too, one day, for Hong Kong.

			In the mornings, while Baba slept off the previous night’s revelry, Ah Ma summoned Mama to keep her and Ah Ma’s daughter—my Gu Ma—company. Monkey-born women were supposed to be vivacious, but Mama was nothing of the sort. Her reserve bored them, so they entertained themselves by deriding her for the dowdy jackets she wore, for chewing with her mouth open, for wearing her hair in an austere braid. But for all her plainness, Mama had beautiful eyes. Even Baba thought so. They were dark and smooth like the finest clay, framed by shutters of thick, long lashes. And when she laughed, which wasn’t as often as she deserved, their corners crinkled into the points of a star.

			Things got better after she gave birth to my brothers. Dai Gor and Yi Gor were born one year apart, and they were both plump and healthy boys, constantly hungry. They suckled at Mama’s breasts with a relentless greed that would have drained any new mother, but Mama bore it without complaint, and Ah Ma praised her sturdy physique. Having two male children established Mama’s position in the household, and with her newfound freedom, she settled herself in the kitchen. She’d always been a good cook, and her food gradually won her favor with the Ha family. Sadly, none of it would last.

			Do not forget, I said my mother had a secret.

			She was twenty-three when she became pregnant again. All was well until the winter before the baby was due. At night, Mama fell into alternating fits of screaming and weeping. She lashed out at Baba when he came to her bed, shouting obscenities and trying to strangle him. When the servants came to restrain her, she slashed at them with scissors. In the day, she’d be fine again, as though nothing had happened.

			Word spread that a demon had possessed her. Although the Ha family suppressed such tittle-tattle to save face, they too began to suspect there was something off about their youngest daughter-in-law.

			An exorcist was hired. He found a raised red spot on Mama’s back that was the size of a quail egg and declared it a mark of bad luck. When he tried to carve it out, Mama threw an oil lamp at him, making a mark of her own on his face. After that, she was confined to her room, her limbs tied to the bed. All windows were shuttered, the maids burned incense to cloud her senses, and the doctors encouraged Baba to smoke opium beside her bed so the vapors would dull her mind.

			In the spring, she delivered twin girls, both stillborn. Ah Ma dismissed the incident as a piddling misfortune, less terrible since the babies had been girls, but the loss affected Mama deeply. Her violent episodes ended, and she became even more reticent than before. Day after day she sat alone in her room by the window. Numb to the world, she barely slept and instead drank tea, so much that her teeth were stained brown, and the whites of her eyes turned gray.

			Around this time, Mama became a Catholic. How exactly it happened was a mystery, but her new faith calmed her. Rather than passing her days in stupor, she recited verses from the Bible and prayed.

			Soon my father returned to her bed at night, and a year later, I arrived in this world. I was born the morning after a lunar eclipse, and unlike my brothers, I didn’t holler as soon as I left my mother’s womb. I was a scrawny blue thing with weak lungs and a sickly complexion. At the look of me, Ah Ma predicted that I wouldn’t survive the night. But Mama held me tightly, and according to my aunts, she snarled at anyone who tried to take me away.

			Obviously, I lived.

			I was named Yut Ying, meaning “shadow of the moon.” Mama thought shadow sounded unlucky, and the Ying she called me instead became a play on words, from baby when I was little, to brave when I was older. Baba, on the other hand, called me his little bengyun, his mooncake mold—because everyone said I was a copy of him, with the same crescent mouth and scoop in our nose bridge. Since my brothers took after Mama, my resemblance to him delighted him, and he’d bounce me on his lap while he smoked in the den, showing me off to his friends. For most of my childhood, Baba was the world to me. That made him my first disappointment.

			I was four when he left. The sun was high that day, and even the ants had the sense to stay in the shade—though in hindsight, maybe they were hiding from the rain that was to come. I was squatting in the courtyard, nursing the mosquito bites between my toes. Yi Gor was bouncing a ball, and Dai Gor wanted Baba to fix his bicycle’s flat tire, but Baba was shouting at Mama. Through the window I could see Mama twisting her hands, her knuckles pale as teeth, her eyes red as though she were trying not to cry.

			At last the door opened, and Dai Gor sauntered up to Baba with his bicycle. Baba scowled. He had a headache, he said, and he needed to nap. He didn’t pat me on the head when I brought him his pipe and wished him a good rest.

			While he slept, rain poked out of the clouds and flooded the courtyard. When evening came, I called Baba to dinner, only to find that he was gone.

			Mama said nothing, but she took away his bowl and his chopsticks, placed them back in the cupboard, and latched the doors shut. That was all we needed to know.

			A few months later, the Japanese invaded China.
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Chapter Four

			“Did she bring rice?”

			I was half asleep, still clinging to Mama’s neck, when we arrived back at our camp, but Dai Gor’s voice was a pinprick to my dreams. I stirred immediately when she set me down.

			“You forget what a bigheaded prawn your mui mui is,” Ah Ma was replying. “We’re lucky she even knew which house was ours.”

			“She got the medicine,” said Mama sharply. She whirled. “Syun Tung, stop playing with that radio. If the Japanese catch our signal—”

			My oldest brother fiddled with the knobs, and the static grew louder before it shut off completely. “She could’ve brought food, too,” he groused. “A bag of rice wouldn’t have killed her.”

			Mama glared him into silence.

			We’d been in the hills twenty days now, ten since we’d run out of rice. My belly curved in like a bowl, and I was tired—oh so tired—of eating yams. But after today, I would’ve eaten a whole box of them. A pot burbled just outside the tent, and I hoped it was dinner.

			My grandmother loomed over me. “Did they come into our house?” she asked, for that was the only thing that mattered to her.

			“Yes,” I said, slowly sitting up.

			Ah Ma sniffed, then she began her lament. “My house. My beautiful, beautiful house, soiled by those scoundrels! If not for these old joints, these weak bones, I’d have thrown them all out.”

			The house was everything to my grandmother. If I tripped over a loose floor tile, she’d bemoan the scuffed tile and not the cut on my knees, then strike me for not being more careful.

			“I can’t believe you didn’t get killed,” Dai Gor said, setting down his precious radio. “Were they carrying vipers?”

			“Yes.”

			My brother went on, “Uncle Tong’s son said that they killed a hundred people last week, and even after the rain, the fields still smell like blood—”

			I gave his radio a good kick. It was the only way to shut him up.

			“Ma! Did you see what she did?”

			“Enough,” said Mama. She dipped outside the tent, stirring the soup pot with a ladle. A pungent herbal smell suffused the air; she was making Yi Gor’s medicine. “Your sister has had a long day. So have I.”

			Dai Gor sent me a dirty look and stormed out.

			Ah Ma clucked her tongue. “You’re too hard on him, Yuk Fong. Sons are treasures.”

			“What good have your treasures done? All three left you behind.”

			Ah Ma’s face darkened. “You watch your tongue.”

			Mama didn’t argue further. It was as far as she’d ever go. She was the kettle on the fire that only simmered but never boiled.

			“An errant son is worth four dutiful daughters,” Ah Ma said. “Your daughter may be dutiful, but Syun Tung is right, she should have brought food. A thoughtful girl would have brought back some rice for her sick brother. No wonder she did so dreadfully in school.”

			At the insult, my cheeks grew hot. My Ha blood was petty and never forgot a slight.

			Be good, I reminded myself. The gods had saved me; in return, I couldn’t disappoint them.

			“I will be more thoughtful, Ah Ma,” I said, striving to sound polite. “Can I have my doll back now?”

			She harrumphed. “That rag? I gave it to the neighbor’s daughter.”

			“You said you’d give her back when I brought the medicine.”

			“I changed my mind. You’re too old to be playing with dolls. You have so many toys—look at those little mosquitoes your mother’s taken in.” She pointed at a tent full of our neighbors’ children. “They have nothing.”

			Before I could protest, Mama ladled medicine into a bowl and passed it to me. “Give this to your brother. Tell him to finish it.”

			I gave her a pleading look. I was waiting for her secret smile, a promise to get my doll back while I went to Yi Gor. But Mama was silent. Her hand was on her chest, where her rosary beads lay behind her tunic.

			I turned back to Ah Ma. “Which neighbor?”

			“Ying!” warned Mama.

			I stomped my foot, but that was the extent of my rebellion. I ducked under the mosquito netting to my brothers’ tent.

			Yi Gor lay on a pile of blankets rank with vomit. He was pale, his skin clammy and his closed eyelids marbled with tiny veins. I knew he wasn’t asleep, because he rolled to his side and said, “What are you staring at, nosy hen?”

			“Mama made you soup.” I passed him the bowl. “Drink it.”

			“It’s hot,” Yi Gor complained. “Blow on it for me.”

			One of Yi Gor’s favorite amusements was ordering me around. I glowered but did as he asked.

			He rolled to his side. “I heard Dai Gor say something about rice. Did you get eggs, too?”

			“Yes,” I said meanly, “and lychees and steamed cakes from Mrs. Wong’s bakery.” I saw his disappointment and suddenly felt bad. Seven tin soldiers surrounded his blanket—toys he had brought from home, now half buried in the dirt.

			I pushed the toys aside and sat beside him, dipping a wooden spoon into his soup. I blew it cool.

			Yi Gor turned away when I raised the spoon. “It smells rotten.”

			“You smell rotten.”

			My brother gave me a feeble glare. “Someone’s in a bad mood.”

			Yi Gor coughed, and I seized the bucket behind his pillows in case he needed to vomit. But he simply let out a ragged breath. Finally, he took the spoon. He screwed up his face at the bitter taste, but he drank half the bowl without complaint. When he was nearly done, I rewarded him with a sip of boiled water.

			“Dai Gor wanted to bet that you wouldn’t come back,” he said. “I could’ve won his radio, but—”

			“But what?”

			“I didn’t want to bet,” he confessed. “I’m glad you went and not Mama. I’m also glad you weren’t killed.”

			Yi Gor lifted his spoon again, and little by little, he finished the soup, letting out a cough at the end. He looked so pitiful lying there, yet he did something I would never forget.

			He smiled at me.

			In the years to come, when my brother and I were no longer speaking, I would often come back to this moment—and wish that I had smiled back.

			

			—

			Two weeks later, the Japanese left.

			Summer had gone. We were on the brink of autumn and the hills were turning red, maple leaves coating the ground in a bloodred carpet. The trees became easier to climb, and my brothers and I wasted no time. The wind whistled against the nape of my neck as I clung to a newly barren branch, watching the Japanese crawl out of our hometown.

			From my perch, the line of cars composed a long, armored centipede with no head, just a continuous tail. It made for quite the monster, with the smoke gasping out of the exhaust pipes, puffing into the shape of wispy black legs. We watched to the very end, when even the centipede’s shadow was gone—before we began our long way home.

			There was no celebration when we returned to Tunglam. No one cheered, for there was little to be happy about. Our town was forever changed. Much of the farmland had been razed or scorched, trees had been chopped down, livestock slaughtered, shops plundered. Everyone knew someone who’d gone missing, and there were walls of barbed wire that hadn’t been there before, enclosing areas that gave off suspicious odors. A few times Mama covered my eyes with her hand as we walked down the street. She wouldn’t tell me why.

			The first thing Ah Ma did when we got home was go straight to her room to burn her bedsheets. She couldn’t stomach the idea of the enemy touching her things, their commander sleeping in her bed.

			Mama followed her and snatched the matches before she could light the brazier.

			“What are you doing?” Ah Ma bristled. “Give them back.”

			Mama wouldn’t. “You burn your sheets, what will you sleep on?”

			“If Third Son hadn’t married you, I wouldn’t be starving to death, working myself to death, hiding from those Japanese bastards! I’d be in Guangzhou—”

			“Locked up in a war camp,” Mama finished for her.

			Ah Ma’s eyes flashed resentfully. She wrenched free of Mama and hobbled into the courtyard, knocking her cane on every doorframe and moaning at the mess the soldiers had made.

			Her only audience was Mama and we children, so Ah Ma quickly tired of putting on her show and stood by the pond, where she actually started weeping. Fat pearls of tears rolled down her cheeks. Mama went up to her.

			“This house was beautiful,” she said, touching Ah Ma’s arm. “It will be beautiful again.”

			War had brought an unlikely peace between my mother and grandmother, who leaned her head against Mama’s shoulder, blowing her nose into Mama’s sleeve.

			Our house was special. According to our family annals, the emperor himself had gifted it to my ancestor, an imperial minister of great renown. Some considered it the most elegant residence in all of Guangdong Province, with its celadon-green walls and vermillion doors with brass knockers, its auspiciously south-facing courtyard and sprawling gardens. For Ah Ma, the house was a reminder of better times, a last symbol of our family’s faded glory. It was more precious to her than blood, and no matter how dire our straits, she refused to leave it.

			“They took everything,” Ah Ma said, weeping. “My wedding silks, my porcelain, my paintbrushes.” She gestured at the pond with a dramatic flourish. “Even the fish are dead. They’re off to a better place.”

			My grandmother covered her face, wretchedly sobbing. “Who wants to live during a time like this? I know I don’t. I should have stayed and let them kill me. I’m better off dead.”

			Ah Ma made as if to throw herself into the pond.

			My brothers grabbed her. “Don’t you stop me, what point is there in going on?” she cried, flailing against the boys. “They took everything from us. Everything!”

			“They didn’t take everything,” Mama said. “Not our lives.”

			Ah Ma wrenched herself free of my brothers. “What use are our lives if we have no money?”

			“No one has money.”

			“No one has food, either.”

			Mama strained to stay patient. “We are lucky. If we were in the North, winter would kill us. At least here, we can still grow more—”

			“Yams?” cried Yi Gor.

			The thought of eating more yams made my throat close.

			“Uncle Lau might have some eggs and rice,” said Mama.

			“His rice has ants,” Dai Gor muttered, making a face.

			I wanted to step on his foot. He had had more to eat than any of us yet showed the least gratitude. Before the war, I’d never known that hunger could hurt. I’d never had to wear my brothers’ old shoes and stuff them with cloth so they didn’t whistle with air when I walked. I’d never watched my mother starve herself so we could eat more; over the last weeks she’d grown thinner and thinner, and some nights I couldn’t sleep for worrying she might not wake up the next morning.

			While Ah Ma continued to cry, Mama sorted through everything we’d brought back from the hills. At last she located a parcel enfolded in pink striped cotton, and she passed it to me.

			It was my porcelain doll. She had a chip on her chin from the time Dai Gor threw her down from the rooftop to see if she’d shatter, and her tangled black hair was unevenly cropped from when I was little and thought doll hair would grow back.

			I couldn’t believe it. I looked up at Mama, my eyes filming up with gratitude. “How did you—”

			“Don’t grow up too fast, Ying,” Mama interrupted. She combed her fingers through my doll’s fine hair, picking out a stray leaf. “Life is more beautiful when you’re a child.”

			She took two brooms and a shovel, handed them to my brothers and me, and we began the journey of cleaning up.
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Chapter Five

			The next years were difficult. Not only was our farm destroyed, the vegetable gardens scorched and the orchard razed, but soon after came a severe drought. For too long, we continued to eat roots and yams. No meat, no eggs, no milk. Rice became a treat that made me choke up with joy, and I could count on one hand how many times we had bread.

			Mama grew worried that the lack of food would stunt my brothers’ growth. At night, while I pretended to be asleep, she stole out of her bedroom, collecting beetles from under the rocks in the garden. At breakfast, we had a grainy black “congee.” No one dared grumble, not even Ah Ma. But no one asked for seconds.

			Come winter, the plum blossoms bloomed and the rains came and went. Life went on.

			My brothers shot up in height. Their bones stretched long and lanky, and their throats bobbed when they spoke. One day Dai Gor came home sporting the first whiskers of a mustache and carrying a bucket of artillery shells he and his friend had dug up. That was the day he announced he wanted to enlist in the National Revolutionary Army.

			“You’re too young,” Mama said. “The army won’t take you.”

			Ah Ma agreed. “Utter such nonsense again and I’ll break your legs.”

			Dai Gor simmered in discontent. In a silent rebellion, he came home late every night afterward, and sometimes not at all. Mama didn’t rebuke him. His absence became a splinter in the family that she pretended didn’t exist. But she did pray more.

			Twice a week she busied herself by writing simple letters for our neighbors. Her characters were heavy-handed and inelegant, and most of the missives carried no address aside from vague references to this refugee camp or that, but trying to help others locate their missing relatives gave Mama a sense of purpose. I sensed she needed hope just as much as our neighbors did.

			While Mama increasingly spent more time away, I took care of the house. I cooked, I gardened, I patched the broken stones in the walls and fished scraps of aluminum out of the gutters. Callouses roughened my fingers, new muscles tautened my arms and calves, and my face grew pretty. Ah Ma was the one who started remarking on my looks. “Come closer, ah Ying. Let me look at you.”

			She squinted as though she couldn’t believe what she saw. “No longer a death by sight, are you? I thought you were like your mother, best seen in the dark. Turns out you’ve got some Ha blood after all!” She pinched my cheeks, then clucked her tongue at Mama. “Keep her hands soft, Yuk Fong, and she’ll marry rich one day.”

			Ah Ma became nicer to me, but not kinder. She began asking me to sing after our meals. At first I thought it was because she enjoyed my music, but then she’d stop me mid-verse and tell me to smile more flirtatiously. Soon I caught on. When she offered me an extra serving at dinner, it was to make my cheeks plumper, my face healthier. When she forbade Mama from cutting my split ends, it was to keep my hair longer and more feminine. She began to bemoan that binding feet was no longer in fashion, so she measured my waist and the width of my forehead instead, recording the numbers in a book. That was when she remembered that I couldn’t read.

			“A high-class man will want a wife who can read,” said Ah Ma with a frown. “It won’t do for you to end up barely literate like your mother.”

			“Will you teach me?” I asked.

			“I’m a lady, not a tutor.” Ah Ma grimaced, as she did when she was thinking hard. “I’ll write to your father. There are schools in Hong Kong that can straighten out girls even like you. We’ll see about you joining him there.”

			My heart leapt. “Really?”

			Ah Ma nodded, more to herself than for me. “I know someone in Shenzhen who’s been smuggling people across the border.”

			“Don’t bother.” Mama’s face darkened. “The Japanese will be in Hong Kong soon. It’ll be years before the war is over.”

			For the first time, I felt a frisson of animosity toward my mother. Did she always have to be so gloomy? “The British won’t let Hong Kong fall.”

			Mama’s lips thinned. “What do you know about such matters? You’ll go if I say you can go.”

			I turned to Ah Ma for help. For so long, I’d yearned to go to school, and to finally be given this chance was like a taste of cake after months of watery gruel.

			“Aiya, Yuk Fong, what kind of mother are you?” said my grandmother. “It’s for ah Ying’s future!”

			Mama wouldn’t budge. The two bickered the rest of the evening, but for once, my mother won. The remainder of the week, Ah Ma pretended I didn’t exist.

			I couldn’t understand why Mama would hold me back. Was she jealous that I might be reunited with Baba?

			After all the times I’d defended her from my brothers, from Ah Ma, this was a betrayal.

			I’d hold the grudge against her for a long time, even though Mama ended up being right about everything. Hong Kong fell to the Japanese, and over the course of their occupation, a million Hong Kong Chinese would leave for the mainland.

			It would be four long years before the war was over and I heard from Baba.

			

			—

			It was 1945, late summer in Tunglam. The biggest news in town was that one of the old stone bridges had finally been fixed. Yi Gor and I were chasing ducks, trying to catch one for dinner, when firecrackers abruptly roared and the ducks scattered in terror.

			Yi Gor and I exchanged a fearful look and ran for home. All along the streets, the townspeople were shouting, “It’s over! The war is over!”

			We found Mama with our neighbors, crowded around the radio, listening to the news that Emperor Hirohito had surrendered unconditionally. There was more, about the United States dropping catastrophic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but I couldn’t hear over the flurry of everyone’s excitement.

			“It’s over,” Yi Gor whispered. “They lost.”

			I couldn’t cheer or weep with relief as others were doing. Instead of joy, I felt numb. The war had devoured my childhood, and my memories of life before were faint, almost as distant as my memories of living with my father. Now, it was over. Things would go back to the way they were. But what did that even mean?

			The change happened quickly. A few weeks later, the Japanese left China. They were like locusts, here one day then gone the next. The mess they left would take years to clean up.

			At eleven, I was a slip of a girl, teetering on the precipice of womanhood. I wore a white undershirt to hide the two soft mounds forming below my collarbones, and with my nails I plucked at the tiny hairs sprouting under my armpits. As a child, my voice had been high and sweet, delicate like the popular singers I heard on the radio. Now it was lower, deeper. I sounded like a stranger in my own head and I hated it.

			Nonetheless, I didn’t stop singing. I needed music. I loved it the way Ah Ma loved the house. Music restored my faith that there was still wonder in this world, still beauty. Every chance I got I listened to the radio. I memorized every song on air and sang them constantly, so immersed in my daydreams of becoming a famous singer that I forgot to pay mind to my chores.

			“Ying!” Mama would whack my arm with the rice paddle. “The cabbage is burning! What’s the matter with you?”

			She’d seen how when I went outside, the boys who used to come by to see Yi Gor now dallied to flirt with me. Mama blamed my negligence on such attentions. She thought I was in love.

			I’d get another whack, then she’d go on and on about the foolishness of young romance. The lectures went in one ear and out the other. Pretending to listen was better than telling her about my dream of becoming a famous singer. I knew what Mama would say: that singers were scarcely better than prostitutes. She was teaching me to become a wife and mother.

			I couldn’t tell her that I didn’t want her life. I didn’t want to marry a man I’d never met and end up caged in a house of strangers.

			Then came the letter from Baba.

			I was in the kitchen frying rice when Mama appeared at the door. Never one to ease into a difficult conversation, she said, “Your father has invited you and Yi Gor to Hong Kong.”

			Startled, I dropped my paddle into the wok. “What?”

			“Ah Ma wrote to your father as soon as Hong Kong was liberated,” said Mama, taking my place at the charcoal stove. “She asked him to take you in.”

			At this point, my father was more a list of memories than a person, tucked into a drawer far in the back of my mind. I recalled that his hair smelled like shoe polish, and he kept a comb in his back pocket to tame every strand that dared fall out of place. His face was a clock with too many hands: thick eyebrows pointing at two and ten, the ends of his mustache at four and eight. He always had a pipe in his mouth or a cigarette between his fingers, and his cheeks turned red when he drank too much wine. He liked to eat salted fish.

			I had missed him at first, but that longing had long since curdled into resentment. He had written us only one letter, simply to say that he’d arrived in Hong Kong. Mama had tucked it away in a biscuit tin that stored her needles and buttons and never mentioned it again.

			“Will Dai Gor come too?” I asked.

			“No,” Mama replied. “He will work for eldest uncle in Guangzhou come the spring.”

			“When will we leave?”

			She turned to the rice, stirring it vigorously. “I won’t be going.”

			“What?” It was as though I’d been struck. “But—”

			“Your father remarried,” she interrupted without looking at me. “He took another wife before the war, and she lives with him in your aunt’s house.”

			“Baba remarried,” I repeated stupidly.

			“You’ll call her Sai Ma, understand?”

			Little mother. Or, second mother.

			Mama’s words were stilted, the cadence all wrong. That was when I realized she’d known about Baba’s other wife for years. I suddenly felt sick. “Aren’t you angry?”

			“It is common to take more than one wife,” Mama said. She made a well in the center of the rice and cracked two eggs inside. “We’ve arranged for a boat to take you and your brother from the port. Pack what you need. This will be a good opportunity for you.”

			Steam blurred my vision. “What about you?”

			“I’ll stay with Ah Ma. Now that the war is over, your father’s begun sending money again. You needn’t worry about us.”

			“But—”

			“Mind the heat,” she interrupted. “Always stir in the same direction.” She handed the paddle back to me, closing the matter. She knew me, and she was succinct. “No more questions.”

			No more questions? But I had a hundred. How long had she known that Baba had gotten married again? Was he ever coming back to Tunglam? Had he forgotten her?

			In my pan, the eggs sizzled.

			I let them burn.

			

			—

			It was easy to pack since I didn’t have much. My three-drawer chest was sparsely endowed with my brothers’ old shirts and jackets, two of Mama’s faded cheongsams, and undergarments I had sewn myself from a fraying blanket. I folded my clothes into a brown wicker suitcase, packed an extra pair of shoes and one of Mama’s wooden combs, and I tucked my doll inside, too. Her clothes were stained and her porcelain face had yellowed from the humidity, yet everything we’d gone through together endeared her to me. I had nothing else I loved as much.

			Mama slipped into my room, a gray shawl draped over her shoulders. She said, “I don’t remember you having a mark on your chest. It’s new, isn’t it?”

			“Ah Ma says such marks are unlucky,” I mumbled.

			“Only certain ones.”

			Like yours? I thought. I was still angry with her. These last few years, I’d begrudged her for not letting me go to Hong Kong. Now I was furious that she wanted me to go. She should have told me about Baba’s new wife from the start. I would never have wanted to live with them.

			Sensing my frostiness, Mama sat on my bed. On her lap was a small box bundled in a sheet of lumpy cotton. “Open it.”

			My curiosity won out over my indignation. I undid the fabric, and inside the box were two silk ribbons for tying my hair, and a carefully folded cotton undergarment.

			My eyes widened with surprise. “Glasses?”

			That was what we called bras.

			“You’ll need it soon,” Mama said. “Maybe when you’re twelve, or the year after. I won’t be there with you, so if you have questions, ask your aunt or your second mother.”

			“I don’t know them.”

			“You will soon enough, after living in Gu Ma’s house.”

			Gu Ma was Baba’s only sister. Though I hadn’t seen her since I was a baby, Ah Ma grumbled about her plenty. Her husband owned a shoe factory in Hong Kong, but he’d died recently, leaving her solely in charge. Ah Ma was sore that she hadn’t sent money back, unlike my dutiful father.

			Mama, I sensed, also didn’t like Gu Ma. But I doubted it was about money; Mama didn’t care about such things.

			“There’s nothing to be scared about.” Mama drew me close to braid a ribbon into my hair. “Study well, and keep your thoughts to yourself. Hong Kong is a big city, bigger even than Guangzhou. Don’t be too trusting of others—not everyone will want what’s best for you. And don’t make trouble for your father.”

			Or your stepmother, she left unsaid.

			I made a mute dip of my head.

			“And be polite to your aunt,” Mama added. “Your father has always been close to her. He works for her factory, and she’ll pay for your clothes, your food, your schooling.”

			Again, I could hear what she left unsaid. It’s more than I can do for you.

			She rose and walked to the door. Something else was on her mind. I could tell from how purposefully she slid the door open.

			“Show me what you did,” she said then, very quietly, “when the Japanese came into our house.”

			My eyes flew to hers. We hadn’t spoken of that day in years.

			I followed Mama down the narrow corridor to her bedroom. Her windows were shut, trapping stale smells of chrysanthemum tea and newspaper ink within the alabaster walls. Over it all, the sharp tang of vinegar tickled my nostrils. After the Japanese had left, we scrubbed every room clean with vinegar, yet I could still make out an undertone of cigarette smoke.

			I faced that wretched spot in the room—the cupboard against the wall where I had nearly died.

			“You said you hid in here.” Mama opened the two wooden doors wide. “Show me.”

			I gawked. I couldn’t fit in there anymore. I was almost twelve!

			“Ying.” Mama raised her voice a step, a gentle warning.

			Obediently, I crouched and folded myself inside, bending so I wouldn’t hit my head. Mama closed the doors.

			Darkness consumed me. The air grew shallow. I curled my spine and hugged my knees tightly. There were no soldiers in the house, I knew that. Yet just being in there—in that cupboard, I became seven years old again. Phantom cigarette smoke pricked my eyes, and shadows swam across my vision, shaped like guns and silvery steel fangs. Fear galloped inside my chest, and I wiped the mucus dribbling out of my nose, down my lip.

			“I want to come out,” I cried. “Let me out. Mama!”

			One door creaked open. Outside was Mama, holding a paring knife. She pressed it to my throat, applying pressure.

			“Ma, what are you—”

			“Try again. Do exactly what you did.”

			She pointed the tip of the knife to my neck. The metal was cold. It bit into my skin, and I gasped. “Mama?”

			My mother’s gaze was blank and callous. Her eyes became mirrors into my past, drawing me back to the Japanese soldier who had opened this same cupboard, the tip of his bayonet scraping against the lacquered wood before finding the soft flesh of my knee.

			I looked away, choking on terror. No, I thought frantically. Don’t hurt me. Go away!

			The air went out of my lungs. I couldn’t breathe.

			Then it happened.

			The warning was little more than a tickle across the nape of my neck, a caress of cold air that sent the barest shiver down my spine. It was like going underwater, entering a dark and silent realm where no one would touch me. No one could see me.

			Mama’s knife clattered into the cupboard, jolting me back into existence. I let go of my breath and it was over.

			“You can make yourself into nothing,” she said quietly. She extended her hand to help me out of the cupboard. “That’s how you escaped.”

			Goosebumps pinpricked my arms. I was shaking. “What happened?” I was rattling with questions. “How did I—” I gulped. “This can’t be—”

			“Breathe.” Mama cut me off before I could finish. She touched my cheek, and her voice fell low. “When I was a girl, a monk passed through my hometown. My sisters were curious about him and followed him down the road, begging him to read their fortunes. I went along to make sure they wouldn’t get in trouble. At the edge of the village, he turned around. He couldn’t have been older than my father, but he had the oldest eyes. Ancient yet fiery—like the Great Sage. He stepped toward me and touched my forehead.” Mama demonstrated, pressing her palm to her head.

			“Then he leaned down and spoke into my ear so only I could hear. He told me that there was a demon inside me, as small as a fish bone. I wasn’t the first in my family, and I wouldn’t be the last. It was an affliction—a curse that manifests differently in every generation, and it would pass to my daughter and her daughter until…”

			“Until what?”

			Mama’s hand fell to her lap. “He wouldn’t say. But when you told me the Japanese didn’t see you, I suspected that you, too…” She shook her head. “You were young, Ying. Too young.”

			I swallowed hard. “What is your curse?”

			“Visions,” replied Mama distantly. “They began when I was thirteen, soon after my family moved to Guangdong and I first bled. When I slept, I…I had dreams. Terrible dreams. I thought they were nightmares—I saw my mother vomiting blood into a pot, the life being drained from her over a few short days. I saw metal birds in the sky dropping seeds that set the world below ablaze. I saw myself as a grown woman locked away in a narrow room, my hands and feet bound to a bed, and my mouth gagged by cloth as I shouted names I did not yet know.

			“I became afraid of sleeping.” Mama touched the dark circles under her eyes. “I tried to stay awake as long as I could, but I could never last more than a few days. When I slept again, the dreams came back.

			“No one would listen to me,” she went on. “My uncles called me mad, and my father beat me for bringing distress to my mother. He threatened to sell me if I uttered another word about my dreams. So I kept quiet.”

			“Then what happened?”

			“My mother became ill a few days later. She had always suffered terrible pains in her head and slept to drive them away. By the time the doctor came, it was too late. She wouldn’t wake up.”

			Mama wrung her hands, twisting them together. “You can’t understand how hard it was for me, wondering if I might have saved her. If only someone had listened. If only she’d seen the doctor earlier. At night I’d walk into the pond until I was chin deep, and I’d stay there, shivering so I wouldn’t fall asleep. In the mornings I went to the temple and prayed. I could think about nothing else—other than how I allowed my mother to die.

			“I became very thin and frail, useless at the farm. My father declared that I was deranged and there was nothing he could do that would save me. So he decided to marry me off.” She paused. “You think he wanted me to become a Ha because of their family name, but there are plenty of prominent houses in Guangdong. Why choose one all the way in a backwater town like Tunglam? Because he needed a family that was desperate to keep its status, a family that couldn’t afford the shame of discarding me once they found out that I was…”

			Her voice trailed, yet I understood.

			“After I met your Ah Ma, I learned what sort of woman she was and what she’d do if I brought disgrace to the Ha name. So I kept my visions to myself. I hid them from your baba and his family, and I found my god.” She touched her chest, rubbing the beads hidden underneath her collar. “For a while, it became easier to pretend.” Her gaze lowered. “Then I saw the two babies I’d lose, and…”

			Her voice cracked. I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t know what to say.

			“After you were born, I dreamt of a war. A terrible war that ravaged every land on this earth. It began in the West like a disease, leaving everything it touched rotten and wasted away.” Mama paled visibly. “I dreamt that the Japanese invaded China. I saw them take your uncles in Guangzhou prisoner and burn their factories. I saw…” She closed her eyes. “So many ghosts.”

			She wasn’t finished. “I begged your father to take us away from here,” she said. “I told him we weren’t safe here, and we needed to move inland, maybe even go to Tibet. He called me a raving fool. He said that Japan was a pathetic little island, and while they’d been lucky invading Manchuria, they’d been trying for years to conquer us, never succeeding. They’d never take the capital.”

			“You saw the future,” I realized. My mind was reeling, trying to understand how this could be possible.

			“Yes,” Mama confirmed, “and I could do nothing about it. That is my curse. Now yours begins.”

			I was quiet. Being able to turn invisible didn’t seem like a curse, I thought. After all, it had saved me from the Japanese.

			Mama bent her head low, holding her rosary beads. “Every night, I confess my sins and my failures to Him. He understands my pain. He forgives me.” She lifted her gaze to take me in. “Perhaps He will understand yours, too. You, my daughter, who can become nothing.”

			She seldom spoke of her faith with me. She knew I didn’t believe in it, that secretly I agreed with Ah Ma and found her piousness foolish.

			“Keep what you can do to yourself,” she said at last. “This is important.” A pause. “No one will believe you anyway.”

			I met Mama’s gaze. There was defeat in her dark eyes, a melancholy that I’d never seen before. It moved me to see.

			“I believe you,” I said.

			I thought the words would bring her relief, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Mama’s dark eyes turned foreboding. “Growing up has a way of making us forget who we really are. Hold on to your secrets, Ying. Don’t let them go.”

			I bit down on my lip. Mama had foreseen the death of her mother and two stillborn children, she’d had a premonition of the war and the Japanese invasion. How different would our lives have been if people had listened to her?

			“Did you know Baba would leave us?” I said suddenly.

			Mama looked stricken, and I wished I hadn’t asked.

			To my surprise, she answered. “Yes, I knew.”

			“When he left—you didn’t fight him.”

			“What use is fighting when it is bound to happen?” Mama said. “I cannot change it.”

			My mother, whom I had always considered the strongest person I knew, was brittle inside. A prisoner of fate because of her visions. “Then try!” I started. “Try to change it.”

			“No. That is your youth speaking. When you’re older, you’ll understand.”

			When I was older? I’d lost my childhood to a war. What more was there for me to learn—to understand?

			“Please,” I pleaded. “Come to Hong Kong.”

			“I wouldn’t be welcomed. Besides, someone has to watch your grandmother.”

			“Why does it have to be you? She isn’t your mother.”

			“Ying.” Mama’s voice took on an edge.

			I wished that for once Mama wouldn’t simply simmer. That she’d let out her anger and burst. “Sorry.”

			A muscle twitched in Mama’s jaw. “Having this curse does not make you special.”

			“I know that.”

			“Then hold your tongue and don’t chase wild dreams. Marry well instead. Choose a good man who will take care of you and your children.”

			I was silent, but my thoughts rebelled. Now armed with the dark secret that Mama had shared with me, I made a resolute vow that I would never marry. I’d seen firsthand what women became once they were wives. Their husbands owned them, and they were no longer part of the household that had raised them. I didn’t want that for myself.

			I didn’t want to become nothing.

			“There’s one last thing I have for you.”

			From under her sleeve Mama unclasped a slender gold bracelet with a peanut charm on one end. I’d caught glimpses of it before, on the scant occasions Mama’s wrist wasn’t covered, but I’d never seen the charm up close. Peanuts were symbolic of a long and fruitful life, and also one of my favorite foods. I missed their satisfying crunch between my teeth.

			“This bracelet has been in my family for generations,” Mama said softly, rubbing the charm between her fingers. “It belonged to my grandmother. My mother said that she could speak to spirits, and that she walked the sky with her bound feet to find a home for us.”

			“Was she…like us?”

			Mama’s face closed. “I never met her,” she chose to say instead. She laid the bracelet over my wrist. It was made of solid gold, worth a small fortune. “Even when times were hard, my mother kept this hidden from my father and refused to sell it. I meant to give it to you when you became a woman, but you’ll take it now”—she pinched the hook clasp tight—“for luck and protection.”

			I regarded Mama, too moved to speak.

			She was still holding my hand. “Don’t run after you eat, and don’t sleep with your hair wet,” she said. “Cover your neck and your feet from the wind, remember not to chew loudly when you eat, and don’t drink cold water or it’ll make you sick.”

			As she let go, I looked down at the bracelet. It was thin and delicate as a string, yet its chain was strong, bonded by tiny forked links. Almost like fish bones. “Will I see you again?”

			Mama rounded her lips, about to say something. Then the look shuttered, and her eyes turned faraway. “You haven’t been listening.” She unbuttoned the top of her shirt, showing me the birthmark on her back just below her shoulder blade. It was the size of a large bean, slightly raised. It matched the red spot on my collarbone.

			“This is the mark of my suffering,” she said. “I carried you on my back, but it is time for me to let you go. I am your past, don’t cling to me anymore.”

			“But—”

			“That’s enough.” She wore a defeated look that I would never forget. “Go. Close the door behind you.”

			I turned to leave, but before I could change my mind I wrapped my arms around Mama’s waist and hugged her.

			Caught by surprise, she stiffened. One by one her shoulders went soft, and she pressed her cheek to my forehead. We held each other, neither speaking but both silently saying goodbye.

			When finally I left Mama’s room, I heard a sob behind the door.
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Chapter Six

			Baba wasn’t at the pier.

			I shouldn’t have been disappointed, but after three days of traveling elbow to elbow with my brother—first from Tunglam to Guangzhou, where we had a half-hearted reunion with my uncles, all thin and gray like the cigarettes affixed to their mouths; then on to a Hong Kong–bound steamboat so crowded that in spite of the open-air decks I couldn’t even glimpse the sea—I had indulged in fantasies of Baba’s coming to fetch us. I pictured his arms full of iced gem biscuits, maybe even a soda. I’d never had a soda before.

			My stomach growled, and I sorely regretted giving Mama’s last cabbage bun to Yi Gor.

			“What do you think she’ll be like?” he asked while we waited at the wharf. The entirety of the boat ride, he’d snubbed me in favor of our fellow passengers. By now everyone had disembarked, leaving behind people such as us—remainders waiting to be picked up.

			“What do I think who will be like?” I asked, pretending not to know.

			“Our stepmother, stupid. Who else?”

			I fidgeted with my bracelet, which I kept under my sleeve to deter pickpockets. In truth, I’d been thinking of nothing but Sai Ma for days, mostly to avoid brooding over Mama and our last conversation, but it was impossible to disentangle the two. I prayed that my stepmother would be kind, that Baba hadn’t told her about Mama’s visions, that she wouldn’t treat me like the daughter of her husband’s deranged first wife.

			“Baba was never happy with Mama,” I reasoned. “For a new wife, he’d choose someone very different. Someone who didn’t grow up with dirty fingernails.”

			In my head, I added, Someone whose nightmares don’t come true.

			“He wrote to Ah Ma about her,” Yi Gor divulged. “Ah Ma told me that she’s beautiful but short, and she breathes in perfume and wears silks to sleep. Also”—he lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper—“she has a baby boy on the way.”

			At that, I jerked. “She’s pregnant?”

			My brother looked smug.

			“How do you know it’s a boy?” I asked.

			“Women like her get what they want.”

			I couldn’t help snorting. “If it’s a boy, you’ll be worth less.”

			His face soured. “You’re worth less,” he said tartly. “She has a girl already.”

			My heart nearly stopped. “What? We have a sister? How old is she? What’s her name?”

			It was malicious, that knowing look Yi Gor gave me.

			I stewed, vexed and wondering what else Ah Ma had told him. But soon my thoughts wandered to Sai Ma’s daughter. I had always longed for a sister, someone to be close with the way my brothers had been with each other before the war and before they’d grown up.

			She couldn’t be more than seven years old, I thought giddily. I’d give her my doll and I’d win her over. We only shared half our blood, but I promised myself we’d be close.

			Finally, a car came for us. The driver wore white gloves and a hat, and I suspected that our family had become quite rich. Yi Gor must have had the same thought. He straightened his spine and raked his fingers through his hair while the driver carried our bags to the car.

			As we drove away from the harbor, I wound down the window and folded my arms over the door, reveling in the warm, balmy wind blowing at my face.

			“Look, it’s the Star Ferry,” Yi Gor said, pointing excitedly as we whizzed past the famous double-decker boat.

			A little distance made Victoria Harbour magnificent. Where the sun touched the water, magic was born. Magic that scintillated like millions of tiny oyster shells or broken mirror shards. Beautiful in a way that I’d never seen and that made me feel better about what was to come.

			Outside was a bustling, exuberant new world. On every corner was a barrage of billboards, surrounded by sun-bleached buildings so tall they cast shadows over the streets. I leaned my head against the car, feeling it vibrate from the noise—a never-ending symphony of honks and bells. Rickshaws and bicycles threaded between the jammed cars, and hawkers knocked on car windows shouting “newspapers!” and “cheung fun!” in the middle of traffic.

			And the Westerners! I’d seen a few gweilo in Guangzhou, but in Hong Kong they were everywhere. They all had pasty skin and weathered brows. Their shirts were white, their leather shoes a burnished brown against the sunlight, and they walked with swagger. They smiled as though they had nowhere they needed to go.

			The driver glanced at us through the rearview mirror. “Your first time here, ah? What village are you from?”

			“Not a village—Guangzhou,” my brother promptly lied. He didn’t want to lose face by admitting he was a country bumpkin.

			“Is that right? Lots of you coming in. I drove a fellow the other day who’d left, told me Guangzhou’s still a ghost city. Not Hong Kong. Look outside, traffic’s bad every day, but after four years under those Japanese devils and having nowhere to go except to wait in line for your ration of rice, no one minds. You made a good choice coming here. Everyone on your boat was escaping the mainland, weren’t they?”

			Yi Gor agreed, while I frowned. “Escaping what? The war is over.”

			The driver laughed. “The war in China isn’t over, little girl, it’s just begun.”

			“You are Chinese,” I blurted. “Why do you talk like you’re something else?”

			“Our Chinese and your Chinese are different,” he replied. He uttered something in English and, seeing that I didn’t understand, laughed again. He switched back to Cantonese. “You’ll see.”

			I didn’t want to talk to him anymore. Some things weren’t so different from Guangzhou, I noticed. The scorched walls and chipped lion statues, the streams of debris and haphazard pits in the ground, the endless walls of barbed wire. Volunteer soldiers filed down every street, their shoulders straight and proud. There was not a Japanese flag in sight.

			We ascended into the hills, past an oblong field that I’d later learn was a racecourse. Gu Ma had a house in Happy Valley. Despite its propitious-sounding name, the neighborhood overlooked an expansive cemetery, and I pictured the fit Ah Ma would throw if she knew her only daughter lived in such an ill-fated place, right next to the dead. Then again, who knew when I’d ever see my grandmother again? Honestly, I wouldn’t mind if the answer was never.

			Twelve Harbourage Road was a white house with terra-cotta roof tiles. Compared to our mansion in Tunglam, it was plain, with no vermillion doors with brass knockers or winged roofs where the roosters could perch and crow. Still I admired the simple look of it. Its straight walls were long like a comb, its teeth the arched black windows and matching box planters outside, brimming with spades of purple myrtle. The gate had pineapple finials, which I thought was a nice touch.

			The driver whistled at the sight. “Some people did well during the war.”

			He escorted us to the gate, carrying my bag and Yi Gor’s suitcase. A maid waited up at the door.

			Yi Gor ventured ahead without me. My foot had fallen asleep during the ride, rendering me slow to climb the steep and winding brick stairs leading to the house. When at last I reached the top, my entire leg was aching. My chest ached too, though I couldn’t tell whether that pain was from the climb or from something else entirely.

			“Welcome home,” said the driver, grinning. I didn’t smile back. This wasn’t home, far from it.

			I took my bag from him and followed Yi Gor through the door.

			

			—

			Baba summoned my brother first.

			The maid showed me to a dimly lit room where I was to wait. The parlor, she called it. Its door had a bronze feather-shaped lock on the outside, and it made a click when she left me.

			Inside was a rosewood settee with two matching armchairs and lace curtains over the windows. Gilt-bronze mirrors and long scroll paintings of the four seasons adorned the walls, and on each wooden coffer was a selection of magazines, along with a cloisonne bottle—not for perfume, I later learned, but snuff.

			As the minutes ticked by, I grew restless. I explored, flipping through the magazines and pinching the oranges that were laid out in a porcelain bowl. In the corner farthest from the windows stood a rattan table with some sort of wooden contraption resting on it. Its base was a mahogany box, and the rest was covered by a velvet cloth. At first I thought it might be a birdcage until I spied a black crank on one side.

			My heart skipped, and I darted a glance at the door. No one was coming. It couldn’t hurt to take a closer look.

			I inched toward the box, vibrating with excitement as I swept away the velvet.

			A record player!

			I’d never seen one before. It was beautiful, its brass horn fashioned like a jasmine flower. A pile of records sat nearby, and I picked one up, cautiously pulling the shiny black disc out of its sleeve. I wished I could read the label and know what song this precious record played.

			“The song’s called ‘Dreaming by the Winter Blossoms,’ ” spoke a voice from behind.

			My heels popped into a little jump.

			A slender young woman stood at the door, two maids close behind her. She looked like she’d stepped out of the record I was holding. With her finely plucked eyebrows, dew-painted lips, and birdlike bones, her very presence was glamorous. Her belly was swollen, but you wouldn’t notice it unless you saw her from the side. A lace shawl was draped over her torso, secured by a moon-white pearl brooch, and her black silk cheongsam hung loosely, heeled slippers peeking out from under the hem.

			“You must be Yut Ying,” she said. “My new daughter.”

			My jaw fell at the sight of her. This was Baba’s new wife?

			Caught off guard, I bowed and stuttered a greeting.

			“No need to be so proper.” Sai Ma sat on one end of the settee and beckoned me close. “Your Gu Ma had some business to attend in Macau, otherwise she’d be here to welcome you. I’m sorry I kept you waiting in the meantime, but I see you’ve found the phonograph. Do you know what it is?”

			I was shy. “It…it plays songs.”

			“Songs,” she repeated. “From the way you spoke just now, I can tell you like music.”

			“I love music.”

			“So do I.” Sai Ma looked young when she smiled. “It’s one of life’s great pleasures. My little Lily’s recently begun piano lessons.”

			I perked. So, my sister’s name was Lily. I wanted to ask more about her, but I didn’t dare. Maybe it was Sai Ma’s beauty, or maybe it was because she was my new mother. I only knew I very much wanted her approval.

			Eagerly I took the teapot that the maid had set down and poured Sai Ma a brimming cup.

			“That’s enough,” said Sai Ma, touching my arm. “In Hong Kong, we pour to three quarters full. Too much, and you’ll burn your guest to death.”

			“Oh.” I flushed, feeling like a fool. We had no such rule in Tunglam, but it made sense. My fingers were used to scalding temperatures; for a dainty woman like Sai Ma, she’d burn herself simply picking up the cup. “I’m sorry.”

			“You’ll learn,” Sai Ma said warmly. She left the tea alone. “Now tell me, have you learned an instrument?”

			“N-No. I sing, though. Only a little, mostly to myself.”

			“You sing?” Sai Ma’s expression brightened. “I used to be an opera singer. I was even onstage a few times before the war. That was how I met your father.”

			I found it difficult to picture my playboy father attending a Cantonese opera, but what did I know? I smiled politely. “Will you sing again now that the war is over?”

			“Hong Kong belongs to the British, and the British have no appreciation for our music.” She released a sigh, her shoulders dropping as she touched her belly. “Besides, I have children now. That life is over for me.

			“Now enough about that. Sit with me, I want to look at you properly.”

			I took the chair beside her. This close, she smelled of lavender—rich, clean, and sweet. Never had I been more self-conscious of the caterpillar brows I’d inherited from Mama, or the acute whiff of vinegar that emanated off my dress, making me smell like a pickle.

			Sai Ma was kind. “You have dimples when you smile, like peaches,” she murmured with approval, “and good teeth, too. No wonder your ah ma sent you here. You’re going to be a beauty one day.”

			My eyes bulged. “Ah Ma sent me here to go to school! I’m not here to attract a husband.”

			As soon as the words rushed out, I clamped my lips shut. Too late, Sai Ma was already laughing.

			“Oh, you are a darling,” she said, touching my shoulder as I shrank back. “I didn’t mean for you to find a husband, Yut Ying. I only meant that there is opportunity in beauty as well as in books. Look at a woman such as Yeung An Nie. She’s the most popular singer these days and no one cares how learned she is, only that she’s on the arm of the richest man in the city.” Sai Ma twirled the strand of moon-white pearls looping at her throat. “This is Hong Kong, not a village like Tunglam. A beautiful girl can go far.” She acknowledged my furrowed brow. “It’s not quite a mother’s advice, is it?”

			“No,” I admitted.

			“That’s because your mother is a wise and sensible woman. I heard about the camp she built during the war. It’s thanks to her that Mother Ha even survived.”

			Hearing Sai Ma say nice things about Mama made me warm to her. I’d been worried that she might see me as the troubled—and troublesome—daughter of Baba’s first wife. It was hard not to feel relief.

			“I was hoping she would have come with you,” Sai Ma went on. “Your father talks about her often. He’s mentioned her steamed sponge cakes more than once and her pork bone soup.”

			My ears perked. I was surprised that Baba would talk about the family he’d abandoned, but maybe after all these years, he did miss us. “I know how to make both,” I said eagerly. “She taught me how to make all her dishes.”

			“Then you must cook for us.” Sai Ma clapped in delight. “Your father will appreciate having a taste of home. Our cook left recently for a new job, and Susu and Tingting aren’t so good in the kitchen.”

			Susu and Tingting. I glanced at the two maids standing by the door. One looked fifty and the other fifteen. Both wore plain cotton shirts and black trousers.

			I’d like that, I meant to say, but before I got a chance, Baba called me to the den.

			It was the room adjacent to the parlor. My stepmother escorted me inside, the smell of her lavender perfume a buffering presence from the thick eddies of chalk-white smoke. The fumes made me heady, and I barely noticed my brother huffing out the door.

			Baba sat in a lamplit corner next to the window, gauzy curtains sweeping over the cabriole legs of his chaise. He was smoking his pipe, probably his second or third of the day given how languid his pupils looked. It’d been six, no, seven years since I’d seen him. His face was sallow and broader than I remembered, and his mustache was gone, exposing a red and puckered mouth.

			He was sunk in a reverie when I arrived, his blinks slow and ponderous. This turtle couldn’t be my father, I thought. Then he leaned forward in his chair, one vertebra at a time, and, in the same gentle tenor that once lulled me to sleep, he said, “You’ve grown tall like your mother. How old are you now?”

			I could hardly summon a whisper. “Eleven.”

			“Speak up.”

			I drew a breath. “I’m eleven years old.”

			“You’re thinner than I remembered,” Baba said, gaining enough clarity to show that he disapproved. “Your grandmother is well? And your oldest brother?”

			“They’re well,” I replied, noting he didn’t ask about Mama.

			“Good.” Baba sank back into his chair. “I hear that you do poorly in school.”

			I winced. Had Ah Ma told him that? A retort sprang on my tongue, but I held it back. I yearned for Baba to call me his little mooncake mold and beckon me to his side. However, his eyes were flat. The only gesture he made was an inhale through his pipe.

			“That’s why I am here,” I responded. “I’d like to do better.”

			He swirled the smoke in his mouth. “Out of respect for my mother, I sent an inquiry to Lily’s school, but if you cannot read or write there will be no use for you there.”

			“She can’t read?” Sai Ma said.

			My stepmother padded across the carpet to light one of the table lamps, and I quickly looked down. I’d wanted so badly to win her approval—I couldn’t bear losing it now.

			“I know a few characters,” I said defensively.

			Sai Ma rested her hand on Baba’s shoulder. “Perhaps she can go to a local school until she catches up. That way, she can keep me company in the afternoons. Wouldn’t you like that, Yut Ying? We can work on your reading, and if there’s time, I can even give you some music lessons.”

			My face grew brighter than the lamp. “Yes, please.”

			“Grace,” said Baba, “I don’t want you tiring yourself.”

			“I have nothing to do before the baby arrives. It would amuse me to have a pupil, at least until things are settled.”

			“I suppose.”

			Sai Ma turned to me. “I’ll show you how to use the phonograph so you can listen as much as you like. We have songs in Mandarin, and English ones, too. Living in Hong Kong is different than in the mainland…you’ll need to speak some English to get by. I learned my first words by listening to music.”

			Gratitude bubbled to my throat. “Thank you, Sai Ma.”

			“Is there anything else?” Baba said, impatient to be alone once more. His eyes glazed. He was melting into the euphoria of a new pipe.

			Yes, there was one more thing. I stood taller—something about being in Hong Kong, far from home, made me bold. “Can I meet Lily?”

			“Not today.” Sai Ma became preoccupied with a cushion at her side, fluffing it with her hands. “She stays at school—you’ll meet her on Saturday when she’s back.” A beat. “We’ll have a big family dinner. Maybe you can prepare a dish or two.”

			I had witnessed the power of her beauty over Baba, and it was a valuable lesson that his favor could be won. For me, it wouldn’t be through beauty—but perhaps food. I’d make every dish I knew if that was what it took. “I will.”

			“Good,” she said, suddenly patting her forehead with her fingers.

			Baba set down his pipe. “What’s the matter?”

			“I’m feeling dizzy.”

			“Again? I’ll send for Dr. Wong.”

			“No, no.” Baba was starting to get up, and Sai Ma touched his arm. “It’s nothing. I was this way with Lily, too, it’s just the baby.”

			“Hm.” Mollified, Baba picked up his pipe again. “You should take dinner in your room.”

			“But your children—”

			“They can wait.”

			“All right then.” She stroked his arm and sent me an apologetic look. “I’m afraid your father and I won’t join you tonight, but the maids have prepared some noodles for you and your brother. There’s fresh tofu pudding, too. Go along, Tingting will show you to where we eat.” She smiled. “We’ll talk more in the morning.”

			

			—

			“What did you think of her?” asked Yi Gor when we were alone.

			We were sharing a room in the lowest level of the house, across the hall from where the maids lived. It was a temporary arrangement, Sai Ma explained, as our rooms on the second floor had flooded a week ago from a storm and were still being dried out. I didn’t mind, but Yi Gor was convinced it was a plot against us.

			“She’s wonderful,” I responded. “She’s going to teach me to read and sing. She used to be an opera singer, did you know?”

			Yi Gor made a grunt that sounded quite like our father’s.

			“What did Baba say to you?” I asked.

			My brother pursed his lips. He wouldn’t answer, but his eyes darkened into two telling pits in his skull.

			“What?” I prodded.

			“He wants me to start working at the factory,” he finally replied. “I’m to drive a truck.”

			“Why are you so unhappy about it?”

			“I didn’t leave home to drive a truck,” he snapped. “I’m his son. He should be teaching me to take over the business.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Maybe Baba and Gu Ma want to test your ability first. After that, they’ll give you more responsibilities.”

			“Or maybe they don’t want us any more than Ah Ma did,” he said, still sullen. “How long, exactly, was your conversation with Baba? Two minutes, three?”

			He was trying to chip away at my good mood. Both of us were petty that way, like Ah Ma. I wouldn’t let him win.

			“Sai Ma wasn’t feeling well, so he sent me away. Did you talk to her?”

			“She ignored me. She thinks she’s high class, but she forgets that she’s the second wife.”

			“Mama told me to treat her well,” I said.

			“Mama told me—”

			“What?” I asked when my brother didn’t finish. “She told you what?”

			“Never mind.” He yanked on the flimsy yellow curtain that separated our sides of the room. He’d chosen the side with the lamp, I the window—something I now regretted as he switched off the light. “Go to sleep.”

			My fists curled at my sides, and I glared at him even though he couldn’t see.

			I fell back on my mattress, oddly reassured by the creaks it made under my weight. Yi Gor was already snoring, the blessing of an untroubled mind. Me, on the other hand, I had work to do. In the dark, to the clicks of the fireflies bouncing against the windowpane, I practiced turning invisible.

			I held my breath, tracing my fingers over the gold bracelet Mama had given me and counting its links.

			Three, four, five.

			Mama called what we had a demon inside us, but I disagreed. There was something powerful, something thrilling about having this secret. This curse. It made me feel untouchable in the way that beautiful people—like Sai Ma—were.

			Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two.

			I wondered if my great-grandmother, who could speak to heaven, had felt the same. What would she say to me, a girl like dust and shadow, who could shimmer in and out of this world?

			I made it to forty-nine—almost a minute—before I slipped from this world past the doors of sleep.

			Tomorrow I would try again.
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			Pacific Ocean

			1980

			Marigold

			“Marigold.”

			Someone prodded Marigold on the shoulder, and she blinked her eyes open.

			“They’re serving lunch,” said Helen. “Western or fake Asian, you pick.”

			Their stewardess was there and addressed Marigold in Cantonese: “Would you like the seafood au gratin or ginger chicken with broccoli?”

			Marigold glanced at her mother’s chicken paired with a tall glass of Coca-Cola.

			“Seafood au gratin,” she said. “And a vodka on the rocks, please.”

			“Alcohol?” Helen clucked her tongue. “I didn’t know you drank.”

			“It’s free.”

			“Free?”

			The stewardess confirmed this with a subtle nod. “The red wine is lovely, Mrs. Yuen. Would you like a glass? It’s from France.”

			“A little will do—” Helen lifted her hand to stop. “Yes, that’s enough. Thank you, Pamela.”

			“My pleasure.”

			Sometime during her nap, her mother and “Pamela” had developed a first-name rapport. Nothing surprising. Helen had a way of making others look up to her and want to please her. The only person who didn’t notice it was Helen herself.

			Once Pamela was out of sight, Helen opened her purse and dropped her dessert spoon inside.

			Marigold gasped. “What are you doing?”

			“You said it’s free.”

			“I said the drink was free.”

			“Same same. We paid for it. Besides, the spoons are small—they’ll be good for feeding the babies.” Helen smiled whenever she spoke of her soon-to-come grandchildren. “Aunty Yip told me they use real silver.”

			She reached over Marigold’s tray, seizing her dessert spoon.

			“I’m not done,” Marigold protested.

			“You don’t need dessert. Your face has gotten rounder since you dropped out of school. Too chubby and no man will want you.”

			Marigold wished she’d asked for a double shot.

			Helen closed her purse. “You’re not young anymore, when are you going to get married? At your age I already had two children.”

			“Times are different.”

			“Not so different. Look at Peony, she’s having twins.”

			Marigold took a long sip, letting the vodka burn down her throat. “How about you ask Aunty Winnie to introduce someone to me?”

			That got Helen’s attention. “A Hong Kong boy?”

			“You met Dad in Hong Kong. Why not?”

			“Don’t bring your father into this,” Helen said, but she looked pleased.

			“Then it’s a deal. You can pick someone for me to meet, so long as we plan out the rest of our trip.”

			Her mother made a slow cut across her chicken. She’d hardly eaten. “What is there to plan?”

			Marigold gathered her nerve. “We have a week in the city. Rosie wants me to take a picture of your old house where you grew up. I know you’ve lost touch with your brothers, but maybe someone still lives there who could—”

			“There’s nobody,” Helen interrupted.

			“Not even your sister?”

			Helen dropped her fork and knife onto the tray. It was as if all her muscles had seized. “How did you know I had a sister?”

			Fuck. “Dad must have mentioned her,” Marigold said quickly.

			A lie, of course. No one had ever mentioned Helen’s sister. Marigold wasn’t even supposed to be aware that she existed…But then again, Marigold had a talent for knowing things she wasn’t supposed to. No, it wasn’t like her knack for fixing cassette players or her gut feelings about what might be on an exam. This was something more mystifying, something akin to how her mother could disappear.

			It was how she’d found out Helen’s secret in the first place. And how she’d discovered that thirty years ago, Ha Yut Ying had been one of the most famous faces in Hong Kong.

			Still frowning, Helen picked up her wine. “I doubt the house is even there anymore.”

			It was true, most of Hong Kong’s old houses had been torn down, the charming old streets of mansions and villas rebuilt into blocks of condo buildings and high-rises.

			But not 12 Harbourage Road.

			It was still there, Marigold already knew.

			First chance she got, she was going to pay it a visit.
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Chapter Seven

				Yut Ying

			
			On Saturday, I met Lily.

			That morning Yi Gor and I finally moved from the maids’ quarters to the second floor. Another warm day. I could feel the air thickening as I ascended the stairs, the heat pooling against my skin in a stifling wave. I didn’t complain. I’d heard there was running water and a toilet at the end of the hallway—an unthinkable luxury! Back in Tunglam, the bathroom was an outhouse that everyone shared.

			Yi Gor was less impressed. “What’s upstairs?” he dared ask, inclining his chin at a staircase opposite his room.

			“Madam Chan’s rooms are on the third floor,” replied Susu, “and your father and Madam Ha’s.”

			Yi Gor ventured up a step, his ear pointed to the ceiling. “What’s that whirring sound?”

			“That’s the air conditioning unit,” Susu said before pulling my brother back by the arm. “You children aren’t allowed on the third floor.”

			“I’m fourteen, I’m not a child,” said Yi Gor peevishly.

			Susu chose not to hear. “You and your sister are not to leave the house without permission.”

			My brother and I exchanged a look. We’d been confined to our rooms for nearly a week owing to a spell of food poisoning, and now we were desperate to get out. We blamed our misfortune on the tofu pudding Tingting had bought us for our first breakfast, which had been so delicious we ate without restraint, forgetting it’d been years since our stomachs had digested anything sweet and syrupy.

			“Are we allowed to take a shit without permission?” Yi Gor said irritably. “Or does Gu Ma want us to let her know beforehand?”

			Susu offered a pinched smile.

			“May I see Sai Ma?” I asked, trying to steer the topic to safer ground. It’d been four days since I’d seen my stepmother, and I was eager to start the music lessons she’d promised.

			“Madam Ha is picking her daughter up from school,” replied Susu.

			My heart gave a little leap. “When will they be back?”

			“Madam should be back soon, but I wouldn’t disturb her if I were you.”

			I frowned at the maid’s clipped tone. Sai Ma had offered to spend time with me. Why would I be disturbing her?

			Without another word, Susu returned to the main floor, leaving Yi Gor and me to settle into our rooms. Though I was tired of my brother’s company, we both left our doors open as relief from the heat.

			“Can’t go up there where there’s air conditioning,” he was muttering. “We could use a fan down here! It’s sweltering.”

			“Hush,” I said.

			“I don’t care if the maid hears me,” my brother said, louder than before. “A whole week stuck in this house, and Gu Ma still hasn’t come back to welcome us—she might as well put up banners around the street that she doesn’t want us here. Just look, the second floor was supposedly flooded, but everything is dry as a bone.”

			“Must you grumble about everything? We’re lucky to be here.”

			“Are we?” My brother smirked. “I heard she asked you to cook.”

			“I cooked in Tunglam, why not here?”

			“You’ll see.”

			I ignored him and plucked a giant spider off the wall, opening the window in my room to toss it out. The air was fresh, perfumed by the copious shrubs of myrtle in the planters. As I inhaled, the gates below opened.

			A black car entered the driveway, and I spied a girl inside with spectacles and two braided pigtails under a broad straw hat.

			“Lily’s here,” I exclaimed. “Get up, aren’t you going to come and meet her?”

			Yi Gor tipped his head against the back of his chair and covered his eyes with yesterday’s newspaper. “I already have a sister,” he said. “One is more than enough.”

			If I hadn’t been so excited, I would have flung my slipper at his head. I ignored him and flew down the stairs, racing across the hallway to the front of the house.

			Lily was at the entrance, carrying a bundle of books under her arm, a leather satchel slung over one shoulder. “Where’s my mother?” she was asking.

			I noted it wasn’t Sai Ma who had brought her home, but the younger maid, Tingting. She was cheerier and gentler than Susu, and I liked her even though she’d practically poisoned us the other day.

			“She’s with Madam Kwok at the racecourse,” Tingting replied.

			“And my father?”

			“In his den.”

			Lily let out a loud sigh. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

			Her back was to me when I approached. She was short, her nose level with the bronze knobs on the doors. Her straw hat was in one hand, and she wore a pink dress with ribbon rosettes on the ruffles and long lace-trimmed silk gloves.

			How elegant, I thought. Just like her mother.

			At the sound of my footsteps, Lily spun to face me. Her expression turned sullen. “Who are you?”

			“That’s your sister, miss,” said Tingting in a low voice. “Yut Ying.”

			“You mean, the bumpkin from the mainland.”

			My smile fled, and Tingting winced. “Manners, miss.”

			Lily’s gaze was hard. She looked up at me, her dark hooded eyes flicking up and down with the unmistakable rhythm of someone who didn’t like what she saw. After a deliberate beat, she dipped into a shallow curtsy.

			“Jeh Jeh, it’s nice to meet you,” she said blandly. “Welcome to Hong Kong.”

			I took an awkward step forward. “I wanted to give this to you,” I said, offering my doll with both hands.

			I’d sewn her a new dress in yellow, my favorite color, brushed her hair a hundred times, and picked off every speck of dirt, but suddenly it didn’t feel like enough. I stammered, “I’ve…I’ve had her ever since I was a baby.”

			“Giving me your castaways already, Jeh Jeh?” said Lily, sparing my doll the limpest glance.

			I jerked back, stung. I couldn’t bring myself to explain to Lily that the doll and I had been through the hardest and happiest times. That she was all I had.

			Lily took it, then turned to Tingting. “May I go play now?”

			“Wait,” I said. “Can I join you?”

			Lily finally looked me in the eye. Her countenance was dark. “Yut Ying. That’s a funny name. Why would anyone name you after a shadow?”

			I stood straighter. She was trying to unsettle me, but it wouldn’t work. “I was born after an eclipse,” I replied. “My mother was tired from labor, and everyone thought I was going to die at birth, so they didn’t bother coming up with a prettier name for me like yours.”

			“My name is pretty because I’m not.” Lily pushed her spectacles up her nose. “Don’t taunt me.”

			If she hadn’t looked so serious, I might have laughed. “I think you’re very pretty.”

			“Then you’re a liar,” she replied with a glare. “You’ll fit right in here.”

			Leaving me speechless, she swerved on her heel and headed upstairs for her room.

			

			—

			During the war, Mama was often too busy to cook, so the task of preparing meals fell to me. The kitchen became my refuge from Ah Ma’s harangues, and I learned to appreciate being surrounded by burning coals and knives instead of people, to revere the clay pots and bronze pans that my forebears themselves had used. After years of near starving, I strove to make every meal as delicious as it could be. During my last months in Tunglam, when we had meat to eat and our farms produced fresh fruit and vegetables, I inhaled Mama’s recipes the way scholars worshipped ink. I only prayed my skills would be enough to win Baba’s favor.

			Dinner was served promptly at eight-thirty. I’d prepared a feast of poached chicken, smothered tofu over cabbage with mushrooms and tiny scallion rings, and a nest of egg noodles blanketed by tomatoes and scrambled egg. Last was a pork patty with salted fish—Baba’s old favorite.

			“You made all this?” said Baba as the maids laid the food out on the table. I could tell from his raised eyebrow that he was impressed.

			“I did,” I replied proudly. “Mama taught me the recipes.”

			At the mention of Mama, Baba looked at Sai Ma, who was coming to the table carrying two metal soup canisters.

			“Sorry I’m late,” she said, touching Baba’s shoulder.

			“You went to see your parents?” said Baba.

			She nodded. “I’ve been worried about Syun Kit and Yut Ying’s stomachaches, so I visited their shop for healing soups. I’ll have Tingting heat them up after dinner.”

			That was when Sai Ma acknowledged me. “Yut Ying, my goodness, I haven’t seen you in days! Are you feeling better?”

			“Yes, Sai Ma, thank you. Please come and eat.”

			She saw the feast and clapped. “My, this looks delicious. You’re a marvel for preparing all this. Go ahead, don’t be shy. Eat!”

			My brother certainly wasn’t shy. He loaded his bowl with chicken while I glanced at the empty place between Sai Ma and me.

			“Will Lily be joining us?”

			“Not tonight.” Sai Ma picked the plumpest mushrooms for Baba’s bowl. “Tingting told me how she was rude to you this morning. It’s my fault, I’ve spoiled her.”

			I was taken aback. Not once had my own mother ever apologized to me—I didn’t know how to react. “I’m sure Lily mui mui was just tired,” I began, not wanting to get her in trouble.

			“Don’t make excuses for her. Lily has always been stubborn, even more so now with the new baby coming.” Sai Ma touched her belly. “I thought by sending her to boarding school she’d learn to behave herself, but…well, not all mothers are blessed with a daughter like you, Yut Ying.” Sai Ma beamed at me while chewing the noodles. “This is delicious.”

			I could feel my whole face radiating with pride. Yi Gor saw it, too, and he rolled his eyes.

			“When will Yut Ying start school?” he asked pointedly.

			“Many of the local schools were damaged from the war and are still rebuilding,” replied Sai Ma. “Not to worry, we’ll find a suitable one soon.”

			“I asked my father, not you.”

			I kicked my brother’s shin under the table. What are you doing?

			Throughout dinner Baba had been quiet, but now he set down his bowl with a vigorous thud. “Syun Tung, that is no way to speak to your mother. You will apologize immediately.”

			My brother flushed. “I’m Syun Kit, not Syun Tung,” he said through his teeth. “And she’s not my mother.”

			“I don’t care who you are, do as I tell you!”

			“Pok Mun,” said Sai Ma, setting down her chopsticks. “Let’s not have discord at our family dinner. Your children are new here, and new to me. They’ll need time.”

			She passed Baba his pipe, practically inserting it into his mouth. “At least Lily isn’t the only difficult one in the family now,” she added lightly.

			“Won’t she be hungry?” I asked.

			Sai Ma was amused. “You’re worried about her after how badly she treated you?”

			“We’re family,” I replied.

			“Family,” my stepmother echoed. “What a good girl you are. Don’t you worry about Lily, she likes reading in her room. I’ll have Tingting bring her supper later tonight.”

			Sai Ma’s praise tickled my skin with delight, but still, I wished my sister were here. No matter how wicked I was, Mama never punished me by withholding food.

			I supposed things were different in Hong Kong. I focused on my pork, which Baba was saying to make less salty next time, and tried not to think about it.

			

			—

			The next morning, it took seven tries before I turned invisible. At last, a mantle of glittering cold fell upon me, chasing away my room’s sticky heat, and I let out a squeal of delight, accidentally ending the spell prematurely. The second time, I traced the longest crack on my wall, counting to sixty before I let go. The third time, I was ready. With the largest breath I could take, I tiptoed up the stairs to Lily’s room.

			One, two, three.

			By the count of ten, I’d reached her door. It was slightly ajar, and I peered in.

			My sister was kneeling beside her bed, her head nestled in the crook of her arm. She was playing by herself, talking to two dolls in her hands. “Mommy came back with a new baby today,” she crooned. “Look.”

			She held my doll upright, making the mother doll wrap her arms around her new daughter.

			My shoulders melted. How different she looked from the petulant girl I’d met yesterday. I could understand why she might dislike me, but our encounter had been strange in so many ways. Why did she think she wasn’t pretty? Was it because she wore spectacles?

			Her cheeks bloomed pink, rivaling the petals of fresh spring peonies, and she had cat eyes, wily and bright. Even her hair was lustrous like her mother’s, secured into two plump buns on the sides of her head, ribbons dangling.

			“Mommy will take care of you,” Lily said to the doll. “It’s hard feeling at home in a new place, but a story helps.” She opened one of her many books. “How about I tell you a story?”

			A lump swelled in my throat. Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five.

			I’d seen enough. Best to get away before my breath ran out. I swung toward the stairs when I heard the floor creak.

			Sai Ma appeared in the hallway carrying a tray of leftovers from last night’s dinner. The hem of her cheongsam brushed against the floor as she approached her daughter’s room.

			I pressed my back to the wall, careful not to make a sound.

			Sai Ma entered Lily’s bedroom without knocking.

			“Do I have to go back to school, Mama?” Lily asked. “I don’t like it there. The other girls are cruel to me, one of them even scratched—”

			“I don’t want to hear it, Lily. We’ve been through this.”

			“Please?” Lily’s eyes were welling with tears, her cheeks wet. “Mama? I’ll stay inside all day, I promise. I just want to come home.”

			“You already come home once a week.”

			“Please, I’ll be good, I won’t—”

			“You’ll come home when you’re sixteen. Once you’ve finished your studies.”

			“Sixteen? But that’s years from now.” Lily’s voice trembled. “Please—”

			“Enough,” said Sai Ma, cutting her off. “A good daughter is obedient. A good daughter does not question her parents’ intentions. This is what’s best for you.”

			Lily fell silent. It wasn’t the answer she wanted.

			Forty-three, forty-four, forty-five…

			My shadow flickered across the walls, and when I heard the click of Sai Ma turning the key to lock Lily’s door, my panic mounted. I hurried down the stairs, my hand clamped over my mouth as my air ran out. I lost my breath when I arrived on the landing, and my shadow appeared on the parquet, giving me away.

			“What are you doing on the stairs?” Sai Ma asked, looking down at me from the top of the stairwell.

			I practically jumped. “Is…is Lily all right?”

			My stepmother’s eyes narrowed. “Why wouldn’t she be?”

			Was it my imagination, or did Sai Ma sound different? Her tone was brusque, stripped of its usual gentleness.

			“I…I was worried she hasn’t eaten,” I lied.

			“Oh.” Sai Ma’s voice softened. “What a good sister you are, Yut Ying. Not to concern yourself, I brought her breakfast.”

			She descended, meeting me on the second floor. Her hand still rested on the railing. “Did Tingting bring you and Syun Kit the soup?”

			“She did,” I replied. Yi Gor wouldn’t touch it, but I’d forced myself to drink every drop.

			“You must take care of your health, it’s the most important thing we can do for ourselves.” She patted my shoulder, leaning down, even though in her platformed slippers she towered a mere inch above me. “I wanted to tell you, I got a new record in the city yesterday. It’s Yeung An Nie’s newest song, shall we listen together?”

			I hesitated. Any other time, I would have jumped at the chance to finally spend time with her, but I couldn’t forget my encounter with Lily.

			Then you’re a liar, she had said. You’ll fit right in here.

			I brushed aside my doubts. Sai Ma had been nothing but kind to me. I couldn’t fathom that she would be anything less to her own daughter. She must be exhausted, I reasoned. It had to be uncomfortable, growing an entire baby inside her.

			“I’d love to listen with you,” I replied.

			“Good.” Sai Ma patted me on the shoulder. She paused at the parlor door. “I forgot to tell you, we keep this room locked when it isn’t in use.”

			I lowered my gaze to the bronze lock. “Why?”

			“It’s a precaution we started during the war. Even in a neighborhood as safe as Happy Valley, you’ll hear about thieves breaking into houses, stealing valuables, and worse.” Sai Ma dropped her voice as she closed the door behind us. “I keep a spare key under the bauhinia tree. Not even Susu or Tingting know about it, but I like you, Yut Ying, and I trust you. You mustn’t tell anyone. Promise?”

			It was an innocent question, yet the cadence of her words sounded extra heavy, extra laden with intent. Whose side will you choose? she seemed to ask.

			The sunlight fell behind Sai Ma, painting her awash with gold. She looked as lovely as the goddess of benevolence herself, and caught in the spell of her beauty, I forgot to wonder what the other side might be.

			“I promise.”
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Chapter Eight

			A week later, Sai Ma asked me if I’d like to go shopping.

			“We could use another catty of rice,” I remarked without thinking. “And more pork bones and fish maw for broth.”

			She laughed. “I’m not going to the market. Susu will buy whatever we need.”

			Then I noticed how dressed up Sai Ma was today. Her hair was curled into ringlets, her dusty pink lips defined with liner. On her shoulder was a round green purse that perfectly matched the floral devoré of her cheongsam, and the pearls studded onto her ears were as big as five-dollar coins.

			“Where are you going?” I asked.

			“To my favorite place in the world,” she replied. With that, she put on her hat, tilting it so it covered half of her face, and motioned for me to follow her into the waiting car.

			Twenty minutes later, we arrived at Bastion Department Store. It was the grandest place I’d ever seen, with its enormous shop windows, vertical granite walls, and blue marble pillars, all spanning an entire block.

			A man in a suit opened the door for us, and two shopgirls bowed as we entered. They were all looking at Sai Ma. How she glided inside in her velvet cheongsam, the jewels on her wrist as shiny as the polished floors, her steps small and fluttering like the belle of a Cantonese opera. She clearly belonged here.

			“I’ll be on the second level with the tailor.” She opened her purse, taking out twenty cents. “Go to the basement and treat yourself to a bag of jellies. The pink ones are Lily’s favorite. The toy department is on the third level, and sometimes there’s a girl by the stairs singing.”

			She knew exactly how to get my attention. Live music? I perked. “Thank you, Sai Ma.”

			“No need to call me that while we’re in public,” she added. “Grace will do, it’s what your father calls me.”

			I couldn’t fathom calling an elder by their first name, especially in English, so I simply nodded.

			Once she was gone, I climbed the stairs to the third floor. Nothing could tempt me, not the posters of sodas and silk-stocking milk tea or the warm aroma of toast wafting from the basement. Not even the rows of lace-hemmed dresses and shiny buckled shoes or the stuffed bears in the children’s section on the second floor.

			On the top floor of Bastion’s were two restaurants overlooking Hong Kong, as well as a stage surrounded by a smattering of bored husbands. I picked a chair in the back row and sat, copying how I’d seen Sai Ma rest her hands on her lap and cross her ankles. Before long, a willowy Eurasian woman ascended the five short steps to the parqueted platform. Her black hair was swept to one side of her neck, pinned by a silken white flower, and she carried a feathered fan, batting it coquettishly while she swayed about. The men set down their newspapers.

			With a beguiling twirl of her fan, she faced the audience. The piano whispered over the silence, an overture of wistful chords, then she began to sing.

			I could have stayed there all day, listening, memorizing the gestures she made with her hands, the elegant way she leaned toward the microphone, how she dipped her head at passing customers. She sang of love and heartbreak, and the yearning for days long past. Though I had yet to experience such emotions myself, there was a choked-up feeling in my throat from simply imagining. Such was the enchantment of music. I clapped and clapped after each song.

			At two o’clock, the concert ended and I found Sai Ma near the fabrics department. She was speaking with a stout middle-aged woman wearing white.

			“Seven months pregnant!” her friend exclaimed. “When I was expecting my son, I could barely walk. But you, my darling, you’re hardly showing. You’ve been married how long? Seven years, and Pok Mun still adores you. It’s about time you had another baby.

			“You know,” her friend continued, “I was worried about you two lovebirds. One of my girlfriends owned a factory like your sister-in-law’s, and the Japanese burned it down. They murdered her eldest son, too.”

			“How horrible!” Sai Ma pursed her lips, as people did when they talked about the war. “It’s thanks to families like yours, Mrs. Tsang, that the Japanese are gone.”

			That was when Sai Ma finally noticed me. “There you are. I was afraid you’d gotten lost.”

			Mrs. Tsang regarded me with a smile. “Is this your daughter, Lily? She’s lovely.”

			“No, no.” Sai Ma’s smile twitched. “This isn’t Lily, this is my maid.”

			My eyes swung to Sai Ma. Her maid?

			“She’s from Toisan,” Sai Ma went on. “Just arrived a few weeks ago.”

			“My mistake,” Mrs. Tsang said, covering her mouth. Her smile was gone, and she ignored me. “Anyway, darling, do let me know when we can get together for mahjong with Crystal Kwok. You remember that bean farmer’s daughter—Fung Pui Ling? She’s been begging to be our fourth ever since Kar Yee’s stopped coming. You should’ve seen how upset she was when I told her we’ll only play with three.”

			“I’ll let you know.” They laughed together and waved goodbye.

			I didn’t budge. Why did you tell her I’m the maid? I wanted to ask Sai Ma, but my tongue had gone leaden.

			Sai Ma seemed to read my thoughts. When Mrs. Tsang had gone, she took me aside.

			“People in Hong Kong are judgmental,” she explained in a low voice. “Your father hasn’t told his friends that you and your brother have come to live with us.”

			My chest sank, feeling as heavy and leaden as my tongue, as I realized that in Hong Kong, Sai Ma was his first and only wife. Baba hadn’t told anyone about Mama. “When will he?”

			“Patience, Yut Ying,” said Sai Ma. “You only have one chance to make an impression. Best that your father and I take our time to introduce you—we’ll wait until you’ve sanded off some of your village accent.”

			My village accent? I swallowed. Maybe I didn’t speak English, but did my Chinese sound so different from everyone else’s here?

			“I will be starting school soon, won’t I?” I asked.

			“I told you, we’re still looking.” Sai Ma patted me on the head. “You must trust me to take care of you.”

			“I do.”

			“That’s a clever girl.” She pinched my chin. “Now, did you enjoy your time at Bastion’s?”

			“I liked the music.”

			“Ah, that showgirl upstairs? You should’ve heard me when I was in my prime. People said I belonged in the pictures!” Sai Ma chuckled as she glanced at her wristwatch. “We’d better get home, your aunt must be back. You’ve met her before, haven’t you?”

			“When I was small.”

			The store attendant opened the door for us, and Sai Ma hurried out. “Well, whatever you do, Yut Ying, don’t tell her you want to be a singer.”

			

			—

			Gu Ma was in the parlor drinking tea and smoking a cigarette.

			My aunt was a younger, rounder version of Ah Ma. Her bountiful figure would have been a questionable sight during the war, when even the rich were walking bones, but now some plumpness was in vogue—a telltale mark of post-occupation success. And Gu Ma glowed with success. Gold beads hung from her earlobes, making the delicate skin droop, and when she opened her mouth, there were tiny silver bullets lodged in the backs of her teeth, so she glimmered when she spoke. Baba was sitting beside her looking more lucid than usual.

			“Welcome back,” said Sai Ma. “I trust Big Sister had a pleasant trip to Macau.”

			“Enough with the small talk, Seet Ling.” Gu Ma set down her teacup with a clatter. She gestured at the cushion she’d thrown to the floor. “How much did you spend on this monstrosity? You should know we’re not supposed to sit on dragons, it’s bad luck.”

			A flush came upon Sai Ma’s cheeks. “Dragons are fashionable these days.”

			“Fashionable among who? Your gweilo friends?”

			“Now, now,” said Baba, taking the cigarette from his sister’s hand. He smothered it into the ash tray and lit her a new one. “Don’t be so hard on Grace, the cushions she bought aren’t so bad. The silk is high quality.”

			“A washrag to you is high quality,” Gu Ma retorted.

			“Big Sister, I apologize.” Sai Ma refilled my aunt’s tea, something I’d never seen her do for anyone, even herself. “The merchants at Bastion’s talked me into buying this pattern. They said it was a favorite of the British king himself. But if it’s not to your taste, I can see if they will take it back.”

			“Forget it, it’s not worth the trouble.” Gu Ma took a long drag from her cigarette, its ashes falling into her tea. “Honestly I can’t believe you, Seet Ling, gadding about Central in pearls and high heels in your condition. Who’s that little mouse behind you?”

			Sai Ma nudged me forward, and my aunt took my chin between her fingers.

			“So,” she said, “you’re Yuk Fong’s girl. You’re quite fair for having grown up in Tunglam.” She squeezed my jaw until my lips parted. “No missing teeth. Forehead is a bit low, but maybe it will stretch out once you finish growing.”

			She let go of me and took a noisy sip of tea. “It’s to your fortune you don’t take after the Lei family. The last time I saw you, my mother was smearing chili powder on your thumb so you wouldn’t suck it so much. Surprising that she should write us to take you in. What’s special about you, neh?”

			I wasn’t meant to answer.

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Baba grinned, bestowing me with an expression that was unexpectedly tender. “She’s my bengyun.”

			For him it was a brief throwaway look. For me it was momentous. I’d spent my childhood pining for Baba, and in that moment hearing him call me his mooncake mold again, my young brain filtered out the seven years of neglect and suffering he’d caused us. I smiled at him, buoyantly hoping to earn more attention. But his gaze was already back on Gu Ma.

			“At least you have one good-looking child,” she was saying. “Take note, Seet Ling, if there was one clever thing my first sister-in-law did, it was to shut herself off when she was pregnant. You wouldn’t have caught her shopping at Bastion’s or taking supper with her friends.”

			A flicker of annoyance crossed Sai Ma’s features, so brief I was left wondering if I’d imagined it.

			“Big Sister is ever wise,” she said, rising to keep Gu Ma’s teacup three quarters full. “I see why you are so successful in business.”

			Though Gu Ma harrumphed, she was not impervious to flattery. She lifted her shoulders, puffing up with pride. “Have you found a new cook yet?”

			“The candidates weren’t suitable. Good helpers are hard to find these days. I hear even your factory is short-handed.” A pause. “However, I did find someone to cook instead of Susu while I continue searching.”

			“Who?”

			“Yut Ying.” Sai Ma touched my shoulder. “Turns out, she’s quite the chef.”

			“Oh?” My aunt passed her cigarette to her brother. “Pok Mun, finish this for me. Don’t waste it. Susu, turn off the music—this song is miserable, I feel doomed just listening to it.”

			“I don’t have enough fine things to say about Yut Ying,” Sai Ma continued. “She’s been a blessing in the kitchen and a comfort to me in my condition. I only feel bad I haven’t been well enough to give her the singing lessons I promised.”

			I stiffened, but Sai Ma sent me a look. Trust me, it read.

			“Singing lessons?” Gu Ma echoed. “What use does she have for singing lessons? We Chans are respectable—I won’t have you raising her to be a showgirl.”

			“Yut Ying’s expressed an interest in music,” Baba interrupted. “That’s why Grace thought to teach her.”

			“Is that so?” My aunt turned to Sai Ma. “You’re oddly fond of the girl.”

			“She’s eager to please and more capable than most her age,” Sai Ma replied. “I didn’t want her to be idle.”

			“If that was your concern, I surely can find something for her to do.” Gu Ma angled forward, grabbing my wrist and massaging my bones with her thumb. The pressure hurt, but she wouldn’t let go.

			“Do you know what we make in my factory?”

			“Shoes,” I replied.

			“Not just shoes. We make rubber-soled shoes—and boots! Our shoes are sent across the world, as far as California and Australia. A few months ago, we started making house slippers.”

			The jade beads on Gu Ma’s bracelets pushed against my skin. “Your mother must have taught you how to sew—why don’t you come to the factory? It’ll be good for you to see what your family does.”

			I balked. “I’d like to, but Baba promised to send me to school.”

			“School?” repeated Gu Ma. “Look at me, I didn’t go to school and I have a driver and a brand-new DeSoto from America, and a factory with over forty workers.”

			You wouldn’t have been able to get all those things without a husband, I thought, but I wisely kept silent.

			“An educated woman is a worthless woman,” said Gu Ma, quoting Confucius. “These days, school is for ugly girls who will wear glasses and become a man’s secretary. Do you want that future?”

			“But—”

			“Then what’s a girl like you need school for?” Gu Ma pressed. “You’ll learn more in the factory than from books, and you’ll make two a day.” She spoke as if two Hong Kong dollars was a fortune, when now—since the war had ended—it was barely enough to buy a pineapple bun and sugarcane juice. “Your grandmother sent you here to help the family. I’m family.”

			My heart sank. I looked to Sai Ma, who reached for my fingers to squeeze them. Gu Ma held the power in the house. She could do nothing to save me.

			I looked to Baba, but, caught between his wife and his sister, he merely sank into his cigarette. Behind him, Susu lifted the needle from the record, and the song gave a whimper before the last note trailed off.

			It was the sound of all my dreams whining down into the rubbish.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			



	

Chapter Nine

			I started work the next morning. It was a misty day, with lacy strands of fog coiling about the trees. Gu Ma was sitting in the back of her beloved DeSoto eating a pear while her driver cleaned a splat of bird droppings from the windshield. When she saw me she locked the door.

			“Good morning, Gu Ma, I thought I would ride with you.”

			She rolled up the window halfway. “It wouldn’t do for you to come with me—my workers would think I was playing favorites. Don’t look upset, I told your brother the same thing: It’s a privilege to work from the bottom to the top.” She reached into her purse, taking out a round leather wallet. “Besides, I have an important job for you.”

			She beckoned me close and said, “I need you to be my ears in the factory.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“A powerful woman like me has enemies. My rivals are jealous my factory has done well, and they’ve been trying to poach my best workers, and…well, just listen to the girls talk. Most of it will be gossip, but if you hear any nasty rumors, tell me.”

			“You mean, be a spy?”

			“I knew you were a smart girl.” Gu Ma handed me twenty cents for bus fare. “A treat for your first day.”

			A treat? Did that mean I would be walking from now on?

			“Mrs. Dang knows to expect you,” she continued, “but I haven’t told her you’re my niece. It’ll be better that way.”

			Gu Ma fluttered her fingers, and the driver handed me a folded orange cloth.

			“This is your uniform.”

			It was an apron, bright pumpkin, and poorly sewn with fraying threads. Ironic, since it was for the seamstresses to wear. When I put it on, it hung past my knees.

			“Don’t forget we are family,” Gu Ma said, cranking the window closed. “Family suffers together and rises together. Most of all, family stays together.”

			The car drove away, leaving me to inhale the exhaust.

			

			—

			I’d never taken the bus before and went the wrong direction, not noticing until I was well along the route. How was I going to make a good impression on Gu Ma if I was late on my first day?

			Make yourself useful to her, Sai Ma had advised, and I’m sure she’ll change her mind.

			So much for that. Lost in my disappointment, I hurried up a set of stairs, hating Hong Kong for all its steep hills and valleys. My eyes were on my feet, counting each blasted step—when I heard a hwamei chirp.

			I slowed, rounding my lips to whistle its familiar song. Before the war, you could find hwamei all over Tunglam. They were beautiful, with cinnamon plumes and a pale-blue streak across their eyes. Then the Japanese came with their guns and scared them away.

			I kept whistling. When I was halfway up the stairs, a pair fluttered out of the trees. I let out a gasp of delight as I craned my neck to look up at them—and that was how I missed the boy on the bicycle.

			“Watch out!” he shouted, speeding down from the top of the hill.

			He jostled me to the side, right before his bicycle toppled. Off he flew, tumbling down the stairs and landing against the pavement with a loud smack.

			I rushed down. “Ah gor! Are you all right?”

			He wasn’t moving.

			I rolled him onto his back. He looked twelve or thirteen, only slightly older than I was. His eyes were shut, his nose unbroken. His white shirt bore a vivid red stain.

			Panicking now, I floated my fingers underneath his nostrils. He was breathing, but barely.

			What should I do? The bus was long gone. The road was empty. There was no one to help.

			“Ah gor,” I said, lightly slapping his cheeks. “Wake up. Wake up!”

			A handkerchief was sticking out of his pocket, and I used it to dab at the sweat glistening on his forehead. He had a nice face, even with his eyes closed. The tip of his nose was sunburned, and his lashes were long, falling upon his skin in a gentle fan. He was better looking than the rascals Yi Gor used to be friends with in Tunglam, and gods, I hoped I hadn’t killed him.

			“I’m going to look for help,” I said.

			But first I had to get him out of the sun. Picking him up under his arms, I started dragging him toward the closest tree for shade, when the boy let out what sounded like a cough.

			No, not a cough. He was laughing!

			“Didn’t anyone teach you not to look up while you walk, little mui mui?” he said, eyes fluttering open. “It’s dangerous.”

			My concern evaporated. I dropped him onto the pavement and threw his handkerchief at his head. “You crazy idiot, you made me think you were dead!”

			“I fell down the stairs.”

			“You nearly killed me!”

			“I saved you.” The boy rubbed at his nose. “What were you looking for in the trees anyway?”

			I ignored him and headed up the stairs. This time I held the railing for support. I didn’t get far before I noticed that the charm on my bracelet was missing.

			A groan escaped my throat. Why, of all days, today?

			I spun around. Frantically I ran down to the road, retracing my steps and searching the bushes and gutters.

			The boy bent beside me. “First your attention’s up in the trees, now down at the ground. You are a peculiar girl.”

			“Will you stop chattering and help me look?” I cried. “It’s important.”

			“What are you looking for?”

			“The charm on my bracelet. It’s a gold peanut.”

			We searched, but the charm was nowhere to be found. I kicked the dirt, letting out a frustrated sigh. The bracelet was special to my family. Mama had given it to me as a goodbye gift. How could I be so careless?

			“Patience,” said the boy, sensing my distress. “We’ll find it.”

			No I wouldn’t. Not today, at least. “I can’t keep looking, I’m going to be late.”

			“Where do you need to go?” he asked. “I can give you a ride.”

			“You think I’d trust riding with you?”

			“I only crashed because I didn’t want to hit you.”

			I was about to scoff when I noticed the bloodstain on his shirt. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

			He glanced down. “Oh that?” he said sheepishly. “That’s not blood, it’s ketchup.”

			I’d never heard the word before. In Cantonese, it sounded similar to…“Eggplant sauce?”

			“Tomato sauce. Say, have you had french fries before?”

			No, and I didn’t have time to ask what that was, either. “I have to go.”

			I sprinted to the top of the hill two steps at a time. From there, I had no idea whether to go left or right. I picked left, walking with more confidence than I felt.

			Soon, a bicycle squeaked behind me. “Wait!”

			What an exasperating boy, I thought. “Why are you following me?” I asked. “I told you, I don’t need a ride.”

			“You’re not from around here, are you?”

			My nostrils flared. “I’ve…I’ve been here a hundred times,” I lied.

			“Oh? Then you know you’re walking toward a dead end.”

			Damn it, he was right.

			He gave me a sidelong glance. “You’ll want to turn left, go down the next hill with the snaky roads. There’s a bunch of warehouses on the right—the last one is Chan Kiu Factory.”

			Chan Kiu Factory! I looked up at him, startled. “How did you know—”

			“It’s written on your apron. Do you work there?”

			What could I say? I straightened, clinging to my dignity. It was bad enough that Gu Ma didn’t want anyone knowing I was her niece, but she hadn’t even bothered to give me directions.

			“I’m a seamstress,” I replied. “It’s my first day.”

			“What’s your name? My mum plays mahjong with your boss sometimes. The next time they see each other, she’ll ask Madam Chan to be extra nice to you.”

			“Don’t bother, I have to go. I’m late because of you.”

			The ruder I was, the wider his grin grew. “All right then, I’ll look for your charm. When I find it, we’ll meet again. What do you say?”

			“I’d say you’re full of big talk.”

			He saluted me. “I’ll see you around, little hwamei.”

			Hwamei! Had he heard me whistling at the birds?

			I glanced back, but he was cycling down the stairs, whistling as he rode.

			A smile touched my mouth. I let it go, promptly forgetting about the boy as I sprinted to the factory. Hong Kong had hundreds of thousands of people. What were the odds I’d see him again?
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Chapter Ten

			I arrived over an hour late. In spite of my apologies and the bruises on my leg from being shoved, it was clear I’d earned no sympathy from Mrs. Dang. She was older than Ah Ma, her face puckered with deep long grooves and more wrinkles than a dried jujube. I could barely see her eyes or make out her lips, but her hands moved energetically while she spoke.

			“Ha Yut Ying,” she said. “Take machine number five. Pedal down to sew, pedal up to stop. You’ll receive twenty cents for each pair of slippers you complete, and if you don’t turn in ten pairs a day, your pay will be withheld until the end of the month.”

			Machine number five was on the end of a long table, undesirable because it was farthest from the window. Heat collected in my corner, and within minutes of sitting at my workstation, a well of sweat simmered on the nape of my neck.

			I counted twenty-four women in the factory, excluding myself and Mrs. Dang. I was the youngest, along with a girl my age wearing an orange headscarf, and the oldest were a pair of octogenarians who tied their white hair in skin-tight buns. The only chatter came from these two old ladies, who I’d soon conclude were immune from Mrs. Dang’s wrath. Everyone else who dared speak, even if to ask for a pair of scissors or more thread, met her harsh signature shout: “Shut up, you nosy cows!”

			What gossip was there to listen to? Everyone was hunched over, practically welded to their machines for the next ten hours, and the only noises were whirring and tappity tap taps. My ears were already ringing.

			I started to rise. I needed to tell Gu Ma there’d been a mistake.

			“What do you think you’re doing, Number Five?” Mrs. Dang yelled from across the room.

			Number Five. That was me.

			Mrs. Dang stood on her stool, rolling a newspaper into a megaphone. “Piss breaks are only after lunch,” she shrilled.

			I sat back down, my foot accidentally landing on the pedal. The needle on my machine punched up-down-up-down like a drill, making me jump.

			A laugh bubbled out of someone’s throat. I knew without looking that it was the girl with the orange headscarf.

			My jaw clenched. I bowed my head over my machine and got to work.

			In the late afternoon Gu Ma appeared, striding down the aisles of workstations with a paper fan.

			“Sui Chan!” she exclaimed, stopping next to the headscarf girl. “Fifty slippers already? You make your mother proud.”

			I gawked. Fifty slippers? I had barely finished a single pair.

			Next, Gu Ma’s shadow eclipsed me, and she snapped her fan shut.

			“Your godmother said you could sew,” she said.

			What godmother? I stared blankly until my aunt scowled. Was I supposed to play along? “I’m—”

			She grabbed me by the sleeve. “Come with me.”

			My cheeks burned as I rose, walking behind her down the long aisle.

			Gu Ma’s office was in the next building, where the men worked on assembling rubber boots. The air inside was gray like cloudy rice water, and the vapors from the glues and paints stung my eyes.

			“Impressive, isn’t it?” she said. “We produce over a hundred boots a day, and twice as many shoes.”

			My aunt led me into a private room in a corner of the factory. The office was lavishly furnished, with gold-marbled wallpaper and wooden blinds over the windows. On her desk was a giant jade money frog for attracting prosperity, along with an assortment of other superstitious knickknacks, but what caught my attention was the altar with the faded photograph of her late husband, whom I had never met.

			She closed the door. “Late on your first day, I hear. Doesn’t know how to change the bobbin and can’t even sew in a straight line.” She clucked. “Perhaps you’re not as capable as you were made out to be.”

			“I’ve been listening like you asked,” I said in mild protest. “No one’s said anything. Everyone’s diligently working.”

			“You’ve only been here one day. The girls are wary of newcomers.” Gu Ma sat, lighting a cigarette. “Aiya, don’t sulk, it makes you look like my mother.” Her pupils constricted as she inhaled. “Now look, I know this isn’t the life you pictured when your baba brought you to Hong Kong, but I assure you it’s temporary.”

			“Will I go to school soon?”

			“The war ended only a few months ago,” she reminded me. “Once things settle down, we can discuss your schooling, though to be frank, I don’t know why you want so badly to be educated. Your head is small, it isn’t suited for learning.”

			“But Ah Ma said—”

			“Said what?” Gu Ma practically spat smoke. “My mother’s spent her whole life in the countryside, what does she know of the world? Listen to me, Yut Ying. Your father came to me for a reason. Of course I’ll take care of you.”

			I forced a smile. “Thank you, Gu Ma.”

			“Good.” My aunt exhaled, drawing out her breath. She set down her cigarette and reached behind her desk. “Now hold out your hands.”

			I quailed, sensing something ominous. “Why?”

			Gu Ma held up a rattan rod, so lean that it curved when she waved it. Harmless looking, but I knew better.

			I took a step back. “Why are you holding a cane?”

			“Chan Kiu Factory adheres to the highest standards,” she said. “The seamstresses need to believe that I’ve punished you. Otherwise, they’ll be suspicious about why you still work here.”

			My mouth went slack. Even Ah Ma had stopped caning me long ago. “But, Gu Ma—”

			“The longer we dally, the harder I’ll strike. Hold out your hands.”

			I balled my fists at my sides. When I was little, I would run to the bathhouse and lock the door, hiding from Ah Ma’s wrath until she grew angry at someone else. But there was nowhere to hide in Gu Ma’s office.

			I did as she asked and shut my eyes. A sharp whack stung my forearms. Two more followed, equally as intense. I bit down on my lip to keep from crying out.

			When I opened my eyes again, Gu Ma was bending down to inspect her handiwork. Three tomato-sized welts had formed where she’d struck me. “You’re dismissed.”

			Anger flared in my chest, but I smothered it. I was afraid to talk back to Gu Ma. If she kicked me out of the house, where would I go? I didn’t have money to return to Tunglam, and even if I did, how could I face Mama? Simply thinking about it shamed me.

			I retreated back to my corner, my arm smarting. I held my breath to contain my temper, and a thousand icy pinpricks crept up my skin, the feeling before I turned invisible.

			Stop, I thought. I couldn’t vanish here in front of everyone.

			I let out a slow exhale, curling my toes into my shoes as I clenched the edge of my workstation. Finally, the glittering cold faded. I was whole again.

			Around me, the sewing machines churned.

			I hid a smile. Having this curse does not make you special, Mama had warned, but how could it not? This was my secret, my seed of strength.

			No one could take it from me.

			

			—

			By the end of the month, I was sewing twelve slippers a day. I was still the slowest in the factory, and thanks to my lead foot, I was constantly in danger of impaling my fingers while threading the needle. But finally I’d receive my pay.

			First I’d ask someone to help write a letter to Mama, then maybe I’d buy new underwear and socks, a bag of jelly candies and a soda. The possibilities were endless. Or I could save my wages for what I truly wanted: a record. One I could keep in my room and touch and listen to as much as I wanted. One I could call my own.

			When it came my turn, Mrs. Dang had no paper envelope to give me. “Madam Chan is keeping your salary,” she said. She swept me aside. “Next!”

			I refused to budge. “What?”

			“How do we know you won’t run off with the money and not come back? Madam Chan treats every worker in this factory as an investment.” She spoke the word glacially, as though I were too dumb to understand. “You’ll get your pay when you’ve proven yourself. Next!”

			But she’s my aunt, I wanted to protest. Of course I couldn’t.

			I stumbled away from the crowd of weary seamstresses waiting for their wages.

			Sui Chan caught me by the arm. “You’re sewing too fast,” she said. “You need to go slower to work faster.”

			That made no sense. “What?”

			“Too fast, you don’t have as much control over the machine,” she explained. “When you go slow and steady, you can turn the fabric more easily. Like this, see?”

			The machine purred under her hands like a cat. She made it look so easy.

			“I’m Sui Chan.”

			“I know.”

			My tone didn’t deter her. “Everyone dislikes me because I’m Madam Chan’s favorite, and everyone dislikes you because you’re her least. We should be friends, don’t you think?”

			The proposal was matter-of-fact, the way that one would count from one to ten. I was stunned. “Is that how you make friends?”

			“I don’t have many,” she admitted. “But I’m guessing you don’t either.”

			I had to admire her directness. It was no trivial feat, how Sui Chan had made me forget my grudge against her. “Is there anything else you want to tell me?”

			“Your godmother should have sent you to be a cook instead of a seamstress.” She smacked her lips, eyeing my lunch with longing.

			Sui Chan’s meals were tragic puddles of congee with a smear of tomato sauce or, on good days, a burnt egg. “You can’t cook,” I realized.

			“Haven’t had time to learn, with my brothers at home. The little pests aren’t much help, they scorch the rice.” Sui Chan made a face, but she spoke with affection.

			“Scorched rice makes the best porridge,” I replied. “How about this: You teach me to sew, I’ll teach you to cook.”

			She grinned. “We’ll start tomorrow.”

			I dreaded work less after that. The only time Sui Chan and I got to talk was at lunch, so we ate with alacrity, then exchanged lessons. I drew step-by-step pictures of my favorite recipes, and she taught me to wind my machine’s handwheel and thread the needle when it was at its highest point, and how to guide the fabric with my hands so that my stitches would be straight and even. “Think of the machine as your car, and you’re driving within a lane,” she told me. “It’ll be more fun that way.”

			The advice helped me get through our long days. Gu Ma left the factory at four o’clock, and the seamstresses were permitted to leave beginning at seven. Each evening, I was the first to bounce up from my chair, depositing my slippers into the collection bin. Then I began the long walk to Gu Ma’s house.

			The seamstresses didn’t gossip much about my aunt, but they did talk about the mainland. On most days, Mrs. Dang tuned her radio to romantic and popular music—which I adored—but often a news broadcast would interrupt the program. From what I could gather, the newscasters worried that civil war was coming to China.

			“Do you think the Communists will win?” Sui Chan asked.

			“Heaven wouldn’t be so cruel as to make China endure another long war.”

			Sui Chan didn’t look as sure. After losing both of her parents during the war—her father had been a soldier in the Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Corps, her mother a nurse—she leaned more cynical.

			“Let’s hope you’re right,” she said. “And let’s be grateful we’re in Hong Kong.”

			I put on a smile, pulling it out of the well of desperate optimism I stored inside me. It was what had kept me going during those four years in Tunglam while starving and praying the Japanese wouldn’t find us. In the back of my head, I convinced myself that things would be fine. Mama would have warned me if war were coming.

			Then again, I’d never asked.
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Chapter Eleven

			On my twelfth birthday, Gu Ma held a dinner party at the house that included the family physician Dr. Wong and his wife, as well as Sai Ma’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Leung.

			Sai Ma was dressed up, wearing carmine lipstick and multiple bangles around her wrists. While the maids prepared the dining room, she sat between her parents on a rosewood bench. Sai Ma would age well, I predicted—her father had fewer grays in his hair than Baba, and her mother’s skin was as smooth as soap, her voice still high and animated. Seeing them reminded me how young Sai Ma was. Far too young to have a twelve-year-old daughter and fifteen-year-old son.

			Yi Gor and I hung back by the staircase landing, our faces pressed to the wooden spindles, waiting to be called down as Lily had been.

			“You must try these,” Sai Ma said to the doctor and his wife as Tingting brought a tray of dried fruit. “They’re from my family’s garden—my father brought the seeds over from Shandong himself.”

			“You grow your own persimmons?” asked Dr. Wong.

			“They’re Seet Ling’s favorite,” Sai Ma’s father replied.

			Sai Ma smiled. “My parents used to make me drink many bitter soups, so I’d bite into one for a sweet treat. But they’re only ripe in the winter, so I dried them for the rest of the year.”

			“They’re the only thing she can make that tastes good,” Gu Ma added dryly.

			While everyone laughed, Mrs. Wong motioned to Yi Gor and me. “Come, children. You ought to enjoy your”—she faltered briefly, not knowing who we were—“your aunt’s persimmons too.”

			I saw Sai Ma tense. Silently she tugged Baba’s sleeve, wearing a pout.

			I didn’t know what she was trying to tell him, but Baba gestured for us to come down. “This is my son Syun Kit and my daughter, Yut Ying,” he said.

			“I didn’t know you had grown children.” Dr. Wong was startled. “From your first wife?”

			Sai Ma pressed her lips into a thin line.

			“His first wife is still in China,” Gu Ma supplied. “She’s built like an ox. Nothing like our fragile Seet Ling here.”

			“Yut Ying is so pretty,” remarked Mrs. Wong. She smiled at me. “We say your stepmother is the prettiest woman in Happy Valley. In a few years she’ll have competition from you!”

			Maybe it was the light flickering, but Sai Ma’s smile seemed to cinch the slightest bit tighter.

			“You should have told me Pok Mun’s older children would be here.” Dr. Wong reached into his pocket. “Luckily I always carry extra red envelopes.”

			“Thank you.” I peeled open the envelope. A five-dollar coin!

			“Yut Ying,” said Mrs. Leung. Her brows knotted together, a bowstring ready to fire. “It’s rude to open your lai see in front of your elders.”

			I didn’t know what I’d done to merit her dislike. “Sorry.”

			“Let children be children,” said Sai Ma, coming to my defense. She offered me a dried persimmon slice. “Here, you haven’t tried one.”

			Back in Tunglam, it was tradition for Mama to give me first pick of our persimmon tree on my birthday. She’d say, half seriously, that if the fruit was sweet, so too would be my year ahead.

			I accepted the dried fruit, wondering if Sai Ma knew it was my birthday.

			“Don’t get addicted,” she teased. “I only have one box left until I make more.”

			“Will you show me how to make them?” I asked. “Persimmons are my favorite fruit.”

			“One day. You have good taste, they’re my favorite, too.” Sai Ma tossed my ponytail, a smile affixed to her face. “Lily, stop reading.”

			When my sister didn’t reply, Sai Ma plucked the book from her hand. “Will you stop reading? You’re going to wear even thicker glasses at this rate, and you’re only eight years old. Have a slice of persimmon, it’s sweet. Good for your yeet hay, too—look at all these new rashes on your skin.”

			“I don’t want any.”

			“Eat the peel, then. It’s the most nutritious part.”

			“Persimmons make me feel ill.”

			“Your mother worked hard to grow these fruits for you,” said Baba. “You should at least take a bite.”

			“Tingting grew them,” Lily corrected. “Mama only told her what to do. And I’ve read that eating too many persimmons is bad for your stomach. Perhaps that’s why Baba and Gu Ma have runny stools so often.”

			My aunt gasped, and Sai Ma’s smile grew strained. If there was one thing that irked her, it was losing face in front of her friends.

			“My weak stomach’s given me the opportunity to get to know Dr. Wong better,” said Baba with a ghost of his old charm. “That po chai yuen you recommended last time has done wonders. Even my sister takes it now.”

			“Did I tell you, I know the family that produces it?” said Dr. Wong. “They’re considering moving production to Hong Kong.”

			“Everyone wants to move to Hong Kong these days.”

			“Must we talk about politics?” asked Sai Ma. “It gives me a headache.”

			“You heard our little Seet Ling,” said Gu Ma, ushering her guests into the dining room. “No politics, but plenty of eating!”

			Sai Ma stayed behind, waiting until Dr. Wong and his wife were out of earshot before she rebuked Lily, “Did you have to open your mouth like that? Look at Yut Ying. She’s such a demure and obedient girl, why can’t you be more like her?”

			Lily stared at her feet. “I’m sorry, Mama.”

			Next, Sai Ma turned to my brother and me. “It was generous of Dr. Wong to give you lai see. Why don’t you give them to me for safekeeping?”

			Yi Gor blocked me with his arm before I obeyed. “It’s our money.”

			“I know that.” We were testing her patience. “I’m going to put it in the bank for you. It’ll grow that way. Isn’t it better to have six dollars next year than five right now?” She held out her arm to me. “Yut Ying, what do you think?”

			I was sore at her for pitting Lily against me. “I’d like to keep mine.”

			“I see.” Sai Ma’s hand fell to her side. “Very well. Spend it wisely.”

			She left us without another word.

			Dinner was served. We children—Lily, Yi Gor, and I—sat at a table adjacent to the adults. While they laughed and chattered, we ate in silence. Then, in the middle of the meal, Mrs. Leung came over and, with her chopsticks, plucked the chicken drumstick I’d been saving for last off my plate.

			“You shouldn’t eat too much.” She waved to Susu. “From now on, give Yut Ying half her usual portion.”

			I was confused. “But I’ll be hungry.”

			“Listen to my mother,” Sai Ma said. “She raised me. She knows what’s best for your future.”

			No, I thought. My mother knows what’s best. But I stayed quiet.

			After dinner, the women retreated to the parlor for mahjong while Baba and Dr. Wong indulged in a smoke. My brother went up to his room, while I lingered as long as I could downstairs, listening for music over the clicks and clangs of the shuffling mahjong tiles. “Night over the Suzhou River” was playing on the phonograph.

			I sang along, dancing my arms as I looped around the living room and mimicked the singer I’d seen at Bastion’s. I had no audience, but I didn’t care. I was content to hear my voice resonate against the empty walls.

			As the song ended, I started for the stairs. That was when I spotted the persimmon that Lily hadn’t wanted, still in the corner of her chair. I picked it up and rolled it on my palm.

			No one in my family had remembered my birthday. Not even Yi Gor.

			There was no use being disappointed. I was twelve now, older than I’d expected to live. I still thanked the gods every day.

			Sweet or bitter? I wondered, bringing the persimmon to my teeth. What would my twelfth year hold?

			I took a big, big bite.
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Chapter Twelve

			December was rainier than usual, and a stray cat had taken to skulking about the house. He had three white freckles behind his one ear, while the rest of him was blacker than the old tar roads. Certain he and his missing ear were an ill omen, Susu and Tingting shrieked whenever he appeared and shooed him away with their mops.

			The cat, however, was persistent. One thing I learned quickly: He hated water. He’d chosen Gu Ma’s house because it was high on a hill, making it safer from floods. Every time he visited, rain was imminent—even if the sky was clear. I wondered whether, like me, he had a touch of demon inside that gave him this power.

			On this day he came at dawn when I was cooking breakfast, prowling up to Gu Ma’s house, then climbing over the iron gate and into the myrtle bushes. I loved watching him. He moved with fearless grace, his yellow eyes catching the crowning light of the sun when he tapped on the kitchen window.

			“You don’t know how lucky you are,” I told him as I set out a bowl of milk. “Coming and going as you please, getting free food whenever you’re hungry.”

			If I tried to pet him, he’d growl, but he started bearing little presents for me—dead garden snakes, lizards, even spiders. He’d drop them in my room before scuttling out. I never knew where he went until one day, during a particularly fierce rainstorm, I saw wet paw prints leading up to the third floor.

			I wiped them before anyone saw. To my surprise, the trail ended in front of Lily’s door.

			She’d heard my footsteps and put on her gloves, thinking I was her mother. At the sight of me, she started. “You’re not supposed to be on this floor.”

			I started too, but for a different reason. As she spoke, the cat scurried out from behind a pile of books and nuzzled her ankle.

			“He likes you,” I said, astonished. “I didn’t think he liked anyone.”

			“He doesn’t.” Lily kept her hand on the door. She was deciding whether or not to trust me. “He likes luncheon meat.”

			“What’s that?”

			“It’s American.” She tossed her gloves onto her bed. “Canned pork, I think. My school serves it with macaroni and chicken broth, and I steal some to eat at home when Ma—”

			She stopped, and I knew what she was about to say: when her mother sent her upstairs without dinner.

			“Anyway, Prince Cannonball loves it.”

			“Prince Cannonball,” I repeated. As I said it, the cat’s ear swiveled forward. “Is that his name?”

			“For how he shoots out of the bushes. It’s like an explosion. Boom! You should see him pounce on mice, he’s terrifying.”

			I had to laugh—I could certainly picture it. “He looks hungry.”

			“He’s always hungry. We were going to share a can of luncheon meat before you barged in.”

			“You were going to eat straight from the can?” I wrinkled my nose. “At least let me cook it for you. Come down, no one’s in the kitchen. Tingting went to Bastion’s with your mother, and Susu’s at the market. There should be meat floss buns, too.”

			“They’re Baba’s favorite, not mine.” Lily put her hands on her hips, but her stomach made a telling gulu gulu sound. Sullenly, she scooped the cat under one arm. “Fine,” she said, as if she were doing me a favor.

			The kitchen was in a separate building from the house, and I put on a pair of wooden clogs before entering through the sliding door. Inside smelled of kerosene from the stoves and chicken stock simmering in one of the pots. I added some lettuce and carrots while Lily peeled the can of American pork open.

			The meat inside was pink and gelatinous, and she wriggled it with two chopsticks until it came shuddering out. I sniffed, unable to hide my revulsion.

			“Americans call it Spam. During the occupation, they sent it to our soldiers because it keeps forever.”

			“Does it really?”

			“Long enough. Tingting says that some days, it was all she ate.” Lily cocked her head to one side. “You look skeptical.”

			“It doesn’t look appetizing,” I replied.

			“It is. You can trust the Americans to create a miracle food. These little cans fed hundreds of thousands of people.”

			I believed in visions that told the future, in breaths that could turn one invisible, and curses that could actually be blessings in disguise—not preserved pork in a can. But I couldn’t tell her that. “My mother told me a story about a man who fed a thousand people with one loaf of bread—”

			“And turned water into wine?” Lily finished for me. She put her hands on her hips. “Are you a Christian, Jeh Jeh?”

			“My mother is. Are you?”

			“Mama likes the idea of church. It gives her an excuse to wear lipstick on Sundays. That’s why she sends me to Saint Maria’s. Most of my teachers are missionaries, and they talk about Jesus every chance they can. I like their stories, but not the lessons. If someone slaps your cheek, turn the other cheek. I wouldn’t do that. I’d slap them right back, and put chili in their eyes.”

			I laughed. “You’re brazen.”

			“I go to an all-girls’ school,” said Lily. “It’s the only way to survive. Which reminds me…” She fished something out of her pocket. “This is yours.”

			It was my wooden comb. I’d spent hours looking for it but had given up. “Where did you find it?”

			“I took it,” she said. “I steal things from people I don’t like. Nothing worth much, just small things that’ll annoy them when they go missing.”

			I held up the comb. “So you don’t like me.”

			“I don’t like anyone who adores my mother,” Lily said plainly. “But you don’t know any better, so I can’t blame you too much. Also, you didn’t have much to take.”

			I wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or humbled. “Why don’t you like your—”

			“Is the soup ready?” Lily interrupted.

			“Almost,” I replied, tasting a spoonful from the pot. I swished a chunk of the pink meat in my mouth before I finally dared to chew. Miracles upon miracles, it was tasty. It had the savory saltiness of fermented black beans, yet it was smooth and spongy like tofu. I searched the soup for another piece. “How many of Baba’s socks have you stolen?”

			Lily scoffed. “What’s the fun in taking something that’s already lying around?” She smiled deviously. “I have some of his other things, though. Oh, and Mama’s favorite red lipstick. She’s been searching for it for months.”

			I ladled Lily a bowl of macaroni and luncheon meat. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll get caught?”

			“Ma doesn’t care enough about me to search my room,” she replied. “Besides, she deserves a punishment for what she did to Prince Cannonball.”

			“What did she do?”

			“Well, it started with Gu Ma. She hates cats, especially strays—she says they’re bad luck, so Ma made dumplings with poison inside and tossed them in the garden. Prince Cannonball ate one and was sick for days. That’s how I found him.”

			I couldn’t believe it. “She poisoned him!”

			“With those herbs she keeps in the cabinet.” Lily stroked the cat fondly. “He’s fine now, but he wouldn’t touch any food until I peeled open a can of luncheon meat. Watch.”

			She took the chunk of luncheon meat I’d set aside and placed it on the ground. Prince Cannonball pounced, devouring his meal greedily.

			For the first time, I heard Lily laugh. It was more of a cackle, unbridled and exuberant. I loved it.

			“What?” she said, noticing my stare. “You can say it, all the other girls do. I sound like a squawking goose.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” I said. “I’m a bumpkin. I happen to know that geese are very intelligent creatures.”

			That made Lily cackle again. “Maybe bumpkins aren’t so bad.” She put her elbows on the table, letting go of all formalities. “Do you really not know how to read?”

			“I stopped going to school when the Japanese came.”

			She scooped a spoonful of macaroni onto the table and shaped the noodles into characters. “What’s this word?”

			“Big.”

			“This one?”

			“Sky.”

			“So you know some.” Lily sounded encouraged. “I’m going to teach you more.”

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“Mama doesn’t let me out of the house—I’m bored and have nothing to do. I’ll teach you, hm, twenty characters each weekend? Don’t worry if it’s hard at first. Written Cantonese isn’t like we talk. It’s formal and stuffy. If there’s time, we’ll read some English, too. Why the look, Gah Jeh, you don’t want to?”

			I bubbled inside, noting Lily had dropped formalities and finally called me “gah jeh” like real sisters. “I do,” I said. “It’s just…I’ve tried before. I’m not very bright.”

			“Who told you that?”

			“Our grandmother.”

			Lily snorted. “If you don’t fail, then you won’t learn. And if you don’t learn, then you’ll never amount to anything.”

			I paused. “Is that Confucius?”

			“That’s Ha Lele,” Lily said pertly. “As for your lessons, we’ll start today. After I finish eating. Deal?”

			Even in those days, I was sensitive about my lack of learning. So when Lily offered to teach me without asking anything in return…she unlocked the vault to my heart.

			“Deal.” I made claws and went for her ribs, tickling her mercilessly. Together we squawked, laughing until our bellies hurt. It was the beginning of our beautiful love.
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Chapter Thirteen

			I was getting better at disappearing. Gu Ma’s house was like a jail—when I wasn’t cooking or working in the factory, I was expected to be in my room, and in bed by eight-thirty. As soon as I could hold my breath for more than two minutes, I started sneaking out.

			No one ever suspected. I walked in on Sai Ma’s parties, I stood next to Gu Ma while she gambled, I even watched Baba smoke in his den. My favorite thing to do was steal inside the parlor to look at the records.

			I was young and I was bored. Turning invisible was a harmless game I played with myself—until I found the gun.

			It was a revolver, tucked away behind a pile of Cantonese operas. Plenty of people had hid weapons during the war; that my family owned a gun didn’t disturb me in the least. I didn’t even think twice that there were Japanese words engraved on the frame.

			What startled me was how my hand had passed through the records as though I were made of air. As though I were a ghost. Shaken, I put the records back in front of the gun and clasped my hands to my body, breathing out and out until I was whole again. Even then I trembled. I’d gone too far.

			The next morning, I took a loquat and a tangerine from the kitchen—lucky fruits—and scattered their seeds along my route to Chan Kiu Factory. I hoped that planting them might placate the little demon inside me. If not, at least when the plants sprouted, their roots knitting through the soil, they’d become extra anchors mooring me to this earth.

			I’d wait until they bloomed before I went invisible again.

			

			—

			“Yut Ying!” my stepmother cried one evening. As the weeks passed, her belly had swelled to the point where she looked like she’d swallowed a car tire, and Gu Ma confined her to a rattan daybed in the parlor lest she knock down anything expensive. “Yut Ying! I called three times.”

			I hurried into the parlor. “I’m sorry.”

			As ever, she was in a cranky mood. “Did Tingting lock the herbs drawer? My parents brought some premium astragalus root and pangolin scales, very expensive. Go check, and don’t touch anything.”

			“Yes, Sai Ma.” I hurried to look. “It’s locked.”

			“That’s a good girl.” She reached for her fan, batting at her face before collapsing onto the daybed. “Yut Ying, you must forgive me for sounding cross, I’ve simply been tired to death. You can’t imagine what it’s like carrying this baby inside. My feet ache so dreadfully. Can I trouble you to massage them?”

			Massage her feet? I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly. “Doesn’t Tingting—”

			“Tingting can’t do it for me right now.”

			Her brow flickered, betraying her irritation. I took the stool beside the daybed.

			Sai Ma stretched her legs long and kicked off her slippers. Her toenails were varnished red like hawthorn berries. “Your accent has gotten better,” she said, changing the topic. “You’ve been practicing diligently like I told you to. Sometimes I swear you sound like me.”

			I perked up. “Thank you.”

			“You do learn quickly.” Sai Ma gave me a faint smile. She leaned back against the daybed, folding her hands over her lap. “More pressure, darling.”

			I kneaded her muscles with my knuckles, waiting until she let out a contented sigh. Sai Ma no longer seemed to be in a bad mood; her eyes were closed, her expression doll-like and serene. I gathered my courage.

			“Sai Ma,” I broached warily, “when will you teach me music? When will you send me to school?”

			I could feel her muscles stiffening, the map of lines across her body tensing to even the soles of her feet. “To tell you the truth, dear, I doubt you’ll have time for school, not with your work at the factory.”

			“I’ll tell Gu Ma I don’t want to work in the factory anymore.”

			Sai Ma swung her feet back to the ground. “I wouldn’t,” she said. “Having you in the factory makes your aunt happy. Don’t forget that this is her house.”

			“But—”

			“You don’t want to seem ungrateful, do you?” Sai Ma pressed. “There are thousands of Chinese coming into Hong Kong every day. You want to be living in the slums begging for scraps like them? A pretty girl like you is fit for only one line of work.” She made a deliberate pause. “You have family that cares enough to give you work and provide a roof over your head. Do you understand how lucky you are?”

			Something in my stomach twisted. Be good, I reminded myself, thinking of that first time I’d gone invisible in the cupboard. You promised the gods—and Mama.

			So I said, “Yes, Sai Ma.”

			“Good.” My stepmother offered a piece of dried persimmon. “A word of advice, Yut Ying. Don’t ever bring this up again.”

			

			—

			That night, I couldn’t sleep. My stomach hurt on and off, as if I’d eaten some rotten rice, so I stayed up waiting for my brother.

			Yi Gor still drove trucks for the factory. He worked late, occasionally returning as I was getting up to make breakfast. Sometime after midnight I heard his quiet steps.

			I opened my door, and my breath caught in my throat. “What happened to your face?”

			His lip was swollen, and a bruise was blooming just left of his eye.

			“What are you doing up?” he growled. “Go sleep.”

			“Did you get into a fight?”

			He turned away. “Leave me alone.”

			“You’re hurt. Let me go boil you an egg.”

			“Are you deaf? I said leave me alone.”

			“You need to roll all that bad blood out of your eye,” I insisted. “It’ll only take a minute.” I started out the door, but Yi Gor stood in my way.

			I was no stranger to my brother’s antics. He used to pick fights with Dai Gor and purposefully end up with a black eye—all for a morsel of affection from Ah Ma. Here, he was doing the same thing for a crumb from Baba. He might as well have set fire to the house. Our father was always in his den smoking, always calling Yi Gor by our older brother’s name instead of Syun Kit. Only I hadn’t realized how much it bothered him until tonight.

			“Baba’s not going to pay attention to you because you got your face bashed.”

			My brother’s eyes narrowed. “He’s not going to send you to school, either.”

			I opened my mouth then closed it. “I know.”

			“Since when did you stop being stupid?”

			“I’m not stupid. I’m just…”

			“A baby?” Yi Gor suggested. “Babies are stupid.”

			I’m disappointed, I thought, but I buried the confession with a breath. “I think I’ve misjudged Sai Ma.”

			“Oh?”

			“She told me to stop asking about school.” I didn’t give Yi Gor a chance to say I told you so. “Her promises are about as real as the mole she draws on her cheek, and she says one thing, then does another. Also, isn’t it strange how she treats Lily? She locks her in her room, hardly ever talks about her—”

			“What’s strange about that?” Yi Gor interrupted. “All daughters are unwanted. You should know that from Ah Ma. What’s strange is everything else in this house. Ask yourself, if we’re so rich, then why do they need me to drive a truck? Why are you cooking dinner and sewing in the factory? Why does Gu Ma bolt her bedroom door at night when she sleeps?”

			I looked at him in surprise, impressed. He was more observant than I’d given him credit for.

			“What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “You look like you’re dying.”

			I realized that I was folded forward, my hands clenched at my rib cage.

			“Stomach hurts,” I replied through the rise of another cramp.

			“Here,” he said, tossing a glass bottle without warning. “This’ll help.”

			I was bad at catching and fumbled the bottle, so it landed on my bed with a soft plunk. I picked it up. He’d bought me a soda. My very first.

			“I don’t know how to open it.”

			“You’re so useless, Ying.” Sighing, my brother popped the top open against the corner of the dresser.

			The soda was lukewarm, but I didn’t mind. Bubbles fizzed against the roof of my mouth, and a burp soon escaped my throat, gassy and ticklish. It made me laugh.

			“Happy birthday,” said Yi Gor.

			I was surprised he’d remembered. “You’re three weeks late.”

			“I had no money three weeks ago,” he retorted. He tilted his soda to mine, clinking bottles, and we drank. I savored his familiar company. It had been a long time since we were together like this.

			“Do you miss Mama?” I asked.

			“No.”

			“What about Ah Ma?”

			Yi Gor let out a purposeful burp. “What do you think?”

			“Dai Gor?”

			A muscle ticked in my brother’s jaw. “I forgot how annoying you are. Are you done with the questions?”

			“No,” I said. Another sip. “Remember when you put a centipede in Ah Ma’s tea?”

			At that, my brother’s shoulders relaxed. We snickered at the same time.

			I could still hear our grandmother’s shrieks, shrill enough to crack porcelain. My brothers blamed the prank on me, of course. Dai Gor had Baba’s silvery charm, always complimenting her smooth skin and offering to cut her toenails. He was Ah Ma’s favorite, untouched by her cane. By association, Yi Gor was safe, too.

			“She knew you were innocent,” said Yi Gor, “yet she punished you anyway.”

			“I still hate her for it.” I swirled the soda in my mouth, enjoying the bubbles and forgetting about my stomachache. “I hate her for sending us here, too. I wish we’d never come.”

			“You’re only saying that because you’ve caught on to Sai Ma.”

			He had a point. Had Mama known what a two-faced viper our stepmother truly was, yet still sent us into her den? No, I told myself. She’d sent us here to make a better life for ourselves. Things had to get better.

			“I’m saying that because I feel more alone here,” I answered, rubbing at the tight strap chafing my shoulder. The glasses Mama had given me were getting small. “I miss having someone on my side.”

			“Here, you can finish my soda,” he said, taking my bottle and exchanging it with his.

			It was more than half empty, and there were only a few bubbles left, but I knew a truce when I saw one.

			You have me, spoke the gesture. We have each other.

			I took his soda and finished it in one gulp.
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Chapter Fourteen

			My brother Richard was born on the first day of February, just before Chinese New Year. The birth was difficult, and Sai Ma was confined to bedrest for the next month to recover. Some people were meant to be mothers, but she was not one of them. Having to miss all the New Year parties put her in a foul mood, and everyone strived to stay out of her way, especially Baba.

			The baby, however, was angelic. He had a triple chin and dough-soft thighs that I loved to squeeze. He never cried except when he was hungry, and he cooed at anyone who came to his bassinet. Even Lily was charmed. She liked to tickle his feet and watch him squirm.

			Soon after the birth, Baba came home with a telephone. Sai Ma squealed with delight when it arrived. Brass with gold-painted filigree, it looked like a pair of antlers sitting on a cradle, and was the shiniest thing I’d ever seen. Quickly upstaging the baby, it went in the parlor, where everyone—even the maids—began making excuses to admire it.

			Sai Ma used it daily, lying on the settee and dialing her friends to announce her new son. “We’ve named him Rich-ard,” she’d say proudly. Even I knew what rich meant in English. “Yes, I had a boy, did you have any doubt? We’re talking to a fortune teller to pick a date for his full moon party. I’ll expect you there.”

			After the calls, Sai Ma would get lonely and summon me or Tingting. I avoided her by sneaking out. Gu Ma’s factory was closed for a week and the last thing I wanted was to spend my holiday massaging Sai Ma’s feet. Sui Chan and I took the ferry into Tsim Sha Tsui, threw poppers on the streets and watched lion dances, then stuffed our bellies with dumplings and strawberry candies. It was the first New Year since the war had ended, and the city’s celebration was extra raucous, extra carefree. I only wished Lily could come. Every time I passed a bookshop, I thought about getting her a present—except it was bad luck to give books since the word was a phonogram of “losing.”

			In the end, I bought her an egg tart. All bakeries were closed for the New Year, but an enterprising young woman was shouting “dan tat” on the street, and the smell of butter and egg from her cart tantalized my nostrils.

			“How much?” Sui Chan asked.

			My friend and I gawked when she told us the price. “That’s robbery!”

			“Tarts are a delicacy from the West,” replied the hawker, “only offered at fine restaurants.”

			“Then how do you have them?” Sui Chan asked boldly.

			“Just try a sample.”

			She cut one tart into eight delicate pieces and gave us a morsel each. Sui Chan nibbled at hers, while I devoured the entire sample at once. The custard was creamy and sweet, and as smooth as the silkiest tofu. And the pastry! Its buttery crust melted in my mouth, flaking onto my tongue in crisp flecks. It was a nibble of heaven.

			And for the joy it brought Lily, it was worth every cent.

			My sister split the treat in half and together we ate, licking the crumbs off our fingers. For years afterward, she’d rhapsodize about egg tarts, though it’d be years before we could find them in our local bakeries. None would taste as good as that first one.

			

			—

			When Richard turned a month old, Sai Ma hosted a grand red egg party at the house. Preparations had begun as soon as he was born, and Sai Ma spent two entire weeks fasting so she could fit into her cheongsam. After a month of being sequestered from society, she was determined to make sure no one had forgotten her.

			A hundred guests were invited. Sai Ma fixated on every detail, from what song she would sing to the French wines that Gu Ma would serve. I was given one of Sai Ma’s old cheongsams to wear. It was far too long, and I spent every free moment I had hemming the skirt and altering the bustline, but I didn’t mind. I adored the beaded roses and the lace along the collar. I’d never owned anything so pretty.

			Alas, I’d never have the chance to wear it. For early on the morning of the party came the dreaded knock on my door.

			“Yut Ying.” Sai Ma burst inside, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. “I hate to ask this of you, but the extra helper I hired for the kitchen still hasn’t shown up. Do you think…”

			As her voice trailed, I knew exactly what she wanted to hear. “I can help.”

			“Would you?” Sai Ma clasped her hands. “I’ll make it up to you. We’ll go to Bastion’s once I’m well again. We’ll buy you a beautiful new dress.”

			“I’d just like to go to school.”

			“Ah yes, school. You’ve been so patient, I’ll speak to your aunt about it first thing in the morning. There are two reopening in the neighborhood. I’m sure either would be suitable.”

			I didn’t want to believe her, but wretch that I was, I nursed an inkling of hope. “Really?”

			“First thing in the morning,” she repeated. She sucked in a breath. “Oh, and it’d be best if you stayed out of sight tonight. Our family would lose face if guests saw you working in the kitchen.”

			My throat burned as I spoke, “I understand.”

			“That’s a good girl, Yut Ying.” She folded an arm around my shoulder. “I’ll tell Lily you aren’t feeling well. Hurry now, Susu’s waiting downstairs.”

			She left, and for the first time, the smell of lavender made me feel sick. That’s a good girl, Yut Ying. You’re so obedient, Yut Ying.

			Was I a dog? All my life, I had wanted Mama to stand up to Ah Ma. To push back when she was being mistreated, and to let her thoughts be known. What a hypocrite I was, because here I was doing the same thing with Sai Ma.

			Of course my brother just had to rub it in.

			He entered my room right after Sai Ma left. “Let me guess,” he said, “she’s making you into a servant for the night.”

			“I volunteered.”

			“Liar. I bet she didn’t even hire an extra helper. This was her plan all along.”

			I wouldn’t let my brother see me cry. “Doesn’t matter. It’s only a silly baby party, I didn’t want to go anyway.”

			“Mm, so there’s no reason why your face is all red and puckered up. You weren’t looking forward to sitting with Lily, to dancing with the rich city boys and hearing all the guests tell you how pretty you are—”

			“Will you shut up?” I redirected my rancor to my brother, noting he was holding a pair of white driving gloves. “Who are you to talk? Baba asked you to be a valet.”

			“He did,” Yi Gor said, dropping his cigarette on the wooden floor. “But unlike you, I’m not lying to myself about it.”

			He was right, though I’d rather swallow a toad than admit it. Lies taste sour, Mama used to say, but the truth is bitter.

			Smoke curled out of Yi Gor’s cigarette butt. I stamped on it with my heel until the embers went out.

			

			—

			I regretted agreeing to help Sai Ma. It was one of the rare crisp and breezy days in Hong Kong, neither humid nor hot, and I was wasting it working in the kitchen. First I had to boil an emperor’s ransom in eggs, then dye them as red as Sai Ma’s lipstick. When that was done, Susu dropped a punchbowl full of ginger on my table for me to peel and slice and pickle. The red eggs signified good fortune and prosperity for my new half brother, and the ginger was meant to bring energy back to Sai Ma.

			All day, I worked. I made dough for noodles, then cut them fine as strands of rabbit hair. I chiseled roses out of carrot chunks and mashed red beans with my knuckles to make a dessert soup. By sundown, my feet ached like mad, and I rolled my soles over a fat turnip for relief.

			I had begun starting on the cake when a gentleman in a black hat tapped the kitchen window.

			“I’ve never seen you before,” he said. His voice was porous and sponge-soft and carried the trace of an accent that I could not place. “You look too young to be Yan’s new cook.”

			“I’m just a helper,” I replied.

			“Not her niece?” He tracked me with his eyes, wearing a leering look that made me glad I had a cleaver nearby. “I’ve heard that Yan took in a girl about your age, very pretty with round eyes like coins.”

			It was a rare time that I was grateful for Susu appearing. The old maid barged into the kitchen, about to reproach me for dawdling, when she noticed the man at the window. “Mr. Zhou!” She took a step back, looking clearly alarmed. “Madam Chan is waiting for you in the parlor, sir.”

			“Thank you.” He tipped his hat the way the Americans did and sent me a half smile before he disappeared into the house.

			Susu yanked on my braid. “Don’t you go around talking to strangers. If your aunt finds out, she’ll have you whipped.”

			“Why?” I asked. “Who was that?”

			“Zhou Hin Kong. One of Mister Chan’s former associates.”

			It was the first and only time I’d heard my uncle’s name spoken, yet I was mostly struck by Susu’s worried tone. She made it clear that no more questions were to be asked, and after a while I stopped dwelling on it.

			Life was too short to be apprehensive of everything.

			

			—

			Guests began arriving at six o’clock. From the kitchen window, I had a partial view of the courtyard. Sai Ma’s friends were locked around a Eurasian lady dripping with diamonds while Gu Ma cruised about, toasting her guests with shandy. My brassy aunt was drunker than usual, and I briefly wondered what had happened with the mysterious Mr. Zhou, who wasn’t on the guest list and was nowhere to be seen. Baba was under the bauhinia tree smoking a cigar, and Sai Ma was ushering people into the banquet room and collecting red envelopes while she showed off her new baby. Even Lily was enjoying herself. I wished I could be with her, sipping on grape juice and watching the guests all try to impress one another. I waved, but she wasn’t wearing her spectacles and didn’t see me.

			At eight-thirty the dirty plates were replaced with clean ones and the longevity noodles were served, a sign that the party had reached its midpoint. While the guests ate, someone unlocked the piano. Its keys tinkled like bells, slightly out of tune, and Sai Ma sang.

			I’d heard my stepmother sing before, during her parties in the parlor. Her voice made me think of an underripe mango, green and stiff and a little sour on the high notes. At its best it was pretty, but it wasn’t strong enough to cut through the party’s din. Even by the window, I had to strain to hear her.

			I wiped the sweat from my forehead. The cook Gu Ma had hired for tonight was asleep on the bench, and Susu and Tingting were washing dishes or refilling teapots. I alone was in the kitchen, swatting away mosquitoes as I decorated Richard’s cake with fresh fruits and cream.

			Sai Ma had told me to stay inside, but with the guests listening to her performance, who would notice if I stepped away?

			It was a beautiful night. The moon was yolky and bright, hanging in the sky like a pearl. As I stood by the bauhinia tree, my back pressed to the trunk, wind tousled its branches, and violet petals snowed gently upon my head, making me look up.

			“Still looking for birds at this hour?” spoke a familiar voice.

			My heart skipped a beat. It was the boy who’d nearly killed me with his bicycle.

			“What are you doing here?” I blurted.

			“I’m a guest.”

			That was when I remembered that I wasn’t. “I have to go.”

			I scrambled back into the kitchen, hoping he wouldn’t follow.

			He did. “A seamstress by day at Chan Kiu Factory, and a cook by night at Madam Chan’s residence,” he mused, entering without permission. “I marvel at you, little hwamei, do you even have time to breathe?”

			“Guests aren’t allowed in the kitchen.” I picked up a large cleaver and waved it at him.

			“I’m looking for soymilk,” he said.

			“We don’t have any.”

			“No soymilk!” He pretended to be scandalized. “I thought this was a children’s party.”

			“How many children do you see?” I said, pointing at the party with my cleaver. I halved three oranges in quick succession. “Now would you kindly go away?”

			He wouldn’t. He leaned against the wall where two spatchcocked ducks were hanging, slowly being wind-cured.

			“A bit late in the season for laap aap,” he remarked, flicking a glance at the ducks. “Don’t you find it too salty?”

			“Madam Chan likes it,” I replied curtly.

			“No surprise she does. It’s pickled in wine and it’s got jowls—just like her.”

			A laugh bubbled in my throat. I couldn’t believe this boy’s audacity! I turned back to my oranges. “I’m working.”

			“I wasn’t looking for soymilk,” he admitted finally, “I was looking—for you.”

			That caught me off guard. “Me?”

			“Yes—” He dipped his fingers into his pocket and fished out the missing charm from my bracelet.

			I gasped.

			“I went back to look,” he said. “It was caught on a bush, a gnarly bristly one.” He rubbed his shoulder so I’d register how much effort he’d undertaken on my behalf. “I hope it didn’t get crushed under my wheel—looks too flat to be a peanut if you ask me.”

			It looked the same to me. Mama had never told me the charm was a peanut; I’d simply assumed. A dart of pain rose to my chest. Here was another thing I might never get to ask her.

			“I’m not going to thank you,” I said, snapping the charm onto my bracelet. “You’re the one who made me lose it in the first place.”

			Amusement showed on his face. “Do you not like me because I almost got you killed? I got the elephant genes from my da, but I promise I’m not so bad.”

			“What do you care if I like you or not?”

			“Everyone likes me,” he replied. “I’m Tommy. Tommy Yeung. You are…?”

			I held up my cleaver. “I’m good with a knife.”

			“Funny and mysterious, my favorite combination. How about I tell you a secret, will that make you like me?”

			I sliced my oranges into eighths. “What secret?”

			“Mum pretended that she was sick so she wouldn’t have to come tonight. She’s vexed with Madam Chan.”

			“That’s not a secret, that’s gossip. Which everyone already knows.”

			“It is too a secret! Mum would skin me alive if she knew I told you that.”

			“Why is she vexed with Madam Chan?”

			“Madam Chan doesn’t think we’re rich enough to be her friends, so she only asks my mum to things when someone more important can’t make it. My guess is that we’re last-minute invites.”

			“You guess?” I repeated. “If you’re going to spread a rumor, at least have some conviction.”

			“I’m certain it’s true.” He tilted his head. “I could ask my mum and find out for sure…if you want.”

			“Why would I? This has nothing to do with me. We’re not even friends.”

			“We might be at the end of this party. All that depends on you.”

			His congeniality was infectious, and I bit my cheek to keep from smiling. “You want to be friends with a kitchen maid?”

			“Why not? My grandmother worked as a kitchen maid when she moved to Hong Kong, and she was the smartest, funniest person I ever knew.”

			“Is she here tonight?”

			“She’s dead.”

			“Oh.”

			“Don’t feel bad, it happened a long time ago.”

			“You must miss her.”

			“I do. None of my other relatives are funny. Everyone’s boring and works too hard, especially my grandpa.”

			“You’re quite unfilial to say such things about your family, especially to a stranger.”

			“Trust me, Gong Gong would consider ‘boring and hardworking’ as two markers of great character.” Tommy grinned. “And we’ve met before, you’re hardly a stranger.”

			“You don’t know my name.”

			“I will when you tell me.”

			“I’m not going to tell you.”

			“Come now, I regaled you with stories about my family. My mum’s side, anyway. What do I know about you? That you like listening to birds and—”

			“Nothing,” I interrupted. I reached for the strawberries. “You know nothing about me. I like being invisible.”

			“Invisible.” Tommy was intrigued. “Why?”

			Because it’s safer that way, I thought. Because Sai Ma would leave me alone and I wouldn’t entertain any impossible dreams about becoming a famous singer. But instead I said, “When people forget you’re there, you get to see and hear a lot.”

			“So, little hwamei,” he mused, “you’re a spy.”

			“I’m a survivor,” I said. “Like my mama.”

			I glanced down at the dangling peanut on my bracelet. “I never met my mama’s family. My grandfather was a cabbage farmer from the north.”

			“My grandfather’s a farmer, too. He grows soybeans.”

			“In Hong Kong?”

			“It’s hard to grow soybeans here. His farm is in the Zhejiang Province. That’s where he grew up—he learned to make soymilk from his mother, and he’d ride on his bicycle delivering it to their neighbors. When he moved to Hong Kong, he turned it into a business. Do you like soymilk?”

			“I like soda more.”

			“So you don’t like soymilk?”

			He certainly asked a lot of questions about soymilk.

			“It was a treat during the war,” I replied. “My mother grew a few soybean plants—we’d soak the beans for a few days, then mash them into gruel. When we were lucky, Mama was able to barter for some sugarcane.” I licked my lips, reminiscing about the droplets of sweet soymilk my brothers and I had squeezed out from the gruel.

			“I bet it tasted better than soda.”

			“Anything tastes good when you have nothing.”

			Tommy gave a small but inscrutable smile. “Lots of families survived off soybeans during the war. It’s a miracle food. Nutritious, too.”

			Like luncheon meat, I thought. The other miracle food.

			“Friends joke that my mum nursed me with it as a baby.”

			I cocked my head. “Why do you call your mother ‘mum’?”

			“I go to a British school,” he explained. “Grandpa says English is the language of the future.”

			“Madam Chan says it’s the language of the colonizers,” I retorted. “But since the colonizers are rich, she has a tutor come into the factory to teach her. Honestly, it hasn’t done her much good—everyone secretly thinks she sounds like a dog when she speaks.”

			Tommy gave me an amused look. “You’re not really a maid, are you?”

			“Why?”

			“Most maids don’t have opinions like you do, or wave their cleavers at a guest.”

			Heat bloomed in my cheeks. “Maybe I’m just a bad maid.”

			“You’re also good at evading questions.”

			“Only silly ones.”

			“I’ve been nursing a curious notion,” he said, “that you’re related to Madam Chan.”

			I flinched. “What makes you think that? Do you see a resemblance?”

			He picked up one of my orange slices. “I’m not fool enough to fall into that trap. You don’t look like her, thank God, but you do look like her brother.”

			“Who’s her brother?” I asked, pretending not to know.

			“The one with two wives: the opera singer and the opium pipe.”

			He said it deadpan, yet there was a twinkle in his eye, and I couldn’t help laughing.

			“Finally, I made you laugh. Now we’re friends.”

			I cut my laugh short. “Will you go? I’m working.”

			“Why are you in the kitchen and not attending your family’s party?”

			He spoke like someone who’d been raised only around adults. I couldn’t help enjoying his company.

			I like to cook, I thought about replying, for it was true. I’d planted spring onions in a pot by the window, and my lotus seeds were finally germinating. I was also pickling radishes and brining salted eggs in a jug of vinegar and rice wine.

			“One of the helpers couldn’t come,” I replied. “I offered to help.”

			“I see.” He looked relieved. “I was worried that they treated you like Yeh Shen.”

			“Who?”

			“It’s a fairy tale we read in primary school. It’s a good story—and Yeh Shen reminds me of you. She was the daughter of a local magistrate with two wives, but after her parents died—”

			“My parents aren’t dead,” I interrupted.

			“Let me finish. After her parents died, she was forced into becoming a servant for her stepmother. Horribly unfair, yet Yeh Shen never complained. She was kind and pretty. Like you.”

			I cast Tommy a sidelong glance. Had he just called me pretty?

			“One day, when she went to the river to wash the clothes, she met a fish with real gold scales. He was a guardian spirit that her mother had sent from heaven.”

			He paused, and I hated that I was curious. “What happens next?”

			“She befriended him and went to the river every day to feed him. Weeks passed, then months. Soon it was time for the Spring Festival. Yeh Shen wished that she could go. But her stepmother wouldn’t allow it.”

			Frowning, I placed the last of the strawberries onto the cake. “Are you making this up?”

			“I’m not smart enough to come up with a story like this,” he protested. “There’s even a western version called Cinderella.”

			“Cinderella?”

			“Because her face is gray from sleeping next to the fireplace.”

			“You mean, she’s dirty.” I rubbed my cheek. “Like me.”

			Tommy gently wiped the flour from my face. “I prefer flour to ashes.”

			“You should go,” I mumbled, turning away. “Susu’ll be here soon for the birthday cake.”

			“Don’t you want to know the rest of the story?”

			I did, but I didn’t want Susu seeing Tommy with me in the kitchen. The old maid was a snitch. “If I tell you my name, will you leave?”

			Tommy lifted an eyebrow, but he nodded.

			“It’s Yut Ying.”

			“Yut Ying,” he repeated, grinning like a buffoon. “I won’t forget it.”

			“Stop trying to flirt, just go.”

			He ducked out of the kitchen right before Susu arrived. While I put Richard’s candles on the cake, I stole a glance out the window. As if he could sense my eyes on him, Tommy turned and gave me a wave.

			For the first time, Hong Kong was starting to feel like home. Which, of course, meant everything was about to go horribly wrong.
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Chapter Fifteen

			I was in the kitchen early the next morning trimming snap peas when I heard the screams.

			Lily burst inside. “Hurry, quick! Prince Cannonball went into the parlor.”

			Aiya. I rushed after her, only to come face-to-face with Sai Ma. She was still in her nightgown, flanked by Susu and Tingting. Both maids held brooms.

			The parlor was a disaster. Records were strewn about the floor, and the porcelain fruit bowl was shattered, its celadon shards jutting out of the carpet like toothpicks.

			“What a good girl I thought you were,” Sai Ma said, clucking her tongue. “It seems you had me fooled.”

			What? “Sai Ma, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			She grabbed my arm and spun me to face the phonograph.

			An enormous rat lay dead inside the horn, its pink tail dangling limply, leaving a bloody trail.

			“I can clean it,” I said, assuming Susu and Tingting were too squeamish. “If someone could bring me a box and some towels—”

			Sai Ma crossed her arms. “I know you were upset that you couldn’t attend the party, Yut Ying, but such a tasteless prank is highly unbecoming. And frankly, disappointing. Your aunt will be so upset.”

			“Wait, you don’t think that I—”

			“I personally made sure that this door was locked before the party began,” Sai Ma interrupted. “Only four people know where the key is, and three of them—your father, your aunt, and myself—were at the banquet. You were not.”

			I gestured with my kitchen scissors. “I was working. I didn’t come into the parlor.”

			“It’s true, Gah Jeh was in the kitchen,” Lily said, coming to my defense. “She couldn’t have—”

			“Quiet, Lily,” snapped Sai Ma. She snatched the scissors from my hand. “Your sister didn’t do this alone. Susu saw her with someone in the courtyard.”

			I grimaced. “I went out for a minute—for air.”

			“She’s lying. I saw her with a boy.” Susu uttered the word like it was a sin.

			“Who was it?” Sai Ma demanded.

			Tommy, I answered in my head, but I couldn’t implicate him. He wouldn’t put a dead rat in the phonograph. I didn’t know anyone who would.

			The only answer I could come up with was Prince Cannonball. But if I named the cat, Sai Ma would send Susu to hunt him down. Susu would tie him up in a rice sack, then drown him in the toilet, and that would be the end of our cantankerous little friend.

			Sai Ma must have sensed me hesitating, for she set the scissors on a table and put her hands on my shoulders. “Yut Ying,” she said, honeying her tone. “Tell me the truth. If you admit to your wrong, the punishment will be far less severe.”

			“I did speak to a boy,” I allowed. “He was just a guest who was looking for the toilet.”

			“That’s all?”

			“And Mr. Zhou,” I added. I glared at the maid. “Susu was there. She spoke to him.”

			At that, Sai Ma let go of my shoulders. “What did Mr. Zhou want?”

			“He was looking for Madam Chan,” said Susu quickly.

			“And he saw Yut Ying.”

			“On the way to the parlor.”

			It should have made me worry how dramatically Sai Ma drew her breath and folded her hands one over the other, as if we were characters in one of the operas she so loved.

			“I suppose this is how rumors begin,” she mused. “Not even thirteen years old, and the center of sordid gossip. You have to keep yourself fresh if you’re going to marry well.”

			I didn’t understand what she meant, which amused her. “Your mother kept you so innocent,” she said. She stroked my hair. “You’re a pretty girl. Some advice for you: Don’t get too pretty. A man’s attention is more trouble than it’s worth. You trust me to take care of you, don’t you?”

			She’d asked me that question before, months ago, when I first arrived in Hong Kong and still thought the world of her.

			“Yes,” I lied. “I do.”

			“Clever girl.” Sai Ma sat on the settee, dismissing the maids with a lift of her chin. She picked up my scissors. “Lily, your sister has beautiful hair, doesn’t she?”

			Lily glanced at me uneasily before responding, “Yes.”

			“I want you to cut it.”

			My sister’s eyes went wide. “What?”

			“You’ve been wanting to leave Saint Maria’s Academy. Shall I speak to your baba about finding you a school closer to home?”

			It was cruel of Sai Ma to dangle this opportunity in front of Lily, who was still young and still loved her. The yearning on her face made my chest tighten.

			It’s fine, I mouthed to Lily. It’s only hair.

			Sai Ma passed her the scissors. “Cut it short, above her ears.”

			“I can’t,” Lily whispered.

			I grabbed the scissors from my sister. In one swift motion, I reached for the back of my ponytail and made a decisive snip.

			It was so much hair. The shorn black locks tumbled past my shoulders, their ends prickling my arms as they fell. I bit the inside of my cheek, holding back tears.

			Lily made a gasping sound. “Gah Jeh!”

			“It’s done,” I said, struggling to keep my voice steady. I set the scissors back on the table.

			The corners of Sai Ma’s lips twitched into a smile. “So black and silken,” she said, sifting a lock between her fingers. “I’ll give this to Gu Ma to sell.”

			“Sell?” Lily repeated.

			“The phonograph will have to be replaced. Its energies have been tainted, and your aunt won’t stomach keeping it in our home. The expenses will be deducted from Yut Ying’s wages at the factory.”

			“What?” I exclaimed. “You can’t punish me like this, you know I didn’t do it.”

			“Do I?” Sai Ma said, tapping her chin. “You’ve shown yourself to be a liar, Yut Ying, and quite possibly a vandal. Such a bad example for my daughter must be punished.” Sai Ma took my wrist and unhooked my bracelet.

			“Stop!” I cried. “Give that back!”

			“Insurance,” Sai Ma said, “to make sure you pay back what you owe.” She dangled the bracelet high, the way a bird admires a freshly caught worm. “It’s real gold. Someone special must have given it to you.”

			My mother. My mother, whom I didn’t know if I’d ever see again.

			Anger boiled out of my throat. I lunged, grabbing Sai Ma’s arm as I reached for my bracelet.

			“Let go,” she seethed. “All it takes is one word to your father, one word to your aunt—and we send you back to the mainland.”

			For the longest time I’d thought my aunt was the snake, but I was wrong. It was Sai Ma. Behind the honey of her words was poisonous venom, and that made her the most dangerous of all. I gritted my teeth, wishing that my power wasn’t invisibility, and instead that I could make Sai Ma vanish from this world like she deserved.

			“Clean up the mess,” she said, pocketing my bracelet with a flourish. “You’ll not be allowed in this room again.”

			

			—

			There was no more music in the house. Much as I hated Sai Ma, I hated the silence more. Gu Ma declared the parlor off limits until a specialist could come cleanse the area’s energy, and then came the floods.

			Monsoon season began early that year. Thunder boomed, and rafts of dark clouds hemmed the sky, rain spilling from their seams in apocalyptic cascades. More than once, the storms startled me awake, and I hid under my blankets, frightened by the bone-white slashes of lightning across the night sky.

			Lily was the opposite. She adored the storms, and the more devastatingly they brewed, the happier she was. “Howl more,” she would tell the wind. “Break the sky,” she would yell to the thunder. The longer the rains and winds waged war upon the island, the longer she could stay at home instead of school. Even Gu Ma’s factory had to close because of the rain.

			That summer would be my favorite of all my seasons in Hong Kong. Every night despite the rain, Lily climbed out of her window and fearlessly lowered herself to the second story, her small feet landing in the box of myrtle before she crawled into my room. The humidity was awful, a boundless sea of moist, unwanted kisses upon our skin. Mama used to say going to bed with wet feet would give you arthritis, so every night I’d wait for Lily with a pair of dry socks. We’d sit on my bed in our underwear, hugging Prince Cannonball, and complain about Sai Ma.

			“I bet she planted the rat herself,” Lily grumbled. “Did it to make you lose face in front of Baba and Gu Ma—and take your money.”

			It’d been weeks since the phonograph incident, but holding grudges was a family specialty. My sister couldn’t stop talking about it.

			“The money and loss of face doesn’t bother me as much as it should,” I admitted. “What bothers me is why. Why does she hate me so much?”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” said Lily. “She’s jealous of you.”

			“Me? I work in the factory all day and Baba can hardly tell me apart from the maids.”

			“You’re prettier,” Lily said. “People are always telling Mama how beautiful she is. Now that you’re here, they notice you not her.”

			“That’s because I’m new, not because I’m prettier.”

			“I’d disagree. So would Mama.”

			My clothes were rags compared to Sai Ma’s, and as she often reminded me, I walked and talked like a peasant. But it did explain why she’d sent me to Gu Ma’s factory. Why she made me cut my hair.

			“She’s also jealous of your mother,” Lily said. “Every now and then Baba feels bad about leaving her behind in China and wants to do something nice for you, but Mama talks him out of it.”

			Now this was news. “How do you know?”

			“Their room is right next to mine. I hear a lot.”

			“What else do you hear?”

			“Mama blames the war for robbing her of her dreams. She blames me, too. If I hadn’t been born, she wouldn’t have had to marry Baba. She could have been a famous singer.”

			Sai Ma should’ve been an actress, not a singer. I stroked Prince Cannonball, ignoring the hiss he made. “That has nothing to do with you. It was her choice to marry Baba.”

			“No,” said Lily, lowering her lashes. “She had to—I was born six months after they got married.”

			It took too long for me to understand what that meant. Then my hand flew to my mouth. “Oh.”

			“She still complains about how Gu Ma made her quit performing after she married into the family.” Lily mimicked our aunt: “ ‘You’re a mother now, you can’t be going onstage and singing in nightclubs.’ ”

			I knew this was the worst possible thing anyone could say to her. “No wonder she hates Gu Ma.”

			“She hates everyone. Which is why I have to get out of here. I’m going to study hard and go to university as far away from Hong Kong as I can. I’ll bring Prince Cannonball, and you too—if you want to come.”

			“Of course I do.”

			“We’ll go to America,” Lily decided. “The hills are made of gold, and people can say and do whatever they want.”

			I closed my eyes, lost in the fantasy of living far from here. “That sounds like a dream.”

			“It won’t be a dream forever,” said Lily pointedly, “which is why you’d better work on your English. You haven’t even opened the books I lent you.”

			I groaned. “Our Chinese lessons are enough. Gu Ma has me cooking and cleaning all day. By the time I finish, my brain’s too tired to study. Simply opening a book makes my eyes do somersaults!”

			With a laugh, Lily curled up at my side. “You come up with excuses for everything, Gah Jeh.” She took off her glasses, wiping the fogged-up lenses with her fingers. “I bet Ma’s asleep,” she said then. “I’ll sneak into her room and get your bracelet back.”

			“Then she’d punish you.”

			A shrug. “She’d just lock me in the cellar for a few hours.”

			“What?”

			“That’s where she puts me whenever I don’t wear my gloves or I go out without a hat. She says I’m getting too much sun.” Lily made a face. “It’s not so bad. Last time I smuggled in a flashlight and some books so I wouldn’t rot with boredom.”

			I was familiar with the cellar, a dark and cramped space beneath the kitchen mostly used for storing surplus grains. Susu was terrified of the cockroaches and regularly foisted the task of getting the rice to me or Tingting. I couldn’t imagine being locked inside.

			“You aren’t to do anything,” I said firmly. “I’ll get the bracelet back myself.”

			Lily grimaced, but she didn’t argue. “Did your mother give it to you?” she asked. “You never talk about her.”

			“Because I was angry with her,” I admitted. For years I wanted to come see Baba in Hong Kong, but she wouldn’t let me. Now I wish we’d had more time together. I don’t know when I’ll ever see her again.”

			“What’s she like?”

			I leaned back against the window. Prince Cannonball was splayed across my lap, snoring. “She’s tall, almost as tall as Baba, and she only combs her hair to check for spiders and doesn’t care whether her clothes match—she doesn’t have holes in her ears to wear earrings, and perfume makes her sneeze. She’s strict and rarely gives compliments, but she’d kiss me when she thought I was asleep. She’d tell me stories about leoi san when I was afraid of the thunder.”

			My voice had gone hoarse. When was the last time I’d spoken about Mama? I missed her.

			Lily scooted closer to me on the bed. “You’re lucky you have a mother who cares about you. Ma doesn’t love anyone except for herself. She doesn’t even love Richard.”

			I turned to my sister, parting the curtains of her hair so they didn’t obscure the brightness of her face. “I love you, Lily,” I said fiercely. “I’ll take care of you.”

			Lily buried her head in my chest, and I held her close. The last time I embraced someone this way was Mama, the night before I left Tunglam.

			“Sing to me, Gah Jeh,” Lily whispered. “I can’t sleep when it’s so quiet.”

			Thunder rolled, rain spilled down the roofs, and outside beyond the racecourse a hundred cars honked a boisterous symphony. Only Lily would consider this quiet.

			“Study hard, Lily mui mui,” I murmured, the lilt in my voice slowly turning into a song.

			Quickly grow up, grow up tall and strong,

			One day we’ll leave for America,

			and the unhappy years we’ve shared

			will be a distant memory

			that we’ll laugh about when we’re old.

			Lily’s body grew soft against me, sleep easing away the worried pinch in her brow.

			I pressed a kiss on her forehead. I was sent here to be with you, I thought fondly. I would protect this girl the way Mama had protected me. I’d love her the way her own mother wouldn’t.

			Heavens help me, I would get the two of us out of here. I just had to grow up first.
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			Pacific Ocean

			1980

			Marigold

			After lunch, Helen rose to use the bathroom.

			“I’ll come with you,” said Marigold. “I need to go, too.”

			“Go after I come back. Someone has to watch our bags.”

			“Mom, I promise our bags will be safe.”

			Helen didn’t look so sure. She picked up her purse by the strap and slung it over her shoulder.

			The plane was quiet. Half the passengers were asleep, the other half expectantly waiting for Superman to begin. As Marigold and Helen made their way down the aisle, an elderly Chinese man rose to speak to Helen.

			“You look so familiar,” he said, clasping her hand. “I’ve seen you somewhere before. I can’t place it, but I know I have. Were you by chance a—”

			“No.” Helen jerked her arm back. “Never.”

			“But I could have sworn—”

			“I’m no one.”

			Agitated, Helen pressed forward, not stopping until she reached the lavatories. The encounter had clearly distressed her. Her fingers were shimmering again, losing color.

			“Breathe,” Marigold said, taking her mother by the shoulders. Even through her gloves, she could feel the goosebumps rising on Helen’s skin. She was cold, too cold.

			Stumbling, Helen slumped against the wall.

			Pamela and another attendant rushed to help, lowering her mother to the floor and grabbing a duffel labeled First Aid Kit. Their efforts would be futile, Marigold knew. No amount of aspirin or CPR would revive her mother. Thinking fast, she hurried into the galley for a cup of hot water and splashed it over Helen’s head.

			Gasping, Helen jerked awake.

			“What happened?” she asked, alarmed to see herself surrounded by crew. Shakily, she got up. Her skin was nearly translucent, to the point that Marigold could make out the red carpeting underneath.

			“Ma’am, your face!” cried Pamela. “It’s—”

			“What?” Helen whispered.

			From the woman’s shock, Marigold could tell exactly what she’d seen. What several of the now clustered attendants were seeing.

			She felt the color drain from her own face. That nauseous churning in her stomach vanished, replaced by a cold clench of fear.

			“Never mind, ma’am,” Pamela said hastily, as depth returned to Helen’s skin. “I must have…” She cleared her throat. “May I escort you back to your seat and get you something to drink?”

			“I’m fine,” Helen repeated firmly until everyone left her alone. She turned to Marigold and pointed at the lavatory as if nothing had happened. “Are you going in first or am I?”

			“You go ahead.”

			As Helen slipped past the folding door, Marigold gazed at the empty space where her mother’s shadow should have been.

			The situation was worse than she’d feared. Bad enough that Helen had just vanished involuntarily, with scarce control over when she came back. But now someone else had noticed her becoming invisible—multiple people in fact! This had never happened before.

			Marigold balled her hands, her nails biting into the thin nylon of her gloves.

			Science had taught her that things didn’t simply disappear. Either they dispersed or they were changed into something else. There were always traces. Broken bits that were waiting to be reunited.

			For the life of her, Marigold would find every piece. She’d put her mother back together again.
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Chapter Sixteen

				Yut Ying

			
			I had forgotten all about Tommy Yeung until, come the middle of August, he surfaced once again in my life.

			I was walking to the factory, slower than usual since the summer heat had spurred my feet to swell and now my shoes chafed with every step. I distracted myself from the pain by looking around to see if any of the seeds I’d scattered had sprouted. Birds and squirrels had devoured most of them, then the monsoons had come and swept away everything else. The only survivor was a loquat tree, half a meter tall. It would take years before it bore any fruit.

			I crouched, sprinkling water to keep the tree’s soil moist—when I heard the familiar chime of a bicycle bell.

			“Yut Ying!” Tommy shouted, hopping off his bike. “You cut your hair, I almost didn’t recognize you. Remember me?”

			In the span of six months, he’d grown taller, and the shape of his face had changed, too. His chin had lost its boyish roundness and there were new angles in his jawline. He sported a dimple when he smiled.

			“Tending to Hong Kong’s finest orchards, I see,” he said pleasantly. “What is that, apricot?”

			“Loquat,” I said, resuming my stroll to work.

			He steered his bicycle alongside me. “Your aunt must be grooming you to take over the factory,” he chatted. “Still sewing slippers, or have you been promoted to a supervisor?”

			I frowned, but secretly I was pleased to see him again. I quickened my pace. “I’m going to be late.”

			“Let me give you a ride. I can drop you off a block before the factory, if you’re nervous about your aunt seeing you.”

			It was a thoughtful gesture, but I hesitated. “Why did you say she’s grooming me to take over the factory?”

			“My grandfather used to take my cousin and me to his farm during harvest season. He’d make us pick soybeans from dawn to dusk, then we had to dry them and remove their skin and extract their milk. He said it wasn’t enough to know how to run a business, we had to understand every aspect of the product we sold. I figured your aunt was making you gain experience, too.”

			“You overestimate her,” I replied.

			“Then why does she make you work?”

			Truly, I didn’t know. It had been almost a year now, and Gu Ma had stopped asking me about the other seamstresses.

			“I don’t mind it,” I said, for that was true. Every hour in the factory was one fewer hour at 12 Harbourage with Sai Ma. “It’s not like I’m that girl in your story—Yeh…”

			“Yeh Shen,” he supplied, grinning widely. “You remembered!”

			He was a puppy in boy form, I thought, the way he wore his emotions on his sleeve and how eager he was to please. Prince Cannonball would eat him alive.

			“I never got to finish it for you,” Tommy babbled on. “Shall I continue?”

			There was no getting rid of him. I nodded and started up another one of Hong Kong’s damned hills.

			“I recall exactly where we left off. Yeh Shen yearned to go to the Spring Festival, but her stepmother forbade it. In spite of this, Yeh Shen harbored no grudge and remained as kind and good as ever.

			“For years, her stepmother had saddled Yeh Shen with chores and hard labor. The only time the girl was allowed to leave home was to wash clothes at the river behind the village. Wanting to know why Yeh Shen remained so happy, one day the stepmother secretly followed her to the river. There, she spotted Yeh Shen talking with the fish.”

			“The fish?” I repeated.

			“Have you forgotten? Yeh Shen befriended a fish whose scales shone like drops of sunlight, so magnificent that crows constantly circled it, desperate to peck at the gold. To protect her friend, Yeh Shen wove a seaweed sheath to cover its scales, but the sheath was fragile and often needed to be repaired. She’d sit by the river, talking to her fish while she worked.”

			“Her stepmother saw,” I said, my stomach roiling with dread.

			Tommy confirmed with a nod. “The next morning, the lady brought a basket of laundry to the river and lured the fish out by pretending to be Yeh Shen. ‘I’ve made a new jacket for you,’ she called. ‘This one won’t break as easily.’ As soon the fish appeared, she flung her net and ensnared him. Can you guess what she and her daughter ate for lunch?”

			My throat went tight. “That’s cruel.”

			“Yeh Shen had no idea. That very afternoon, she heard crows cawing loudly at the river and rushed to check on her friend, but the fish wasn’t there. Concerned, Yeh Shen searched along the river. Eventually, she ran into an old peddler washing his feet in the water.

			“ ‘Good sir,’ she said, ‘have you seen a golden fish in the river? Its scales are shaped like teardrops, its eyes like two cash coins.’

			“ ‘Indeed I have,’ said the peddler, who was a sage in disguise. ‘That fish is a guardian from heaven. The crows told me he was caught this morning by a woman from the village. Your stepmother. She killed him.’

			“Yeh Shen fell to her knees. ‘No,’ she wept bitterly. ‘This is my fault.’

			“Cry if you must, but do not despair. His bones carry a magical spirit that watches over you still. If you are ever in need, you may pray to them.’

			“Yeh Shen hardly heard the advice. In deep anguish, she hurried home. Sure enough, there was a pile of fish bones on her stepmother’s and stepsister’s plates.

			“ ‘You missed a delectable lunch, Yeh Shen,’ said her stepmother wickedly. ‘Your sister and I enjoyed the most succulent carp; we ate until our bellies were full. Be a good girl and wash these plates clean.’

			“With a heavy heart, Yeh Shen mourned her beloved friend. Remembering what the sage had told her, she kept the fish bones safe, though she had nothing to wish for except the fish’s forgiveness.”

			It was only a story, yet I pitied Yeh Shen. She was nothing like me, who grumbled about my work but didn’t have the spine to rebel. She was patient and compassionate. She didn’t deserve all her hardships.

			“If I had magic fish bones,” I said, “I’d wish for the stepmother and stepsister to be turned into cockroaches. Then I’d set my cat on them.”

			Tommy laughed. “Then there’d be no story.”

			“I’d be free of them, that’s story enough for me.” We’d reached the top of the hill, and I stopped to pat my sweaty temples with my sleeve.

			Grinning, Tommy took out two thermoses from his backpack. “Pick one: I’ve got soymilk and leung cha. Then I’ll tell you a secret.”

			I chose the herbal tea. Not my favorite, but my grandmother swore by its healing properties. The drink was warm and did little to quench the heat in my throat.

			I wiped my mouth and took another sip. “What’s the secret?”

			“Next time choose the soymilk,” replied Tommy. “It’s actually very cooling. The best part is, you don’t have to drink it cold. It’s good warm and hot, too.”

			I had to laugh. “You know, I’ve never met anyone more fixated on soymilk.”

			He held the thermos high, throwing his shoulders forward in a way that parodied the models on billboards. “Soy is joy,” he uttered with dramatic flair.

			I was still laughing. Tommy loved soymilk the way I loved music. If it were up to him, he’d spend all day waxing on about soybean farming and milk production. And, to my surprise, I’d want to listen.

			“So what does Yeh Shen wish for?” I asked.

			Tommy winked. “I’ll tell you next time.”

			“Another half a year from now?”

			“Sooner,” he said cheekily. He waved goodbye, his long bangs falling over his eyes, and there came a strange flutter in my chest that turned my insides warm. He’d gotten handsome, my friend Tommy.

			I hoped he wouldn’t forget me.

			

			—

			The following week, I found Tommy by the loquat tree, tying a bamboo stick to its trunk.

			“So it’ll grow straight,” he explained, straightening a bit himself when he spotted me.

			I was impressed. “Did you learn this on your soybean farm?”

			“I learned it so you’ll invite me for loquats when the tree bears fruit. You promise?”

			“You like loquats that much?”

			He grinned. “I like you that much.”

			Back home, when boys flirted, I pushed them into the pig trough. Obviously there was no pig trough here. So why, then, did my tongue tie up like those knots Tommy had made around the tree?

			Still grinning, Tommy sprang to his feet and motioned at his bicycle. “It’s good you’re early. Hop on, I’ll take you to breakfast.”

			“I can’t—”

			“Don’t say no. I know a cha chaan teng that opens extra early. It’s not far, and the owner’s a family friend. I already told him you’re coming—you can’t make me lose face.”

			Cha chaan tengs were a new kind of teahouse everyone was talking about, but I was more interested in his bicycle. It looked different than before. The seat was longer, with room for both of us. Had he changed that just for me?

			“Will you come?” Tommy asked.

			Why not? I climbed on, sitting behind him on the seat. “I’ve never ridden a bicycle before,” I admitted.

			“You’ll…you’ll have to hold on to me,” he said. “Like this.” He wrapped my arms around his waist. “Going downhill can get fast, but don’t worry. I won’t let you fall.”

			He turned to the road, pedaling strongly. The momentum propelled me forward, so my chin landed on his shoulder. It felt nice there.

			Tommy was wiry and athletic and didn’t seem to mind having to cycle up the hills while bearing my extra weight. Going downhill, the streets blurred into a pinwheel of color, and I squealed in his ear. He laughed and rang the bell on his bicycle.

			“Were you a devil in your last life, Ha Yut Ying? I swear I almost threw up when that tram on the road came out of nowhere.” Then he’d whisk us down another even steeper hill. Never had I laughed more, or screamed more. We were two young people on the cusp of adulthood, carefree and invincible. I never wanted it to end.

			The cha chaan teng was on the corner of Kam Hong and Albert Crescent Road. It had green-painted windows and white lace curtains, and instead of offering only traditional Cantonese food, the menu also introduced Western food like bread with butter, milk tea, and potatoes that were fried in strips and dipped in tomato paste.

			“Ah suk!” Tommy greeted the owner, a man with a bell pepper–shaped face. “Can you rush our order? My friend’s got to go to work in half an hour.”

			“Anything for my best customer.” The older man grinned at us. “Soymilk and french fries for you. What will the young lady have?”

			“A cola,” I said.

			“That’s it?”

			“Egg tarts, if you have them.”

			“Egg tarts!” the owner exclaimed. “She’s got fancy taste, this one.”

			I blushed, but the owner was only teasing. “We’re trying a few recipes,” he said. “I hope we’ll serve tarts by the end of the month.”

			“Then we’ll be back for them,” said Tommy. “How about toast?”

			I agreed. Growing up during the war had taught me never to be picky about food. And ever since Sai Ma had started rationing my meals, I was constantly hungry.

			Our drinks arrived first. Tommy’s soymilk came in a glass and didn’t look like anything special, but he was excited.

			“Try this,” he said, offering me a sip. “How do you like it?”

			I sipped slowly, copying the languid way Sai Ma drank wine, and let the flavor of the milk sit on my tongue. “Not too sweet.”

			“Isn’t it good?” Tommy said excitedly. “Most soymilks are too grainy and thick, but this one is smooth. Yet it tastes fresh, like it was made at home.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “Wasn’t it made here?”

			“No. The brand’s called Peaksoy.” He paused. “Have you heard of it?”

			I had not.

			“That’ll change one day,” he said. “It’s the name of our soymilk. During the war, Grandfather had us cycle up and down Jardine’s Bazaar selling it, and now we’ve been promoting our milk to all the local teahouses and markets. Schools and hospitals, too.”

			“How’s that gone?”

			“It hasn’t been easy,” Tommy admitted. “But this place serves Peaksoy now, so that’s one business in Hong Kong.”

			I clinked my bottle to his cup. “One is more than zero.”

			“It is,” Tommy agreed. He was drawing on a napkin. “Try to guess what it is.”

			“A mountain. No, Victoria Peak!” He was good, at least to my untrained eye. He added the harbor next to the mountain, sketching fish in the water.

			“I didn’t know you drew,” I said.

			“I started during the occupation. It helped pass the time. Better than going to school and having to learn the enemy’s language.” His voice dipped. “One day, I’ll draw the logo for Peaksoy.”

			“Is that the wish you’d make to your guardian fish?” I asked, pointing at the koi he’d sketched on the napkin.

			“One of them. What about you?”

			“I want to sing,” I confessed. “I want to make records and hear myself on the radio.”

			“Not go to the Spring Festival and find a husband?” he said playfully.

			“It’s 1946, no one does that anymore.” After I said it, I inclined my head. “What happened to Yeh Shen?”

			Tommy smiled. Our food had arrived, and he washed our plates and cutlery in boiling tea before splitting the toast and french fries, offering me the larger portions. “The Spring Festival was in a few days, and Yeh Shen’s stepmother and stepsister were very excited. After all, the festival was where young men and women gathered to find suitable matches, and the stepsister hoped to marry the son of a high government official, or even a lord.

			“Yeh Shen also wanted to go, but her family laughed at her rags and went off without her. No sooner did they leave than a sparkling azure silk gown appeared on her cot, its vibrance rivaling the sea itself. There was also a silvery cloak trimmed with the softest kingfisher feathers, and most exquisite of all: a pair of golden slippers sewn from her beloved fish’s scales.

			“ ‘Be sure not to lose the slippers,’ came a voice from the bones.

			“ ‘I promise,’ said Yeh Shen. She prayed to the fish bones in thanks, put on the splendid clothes, then was off to the festival.

			“It’s said that the moment she arrived, the kites froze in the sky, the lanternlights stopped flickering, and even the horses and birds ceased to neigh and natter. It was as though a celestial maiden had descended upon earth, for no one could take their eyes off this mysterious young lady. Unaware of the attention, Yeh Shen sang and danced. She sampled foods from each stall and greeted every person who stared at her. It was the merriest time of her life until she encountered her stepmother. Worried that she might be recognized, Yeh Shen fled the festival, losing one of her golden slippers during her haste.

			“Distraught that she couldn’t keep her promise to the fish bones, Yeh Shen searched every day for the missing shoe, but it was nowhere to be found. Little did she know, a traveling merchant had chanced upon the slipper and sold it to the emperor himself. The emperor had heard about the celestial maiden who’d graced the Spring Festival and was determined to find her. He returned the slipper to the very road where Yeh Shen had lost it and patiently waited for her to come looking for it. At last he saw her, and he fell in love and asked her to marry him. And so she did.”

			“That’s it?” I said, crossing my arms. For a story I’d waited so long to hear finished, the ending was underwhelming. “Did she become empress or was she merely a concubine?”

			Tommy didn’t know. “She married a king, what does the rest matter?”

			I thought of Baba’s taking a second wife and shook my head at Tommy. “It makes all the difference.”

			“It’s a happy ending,” he assured me.

			I wasn’t convinced. My petty Ha blood wanted more answers. “What happened to the stepmother and stepsister?”

			“Some versions say that the emperor sold them off to a neighboring country as slaves. Others say that Yeh Shen forgave them and invited them to live with her in the palace. Which do you prefer?”

			“Make them suffer,” I replied easily. “I’d never forgive anyone who was cruel to me.”

			“Even if they’re your own kin?”

			“Especially if they’re my own kin. You don’t agree?”

			Tommy twirled his straw, staring into his milk in a way that made him look extra pensive. “Sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to.”

			I wondered about this friend of mine. He called me mysterious, but he was a mystery in his way, too.

			I had to get to the factory, and as I got up from the table, I reached for the napkin with his sketch of the peak.

			“Throw it out,” Tommy said. “I can draw you a new one.”

			“No need.” I folded the napkin gingerly and tucked it into my pocket. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll be worth something one day.”

			Tommy smiled the biggest smile I’d ever seen.
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Chapter Seventeen

			The next year I grew three inches, then another two the next year, until at fifteen I surpassed Sai Ma by a good head. She began wearing heels in the house, clacking everywhere she went and making offhand remarks about my “large and unfeminine” feet. It was a little war between us, and I kept a mental tally of all the things she hated about me. Some I would deliberately do to annoy her, like chewing loudly at dinner, and others I could naturally flaunt, like my height. She would pettily remind Gu Ma that I’d outgrown yet another pair of shoes and to dock the new ones from my pay.

			Sui Chan and I had become the two fastest seamstresses in the factory, averaging sixty slippers a day. Though I hated the work, I couldn’t quit. The shiver of pleasure that climbed up my spine at the end of every week, when Mrs. Dang handed me my hard-earned wages, was undeniable. Even though Gu Ma continued taking most of my money to pay for the phonograph, the few coins I got to keep rattled in my pockets like the sweetest music.

			Part of my money I saved for Mama. All anyone could talk about was the civil war in China, and whether it might spill into Hong Kong. After four years of Japanese occupation, another war was everyone’s worst fear. Mrs. Dang kept the radio on, listening to the news rather than her usual opera fare, and Sui Chan and I would whisper about whether we thought the Kuomintang would prevail over the Communists. At home, it was a different story. Sai Ma complained that politics gave her a headache, so Baba and Gu Ma rarely discussed the mainland. If Yi Gor or I brought up the war, they’d curtly state that it wouldn’t last long. Never did they discuss their mother and brothers, who were still stuck in Guangdong, or the possibility of bringing them to safety in Hong Kong.

			But I worried. I worried about Mama every day, hoping that her potatoes and soybeans had sprouted, that the tomatoes were thriving and the cows had given birth to new calves, and that there was enough rice. I worried the Communists would arrest her because she was a Christian, I worried that she didn’t answer any of my letters. I worried whether she’d foreseen something terrible and resigned herself to fate.

			If things in China were as bad as everyone said, I’d need money to get Mama out. I squirreled away every coin, stashing my savings under my bed. I couldn’t rely on Baba to help. His whole life, he’d eaten “slipper rice,” cadging off Ah Ma then Gu Ma. I doubted he’d ever made a cent by himself.

			“How much money do you still owe?” Tommy asked.

			“Gu Ma says I’ve only paid off half of the phonograph,” I replied. “At this rate, I’ll be working at the factory until I’m eighteen.”

			That was three more years, an eternity! I sighed. Many times I suspected that I had long since recouped the phonograph and Gu Ma was stealing my wages. But I had no way to prove it.

			“I have an idea that might help.”

			“I’m not taking your money. I’ve told you this before.”

			“Just listen. Remember I told you my grandfather started a soymilk business? He’s trying to reach more customers by advertising.”

			I was intrigued. “Like giving out flyers? I’ve seen people do that on Connaught.”

			“No, a billboard. We hired a photographer who worked on Coca-Cola ads in the States, but Grandfather didn’t like the model he used. I said I knew a girl who might be a better fit.” Tommy waited a deliberate beat. “You.”

			“You want me to model for Peaksoy?”

			“You’ll get a free case,” he pitched. “And you’ll be well paid.”

			“I’m not a model.”

			“You’ve got the look he wants.”

			“You mean I look like a village girl.”

			“I didn’t say that, but even if it were so, is that so bad? I’d buy mud if you were selling it.”

			“What flattery,” I said dryly, but there was a flip in my stomach that I buried deep. “How much is he paying?”

			Tommy named a sum, and I whistled. It was more than I made in a month at the factory. “All I have to do is hold a bottle of soymilk and pose for a few pictures?”

			“It would help if you smiled, too.”

			I started to make a face at him before I suddenly turned somber. “I can’t do it. If my family found out…”

			“They won’t. I’ll introduce you as someone else. You’ll wear makeup—a headscarf, too, if you want.”

			The idea of being in disguise sent me aflutter with excitement. It was out of a fairy tale—I could become anyone: a university student, a tycoon’s daughter, even a nightclub singer. “Let’s give me an English name.”

			“What about…Margaret?”

			I wrinkled my nose. I could hardly say it, it was so guttural.

			“Cynthia?”

			I fluttered my hand. Next.

			“Helen?” he suggested then. “We learned about a queen called Helen of Troy in school. She was the most beautiful woman in the world, and kings fought a war over her.”

			“What happened to her?” I asked, anxious to know that the story wasn’t an unhappy one.

			“The war was long and complicated, I don’t recall the details,” admitted Tommy, “but her king won the war and she stayed a queen. It’s a pretty name, I say. It suits you.” He paused. “Helen of Soy not Troy.”

			He smiled as he said so, and I couldn’t help smiling back.

			“Helen,” I tried it out. “All right.” I inhaled. “Helen it is.”

			

			—

			In the photography studio the windows were as large as movie screens, and the sun spun a pale, pastel light. My bright-yellow dress made me stand out like a bee, and I felt keenly how much I preferred to be invisible.

			“There’s my grandfather,” Tommy was saying as we entered. “You can call him Director Fung. Gong Gong!”

			Director Fung faced us. My first impression was that he didn’t look like a farmer. He had the backbone of a cypress tree, straight and unbendable—and his face carried the severity of a monk at prayer. He wore a gray suit with white pinstripes, fashion I’d seen plenty of foreigners wear, but rarely a Chinese man. There was no cigarette angled in the corner of his mouth, and he didn’t smell like shoe polish or incense. He smelled like money. Crisp, fresh bills of it.

			“This is the girl I told you about,” Tommy said, making the introductions. “Helen. Helen of Soy.”

			The name brought chuckles from around the room, but Director Fung didn’t smile.

			All morning I’d felt a tickle of pleasure whenever I remembered that Tommy had spoken about me to his family. Now that tickle was replaced by a churning nervousness. Never had I met anyone with an aura as intense as Tommy’s grandfather’s. The way he flicked his dark eyes in my direction, I got the sense that he noticed everything—from my uncut fingernails to the loose button on my collar—and was making judgments.

			I bowed as low as I could. “It’s an honor to meet you, Director Fung.”

			He didn’t return the salutation. “How do you know my grandson?”

			Tommy had prepared me for an interrogation. “A few years ago, I was walking down Sandy Mound Road and he almost hit me with his bicycle. He stopped to make sure I wasn’t hurt. After that, we became friends.”

			Not a muscle gave away the old man’s reaction. “Where are you from?”

			“Happy Valley. Sir.”

			“That is not what I meant. Where were you raised?”

			My Hong Kong accent hadn’t fooled him. “Tunglam Village, sir. It’s in Guangdong Province.”

			“I know where that is,” he said. “Tommy says your mother used to make soymilk.”

			“It didn’t taste as good as Peaksoy.” I boldly added, “Mama would say that if rice is China’s blood, then soybeans are its bones.”

			At that, Director Fung made the slightest nod. “Take off your headscarf. I want a clear look at your face.”

			I slipped it off, letting my hair tumble down behind my shoulders. I didn’t know what he was looking for, but my hair was my best feature. Smooth and black as a vinyl record, it draped the sides of my cheeks, highlighting the angles in my bones while bringing fullness to my face.

			Director Fung’s brow furrowed. He raised two fingers.

			His secretary appeared, carrying an opened bottle of Peaksoy on a tray. It had a shiny blue label of a painted mountain that I’d seen before—

			“Tommy, your drawing!” I cried, forgetting my restraint. “It’s on the bottle!”

			Tommy was beaming.

			“Enough talking,” said Director Fung. I’d forgotten he was standing behind me. “I want to see you drink.”

			It was my final test, whether I could sell Peaksoy to a customer as unyielding as Director Fung. No easy task.

			I tipped the bottle to my lips and took a long sip. The milk was warm, but I imagined I hadn’t eaten anything in days—which wasn’t hard, given my long hungry years in Tunglam and my meager portions at dinner. I kept drinking until the whole bottle was finished, and then, as I set it down, licking my lips clean, I smiled with the true contentment of someone who was satisfied.

			For a long moment, Director Fung said nothing. Then he lifted two fingers again.

			The gesture sent the studio buzzing. A woman with peacock-blue earrings introduced herself as Joan and took my arm, ushering me to a chair by the window. That was when I realized I had the job. She dusted powder over my skin, plucked my caterpillar brows, and applied rouge on my cheeks. I giggled at the cool touch of the makeup she painted on my eyelids.

			When she finished with my face, she frowned at what I was wearing. “The dress is too bright. Should we change her?”

			I was wearing my favorite dress, yellow with purple polka dots. The fabric was cheap and flimsy, but looking at it made me feel sunny, the opposite of my name. I wore it often when I was with Tommy.

			“No need,” the photographer spoke up. He was the shortest gweilo I’d seen, dressed like a traffic controller with his black socks and shorts. He had spoken in perfect Cantonese!

			“Don’t look too impressed,” murmured Tommy. “Those are the only two words Gary knows. I’ll translate for you.”

			“Director Fung doesn’t like yellow,” Joan was telling Gary.

			“He might change his mind,” Gary replied. “The polka dots are neat. They add character.” Gary glanced at Tommy’s grandfather. “That’s my opinion, sir. I can take a couple shots in color, so you can see.”

			The old man’s eyes shifted in my direction. “Braid her hair, it’s too long. And tie the scarf to the bicycle.”

			Joan did as she was told, but she kept my braid loose and ran her fingers through my bangs, making them look wispier. “More romantic,” she said.

			Someone rolled out a bicycle while someone else hung a backdrop of Victoria Peak. The famous landmark was painted as it must have looked a century ago, lush and green and uninhabited by roads or houses.

			“Helen of Soy.” The photographer gave me a pleasant smile. “Sounds like you were made for this job. I’m Gary. This your first time?”

			I nodded as Tommy translated.

			“Don’t look so nervous, the camera doesn’t bite. Only Director Fung does.”

			That made me laugh.

			Director Fung cleared his throat, sending a stern look that made Gary straighten.

			The photographer’s demeanor turned professional once more. “Stand here.” He gestured. “Hold the bicycle. Pretend like you’re walking it. Can you do it with one hand?”

			I couldn’t, so Tommy grabbed the back tire, stabilizing it so I could hold the bottle of Peaksoy.

			“That’s good,” he said, backing up quickly to the camera. “Now hold the bottle to your lips.”

			I did as he asked, but my hands shook and the glaring lights made me blink at all the wrong times. My smiles felt forced.

			“Don’t look at the strobes,” called Gary. “Ignore me.”

			How could I ignore the camera? It was pointed at me like a gun and captured my every flinch. Worse yet was Director Fung, standing in the corner with his arms crossed, his hawk-sharp eyes unreadable.

			Tommy sensed my discomfort. “Can you put on some music?” he asked Joan.

			Some minutes later, “The Evening Primrose” filled the room. It was a popular song that I recognized right away, and it was nothing short of magic, at least to me, how the mood in the studio shifted—becoming resonant and alive. I focused on the familiar chirp of the flutes, the lulling beat of the drums. When Ye Lai Xiang’s voice arrived, saturating the air, I relaxed and forgot about the camera. I sang along with her, quietly under my breath at first, then, hearing Tommy whistle along, mimicking a hwamei, I glanced over my shoulder and gifted him a small smile.

			The camera lights flashed.

			My voice gained confidence. Soon I was singing over Ye Lai Xiang, making the song my own. I pretended the bottle of soymilk was my microphone, and I held it close as I sang, my voice gliding with an acrobat’s precision across each leap in the melody, fraught with the emotion and intimacy of a secret love. When I reached the highest note—the climax—I held it an extra tremulous beat before I finished the phrase all in one breath. A little thrill coursed inside me when Gary and Joan burst into applause.

			Director Fung signaled the barest nod to Gary, and I knew that I’d done it. The session was a success.

			As I lowered my bottle of Peaksoy, Tommy planted a kiss on my cheek.

			I glanced up at him, startled.

			He looked away as if nothing had happened. We were still under his grandfather’s gaze. But behind my skirt, his hand reached for mine, fingers interlacing, and a happiness I’d never known bubbled up inside me. I couldn’t help it, my heart sang and all of me beamed like sunshine.

			It was simply a smile, the crumb of a fairy tale that had been told a thousand times—when a girl discovered she was in love. I didn’t hear the click of the camera that would immortalize it and turn it into my legacy.
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Chapter Eighteen

			My good mood disappeared when I saw Prince Cannonball. He was perched on top of a black Renault 4CV parked outside the gate. The car was one I’d seen all over Hong Kong, stout like a cockroach, with two hooded hind wheels and silver stripes on the bumper. Its presence didn’t bother me—Gu Ma frequently had visitors late at night. What did bother me was that her beloved DeSoto was nowhere in sight.

			“Gu Ma went out for the night?” I asked the cat. “Baba and Sai Ma too?”

			Prince Cannonball glowered with his yellow eyes, then leapt into the garden.

			I’d taken to hiding a plain and shapeless shift under the myrtle bushes for when I sneaked back home. I slipped it over my dress before I went into the house.

			Only the lanterns outside the windows were lit, and the night air was warm and syrupy. Under the moonlight I started up the stairs for my room, when I noticed the parlor door was open.

			Goosebumps prickled my skin. “Susu?” I called out. “Tingting?”

			I padded toward the parlor just to close the door. As I grasped the doorknob, I spied Tingting on the floor, unconscious underneath the sighing hem of the curtains.

			I didn’t get a chance to scream.

			From the dark of the parlor, someone grabbed me by the neck. His hand clamped over my mouth, the cold kiss of a metal ring against my teeth.

			I didn’t fight. I didn’t think. I simply vanished.

			My intruder gasped. That was enough. I squirmed free and ran to the other side of the parlor. He was blocking the door, which left me with only one choice: the gun.

			It had been pecking at the back of my mind ever since I found it behind Sai Ma’s records.

			When next I exhaled, I had it. I pointed it high—at Mr. Zhou.

			“Well, well,” he said, putting his hands up in mock surrender. Moonlight from outside the window illuminated his face. “This is quite the curiosity. Who knew there was a little devil in the Chan family?”

			“I’m not a Chan.” A ridiculous thing to correct at a time like this, but I wasn’t thinking straight. “Get away from the door.”

			“And if I don’t, will you do that trick of yours again? Will you…vanish?”

			The space between heartbeats suddenly became an eternity. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			He bared that half smile I’d seen before. “That gun’s a special one,” he said, venturing a step forward. “I told your aunt not to keep it, but she’s always been a sentimental little rat.”

			He spat the last word with a laugh, as if it were a joke I was supposed to understand.

			“Get back.” My finger found the trigger, cold and smooth. “I’ll shoot.”

			Mr. Zhou called my bluff. He dared another step, speaking amiably. “She owes me money. A great deal of money. I did your uncle a favor during the war, you see. Since she’s been remiss in paying me back, I am entitled to take something else. I thought about that maid”—he didn’t even glance at Tingting—“but now you’ve intrigued me.” His tone dripped with a bright and unsettling zeal. “Little devil, does anyone else know what you can do?”

			I shivered. I should have disappeared right then and there—or fired the gun. Life would have been very different if I had.

			He was fast. In two steps, he obliterated the distance between us. He shoved me against the wall and wrested the gun out of my hand. As it landed on the carpet with a thud, I caught a flash of gold—the rings on his fingers. My only warning before he punched me in the face.

			I threw myself to the side. Metal bit my skin, Mr. Zhou’s knuckles ripping into the cartilage and flesh of my left ear.

			A scream tore out of my throat. I lay curled up on the floor waiting for the next blow to come, trying to breathe through the searing rush of pain to my head but also not to breathe so I could turn invisible. The parlor was swaying, the corners of the room constricting into an impossible contortion.

			Mr. Zhou loomed over me and yanked me up by my hair. No! I twisted away. I sucked in a mouthful of air, about to make myself disappear—

			When the blast of a gunshot came.

			It sounded near yet far away—my ears were in warring disagreement. It didn’t matter. All of a sudden I was seven years old again. I dropped to my stomach and pressed my face to Sai Ma’s carpet as if it were the grass of Tunglam’s hills.

			I didn’t know how long I lay there choking on the peppery tang of gunpowder and cupping my ear in agony.

			Ying. I couldn’t tell whether the voice was real or only imagined. It swam inside me, resonating off my bones as if I were underwater.

			“Ying!”

			Someone was shaking me. I looked up. Yi Gor was bent over my face, and there was blood on his fingers when he touched my cheek.

			His mouth was moving, uttering words I could not hear over the throbbing in my skull.

			I mustered a smile for my brother. Then I gave into the pain and let myself drift, the edges of my vision growing dark and darker—until I found another way to disappear from this world.

			

			—

			I’d never know whether the hearing in my left ear could have been saved, for Gu Ma refused to take me to a doctor. At the time, I didn’t care. I was about to lose something far more precious.

			Two nights after Zhou Hin Kong came to collect his debts, my brother stood at the threshold of my room. It was late, the moon a silvery thread above the surrounding hills, and he carried a scruffy leather suitcase, the same one he had arrived with.

			I jolted up on my bed. The movement sent a stab of heat to my ear, and I noted the pool of dried blood on my pillow.

			“Where are you going?” I rasped.

			“I’m leaving for Malaya.”

			“Now?” I swayed, lightheaded from the numbing medicines Sai Ma had fed me. “Because of Zhou Hin—”

			“Don’t ever mention that piece of shit again,” interrupted Yi Gor. “Never, do you hear me?”

			In my daze, I thought he was asking me literally, so I tapped my left ear. The sound was quieter than it should have been, and blurred with the whir of the aircon upstairs. More disorienting than painful, which I supposed was a good sign. So yes, I could hear him. I just chose not to.

			“Did you kill him?”

			At the question, the anger drained from my brother’s face. “I pulled the trigger.”

			My chest clenched. No wonder he looked awful. No wonder Gu Ma had hung charms over my bed and in the hall for expelling ghosts and evil spirits. My brother had killed a man. Thanks to him, the only person who’d known my secret—besides Mama—was dead. Was it so horrible that I felt more relief than anything else?

			“Are you running away from the police?”

			“There’s no need. Gu Ma’s taken care of everything. It never happened.”

			It was obvious the words had been drilled into him. “Then why are you going away? Malaya’s so far.”

			“There’s a fortune to be made overseas in palm oil.” He ventured a step deeper into my room. “I’ve got friends who will help.”

			Friends? Since when did Yi Gor have friends? This was when I realized how little I knew about his life. Although his room was across from mine, our conversations had been limited to grumbling about our stepmother. I only knew what he had deigned to share.

			I peeled off my blanket. “Give me a few minutes to pack, then we can pick up Lily and—”

			“You’re not coming.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t look at me like that. Someone has to stay in case Mama needs to leave China. You’ll be safe here—”

			“Safe?” I raised my voice. “Did you just say I’d be safe here? After what happened?”

			Yi Gor shrugged. “He was a lowlife gangster collecting a gambling debt.”

			If there was one thing my brother and I had in common, we were bad at lying. “A lowlife gangster?” I repeated. “Then why aren’t the police here? Why do you have to go away?”

			He shook his head.

			“Tell me, damn it!” I slapped him angrily on the shoulder. How could my own brother protect Gu Ma over me? Then I understood.

			“She’s bribing you to stay quiet.”

			“Yut Ying—” Yi Gor started, but a ripple of guilt crossed his face, betraying him before he could finish. “It’s better if you don’t know.”

			“Then get out,” I said. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

			“You’re safe here,” he repeated, this time with a note of pleading. “You have a roof over your head, you have food, you have our family. It’s what Mama wanted for you.”

			I refused to listen.

			“Mama didn’t send you here to chase your dreams,” said Yi Gor. “She sent you here to be safe. I think you know this by now.”

			Yes, I knew. I knew more than he could possibly imagine. She sent us here because she’d known, no matter how unpleasant life was in Hong Kong, that China would become mired in civil war and revolution. A life there, if we’d stayed, would have been far worse.

			“She wanted us to be together,” I said through my teeth, “and now you’re leaving.”

			“Once I make enough money, I’ll send for you. I’ll send for Mama, too.”

			Lies. I twisted my hands as if that could lock the anger inside me. Yi Gor and I had never been close, yet these last few years living as Baba’s leftover children had bonded us. I never thought he would abandon me.

			“I risked my life for you once,” I said. “If I had to do it again, I wouldn’t.”

			I meant for the words to stab at his conscience, for them to twist in deep and maybe, just maybe change his mind. But Yi Gor merely hung his head, and he backed into the hall.

			I would come to regret that I didn’t plead with him more, that I let those bitter words be the last between us. But in this moment, I was too young and too proud.

			I shut the door on him without saying goodbye.
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Chapter Nineteen

			The autumn I turned sixteen, my family started discussing my marriage prospects.

			The decade was ending, and uncertainty crackled in the air like the static between radio stations. My family wasn’t unaffected. Neighbors had heard the gunshot Yi Gor fired and spied the black Renault that’d mysteriously come and gone from our driveway. Rumors danced about us despite Gu Ma’s desperate attempts to quell them. As a result, everyone went out less, and the house was full even when I returned from the factory. At dinner, Baba and Sai Ma talked together as though I weren’t there.

			Gu Ma had become withdrawn, her mood affected by frequent episodes of indigestion that Baba also shared, while Sai Ma pretended nothing had changed. She groused on about this or that perceived slight and how much her back hurt from carrying Richard. She waxed on about the new wallpaper she’d selected for the parlor, yet she never brought up the bloodstains or the gun or the trickle of policemen that’d come searching the room before Gu Ma bribed them away. It was as Yi Gor had predicted—the whole incident had been scrubbed from existence, to the point that even my brother was no longer mentioned, and Tingting had been dismissed. I never saw her again.

			I missed my old dinners alone. With my family around, I couldn’t stay out late to see Tommy or practice disappearing while I cooked Gu Ma’s supper. I became a ghost in the house, half here and half not, yet always unwanted.

			Then one evening, the conversation abruptly veered toward me.

			“Yut Ying is the year of the rooster,” Sai Ma commented, biting into a piece of chicken. “How quickly the seasons have changed—she must be seventeen already.”

			“Sixteen,” said Baba, whose mind was always more lucid after suffering an upset stomach, for Sai Ma withheld his pipe and he was too enervated to pick it up himself. “What of it?”

			“She’s lived with us for four years, shouldn’t we discuss her future?” Sai Ma said.

			Baba frowned. “I’ve told you my thoughts on the matter.”

			What are your thoughts? I wanted to ask, but I kept my head down.

			“We can’t keep sheltering her forever. Even Syun Kit has left. Shouldn’t we—”

			“This isn’t the time,” Baba interrupted. “You’ve heard the news.”

			“The news?” Sai Ma tapped her fingers against her chin. “Surely you don’t think that Mao Zedong will invade Hong Kong?”

			Baba stared at her, and I wondered if he was thinking about my mother, his first wife, who would have known the answer.

			Gu Ma was quiet too. With a shaky hand, she lit a new cigarette. Usually she went through a pack a day, but lately the ashtrays couldn’t be emptied fast enough, and a trail of white stubs littered the garden. Her teeth had turned cola brown, her eyes sunken like Baba’s. “Someone pour me more tea.”

			“Do you have another headache, sister-in-law?” said Sai Ma as she obliged. “This is why I never like talking about politics. Headaches will give you wrinkles, and wrinkles will turn your hairs gray like dead roots.”

			Gu Ma’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying I look old?”

			“I’m saying, perhaps we should find a way to ease your concerns. Perhaps by bolstering our family ties.”

			“What are you talking about?” Gu Ma huffed.

			“I’ve been thinking we should find your niece a husband.”

			I choked on my rice. What?

			“I ran into Mrs. Tsang the other day in Bastion’s, and she mentioned that her son is looking for a wife.”

			“James,” remembered Gu Ma. She bit into a dried persimmon slice and, unconsciously, I did the same. “He’s finished studying in England?”

			“He’s only just begun,” Sai Ma corrected. “He’s planning to become a barrister.”

			“Abroad? Impressive.”

			“Indeed. The Tsangs would be good allies to have.”

			Gu Ma chewed, then lifted her cigarette, considering. “It’s been too long since we’ve had a proper tea. Perhaps we should invite the Tsangs to yum cha.”

			“A brilliant idea.” Sai Ma darted a glance at my father. “What do you think?”

			No one asked what I thought. I was clenching the edge of my seat, my insides roiling like a boiling kettle. I couldn’t let this pass. I would speak up.

			“They’re a respectable family,” Baba allowed.

			Right as I was about to open my mouth, Sai Ma and I locked eyes. “You ought to come, Yut Ying,” she said, extra loudly. Her lips curved, forming a perfect crescent as she delivered the crushing blow: “I think James and your sister will get along quite nicely.”

			My sister? As the word blared inside my head, I cupped my left ear. No, I couldn’t possibly have heard correctly.

			Even Gu Ma was stunned. “I thought the betrothal was meant for Yut Ying.”

			“Yut Ying is not suited for an upper-class marriage,” replied my stepmother. “She has no dowry, no roots in Hong Kong, nothing to offer.”

			“She’s pretty. That’s more than enough.”

			“Not for the Tsangs. And she still has a debt to pay.”

			“Lily is too young,” Gu Ma insisted. “She’s only twelve.”

			“My mother was married when she was twelve,” countered Sai Ma.

			“Pok Mun, are you going to allow this?”

			Before Baba could reply, Sai Ma let out a sigh. “You must think me a callous mother. But with the world as chaotic as it is, it would be a comfort to me knowing that my only daughter’s future is secure.”

			It always amazed me how good Sai Ma was at putting on a show. Her eyes became glassy with unshed tears, and her mouth actually trembled. She made Ah Ma’s old fits look like amateur performances.

			“Perhaps Grace has a point,” said Baba. “I know you’ve plenty of connections, Sister, but it doesn’t hurt to be prudent and join with another family.”

			“Why the Tsangs?” said Gu Ma.

			“The family has an untarnished reputation,” Sai Ma replied. “All the men contributed greatly against the enemy; in fact, Mrs. Tsang’s brother works for the British military tribunal.”

			For some reason, that information made Gu Ma straighten in her chair. She snuffed her cigarette against her bowl, ashes falling into her soup and floating among the rings of scallions.

			My aunt pressed her lips into a line. “She won’t marry right away.”

			“No, no. She’s a child, like you say. It’ll simply be a betrothal. Insurance, for her future.”

			“And ours,” Baba murmured.

			No! I wanted to scream, No you can’t. But a cramp reared deep inside my stomach, shooting up to the back of my ribs. I folded over my bowl in pain.

			“I trust your instincts, Seet Ling,” said Baba. “If you think this is right, I’ll call Director Tsang and speak to him about his son. We can make an introduction.”

			No, I thought, balling my fists. “Stop—”

			Sai Ma clapped. “You’ll see, Husband. This is the perfect match.”

			I couldn’t breathe. Tingly sensations fired up and down my skin like shooting stars, and I could feel myself start to disappear. As my soupspoon clattered onto the table, Richard shook my arm. “Gah Jeh? Gah Jeh!”

			Another cramp lanced my belly. I let out a cry and toppled off my chair onto the floor.

			“Yut Ying!” Sai Ma sprang to her feet. “She’s passed out on the floor.”

			

			—

			The next two days, I was confined to my room. I couldn’t have gotten up even if I wanted to. Just the smell of the magnolia flowers outside my window made me retch.

			Gu Ma blamed my illness on my ear injury. “There’s no need to send for Doctor Wong,” she said. “It’s clear that the energies in her body are off balance. She’ll be better after some rest.”

			I didn’t believe the prognosis one bit. The pain had come from my stomach, not my ear. But I was too weak to argue.

			On Saturday my sister came home. I heard her footsteps from my room—a plodding march in counterpoint to Sai Ma’s birdlike gait. As soon as it was safe, I held my breath and followed them to the third floor.

			Lately, there had been a problem with my invisibility. No matter how I concentrated, I could disappear but my rebellious shadow wouldn’t follow. It would skate along the parquet floor, giving away my hunched form as I hobbled, invisible, to Lily’s room.

			I pressed my cheek to her door, and, with the discretion of a soundless breeze, cracked it open a jot.

			“I scored first in my exams,” Lily was saying. “In maths, Chinese, and English. Miss Catherine says that my marks are strong enough to guarantee me a spot at Diocesan Girls’ School—”

			“Your teachers are foreigners. Foreigners know nothing about what the world is really like. You’re not going to university, Lily. You’re a girl. Girls belong to their fathers until they’re married, then they belong to their husbands.”

			“Times have changed, Ma. People don’t think that way anymore.”

			“I know just how people think. I know more people than you do, young lady. All you do is go to school. You can’t imagine what I’ve sacrificed for you to have a good future.”

			“What do you care about my future? You send me away to boarding school so you don’t have to see me, you lock me in my room—”

			“All for your benefit,” Sai Ma interrupted. “Now that your skin has gotten lighter, if you only took off those spectacles, you might actually be pretty.”

			“I don’t want this,” Lily burst. “I’ve done well, ask my teachers. I’ve been good, I’ve even made friends.”

			“You want to become a man’s secretary? That’ll be your future if you keep on like this.”

			“Better than a man’s property.”

			The slap came singing against Lily’s check. My sister gasped, and I almost let go of my breath. One of Sai Ma’s rings had cut her.

			“Stop crying. You have no idea how lucky you are. My father would have beaten me for acting the way you do.

			“Beginning next month, you will live with your fiancé’s parents. The Tsangs have a library. You can read to your heart’s delight.”

			“Please, Mama, don’t send me away.” Lily’s voice dropped to a painful whisper. “I’m your daughter. What have I done to make you not want me so?”

			My throat swelled. Waves of heat rolled across my body, threatening to snuff out my invisibility. Lily, I thought. Don’t listen to her.

			“Stop sulking.” Sai Ma rose from the bed. “Talking sense into you gives me a headache.”

			She stalked away. I flattened myself against the wall and prayed she wouldn’t see my shadow, an inky puddle in the corner.

			Once she was gone, I entered Lily’s room, turning visible once I closed the door. She’d taken off her dress and lay on her bed in her underclothes, unmoving, with a volume of The Dream of the Red Chamber over her face.

			I picked up the book. Lily’s eyes were welded shut, a thin trickle of blood streaking down her cheek. As I dried her with a cloth, she rolled onto her side.

			“I tried,” she said between her sobs. “I tried so hard for her to love me.”

			“I know you did.” I gathered her up in my arms. She was so small I could still lift her easily. “It isn’t your fault.”

			It pained me how much Lily loved her mother when she’d done nothing to deserve that love.

			“During the war, I used to see babies by the roadside,” I said. “My mama would take them in, feed them as best as she could. A few times, their mothers came back looking for them. But other times…” I let my words drift. “Not everyone is meant to be a mother, Lily.” I stroked her cheek where it was starting to swell. “I hope one day you’ll stop blaming yourself for that. Until then, know that I love you. I’ll make sure she doesn’t send you away.”

			“Her mind’s made up.” Lily closed her eyes again. “There’s nothing you can do.”

			But was there? I hesitated. Mama had warned me not to share my secret with anyone; look what had happened to Mr. Zhou after he’d seen me disappear.

			Little devil, he’d uttered, does anyone else know what you can do?

			Months later, those words still made my hackles rise. He was a wicked man who’d deserved his wicked end. I utterly believed that, just as I believed that my curse had helped deliver him that fate. So maybe it could help Lily, too.

			After all, Lily wasn’t simply anyone. She was my sister.

			I knelt at her side. “Watch.”

			With a touch of showmanship, I sucked in a long breath. I’d gotten better at understanding the signs before I went invisible. Disappearing always started with the cold. An icy draft swept across my body, its chill twining deep into my bones. My skin then tingled, shimmered. The rest happened quickly. In a blink, I was gone.

			Spooked, Lily poked the air with her finger. “Gah Jeh?”

			Much had changed since I first turned invisible in Mama’s cupboard. When Lily poked my ribs, her finger went straight through me as though I didn’t exist. This act of vanishment, of dissociating completely, was something I’d been practicing, but it still startled me. I had to be careful, lest I walk through a window and fall out of the house.

			“I’m here,” I whispered.

			With an exhale, I reappeared in front of her. She immediately poked me again.

			“Ow!”

			“Four years,” she exclaimed, crossing her arms. “I’ve known you four years, yet you never told me you’re a fairy!”

			My heart squeezed. The way she could find levity at a time like this made me love her even more. “Just a small fairy,” I said, pinching my fingers together. “The size of a fish bone.”

			“Like Yeh Shen’s fish bones?” Lily, I’d found out, already knew the tale. “Do you have a fish bone, Gah Jeh? It would explain your fairy magic.”

			I flinched, growing uncomfortable with my lie. Mama had called what was inside me a demon, not a fairy.

			“Enough about fairies and fairy tales. I’ll protect you with everything I have. Sai Ma won’t force you to marry anyone, I swear it. We’re going to run away. Together.”

			“You…you can make me disappear too?”

			“Of course,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. “We’ll practice together.”

			“When?” She was starting to turn giddy. “When can we leave?”

			“Soon.” It was one thing to run away, another to have a place to go. “I need time to work on it.”

			“Then I’ll wait for you.” Lily’s eyes were bright. “Do you know what the characters for patience are?”

			I tilted my head. “Noi sam…”

			“Means resistant heart,” said my sister softly. “Like yours—and mine.”

			Only Lily could sneak a lesson into a moment like this. I hugged her tighter.

			She was counting on me. Unlike Yi Gor, I wouldn’t let her down.
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			An hour from Hong Kong

			1980

			Marigold

			Marigold woke to the pilot’s announcement that they were an hour away from arrival.

			“Looks like I slept through breakfast,” she said to her mother groggily. “Are you hungry? I’ve got pastries from home.” From her backpack, she took out pineapple and roast pork buns, both slightly squashed.

			Her mother didn’t answer.

			“Mom.” Marigold tapped her arm.

			Helen turned to her wearing an indecisive frown. “Should I cut my hair?”

			“No.” Marigold was taken aback. “It looks pretty as it is.”

			Her mother made a humming sound. That wasn’t the answer she had wanted to hear.

			“I’m going to cut it,” decided Helen. “I’ll find a hairdresser after we land.”

			“Is this because the old man thought you looked familiar?”

			“Why should I care what some stranger says? I’ve always had my hair short.”

			This was true. In the earliest photos Marigold had seen of her mother in America, Helen had short hair. She hadn’t grown it long again until only recently, after Marigold went to medical school.

			Still, Marigold knew better.

			“Are you ever going to tell me how you ended up as the cover girl for Peaksoy?”

			Helen slid her window shade shut. “I told you before, I needed money. Back then, Peaksoy wasn’t what it is now—or else I’d have asked for more.” She sniffed. “It only happened once.”

			“How?”

			“I had a friend who knew someone.”

			“The same friend who named you Helen?”

			A beat. “Yes.”

			Marigold tilted forward, propping an elbow over her tray table. “Was it Dad?” she asked.

			Helen gave her an indecipherable look.

			“Does that mean yes?”

			Helen leaned back in her chair. Her eyes were two abacus beads, hard and calculating. “Why did you drop out of medical school?”

			Her mother was a master at evading questions, but this was new. An answer for an answer. Marigold wasn’t prepared for that.

			“I’m only taking the semester off—to be with Dad. And you.”

			“Me?” Helen sniffed again. “I don’t need you watching over me.”

			Marigold was too wise to argue with that. She passed her mother the roast pork bun. “I answered your question,” she said. “Now it’s your turn.”
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Chapter Twenty

				Yut Ying

			
			Most Sundays when Lily went back to school, Tommy and I would meet by my loquat tree. It was two meters tall now, its trunk slender yet sturdy. After surviving four monsoon seasons, it had finally bloomed, white flowers crowning the top of the tree. Often I’d find Tommy sitting under its canopy, sketching in his book while he waited for me.

			This Sunday I was the one who arrived early.

			“I need the money from the photoshoot.”

			My voice was hoarser than I’d rehearsed in my head. All day I’d been doing mental sums about how much it’d cost for me to take Lily out of Hong Kong, where we’d go, and how long we could survive until I found a new job.

			“You’ve good timing, Miss Ha,” said Tommy. He was in a jolly mood and didn’t notice my grimace. “Get on the bike, I have a surprise for you.”

			I didn’t budge. “Tommy, the money.”

			“It’s related, I promise.”

			I climbed behind him onto the bicycle. Each time we met, we explored a different part of Hong Kong. My favorite was an abandoned war tunnel Tommy had found near Queens Road Central. There were dozens of such tunnels across the island, some built by the Japanese to store explosives and ammunition, and others built as air raid shelters. We’d spent the whole afternoon exploring and listening to our voices echo.

			Today, we arrived at the junction of Queensway and Hennessy Road, a bustling part of the city where billboard ads quilted the expanse of every building.

			“What are we doing here?” I asked.

			“Look up.”

			Next to a billboard for Johnnie Walker and the American movie It’s a Wonderful Life—was me. Me, in my yellow dress with purple polka dots, a bottle of Peaksoy tipped to my lips, smiling coyly as I look over my shoulder. Soy is joy, it read.

			“Took a while to book this spot,” Tommy murmured, “but I’ll say the wait was worth it.”

			My mouth fell agape in wonder. The poster was enormous, covering nearly the entire side of the building—and it was in color!

			“I thought your father didn’t like yellow,” I exclaimed.

			“He changed his mind,” Tommy replied. “The color shots turned out better than anyone expected.” He grinned. “And—I convinced him that it made you shine like the sun.”

			I blushed. It was true, in the photo I glowed like the luckiest girl in Hong Kong. But only because I was looking at Tommy.

			“Thousands will see you every day,” he said. “Your dimples are going to be famous.”

			“How famous?” I teased, my neck still craned high. It was a good photo of me. A timeless photo. I ought to have worried that Sai Ma or Gu Ma might notice it, but I was more consumed by the prospects of Mama’s seeing it one day, and my brother Syun Kit in Malaya. I wondered whether they’d miss me when they did.

			Tommy didn’t reply. He was still cycling, and I spotted yet another Peaksoy sign, and another and another. I stared in awe. There had to be over a dozen billboards of me, plastered across Hennessey Road down to Causeway Bay, and looking up at them was like viewing an endless reflection in a hall of mirrors. This was one of the busiest streets on Hong Kong Island, where only British and American companies could afford to advertise. Now, Peaksoy, too.

			“Tommy,” I whispered, “you said your grandfather was a soybean farmer.”

			“He is.”

			“How big is his farm?”

			Tommy braked, the muscles in his back going tense. It was all the reaction I needed.

			“You’re rich,” I said. It sounded like an accusation because I didn’t know how else to express how I felt. It was no secret that Tommy’s family was well-to-do, but I’d imagined that they owned a bustling stall in Central Market, maybe even had a presence in a department store or two. Not this.

			“It’s all recent,” he explained. “Even I’m still getting used to it.”

			“Must be hard getting used to,” I said. “Soon it’ll be your mother snubbing my aunt at mahjong games.”

			That made him laugh. “She’d love nothing more.” His voice turned husky. “But don’t worry, Ying. I won’t change.”

			There were fireflies in my chest, burning bright and fluttering fast. I turned away before I burst. “How did your family build this?”

			“During the occupation, we survived on soybeans. They’ve got even more nutrients than rice, you know. We ate them, we drank them, we sold the milk to anyone who would buy it. Eventually my grandfather bought a stone mill to make more soymilk. We’d been lucky, and he wanted to share that luck. He heard about the camps in Kowloon where refugees were starving, so he made soymilk for them. People didn’t forget what he did for them, and after the war, they wanted to work for him. They helped him start Peaksoy.”

			“Your grandfather sounds like a good man.”

			“Yes, he was.”

			“Was?”

			“Since my po po passed away, all he cares about is making money. Lately, he’s made rules about who I can be friends with, hiring tutors so I’ll develop the right accent, and choosing the schools I’ll go to. My mum’s become obsessed. Everything she does is calculated so I’ll become his favorite grandson and take over the business one day.”

			“You don’t want that?”

			“Nah, wouldn’t be able to go joyriding on my bike in the middle of the day or nap under a banyan tree after lunch. I haven’t got the stomach to be a tycoon.”

			“I don’t believe you,” I said. “Peaksoy is everything to you.”

			“No,” he replied. His voice was deeper than it’d been a minute ago, and he leaned forward until our noses almost touched. “Not everything.”

			My heart galloped. We’d touched plenty of times, when I hugged his waist while riding the bicycle, or when he passed me a bottle of soymilk—but it’d never made my stomach swoop before. Never made my entire face hot, either, as if I’d swallowed a star.

			That’s because you’re in love with him, Sui Chan would point out if she were here. She was the only friend I’d told about Tommy.

			I did like Tommy. But I’d promised myself never to get married, never to fall in love.

			After a moment, he pulled away from me. “Here’s your payment,” he said, handing me an envelope. “You made the campaign a big success.”

			I counted the bills inside. Three hundred Hong Kong dollars!

			“Happy?”

			I nodded, beaming.

			“How about you treat me to a drink, then? It’s sweltering.”

			We found a small cha chaan teng a few streets down, and Tommy ordered our favorites, along with two egg tarts. When my red-bean ice arrived, I hardly touched it.

			“Your drink is melting,” he commented. “Are you nervous your family will see the posters?”

			Normally I would be, but right now, the Peaksoy posters were the least of my concerns.

			“I’m your friend, Ying. Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

			I sipped my red-bean ice, letting the sweet cold numb my agitation. “Would you ever get an arranged marriage?”

			“What?” Tommy choked on his drink. “Are you—”

			“Not me. Lily.” Her name tasted salty, like tears. “My family’s found a husband for her, and they’re sending her off to live with his family.”

			“I’m sorry to hear it.” Tommy pursed his lips. “Arranged marriages aren’t as common as they were before the war, especially in Hong Kong. But they still happen.”

			“Why Lily?”

			The question was more to broadcast my distress. I didn’t expect him to have an answer.

			“I have an idea,” he started. “It’s just a rumor. Maybe you’ll have heard it by now…”

			“I haven’t.” I touched his arm, then leaned my good ear forward. “Tell me.”

			He said quietly, “Some people are saying that your uncle colluded with the Japanese during the war.”

			My uncle?

			My uncle had died mysteriously during the war, and that was all I knew about him. There was no altar to him in the house, Gu Ma never mentioned his name, and if the topic came up, she quickly changed it. In the past I assumed it was because she didn’t like to discuss the dead, for Gu Ma was superstitious in that way. She didn’t even stock melon in the kitchen because the word was inauspicious-sounding.

			No, I did know one thing about my uncle: He’d had an associate. Zhou Hin Kong.

			I suppressed a shudder. “They think he was a collaborator?”

			“I don’t know much,” Tommy admitted. “My mum said something about him and your aunt helping spread sympathizer propaganda and outfitting Japanese soldiers with goods from their factory. There’s also a rumor that they allowed them to traffic opium through your factory.”

			Opium had been banned in Hong Kong for years, so I’d assumed Baba got his from the black market. Plenty of people did.

			Then I realized. We were the black market!

			“What’s the matter? Ying, you’ve gone pale.”

			I wasn’t listening. I’d fallen back in time to the day the Japanese raided my home and I’d hidden in the cupboard, praying I wouldn’t die by their blade. The air at once tasted sour, and bile crept up my throat. There was no word despicable enough for a traitor such as my aunt. To think I was related to her! I couldn’t speak.

			“I’m sure the rumors will go away eventually,” Tommy said quickly. “The government’s only beginning their investigations—it could take a while.”

			Of course Tommy thought Gu Ma was innocent. He thought the best of everyone. Not me.

			It explained everything—my family’s sudden drought of social activity, this awful rush to marry Lily off and deceive the Tsangs into being our relations. Even Gu Ma asking me to spy on the seamstresses so many years ago in case they spread nasty rumors about her.

			My imagination raced forward. If the British found Gu Ma guilty, we’d lose the factory, the house, everything. The prospect of shame and poverty didn’t frighten me so much as what it meant for Lily and me running away. It’d be harder to whisk my sister away from home once an investigation began. Which meant I had to act now, save Lily now.

			I must have looked panicked, for Tommy’s hand found my arm, holding me firm and steadfast. There came a flip in my stomach as I leaned against him, tucking my head into the sturdy crook of his neck. Turned out there was one thing I dreaded losing. For though I didn’t have Mama’s sight, I had a feeling the next time Tommy and I saw each other, things would be different.

			“If you can’t see me anymore,” I said, “I’ll understand.”

			“Why wouldn’t I see you anymore?” His confusion grew. “I’ll always be there for you. I—”

			“It’s late,” I said, cutting him off. I rubbed my left ear, which had started to throb painfully. “I need to go home.”

			Tommy pressed his lips closed. “I’ll take you.”

			Only when I was home did I realize he’d never finished what he was going to say.
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Chapter Twenty-One

			I hid the money under the bottom drawer of my dresser. Altogether, with every coin I’d been able to pinch and stash away from Gu Ma’s clutches, I had nearly two thousand dollars. A small fortune saved up over five long years.

			Going back to the mainland was unthinkable, but if Lily and I changed our names and were careful about whom we trusted, this money could be enough to start a new life in Hong Kong.

			Over the next month, we set a date and plotted every detail, from the cost of ferry tickets to Kowloon to where I’d buy hats and trousers to disguise us as young men. But the weekend we were to run away, Lily didn’t come home.

			“Where’s Lily?” I asked my father.

			Downstairs, Sai Ma and Baba were taking congee for breakfast. Their soupspoons tinkled against the porcelain bowls with a cool serenity. Something was wrong.

			“Where are your manners, Yut Ying?” Sai Ma said.

			“Good morning, Baba. Good morning, Sai Ma.”

			“That’s better.” Only Sai Ma would have makeup on at seven in the morning. As she wiped her mouth, her lipstick left a rusty-red smudge on her napkin.

			“Where’s Lily?” I repeated.

			“Lily won’t be home until the Qingming Festival,” said Baba, folding his newspaper.

			“That’s months from now!” I exclaimed. “There’s a break in the school term for Chinese New Year—”

			“She’s left school,” Sai Ma interrupted. “She’s gone to live with her future in-laws.”

			It was as if a fearsome wind had struck me. “No,” I whispered. “There hasn’t been a party yet. I thought she wasn’t leaving until after—”

			“The Tsangs are humble people. They didn’t see the need for a party to announce the engagement, and neither did we.”

			Lies, I thought. If what Tommy told me was true, my family was trying to speed up the betrothal before the Tsangs could change their minds.

			I simmered in my chair. Tonight, I decided, I’d sneak into Sai Ma’s room and find the Tsangs’ address. I’d rescue Lily.

			Sai Ma was chuckling at me. “Oh, Yut Ying. Still such a country girl, wearing your emotions for everyone to see. You’re planning to run away, aren’t you? Well, it’ll be harder without this.”

			I heard a flapping of paper, and my stomach lurched with dread. From her handbag, Sai Ma withdrew a thick wad of money. Mine.

			“Susu found this under your dresser,” she said, preempting my question. “How good of you to finally pay off the phonograph.”

			Something in my mind fractured. I didn’t think through what might happen next and grabbed Sai Ma by the hair.

			She screamed as I shook her, ripping out a good fistful of hair before Susu smashed a bowl over my head. As I crumpled to the ground, Baba and the maid wrenched me away down the stairs.

			Richard was shrieking in the background, “Killing is bad! Don’t kill Ying Ying Jeh Jeh!”

			Susu locked me in the cellar. It was dark and smelled like mold and had a brick-sized window. Cockroaches skittered where the light didn’t touch.

			I pounded my fists against the door, screaming until the sound in my throat shriveled up.

			In the morning, I became calm. I held my breath, welcoming the sudden cold that prickled my skin. Easy as that, I dissolved into the air and slipped through the door. That was as far as I got. No matter how I tried, my shadow wouldn’t follow me out of the cellar. It was worldly in a way I no longer was, and kept me chained to my prison.

			I sank against the wall in defeat, hugging my knees. As the hours whittled away, I thought about how indifferent Lily had sounded about being locked in here, and wondered whether she’d been lying. Whether she’d felt as frightened as I did. As angry.

			As helpless.

			Inside a fermented sack of rice I found her flashlight and some books she’d hidden. There were stories about the Monkey King and the legend of Chang’e, and the rest were Western tales about sleeping princesses and poisoned apples and wolves that ate children wandering in the woods. I found Cinderella, but my light ran out before I reached the end.

			On the third day, Gu Ma unlocked the cellar door. Guilt flickered across her face—a telling sign of how little my family thought of me. They hadn’t meant to keep me locked up so long, they’d just forgotten to let me out.

			In a matter of days Gu Ma had aged years, white hairs creeping through the dyed blacks, and a web of wrinkles around her eyes. She sat beside me at the table as I ate, replenishing my strength so I could continue hating everyone in this house.

			“The wedding won’t be until Lily turns seventeen,” she said, as if that were a consolation. “The Tsangs are good people. They’ll take better care of her than we can.”

			How would you know? I wondered. You’ve never even tried.

			

			—

			There was truth to Gu Ma’s words: Lily was better off away from home. For in the following months, every seam that my family had so pridefully stitched into Hong Kong’s upper society came undone.

			It started with little things, like the telephone. One day, Gu Ma disconnected it and locked it away in a cabinet, then she threw out Baba’s pipe and buried his opium. Next, she dismissed Susu. She said the maid had been stealing and she’d find a replacement as soon as possible. Lies. The real reason was obvious.

			Money was tight. My family had spent a fortune on Lily’s dowry, really a bribe to keep the Tsangs on our side and delay an investigation as long as possible. It was thanks to Gu Ma’s connections that everything didn’t collapse at once.

			Even so, our reputation fell swiftly. Invitations ceased, friends made excuses not to visit, and workers at the factory quit, including Sui Chan. When a handful of military officials came to interrogate the last remaining employees, my aunt ushered me out a back door into her car. During the ride home, I swore all of her hair turned gray.

			Gu Ma wouldn’t admit it, but she was fearful for her life. People had begun vandalizing the factory and throwing stones at any cars that passed through the gates. In her paranoia that the house would be searched next, she buried her jewelry in the courtyard and tossed out all the albums by Li Hsiang-lan, a singer I liked. Li had been branded a traitor herself, sentenced to death by firing squad. Days before her execution, it was discovered that she was actually a Japanese spy, and she was released to Japan. My aunt, unfortunately, had nowhere she could go. Police drove by the house every day. We were being watched.

			On her thirtieth birthday, Sai Ma couldn’t stand it anymore. None of her girlfriends would come visit the house—not even the kindly Mrs. Wong—and her own parents made excuses, citing too much traffic on the roads.

			“You’ve ruined us,” she cried, turning on Gu Ma. “It’s my birthday, and we can’t even leave the house for a nice dinner!”

			Gu Ma calmly picked up a slice of fish and set it on Sai Ma’s plate. “Sit down, Seet Ling. Your food is getting cold.”

			“I will not sit down—”

			“I seem to recall that during the occupation you said the Japanese were going to win the war, and we needed to be on their side before everyone else. Or have you forgotten?”

			I chewed on my noodles, glad that I had taken the time to make them extra crispy. No one else was eating, so I served myself seconds.

			Gu Ma slammed down her chopsticks. “If not for the sacrifices I made, do you think a woman like you would be sitting here now in your pearls and fur? Oh no, I forgot, you have a daughter you would’ve sold off.”

			“It’s because I sold Lily off that the British aren’t knocking at our door right this instant—to arrest you!”

			“Enough!” Baba snapped. “You two, quiet down.”

			“You tell your wife to shut her mouth,” Gu Ma hissed. “We didn’t hurt anyone, we didn’t kill anyone.” She grimaced, and I knew she was thinking about Zhou Hin Kong, that technically it was Yi Gor who killed him. “So long as we keep our mouths shut, nothing will happen. They won’t find anything.”

			The rest of dinner, my family ate in spiteful silence. Afterward, while I cleaned the dishes, my stepmother retreated to the parlor. Lately she’d taken to heavy drink, and every few nights I’d jolt in my bed when I felt the vibrations of her drunkenly shattering a glass or hurling her records to the floor. Tonight she sat in her pearls and heels listening to old Cantonese operas as she drank herself into oblivion.

			This was what I’d wanted: Sai Ma’s defeat. Too bad I couldn’t muster a single laugh.

			

			—

			I wished I could say I tried to see Lily at the Tsangs’. Every day I meant to, but something in me was broken.

			All I could fixate on was how my aunt was guilty. It had been bad enough to suspect she’d collaborated with the enemy, and worse to hear the confession from her own lips—from my entire family’s lips.

			No matter who you were in society—a tycoon, a bottle cleaner on the street, a schoolteacher, or a gangster, everyone agreed that traitors deserved to rot in the lowest of hells. My aunt had earned her place in this rung among the devils. And for what?

			Money.

			The days melted one into another, marked by the dust gathering on my white windowsill. Gu Ma could be found at her desk poring over her ledgers, crumpling the pages to be burned. Sai Ma sat in front of the parlor mirror brushing her hair for hours while listening to the same song. Baba I avoided. His moods were worse than Sai Ma’s, and since quitting the pipe, his skin was a calamity of boils, chills, and sweats. He was often in the toilet with a stomachache.

			With Susu gone, I was responsible for all the chores. I cooked and did the laundry; I washed the stone path in front of the house and looked out for the police. And I prayed.

			Sometimes when I lay in bed, on the verge of sleep, I heard gunshots thundering in my left ear, as if I’d pressed my cheek to dynamite. They left me shaking each time. Phantom sounds, I would learn. They were gone as soon as I startled awake.

			“Little devil,” Zhou Hin Kong had said, “does anyone else know what you can do?”

			I didn’t believe in ghosts like Gu Ma did, but I did believe in curses, and I didn’t want mine to hurt Lily. I was starting to believe I was bad luck. The farther Lily was from me, the better.

			So the days passed, the weeks burning into months. One morning, Baba had another stomachache and Sai Ma wasn’t available to nurse him as usual. I brought his po chai yuen on a tray, the tiny red pills rattling as I padded to his den. By now I’d given up yearning for his attention. When I entered, he held up the newspaper, pointing at the front page.

			“What is this?” he asked. His hands trembled, a sign that he hadn’t smoked. Money had to be scarce if he wasn’t puffing a cigarette at this time of day.

			My heart jumped when I saw what he was pointing at.

			“It’s a girl selling soymilk,” I responded.

			“Don’t lie,” he growled. “This is your face. What is your face doing in an advertisement?”

			I bit the inside of my cheek. I used to fret that Sai Ma or my aunt might notice me on the billboards beaming down on Queen’s Road, but I was like Cinderella hiding in plain sight.

			I should have known Baba would be the one to find out. We had the same moon-wide eyes, the same bowed lips and dimples in our cheeks. He recognized me because he saw himself in the picture.

			“Tommy Yeung asked me,” I finally replied. “His grandfather owns—”

			“Peaksoy.” Baba’s eyebrow arched. “You know his family?”

			“They came to Richard’s full moon party.”

			“So they did,” said Baba, drumming his fingers. “His mother’s family has done well. Even though the war’s over, people are still afraid. They’re nostalgic for simpler times, simpler pleasures. The Fungs have been shrewd to capitalize on this. Are you friends with Tommy?”

			Was I? It’d been months since I last saw him. He knew my family was in trouble, yet not once had he stopped by to say hello like he promised he would. Not once had he written.

			With a pang, I replied, “No. We’re not.”

			“That’s too bad.” Baba folded the newspaper. “Don’t tell your mother about this.”

			It took me a moment to realize he meant Sai Ma, not my real mother.

			“I won’t.”

			As I left the den, Baba threw the newspaper into the bin. That night when I emptied the waste, my picture stared back at me, my smile torn in half.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

			The day before the typhoon hit, Prince Cannonball returned to the house. He was an old cat now. He couldn’t jump as high as he used to, and his vigorous black coat had faded to a tinny gray, but I knew him right away by his growl.

			I found him skulking in his old spot on the planter, nestled underneath a raft of myrtle as he pawed at the kitchen window.

			“I thought you’d forgotten about us,” I said, letting him inside. In the past he would shoot through the window with one explosive leap. Today he dragged himself in, careful not to slip on the wet sill.

			“I know I’m not the one you came to see,” I said, “but Lily’s not here.”

			Prince Cannonball ignored me and sauntered into the pantry.

			“There’s one can of luncheon meat left,” I informed him. “I’ve been saving it for you.”

			I served him half, putting aside the rest for later.

			While he feasted, dark clouds scudded across the harbor. A typical summer sky—it didn’t mean a storm was brewing. But Prince Cannonball had that touch of demon in him, like me. Rain followed when he appeared.

			I brought my pots of spring onions and tomatoes inside and shut the window.

			

			—

			The storm arrived that night. Powerful winds assailed Gu Ma’s house, knocking over the bauhinia tree in the courtyard and smashing it into her car. Prince Cannonball woke me with a merciless pounce to my stomach.

			I peered out the window. Lily! Lily was outside climbing the gate.

			I hurried to let her inside. She had no umbrella, no protection from the storm. Barefoot, she climbed up to the door so drenched that I didn’t see the blood leaking down her knees.

			I hugged her fiercely.

			In the kitchen, I lit the stove. I stripped her wet clothes and wrapped a blanket around her. Her skin was cold. “Warm yourself here. I’ll get Gu Ma—”

			“Don’t,” she said with a cough. She held on to my arm tightly. “They’ll send me back if they find out I’m here.”

			“You need medicine—”

			“I’ll be better in the morning. Just make me something to eat. Macaroni soup—and luncheon meat if you have it.”

			I nodded mutely. I heated some chicken stock with noodles and set the luncheon meat to fry. While I waited for the broth to boil, I went to get some dry clothes for Lily and candles from my room. There was no electricity in the house, and outside the rain had only gotten heavier. No one heard me padding up and down the creaky stairs.

			When I returned to the kitchen, Lily was coughing into a handkerchief. I’d brought my old porcelain doll, and the way she impatiently reached for it, nestling her chin against the doll’s black hair, eased some of the worries unsteadying my heart. I helped her dress and dry her hair and put socks on her feet.

			“How’d you get here?” I asked, serving her the noodles and nuggets of browned luncheon meat.

			“Stole a bicycle.”

			“You cycled here—in this storm?”

			“I tried to.” Lily was still breathing hard. “It was only raining at first, then the winds got too strong. I hit a rock…and one of tires went flat.” She showed me the scrapes on her knees. “I walked the rest…of the way.”

			Lily hadn’t eaten at all, and I took the steaming bowl from her, blowing at a spoonful. Years ago I’d fed Yi Gor like this, when he was sick in the hills. It was a memory I’d forgotten, and dredging it up now brought an ache to my chest. “Eat.”

			She sipped at the spoon, barely taking in half.

			“Not hungry?”

			She didn’t seem to hear me. She was noticing the bare walls, the empty china cabinets and missing draperies. “I wanted to run away months ago,” she said faintly, though I hadn’t asked. “I couldn’t because Mrs. Tsang hid my spectacles. Had to wait until I could get them back.”

			I didn’t need to ask how the Tsangs had been treating her—I saw the cane marks on her wrists.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you,” I blurted.

			I regretted the words as soon as they left my lips. Nothing I could say was worthy of Lily’s forgiveness.

			“You would’ve wasted your time,” she replied after a sigh. “The Tsangs have been looking for a way to end the engagement ever since they took Gu Ma’s money. I think they let me get away.”

			So much for their being upright and honest people.

			“So, how about it, Gah Jeh? Are we still running away together?”

			“Not in this weather.”

			“Once it clears, then. You can hide me in the cellar if you need to.” Lily leaned back against the chair, weariness stitching her eyes.

			“Lily!” I shook her. “Lily?”

			“I don’t want any ginseng, Mama,” she whispered. “It makes my stomach hurt. Please?”

			“It’s me, Yut Ying.” I shook her again. She was scaring me.

			Thunder rolled, and Lily blinked an eye open. “Sorry. I’m so tired. It’s loud tonight. The perfect weather for sleeping.”

			Her body went soft once more, and I gave up poking her awake. I put aside her noodles for tomorrow and gently carried her to my room, where I lay her on my bed. I took off her spectacles and set them aside on a chair, then Prince Cannonball curled up beside us. Together the three of us slept to the lullaby of falling rain.

			

			—

			Lily was sick. In the middle of the night, I woke to the heat of her skin burning against mine. Her temples, her hands, her back—everywhere I touched was feverish. I couldn’t rouse her.

			I ran up the stairs two at a time. “Help, help!” I shouted.

			My shouts woke Richard, whose screaming in turn woke everyone else on the floor. Sai Ma was the first to come out of her room.

			“What’s going on?”

			“Lily’s here,” I said. “She’s got a fever.”

			Sai Ma’s expression darkened, and I immediately regretted asking for her help. She spun back for her room.

			“Wait!” I grabbed her arm. “She isn’t breathing. She won’t wake up.”

			“I’ll check on her,” said Baba. He came with me and sat on the bed. Lily’s eyes were still closed. Baba moved her head. A splatter of blood stained the pillowcase, and the lines between her teeth were red. He yelled, “Grace!”

			Sai Ma hurried down. When she saw the blood, her face drained of color. She checked Lily’s heart. “It’s fast.”

			Gu Ma had come too, with a radio. The static was noisy and sharp. I touched my left ear, the injured one. It throbbed with pain.

			“This is Hong Kong’s worst typhoon in over twenty years,” the newscaster was saying. Between the static, she described how the storm had slammed the harbor last night, ripping the fishing boats and ferries from their moors and leaving them in splinters. A tidal wave had formed, destroying several coastal villages and over a dozen ocean liners. Hundreds were presumed dead.

			“There’s herbs in my medicine box,” Sai Ma said, tossing me a key. “Boil some soup for Lily. Chicken with red dates and chin pi. Quickly! And bring the pei pa koa.”

			I ran to the cupboard in the corner of the kitchen where Sai Ma kept her expensive herbs and grabbed the pei pa koa, a medicine for coughs.

			When I returned, Sai Ma was wiping Lily’s face with a cold compress. Her condition was getting worse. She was delirious, mumbling to herself, and her lips had turned blue.

			“Stay with me, precious baby,” I heard Sai Ma say. “Stay with me, and Mama will bring you home.” Sai Ma’s voice grew hoarse. “I wasn’t a good mother to you.”

			Sai Ma wiped at her eyes. She took my arm and pulled me outside the room.

			“This is your fault,” she cried. “You! You poisoned her with ideas about running away. If she hadn’t left the Tsangs, she wouldn’t have gotten sick.”

			“They were beating her!” I exclaimed. “She didn’t want to tell you that she was here. Maybe if you hadn’t sent her away—”

			“I had no choice,” Sai Ma snapped. “If your useless brother hadn’t shot Zhou Hin Kong—”

			“Seet Ling!” Gu Ma warned.

			“—our family wouldn’t be under investigation. I wouldn’t have had to send Lily away.”

			“That’s enough,” said Baba. “Blaming Yut Ying won’t help Lily.”

			Sai Ma, for once, stopped. She was crying, and the tears looked real.

			“You have to take her to the hospital,” Gu Ma said.

			“You think I don’t want to?” cried Sai Ma. “But we have no car, and even if we did, the roads are flooded. At this point, she’s better off dead.”

			I looked outside. Though it was day, the storms had charred the sky black. The roads were empty, and I couldn’t even see what lay a meter ahead. What doctor would make a call in weather like this? The fact that Lily had made it to the house was a miracle.

			“I’ll go,” I heard myself saying. “I’ll get the doctor.”

			

			—

			The storm hunted me. The trees were wailing, their boughs waving in surrender as the winds uprooted those unfit to resist. I ran, ducking flying branches as the rain pounded down, submerging me with its might. At some point I lost my shoes and no longer felt my feet hit the ground. I was wading across the streets, gasping because there was more water than air. Still I kept going.

			Gu Ma had given me a list of addresses. First was Tung Wah Hospital, which wasn’t far from where Lily had been staying with the Tsangs, except I didn’t know whether the hospital was even open. Dr. Wong was closer. He lived only two kilometers from Harbourage Road, and he’d always been kind. Even if he wanted nothing to do with my family, I would beg and beg until he changed his mind. Lily was innocent. He had to save her.

			My flashlight gave out right before I reached Dr. Wong’s house. The fence had toppled, and the stairs to the door had become a roaring waterfall. I fought my way up and seized the bronze knocker on the door. I pounded as hard as I could. “Dr. Wong! Dr. Wong!”

			No one came. I tried to turn invisible and go through the door, but there was too much rain. I couldn’t hold my breath.

			“Dr. Wong!” I cried again. I was being washed away, my fingers clinging to the knocker as though it were a lifeline.

			It felt like an eternity that I hung there, my consciousness ebbing into the bleak dark of the storm. In my delirium I saw the window glowing, like the paper panes in my old house in Tunglam when the moon was full and bright. A woman appeared at the door. She looked like my mother until I realized she wasn’t.

			“Mrs. Wong,” I croaked. “Lily—”

			That was all I could manage before I collapsed into her arms.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

			The typhoon lasted three days.

			Lily lasted four.

			She’d contracted pneumonia, Dr. Wong determined. I held her hand while he administered penicillin, a miracle drug that he said had saved millions during the war. Her skin was hot, and when I entwined our fingers there was the softest smile on her young, freckled face. Everything should have been fine.

			Except Lily was allergic to penicillin.

			We couldn’t have known.

			That last day, Lily spent every hour with her mother. She sat on her lap and let her braid her hair. Sai Ma even fed her with her own chopsticks.

			I’d never seen Lily smile wider or laugh harder, even when she had been with me.

			In the evening, after dinner and Dr. Wong’s visit to administer another dose of penicillin, I crept into my sister’s room. She’d been waiting for me.

			“Are you hurt?” I asked right away. She was clutching her side.

			“Cramps. It happens after a new dose, it’ll go away.” She patted the empty space next to her on the bed. Once I sat, she leaned on my shoulder. “Did you know the Tsangs have the most enormous book in their library? It’s an unabridged English dictionary, which means it has every word ever to exist. It’s only to look impressive, like their piano. But I was so bored that I read all the way up to h. Do you know what harborage means?”

			“Harborage, like the road we live on?”

			“I only learned it last week,” she said. “It means a place where ships seek shelter. Isn’t that funny? Gu Ma’s house is all the way up in the hills. How could any ships seek shelter here?”

			I didn’t share her musing. I was more worried about how flushed she looked, and the way she clutched her stomach, wincing. “You ought to rest, Lily. Once you get better, we’re running away. Remember?”

			“I’ve been thinking…” Lily coughed, a strained wheezing sound. “Maybe there’s no need to run away. Mama’s been nice.”

			Only because she thought you were going to die, I thought. Her words were slurring. I checked her temples for fever, but she was cool.

			“Get better, and we can talk about it—”

			“Do you think she’s changed?”

			“I think she cares about you,” I said evasively, for that much I thought was true. “She just doesn’t know how to show it.”

			“She’s learning.”

			“Yes, because you’re a good teacher.”

			Lily allowed herself a smile. “I’m going to lie down. I feel dizzy. Will you…will you sing for me?”

			She sounded so tired. Some rest would do her good, I thought, stroking her hair. I parted my lips to sing:

			There are two hwamei in the tree,

			Singing their sweetest song

			For at last, the rain is lifting,

			Chattering into the sea.

			There are two hwamei in the tree,

			Snow melting off their feathers.

			They perch upon the blossomed bough,

			Ready to fly wing to wing.

			Lily’s eyes fluttered half closed. She hugged my old doll, and I pulled the blanket over them, cocooning them together. “Gah Jeh.” The words came out haltingly, with a faint wheeze. “If I sleep too long, will you…will you kiss me awake?”

			“Of course I will.”

			That made her smile. “Once I’m better,” she murmured, “I want to tell you…about the books I read. I found some…some stories I know you’ll love.”

			It only took one more song before she fell asleep. Her tight hold on my doll eased, and I smoothed away the pinch in her brow before I kissed her pale cheek good night.

			I closed her door and practically skipped down to my room. From my window, the sky was blue and clear once more, just like in my song, and across the city, trucks were cleaning up the devastation of the storm. We’d weathered the worst, and I was so sure it was over.

			Not long after midnight, I heard Sai Ma scream. For the rest of my life, I would regret that I didn’t make it to Lily’s room fast enough, that I didn’t give her the kiss she’d asked for. Maybe if I had, she would have woken up.

			But I was too late.

			My sister lay with her feet sticking out from her pink sheets, the way she liked to sleep, half an arm dangling off the side of the bed. And I knew.

			“No,” I choked out. Only a few hours ago I’d been at her side. She’d asked me to sing to her. She’d been fine!

			A sob wrenched out of my chest as I took Lily’s hand. Her skin was gray under the moonlight. She looked like she was sleeping.

			“Wake up,” I whispered. “Come on, silly. Not another one of your pranks, wake up!”

			I tapped her cheeks, my grief welling inside me. “Lily!”

			I buried my face in her pillow, sobbing. Come back, I pleaded. Lily, don’t leave me.

			We were supposed to run away together. We were supposed to build a life together where we’d erase each other’s heartaches, where I’d show her what it meant to be wanted, to be loved. She was supposed to have a future! And now…

			And now…

			“Yut Ying,” came a soft voice. My stepmother placed her hand on my shoulder.

			Sai Ma’s eyes were red and raw, her tearstained cheeks mirrors of my own. She was the last person I ever wanted to see, but in this moment, I turned to her and buried my face in her chest. I wept.

			Lily was only thirteen. My sister—who shared only half my blood but possessed all of my love, who laughed like a goose and blew kisses at thunderstorms, who devoured books like they were noodles and who’d splash juice at my face when I fell asleep during her writing lessons—was gone.

			My lone solace was that she was with her mother in her last moments. I hoped that Sai Ma held her hand and kissed her face. That she gave her daughter the love that she’d so craved during her short life. No matter how much I despised Sai Ma, I refused to believe that she would have done any less.

			Some lies were worth believing.

			

			—

			For a month, my family mourned. In Lily’s memory, all resentments were forgotten. Even Sai Ma was changed. She stopped powdering her face, even stopped eating on some days. She sent Richard to live with her parents for she could hardly take care of herself, let alone her surviving child. She was kind to me.

			In the mornings we prayed together before Lily’s altar. We burned spirit money and toys to keep her company in heaven. On days I forgot to eat, Sai Ma brought me a plate of sliced fruit. “For your strength,” she would say. Whenever Sai Ma sobbed in the parlor, I brought her soup to drink. We sat on the settee, exchanging no words except for disjointed good mornings and thank yous, and listening to melancholy ballads on the phonograph until the sky turned dark. In the blur of that summer, I forgot how much I hated Sai Ma, and I almost forgave her.

			On the fortieth day, my stepmother emerged from her bedroom with her face fully made up and the return of that fake mole on her cheek.

			“Lily’s ashes will go to her in-laws,” she announced at breakfast. “They don’t belong with us.”

			The declaration came out of nowhere, but Gu Ma didn’t look surprised. Neither did Baba.

			As for me, I immediately lost my appetite. “How can her ashes not belong with our family?” I asked. “She’s your daughter.”

			“Are you a fortune reader, Yut Ying?” said Sai Ma. “Even your aunt agrees with me. She’s spoken with several specialists.”

			Gu Ma took a bite of a steamed bun, nodding. “If you care about your sister, you won’t deprive her of a proper passage to heaven. This is tradition; she belongs with the Tsangs.”

			“Why?” I demanded. “She wasn’t even married.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” replied my aunt. “A contract was signed. She’s not part of this family anymore.”

			“She’s not property, she’s your daughter. Baba—do something!”

			“That’s enough, Yut Ying,” warned Baba.

			I slammed down my bowl and turned to Sai Ma. “All Lily ever wanted was to come home, and for you to love her. But you always saw her as a burden. Now that she’s dead, she’s still a burden! That’s why you don’t want her with you.”

			“How dare you!” Sai Ma rose. “She was my daughter. Of course I want her with me.”

			“Then why did you send her away in the first place?”

			“That’s enough!” Baba barked. His fingers were curled into the table, supporting him as he half stood. “Yut Ying, go to your room.”

			I didn’t budge. “Why did you send her away?” I asked again.

			“Pok Mun, it’s fine.” Sai Ma wiped her mouth with her napkin. When she spoke, she sounded tired and small. “I was protecting her. We all know the world is an ugly place, but some of us find out earlier than others.”

			For the briefest moment, I wondered what ugly secrets haunted my stepmother’s past, to turn her into the bitter, deceitful woman she’d become—or whether she was simply putting on another show. It didn’t matter. The truth wouldn’t bring Lily back.

			I shut myself off in my room. I sat by the window, folding my arms over the wooden sill. Gu Ma hadn’t hired anyone to clear out the fallen bauhinia tree, and its petals slathered the courtyard in a pale red sea.

			Sing for me, Gah Jeh, Lily used to say on quiet mornings like these.

			I couldn’t sing. My voice had dried up inside, and it was all I could do just to keep breathing. Every breath hurt. Every single breath.

			It’s my fault, I thought. I should’ve stayed with you. I shouldn’t have let you go. I’m sorry, Lily.

			I drew in air, holding it as long as I could. The glittering cold came upon me like an old friend, sweeping me away from this unbearable existence. Once I vanished, I felt no pain. Not the swollen ache in my throat, the rawness behind my eyes, the unbearable grief in my heart. My only imprint on this world was my shadow, bereft and dark against the scratched wooden floor.

			The next day, I did it again—for a little longer. And longer.

			Not once did I worry that there might be consequences.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

			That November I turned eighteen, and the myrtle grew like mad, overwhelming the planters until they fractured from their weight. The broken pots lay on the ground for a good month before Gu Ma noticed. My aunt took the thriving myrtle as a sign that at last our family’s fortunes were beginning to turn.

			Indeed, toward the end of the year, the investigation into Chan Kiu Factory came to a standstill. It was matter of timing, rather than a statement on my aunt’s innocence, as she would lead everyone to believe. The whole country was on edge, the British consumed with rooting out any Communist factions that hid in Hong Kong’s underground and dealing with the influx of immigrants from the mainland. Prosecuting a widowed factory owner like Gu Ma became a far less pressing issue.

			Operations at the factory resumed quietly, but Gu Ma decided I served her best at home as a cook, and before long, Susu returned to her old position in the house. By spring, Sai Ma’s so-called friends were back for their weekly games of mahjong, Baba took up his pipe once more, and my aunt bought a new car and hired a guard.

			No one spoke of Lily. When her trove of stolen trinkets was found, Sai Ma threw everything away. Gu Ma installed an additional barrel bolt outside Lily’s door to lock away any ghostly spirits, and Sai Ma removed all photographs of my sister from the house. Every time Richard asked where his big sister had gone, Sai Ma lied without missing a beat: “To school.”

			I hated her for it and yet I didn’t have the heart to tell Richard the truth. I’d tell him stories about Lily, about how much she liked egg tarts and luncheon meat, and how she’d tickled his feet when he was a baby. After a while, I ran out of stories and he asked to hear about the war instead. His memory of Lily was fading, and to my distress, mine was, too.

			Spring arrived, the sun fanning across the tops of the palms and banyan trees. I was at the market shopping for watercress and pork knuckles. My trips were short and purposeful. I rarely went far. Still it felt good listening to the wind that tickled my ears, working the muscles in my calves and climbing the ladder streets to exercise my lungs. I was tempted by egg tarts at Cheung Hing Bakery, I haggled over hawberries and admired a fresh array of gai lan being sold on the roadside. I even grumbled about the humidity with strangers. Against my will, I was healing.

			I usually stayed until the Jardine Noonday Gun was fired. It was an old artillery stationed in Causeway Bay; from home or the factory I’d never noticed it go off, but the sound was louder in the market. Invariably, its crackling boom punctuated the end of my peaceful mornings, for the roads subsequently buzzed with the lunchtime crowds. Young women came in their button-down polka dot dresses, and I counted five Peaksoy bottles in different hands before I took it as a sign to go home.

			I was a street away from the tram stop when I realized I’d forgotten to buy Baba’s salted fish. An inconvenience in the moment, but it was to be a crossroad in disguise. One that would change my life irrevocably.

			Hurriedly I retraced my steps to the market. As I threaded through the traffic, I passed a Mercedes-Benz with the license plate 8828. Such a lucky number was bound to belong to a tycoon, so naturally I looked into the car for a glimpse. The last person I expected to find was Tommy.

			The Tommy I knew had ketchup stains on his collar, walked his bicycle at his side, and brought iced soymilk to the traffic controllers on the street. This Tommy wore a suit like his grandfather—gray with a white pocket square. His black hair was combed into a fashionable swirl at his crown, and he was sitting beside a young woman who sparkled through the car windows.

			Was she his girlfriend? I made the mistake of staring a beat too long. Tommy looked up—and saw me.

			Damn it. I spun, weaving my way into the market.

			“Ying!” he shouted.

			I picked up speed. People swore at me for bumping into them, and I hoisted my groceries to my hip to move more easily. After a while, the shouts grew faint. I turned into an alleyway, dipping under a low awning, where I let out a breath.

			Then came the tap on my shoulder.

			“You’ve gotten faster, little hwamei,” Tommy said, his hands on his knees as he panted. “Didn’t you hear me calling you?”

			“No,” I said. It was only half a lie thanks to my injury.

			His smile fell apart. “Ying, I—I…I’m sorry.”

			He didn’t say what he was apologizing for, but we both knew.

			Fortune had abandoned my family while it showered favor on his. Peaksoy was everywhere: the wet markets, the hawker stalls, the cafés. At twenty cents each, it was cheaper than soda, and far more nutritious. Children drank it at school, the elderly sipped it for breakfast, even foreigners, initially drawn to the evocative design on the bottle, found they liked it.

			Funny, how wealth could reshape a person’s entire character. I was sure I looked different too. My hair was unbrushed, I was on my fifth day in a row of wearing the same checkered dress, and I’d lost weight. I wasn’t as thin as I’d been during the war, but my cheeks were sunken, my arms like frail twigs. A far cry from the effervescent fifteen-year-old I still saw on the billboards, but was I ashamed of how I looked? No, I stood tall, looking him levelly in the eye.

			“I hope your family is well,” I said.

			“Wait. Wait, Yut Ying.” His voice was soft. “I’ve missed you.”

			I meant to walk away, but my legs wouldn’t move. My lips wouldn’t move, either. I wanted to hear what he had to say.

			“Let me explain,” said Tommy.

			“Explain what?” said a new voice. It was airy and shrill like a cheap bamboo flute, and it came from the sparkling girl I’d seen inside Tommy’s car.

			The sparkles turned out to be diamond earrings dangling from her lobes in two winding scrolls. “Tommy, dear, I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

			Dear? In the past, I’d refused to think of Tommy as anything more than my friend, but now an unfamiliar twinge twisted in my gut.

			“Priscilla-Mae,” said Tommy, averting his eyes from mine, “this is Helen. You might recognize her as the face of Peaksoy.”

			The girl’s hand jumped to her mouth. “It is!” She circled me. “You’re so much taller than you looked in the poster.” She slid her arm under Tommy’s. “I was wondering why you left the car in such a rush. You should’ve told me you met someone who worked for you.”

			“Helen’s not an employee,” said Tommy. “She’s a good friend.”

			I forced a smile, quite aware that Priscilla-Mae was looking me up and down.

			I did the same, taking in her spotless white dress, her pearl bracelet, her teeth the color of sugar. Over one shoulder was a turtle skin handbag, and over the other was a mink stole, so soft it still looked alive.

			“Helen,” Priscilla-Mae tested out my name. “How do you know Tommy?”

			“He ran into me on his bicycle,” I replied, repeating the story I’d once told his grandfather. “Down the steps on Sandy Mound Road.”

			“Sandy Mound Road.” She touched her chin. “Peaksoy’s first factory is down the street.”

			All these years I’d known him, he’d never mentioned his family having a factory nearby.

			“Are you looking for more work?” she went on. “I’m sure we can convince Director Fung to hire you again soon. Peaksoy is about to launch overseas in Singapore, then in Australia. The news isn’t public yet, so don’t spread it around: Tommy’s been chosen to take over.”

			I turned to Tommy a little stunned. “Congratulations.”

			He barely nodded. This was what he had secretly wanted—why did he look so glum?

			“Have you seen the new bottles?” said Priscilla-Mae. “You’re on the label now! You’re practically a Hong Kong legend at this point. Did you know, there was a billboard that I would see coming down from my parents’ penthouse on the Peak, and I would wonder, who was that country girl in the yellow polka dot dress. The original model they hired was too fancy—she didn’t look right advertising soymilk. But you—you were perfect.”

			A muscle twitched in my jaw. The noise of her chattering made my left ear hurt, and I couldn’t force a smile without pain.

			“We should get going, Tommy,” Priscilla-Mae went on. “Traffic is horrible at this hour, and we can’t be late to dinner with our parents. Goodbye, Ellen. It was a thrill meeting you.” She blew me a kiss. “Soy is joy.”

			“Soy is joy,” I echoed woodenly. I made a bow with my head that I regretted, then I turned.

			“Wait.” Tommy reached into his pocket, fishing out a small orange fruit. “From your tree.”

			Surprise dissolved my anger as I took the loquat. It rolled onto my palm like a little sun. What was he doing carrying a loquat around in his pocket, I wanted to ask, but I couldn’t in front of Priscilla-Mae, whose smile was shrinking by the second, showing less and less of those sugar-colored teeth. Instead, I asked, “It bore fruit?”

			“Last week.” His voice lifted, turning hopeful. “You should visit it.”

			I closed my fist over the loquat.

			“Tommy,” Priscilla-Mae called impatiently.

			He sent me an apologetic look, but he didn’t argue.

			When the car was gone, I examined the loquat Tommy had given me. It was a ripe shade of orange, its skin pale and velvety. How incredible that from one lone seed, I had grown this perfect fruit.

			I tucked it into my pocket, satisfied that I’d done at least one good thing in this life.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			



	

Chapter Twenty-Five

			I waited a week before I visited the loquat tree.

			It wasn’t so little anymore. It was now at least three meters tall, surrounded by a carpet of grass and wildflowers. This part of Hong Kong, which once I had known so well, was changed. The road had been paved and a bus stop had been added. There were even a few benches in the park.

			Much of Hong Kong had flooded during the typhoon, and even a year later parts of the city were still recovering. I hadn’t dared hope my tree might survive—yet here it was, more robust than ever. Bits of red string hung from the branches, each tightly knotted. I counted at least twenty.

			“There’s twenty-two,” said a voice from behind me. “One for each time I came here looking for you.”

			I turned slowly, facing Tommy. “What are you doing here?”

			A new string dangled from his finger. “Little hwamei, you don’t smile as much as you used to.”

			“I’ve grown up.”

			“So have I.” He closed the space between us. “I missed you.”

			I sidestepped him and reached for a loquat. “You never came to the house.”

			“I did.” His eyes were dark, his jaw tense. “I was told you didn’t want to see me.”

			The loquat snapped off and fell into my hands. I shut my fist, nearly crushing it. “You believed that?”

			“No, I assumed your family was too ashamed to have company. That’s why I wrote you letters—”

			My ear started to thud. “Letters?”

			“Every month. I asked you to meet me here. You never replied.”

			Because I never got them. I rocked back on my heels, certain I had Sai Ma to thank for that.

			“It doesn’t matter, I’m glad we found each other again.”

			He leaned to touch my cheek, but I twisted away. “Shouldn’t you be with Priscilla-Mae?”

			“Silly girl. I only take her out to make my parents happy. You make me happy.”

			“So you’ll take her out again.”

			“No. I’m selfish.” He held me by the shoulders. “You remember your promise all those years ago, to share the first fruit with me?”

			I reached into my pocket for the loquat he’d given me. It’d shriveled into a dry and pimply thing, but I still liked holding its weight on my palm. “I remember.”

			Tommy plucked the plumpest, most orange fruit on the tree. He peeled the skin, letting me have the first taste. It was the sweetest loquat I’d ever eaten. I offered the rest to him, but instead of taking it, he kissed me.

			It was a real kiss. Not a peck on the cheek or a clumsy fumble of mouth to mouth like the ones the bolder boys in Tunglam would try on me when we were children. It was a kiss that unlocked a heat inside me that I’d never known. The loquat fell from my hand with a soft thump, and I closed my eyes.

			“Again,” I whispered.

			The rest of spring, we met every chance we could. As soon as my chores were finished, I sneaked out of the house and Tommy picked me up in his car. We’d drive to the loquat tree and lie on the grass, kissing until we ran out of breath. My favorite was when it rained, for we didn’t leave the car and simply parked by the roadside, exploring each other.

			“Do you like this?” Tommy would ask when he touched his tongue to mine.

			I’d hum a yes.

			“What about this?” he asked, nibbling on my ear.

			I liked that too.

			Then Tommy’s kisses began roaming down to my neck and to my throat, and lower. I found I liked that, too. His touch would light a fire in my blood, and I couldn’t breathe. Yet instead of going invisible I cried out, feeling like I’d become light itself, so bright and dazzling and free.

			When the weather was nice, he took me to Kowloon since it was far enough that neither of our families would see us. We held hands and window-shopped and fed each other egg tarts like other amorous young couples, and Tommy would grin whenever someone pointed and said I looked like the girl on the Peaksoy bottle.

			In this way spring became summer, one blissful day after the next. But for all my happiness, I knew the end was coming.

			It was a cloudy August day, and we were sailing on a sampan to escape the heat. I’d always wanted to take one, and Tommy paid the fisherman extra so we could operate it ourselves. We drifted along Aberdeen Harbour, keeping to the shoreline, and picnicked on noodles, dried squid, and sugarcane, snacks we’d picked up from the green hawker huts along the wharves. I could tell something was on Tommy’s mind. He’d been quiet all day. Finally, as it started to rain, he broke the news:

			“I’m leaving Hong Kong,” he said. “I’ve been accepted into university in London.”

			There came a hitch in my throat. “Congratulations.”

			Tommy drew me under the sampan’s pitched roof. The space was clean but cramped, the smell of fish concealed by a pot of burning incense. He slipped his hand around my waist. “Come with me.”

			The muscles in my back went stiff. For months we’d been seeing each other secretly, stealing kisses and pretending to be a couple, but not once had Tommy mentioned a future together.

			“What about Priscilla-Mae?”

			“What about her?” Tommy said, taking off his jacket. “I told you already, my grandfather introduced us because her parents were early investors in Peaksoy. He was hoping we’d make a match. I told him I’m not interested.”

			“I bet he took that well.”

			“It doesn’t matter how he took it.”

			“It does matter. You’re inheriting Peaksoy. An important man needs a wife who’s—”

			“Don’t say it.” Tommy took my chin, holding it. “This is the face of Peaksoy, or have you forgotten? I don’t want anyone other than you.”

			My lips closed. “What did you tell him?”

			“That I’ve always loved you,” he said softly. “That day I cycled down the hill, I thought you were the loveliest girl I’d seen. I was imagining what you’d look like when you smiled, and that made me—”

			“Crash your bike?”

			“I was clumsier back then.”

			“You were reckless,” I said.

			“Reckless?” He tickled my ear with his teeth, then started nibbling on my lobe. “I’ll show you reckless.”

			“Tommy…”

			I forgot what I was going to say. My body, ever treacherous, sprang at his touch, and I couldn’t speak even if I wanted to. His lips traced down the side of my neck, landing on the tender box where my voice hummed.

			“Rain’s coming down hard,” he said, drawing me deeper under the roof. He pulled its gauzy curtains closed. “We should stay awhile.”

			“Mm.”

			His hands were on my collar, undoing the buttons. I didn’t stop him. He was a drug, and I couldn’t get enough. Gently he laid me down on the deck, folding his jacket into a pillow under my head.

			His mouth touched mine, teasing the intimate line between a caress and a kiss. “Let’s get married,” he whispered.

			“What?”

			“I’m leaving next week for London. We’ll get married before I go and leave together. What do you say?”

			I could feel the caress of his breath on my lips when he spoke. “What about your family?”

			“I’ll ask their permission.”

			“They won’t give it.”

			“Then we’ll elope.” He touched his nose to mine. “I’m not giving you up.”

			My ear was ringing, but I ignored the pain. I helped him unbutton the rest of my shirt, freeing his hands so they could roam down. His lips were brushing across my throat, biting softly into my neck. As his hands found my hips, knowing exactly where to touch, I grew heady. It became hard to think.

			“We can’t. You’d lose Peaksoy, and that’s everything to you.”

			“You’re everything to me. Say yes.”

			“Yes,” I whispered. “Yes.”

			“Good.” His hands slid under my waist and rubbed against my back, making heat.

			My skin prickled with desire. I had sworn never to fall in love, yet I couldn’t help it. This was the boy who’d made Hong Kong feel like home, who’d found me time and time again when I was lost. I needed him.

			I wanted him.

			“What’s this?” he asked, rubbing the birthmark on my chest. He’d seen it before, run his kisses across it many times before, yet he’d never asked before today.

			“It’s just a mark. I’ve had it since I was young.”

			“It looks like a little bean. A soybean.”

			That made me laugh. I let go some of my nervousness. “Maybe it is.”

			“You see, Yut Ying? How could I not love you.”

			Rain drummed against the roof, the sound like raw rice spilling into a pot. The sea churned underneath us, lapping the sides of our boat. But all I would remember was the sound of my hammering heart pressed against Tommy’s broad chest. The sweet taste of his tongue against mine, the vibrations of his breath against my skin. The drunken heat that we made together.

			He slid off my skirt while I fumbled at his belt, and I felt the bare skin of his legs pressed against mine, the taut muscles cording in his arms as he held me. I was tinder, he was the match. I’d never wanted fire more in my entire life.

			He mistook the flush on my cheeks for bashfulness, laughed, and threw his shirt over his back. He swept his hands over my body, kissing every crook, every curve, every hollow.

			I held my breath as he entered me, pressing my fingers hard into his back as the pain reared sharp inside me. A wash of glittering cold swept across my skin. I exhaled fast.

			“Ying,” he whispered. “Are you all—”

			“Stop talking,” I said, covering his mouth with mine. I kissed him, taking him down with me. And though the clouds blotted out the stars that evening, never had I seen so many in the sky.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

			“So, the whore’s decided to come home.”

			Sai Ma sat on my bed, her legs crossed. It was after midnight, long past when I usually sneaked back to the house, but I didn’t care. Impervious to her presence, I picked up my brush from the side table. My hair was mussed, and I began brushing it the way she did, one languorous stroke at a time.

			If there was anything Sai Ma hated, it was being ignored.

			“Where were you?” she demanded.

			“I went to the night market. Bought a new pair of stockings. Mine ripped.”

			“You devil, you dare lie?” My bed creaked as Sai Ma sprang to her feet. “I know who you were with. Haven’t you done enough to tarnish this family’s reputation?”

			“What I’ve done is cook and clean for you the last three years,” I said crisply. “I’ve repaid my debts, and I want my bracelet back.”

			“You think you’re so clever, seducing a tycoon’s son.” Sai Ma sneered. “I hope you asked for the check before you spread your legs.”

			“I want my bracelet back,” I repeated.

			She shook her wrist so I could see Mama’s golden band entangled with her tawdry jades and pearls. “I don’t think so. I’ve grown rather fond of it.”

			“Then keep it,” I replied, regarding her through my mirror. I made a deliberate pause. “You can buy me a new one for my wedding.”

			I savored the shock on Sai Ma’s face, how her cheeks sucked in and her nostrils twitched.

			“You stupid girl,” she said then, letting out a laugh. “You really believe that Tommy Yeung will marry you?”

			“Baba married you,” I retorted.

			“You suppose you’re better than I am? You can’t even read.”

			I wouldn’t let any of her petty jibes rile me. “You ought to be relieved,” I said. “The first thing I’m going to do is leave this house. I’ll have my own home on the Peak, my own car and my own maids. You’ll get to be the most beautiful woman in Happy Valley again.”

			It was the worst thing I could say to Sai Ma, whose face turned a murderous shade of gray. “Hide all you like behind that pretty face,” she said. “God knows what a demon you are. He’ll make you pay for what you did to Lily.”

			I clenched my hairbrush. Sai Ma was rewriting the past in her head, I reminded myself, so she could have someone other than herself to blame. I couldn’t let her poison my happiness.

			“I did nothing to Lily.”

			Sai Ma merely smiled, a feral red smile that made me shudder.

			Finally she turned for the door. Once she was gone I sucked in my breath, welcoming a glittering rush of cold. Sai Ma was right about one thing, there was a demon inside me.

			One day, I prayed, it would see her to hell.

			

			—

			Repercussions were swift.

			A few days later, Gu Ma burst into the kitchen. Sai Ma came too, stony faced. “There’s someone here to see you,” my aunt exclaimed, rifling through the cupboard for the expensive tea.

			Susu was frantically boiling water while Gu Ma dragged me out into the main room. My knees faltered when I saw who had come.

			“Director Fung,” I whispered.

			His gray hair was now cotton white, pomaded into a wintry cap with not a strand out of place. Otherwise he was as I remembered. A tree, cold and unbending.

			Tommy was at his side. Neither man was smiling.

			“This is an honor, Director Fung,” said Gu Ma. “Please, sit, sit. Susu, bring the refreshments!”

			Tea was poured, and Susu brought a last-minute assortment of cut fruit, nuts, and day-old cakes on a tray.

			Director Fung remained standing. He kept his gloves on and ignored the tea that Gu Ma offered. “I am here to settle the matter of my grandson’s proposal.”

			“Proposal?” Gu Ma let out a startled breath. “Forgive me, Director, but I’m not clear on what you mean.”

			“To your niece.”

			She hooked arms with my father, whom she had summoned from the den. “Young Mister Thomas has proposed to Yut Ying? What a happy occasion—”

			“I think not,” Director Fung interrupted. “The Chan family has come under scrutiny in recent years. A union between our families is not suitable.”

			“Yut Ying is not a Chan,” said Gu Ma, nudging me forward. “She is a Ha, and the Ha family has always been of repute. Why, my ancestors were advisors to the emperor—”

			“Do you know why I’ve selected him to be my successor?” interrupted Director Fung again. “I have five grandsons. Tommy is not the brightest. He’s reckless and idealistic, and he lacks the ruthlessness it takes to run a business. So why did I choose him?”

			Gu Ma, Sai Ma, and Baba were silent. They had no idea. But I knew.

			“Because he loves Peaksoy the most,” I replied.

			“Yes,” Director Fung replied, echoing me, “he loves it the most. But does he love it enough?”

			“Grandfather’s offered a compromise,” Tommy said, finally speaking. He wouldn’t look at me. “He says we may marry—after I finish my first year at university.”

			Was that all? I almost laughed. Did the old man think that Tommy and I wouldn’t be able to last a year? We’d known each other since we were children.

			“Yes,” I said. “I can wait a year.”

			Tommy still wouldn’t look at me.

			Something wasn’t right. My relief curdled into an icy knot of dread as I inched toward him. What is it? What else is there?

			Tommy regarded my aunt. “I would like to speak to Yut Ying alone.”

			It was an insolent thing to say to one’s elder, but Tommy was rich, so Gu Ma nodded politely. “Of course. The parlor—”

			“I’ll take her outside.” Tommy gestured to the courtyard. “We’ll return shortly.”

			He led me away from the house to where the bauhinia tree had once stood.

			“Don’t,” I said as he wrapped his arms around my shoulders. “Not here.”

			“Who cares if they see?” Tommy nuzzled the side of my neck. “I want them to know that they can’t hurt you.”

			“Not here,” I said again. I tried to push him away. “What do you want to tell me?”

			“Ying…” His lips were on my temples, the sound of his voice vibrating against my skull. “I’ve tried everything; my grandfather won’t change his mind. I have to marry Priscilla-Mae.”

			I have to marry Priscilla-Mae. At the words, pain shot up my left ear, making my entire head throb. “What?”

			“I don’t like her,” Tommy was saying. “It’s a marriage for business. Her family owns a gambling house in Macau, and they’ve promised to invest in Peaksoy.”

			It was as if an invisible string had cut off my breath. The muscles in my throat tensed, the air so thin my ribs trembled when I inhaled.

			“A marriage for business,” I repeated. “Don’t you have enough money already?”

			“Ying, I know you’re disappointed…”

			Disappointed? Was that the ache in my heart, squeezing so hard I thought I might burst?

			“…but it’s to secure the future. I do this, and we can be married. We can have everything we wanted.”

			“I’d be a second wife,” I said tersely.

			“Is that so bad? Look at your Sai Ma, your father dotes on her. He never goes to see your moth—”

			“Don’t!” I warned him.

			Stricken, he pressed his lips together. “Sorry.”

			I pushed myself out of Tommy’s arms. How could he compare me to Sai Ma? Obviously life as a second wife hadn’t been bad for her, because Mama lived in an entirely different country. I wouldn’t be so lucky married to Tommy. I’d always be the mistress. The concubine.

			“If you don’t want it this way, then wait for me,” Tommy pleaded. “After a few years, I’ll file for a divorce.”

			“What will I do during those few years?” I cried, my voice rising. “You could change your mind, you could have a child, you could—”

			“I won’t.”

			He said it with such conviction, I wanted to believe him. Truly I did.

			But a woman like me was brought up never to dream, never to seek more than she was given—while a man like Tommy was used to thinking that he could have everything: Peaksoy, his grandfather’s approval, me. Never did he stop to consider the cost, because he wouldn’t be paying the consequences. I would.

			I wanted to scream, I wanted to cry, but instead, a heaviness settled in my chest. I could feel my bones sinking, my heels boring down into the earth, my shoulders falling.

			It hurt to speak. “What happened to running away together and not caring what your grandfather thinks?”

			“Peaksoy needs this investment—”

			“So you choose Peaksoy over me.”

			“It’s not about choosing, it’s about the best solution. Can’t you see I’m helping you? This way, with my grandfather’s approval, I can save your aunt’s factory—”

			“What does the factory have to do with us?” I cried. “You made a promise to me. Me, not my aunt.”

			“Just because the investigation’s over doesn’t mean that it won’t be seized later on. Ying, I’m doing this because I love you.”

			My hands collapsed to my sides. Did he?

			Funny, it wasn’t the war that had hardened me, it was my years at 12 Harbourage with Sai Ma and my aunt. I was familiar with the machinations of the mind, the twisted ways humans could convince themselves that someone else’s pain wasn’t pain at all, but a sacrifice for a greater cause.

			Maybe Tommy’d always been like this. Maybe he’d changed. In the end, it didn’t matter.

			Old Director Fung knew I was too proud to become a second wife. I could imagine what he’d told Tommy. That if I refused, it meant I didn’t love him enough. Or that I was only after their family’s money.

			“Your grandfather is a clever man,” I said through my teeth. “You never told me he was a cruel man.”

			“Ying…please.” Tommy held my arms. “You’re angry, and you’ve the right to be. After you’ve calmed down, you’ll see I had no choice. Sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to.”

			He’d said that once, long ago. It ought to have been a warning.

			I stepped back. “Now I know the ending of that story you used to tell. Yeh Shen married the emperor, who swore to love her to the end of his days. But he lied. Upon their marriage, she was made into a concubine, and once the emperor tired of her, she was cast into the shadows, forced to serve the highborn lady who was empress.”

			“Ying, what are you talking about? That was just a story—”

			“That won’t be my fate,” I said over him. “It won’t.”

			I twisted out of his grasp and whirled for the house. Sai Ma was waiting for me by the door shelling peanuts while wearing a jubilant smirk.

			Inside, everyone started talking at once. Baba, Gu Ma, Director Fung. I didn’t know what they were saying, only that at the sight of me, my aunt caught me by the collar and hissed into my good ear, “Don’t be stupid, Yut Ying. Think about your family. Think what this could do for us.”

			I stole a glance at Tommy. Stupid girl that I was, some desperate part of me was waiting, was counting on him to come to his senses and choose me. But he merely stood at his grandfather’s side, his eyes trained on the floor.

			Never in my life—not even on that hellish morning crouched inside Mama’s cupboard, one broom’s sweep away from murderous Japanese soldiers—had I known a silence more thunderous.

			“May Yut Ying have a few days to consider?” Sai Ma said, coming to my side.

			Gu Ma sent my stepmother a scathing look. What are you doing? Have her accept now!

			“We’ll come back next week,” Tommy agreed.

			I barely noticed as Sai Ma wove her arm through mine and guided me to the settee. “Susu, bring her a cup of herbal tea.” My stepmother rubbed my shoulder. “And persimmons. Yut Ying’s always liked my persimmons.”

			Hot tears tracked down my cheeks. So this was what people called heartbreak, I thought. So this was betrayal.

			It hurt. It hurt desperately.

			I held my tea to my lips without drinking and listened to the sound of Tommy’s footfalls until they grew faint, far, then silent.

			A piece of me broke with every step.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

			A sickness fell upon me. For days, I burned with fever and vomited every time I ate or drank. My body was full of disagreements—I was hot yet cold, my head light as water while the rest of me was weighed down like an anchor. I sank into the bed, certain that I might never rise again.

			Gu Ma sent for Dr. Wong. One niece’s ghost haunting the house was perilous enough. Two would be a catastrophe.

			I became sure that I was carrying Tommy’s child, and in my delirium, I took Dr. Wong for a demon, the very one who’d visited my mother twenty years ago and had murdered her unborn twins. I thrashed at him. I clawed and punched until Gu Ma had to send for help. I wouldn’t let anyone touch me.

			At night when I was asleep, in the dark, someone spooned soup into my mouth, so bitter that I tried to spit it out. They pinched my nose and forced it down, patting my cheek like a baby when I swallowed. Then came my reward: a chunk of candied persimmon, sweet enough to erase the herbal, nettle-like tang on my tongue.

			Night after night this routine continued. On the eighth day, my fever broke. As I sat up in bed, a sticky gush released into my underpants, delayed a few days by my sickness. I was always hungry during this time of the month, and I stumbled down to the kitchen. Inside, Susu was boiling soup in a clay pot. She didn’t see me lurking by the door, but I saw her. I saw the plate of dried persimmon slices, the opened pouch of angelica root, half empty. Dong quai, we called it—Sai Ma had been mulish about not having any of it in the house while she was pregnant for it was known to induce miscarriages.

			The festering hole in my stomach vanished, replaced by a dizzying wave of revelation.

			I ran upstairs and flew back into bed before anyone saw me.

			

			—

			A few days later, Sai Ma entered my room without knocking. Her breath was sour with alcohol, mingled with her lavender perfume. Richard trailed her, toting a newspaper. At six years old, he was already reading Chinese and English, and his mother had intentionally turned to the wedding announcements page. He set it on my lap.

			“Your older sister can’t read English,” said Sai Ma smugly. “Tell her what it says.”

			“Tycoon’s grandson weds in lav—” Richard paused. “What’s this word, Ma?”

			“Lavish. It means very grand, very rich.”

			“Lavish,” repeated my little brother. “Tycoon’s grandson weds in lavish—”

			“Peninsula Hotel ceremony,” Sai Ma finished for him. She regarded me and purposefully raised her voice. “Look, Richard. Tell Yut Ying, what car are they riding in?”

			I couldn’t blame Richard, who was innocent of Sai Ma’s schemes and simply liked cars. He cried, “A Rolls-Royce!”

			I spared the paper a dispassionate glance. In front of a black Rolls-Royce stood Tommy with Priscilla-Mae, who was preening her neck for the camera, showing off the diamonds on her throat. They wore Western dress—a black tuxedo, a boat-necked white dress—arms interlinked to feed each other Peaksoy straight from the bottles. Bottles with my face visible in grainy gray ink.

			I looked away, unable to bear it.

			“Turns out you were part of the wedding after all, Yut Ying,” said Sai Ma, clearly reveling in my reaction.

			“Are you done?”

			“Now I know why your grandmother gave you your name,” she drawled. “You’re a shadow. My shadow.”

			“I’m nothing like you.”

			“You scoff, but it’s true. We’re both full of sunken dreams, you and I. Destined to be second wives.” She lifted her head, pearl earrings dangling. “I suppose I should congratulate you.”

			“What for? I said I’m not marrying him.”

			“You’ll change your mind.”

			“I won’t.”

			Sai Ma sat on my bed, the silver hairpin in her chignon catching the sunlight. “Poor Yut Ying, so simple in the head.” She crossed her legs. “Let me put it clearly: You’re soiled goods. No one else will marry you now.”

			I observed my stepbrother folding airplanes out of the newspapers, then my attention turned to the teapot that Susu had brought this morning. For the third day, I’d poured its contents out the window. Finally, the roiling in my stomach was starting to ease.

			“Is that why you poisoned me?” I asked quietly.

			Sai Ma’s face darkened. She sent Richard outside, closing the door before she whirled on me. “How dare you spew such drivel in front of my son!”

			“I saw the dong quai in the kitchen.”

			“What do you know about herbs? We gave you dong quai because you weren’t eating.”

			“You gave it to me because you thought I was pregnant.”

			I hadn’t been certain before, but the way she paused and asked, “Are you?” confirmed all.

			Baba’s pesky stomach ailments, Gu Ma’s indigestion, the nights Yi Gor and I had cursed Hong Kong’s rich and oily foods for the explosion in our bellies. Even the poisoned dumplings Prince Cannonball had eaten in the garden. Sai Ma had been behind them all.

			Lily used to teach me English through a fairy tale about a jealous queen who poisoned her stepdaughter with an apple. It had been her favorite story, though now I wondered whether Lily had known about her mother’s penchant. Whether she’d been trying to warn me.

			Anger gathered under my skin, turning my voice tremulous. “Do you do it because you’re bored,” I asked, “or is it fun for you?”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“You poison people when something doesn’t go your way. When Gu Ma won’t give you money to spend at Bastion’s, when Baba has too much opium and calls you my mother’s name in front of your friends. I bet you even poisoned Lily so she had to stay inside—”

			Sai Ma’s hand came striking down, but I wasn’t an eleven-year-old girl anymore. I caught her wrist neatly in my grasp and was startled by how fragile it was. I wished I had the nerve to break it.

			“You poisoned me at first because I irritated you,” I continued. “You sent me to Gu Ma’s factory to keep me out of sight, then when you found out about Tommy, you started to worry that I might go off with him and live a better life. You were worried that a baby might get Director Fung to change his mind. You nearly killed me.”

			“You’ll be wishing I succeeded.” Sai Ma was drunk, and her spittle sprayed my face. “Wake up, Yut Ying. Tommy married someone else.” She paused spitefully. “You’ll never smile again like that girl on the bottle.”

			Something in my heart twisted. I hated Sai Ma and hated even more that I knew she was right.

			“I’m leaving,” I said.

			I made the mistake of dropping her hand. The instant I did, she seized the silver pin from her hair and lunged—aiming the tip at my face.

			I’d never know whether she meant to stab me or scar me. I shoved her against the wall, then spun for the door.

			“Get back here, you insolent girl!” Sai Ma shouted. “I warn you—so long as I live, I’ll make your life miserable. A hundred thousand people know your face. There’s nowhere you can go where I won’t find you.”

			I was racing down the stairs, and my stepmother stumbled to the balcony, her voice pealing down with one final blow: “Your mother’s left Tunglam, did your father tell you?”

			I froze.

			“If you leave this house, you’ll never know where she’s gone,” she said with a triumphant note. “Do you hear me, Yut Ying? You’ll never see her again.”

			The hairs on the back of my neck rose, a feeling of prophetic doom washing over me. But Sai Ma was not my mother. She couldn’t see the future.

			“This house is your prison,” I said. “It won’t be mine.”

			I rushed out the door.

			

			—

			All day Susu and the guard hunted me, Sai Ma shouting that she’d kill me once I was found. I would have laughed if I weren’t so afraid. Her eyes were wild in a way I’d never seen. I believed her threat.

			The truth was, I never went past the gate. I’d ducked into the myrtle, edging along the back of the house to shut myself in the cellar.

			There I hid until night fell and everyone was asleep.

			I had a suitcase already packed. It wasn’t much: socks and underwear, two days’ worth of food, twenty dollars I stole from under Susu’s mattress. At the last minute I stuffed my polka dot dress into the bag too, then I tiptoed up to Sai Ma’s room.

			She was sleeping alone, her arm hanging off the edge of the bed. In slumber she looked young and harmless, a mimicry of the girl I’d met when I first arrived, who’d fooled me with her warm smiles and hollow promises. I wanted to wake her and give her the fright of her life, but revenge, while sweet, would hamper a clean escape.

			My hands shook as I unclasped my bracelet from her wrist. The peanut was still attached, the forked links catching under my thumbnail as I counted them to make sure each was in place. With my mother’s gift back in my possession, I severed my last tie to Sai Ma. I wanted nothing more to do with her.

			All that was left was Lily, whose room had been bolted shut and locked since her death. For most people, there was no way inside.

			I had a way.

			Turning invisible had become as natural for me as singing. I gathered air into my lungs until they hurt, then, as I held my breath, pressure throbbed in my left ear, drowning out the clamor of the world.

			I became like the smoke that curled out of Gu Ma’s cigarettes—practically nothing—and I passed through Lily’s door with a silent swoosh.

			I half expected to find Prince Cannonball on her bed curled up on her pillow, his tail wagging in rebuke that I’d taken so long. But he wasn’t there.

			Lily’s books were gone, her clothes and toys, too. For months I’d been looking through all the photographs in the house, but there were none of my sister. I opened her drawers and looked into her closet. My doll wasn’t to be found either. I’d wanted to burn it in offering to Lily’s spirit, except Sai Ma claimed it was lost.

			Call me sentimental for wanting something to remember Lily by, but I knew time was the slickest of thieves. Give a year, and it’d steal the sound of her voice. Give five, and the sweet roundness of her face would be gone too, faded into the hollows of my memory.

			Heaven take me, I would hold on as long as I could.

			Finally I spied a forlorn pair of gloves under her bed. She’d hated those damned gloves, I thought bitterly. Now they were all of her that was left.

			I slid them into my pocket.

			That was when I heard footsteps from across the hall. Someone was awake.

			Again, I became nothing. I slid through the door back into the hall—only to encounter a problem: My shadow wouldn’t come with me.

			Why was this happening again? I’d gotten better at vanishing since Gu Ma locked me in the cellar. I yanked and pulled, yet still my shadow clung to Lily’s room, as heavy as an anchor buried in sand.

			The footsteps were getting closer.

			I panicked and passed back into Lily’s bedroom. I wrestled my shadow, jerking and twisting at my own likeness as it flitted across the walls. You have to come, I commanded. There was no choice, we had to get out. I turned invisible, and with all my strength, I hurled myself through Lily’s door.

			It was like bursting through a wall of glass. The world shattered as though I were breaking from inside, and a rain of shards came down upon me, stabbing, as my left ear roared. I reared from shock, only to find the worst was yet to come.

			My shadow. I’d thought it would come snapping out the door with me, but somewhere at the threshold it had fragmented from my body, severed in one irrevocable moment, and now it remained trapped in Lily’s room—a dark and bereft little pool with which, only an instant ago, I’d been inseparable.

			The agony was what I imagined a cat would feel when it lost its tail, and as I slipped out of my secret invisible world, I fell forward with a high and strangled scream.

			Gu Ma whirled. “Who is that?” she whispered, sounding spooked. In her hand was the same gun that had killed Zhou Hin Kong—and click, she cocked the pistol. Pointed it at me.

			Shit. Thinking fast, I drew a quick breath, clamped my mouth shut, and disappeared again.

			My aunt saw it all, but under the veil of darkness she thought me a ghost. Her spine went stiff, her eyes boggy with fear.

			“L-Lily?” she said, lowering the gun. There was a cigarette in her mouth, unlit. “D-Do you need more spirit money? I’ll send you some. There’s n-no need to be angry. We’re family, don’t forget. Family.”

			Yes, I remembered. The cold prickled my skin, numbing away my pain but not my anger. Family suffers together and rises together, she had told me. Most of all, family stays together.

			I planted myself behind Gu Ma. When I exhaled, I gained only a little color, becoming as translucent as a pond burbling under the moon. “You’re not my family,” I whispered into my aunt’s ear. “You killed me.”

			I’d never forget how pale her round face turned, whiter even than the cigarette between her lips. I held my breath and charged down the hallway. Each step toward the door buoyed me; I could hardly feel my feet touching the ground.

			Once I was past the gate, I released my air. Usually my body reappeared instantly, but this time the change was sluggish, like coming out of a deep sleep. I started running, but as my heels finally sank into the moist dirt of the hillside, a growl pierced the urgency of my escape.

			It was Prince Cannonball perched on a pineapple finial. When he was young, his tail stood high and pert. Now it hung low, curling around an iron bar.

			Come with me, I spoke with my arms.

			He merely stared, one good long stare, before he turned his back on me and disappeared into the bushes.

			It would be the last time I ever saw him, and, heavens willing, the last time I ever saw Gu Ma’s house. Twelve Harbourage, a white mansion with terra-cotta tiles, inhabited by a family of sundered dreams.

			I turned for the road.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

			The first thing I did was cut my hair. Ever since a bottle of Peaksoy had ended up on the cover of 今日世界 (World Today), my feathery bangs were copied by young ladies across the city. I saw them everywhere I went, some of the women even plaiting their hair into a loose braid as I had. With three snips, I set that girl on fire.

			I became a singer at the Seven Wonders nightclub in Wan Chai, which wasn’t far from Happy Valley but might as well have been a different country. There, even tailors and banks had illuminated signs above their storefronts, and at night so many people crammed the streets you couldn’t even see your feet. I went looking for a job the morning after I left home, and Seven Wonders was the only club with its door open. The owner was at the bar, diluting bottles of Viking beer with water.

			“You look familiar,” he said, peering at me. “What’s your name?”

			I didn’t think. I replied, “Helen. I’m a singer.”

			“Of course you are.” A grunt. “I don’t need any more girls. Get lost.”

			I parted my lips and sang the chorus of “Rose, Rose, I Love You.” My voice started out deep like the lowest note of a clarinet, mellow yet expressive, then, as it soared higher, overriding the barkeeper’s grumbles, he stopped waving me toward the door. When I sang the chorus again, this time in English, I had his full attention.

			“You speak English?”

			“Yes,” I lied.

			“Come back tonight and you can start. But do something with your hair. It looks like you cut it yourself.” He resumed diluting the alcohol on his counter.

			So began my life onstage. I curled my hair, wore a black cheongsam with a slit so high I didn’t dare sit down, and tottered about in heels tall enough to double as skewers. It was exciting at first, singing into a microphone and hearing the walls reverberate with the sound of my voice. The novelty quickly faded, as did my hope that I might be discovered. Most of the men were British soldiers more keen on inviting me to bed than listening to me sing, the drunk ones chucking their beers at the stage when I rejected them. I learned to carry a pen knife in case they got too close.

			I wanted to leave, but I was trapped. I needed money to eat, to pay my rent, to find Mama. Over a million Chinese had poured into Hong Kong over the last years, and like me, now they were trying to bring their family over. I’d heard lurid stories about con artists who kept offices in high-rises and wore tailored suits, who’d swear that they could get anyone you wanted out of the mainland. In actuality, they’d take your hard-earned coin and disappear.

			More than ever, I thought about disappearing, too.

			The parts of me that mattered were already gone. My name, Yut Ying, which I no longer dared use, as well as my home, my mother, my sister. My shadow.

			At least I had my music, I thought. But nights at Seven Wonders were long and unpleasant—the shouting drunks, the booming drums, the shrill whine of my microphone were agony to my damaged ear, and the men would jeer when I found it hard to hear and stumbled in my song. Soon the last thing I wanted to do anymore was sing. Even music was taken from me.

			I found solace in turning invisible. With no shadow shackling me to my physical body, more and more I slipped out of this world, escaping into a reverie of nothingness. The cold numbed my senses and took away everything I was willing to surrender. Memories, pain, feelings. Sometimes I didn’t feel the air in my lungs running out.

			It was addictive how easy it was. It was dangerous.

			Each time I vanished, I took the chance that I might never return. I wouldn’t stop. It was my curse, I told myself, to become nothing. My destiny.

			It would happen whether I wanted it or not.

			

			—

			After half a year, I left Seven Wonders and fled Hong Kong Island for Kowloon. It was only a ferry ride away across Victoria Harbour, yet it might as well have been a thousand miles. I rented a room above a watch repair shop and spent my first night there killing cockroaches. One day, while I wandered through Mong Kok’s sprawling markets looking for a job, I saw Sui Chan.

			She was carrying a baby on her back with two apple-pink cheeks and feet as plump as mooncakes. I shouted her name, almost getting run over by a rickshaw. I’d never been happier to see anyone.

			“Heavens, Yut Ying, it’s really you!” she cried. “You’re famous now. I see your face twice a day on the way to work, so I didn’t miss you too much.”

			I found myself smiling for the first time in weeks. “Well, I missed you.”

			We chatted for hours, standing at the bus stop while her baby slept. How good it was to laugh with an old friend and talk about things that didn’t make my heart hurt. Recipes we’d learned, gossip about our former coworkers, and how she’d met her husband. Before we parted, she mentioned that she worked at a bakery founded by a Chinese refugee. Kennedy Cake Shop, it was called. It was doing well—so well, in fact, they were relocating to Shanghai Street and needed more help.

			“Do they sell egg tarts?” I asked.

			“They’re the gods of egg tarts! It’s their specialty.”

			I applied for a job the next day. It was like old times, Sui Chan and I working together again. I met her husband and played with her baby, and after a while, she convinced me to live with them. She’d saved me when I first moved to Hong Kong, and she saved me again now.

			Work started at four-thirty in the morning. My first duty was chopping and frying onions for the barbeque pork bun fillings—a task that stung my eyes raw. Eventually I graduated to kneading the dough, learning when to stop so the buns would come out soft as tofu. I pleated, filled, and steamed them. I wasn’t going to be allowed to even touch the egg tarts for another two years, but providence was on my side.

			Demand for the tarts was growing. By the end of the year, Sui Chan and I had been entrusted with the precious recipe. All day we rolled pastry dough and beat egg yolks, working until our arms were ready to fall off. Once we got home, we took turns striking each other’s backs, a brutal sort of massage that reinvigorated our muscles for the next day. I couldn’t say that my new work was easier than Chan Kiu Factory or that the pay was better than at the nightclub, but I was happier. It felt good to knead dough with my hands and produce something beautiful that others could enjoy.

			For a while it was enough, but I knew I couldn’t stay in Hong Kong. If I so much as let my hair grow past my ears, someone on the street would stop to comment that I looked like the girl in the Peaksoy ads. Sooner or later Sai Ma would find me. Or Tommy. I couldn’t decide which I dreaded more.

			Then, in the spring, I overheard my colleagues talking about a shoe factory that had burned down. It was lunchtime, and I sat with Sui Chan by a rain gutter outside the bakery.

			“Do you know which factory?” I asked her.

			“Chan Kiu,” Sui Chan replied. “A mob ransacked it last week, then set it on fire.” My friend offered me an egg tart. “Good thing we don’t work there anymore. The place is cursed.”

			Cursed? The word jolted me like a pinprick. “Why do you say that?”

			“Didn’t you hear about Madam Chan? She killed herself.”

			“What?”

			“It was all over the news. Sordid stuff—they say the gun she used was Japanese, the same gun that killed her husband apparently. And some spy.”

			“What spy?”

			Sui Chan sipped hot water from her thermos. “You remember when the factory closed down for the investigation? The authorities finally found proof Madam Chan was collaborating with a Japanese operative during the war. Guess the relationship must have gone sour, because she shot him—in her own home!”

			I was reeling. Could the spy be Zhou Hin Kong?

			“The police found his remains in the neighbor’s garden half eaten by worms. They say it happened years ago.”

			Gu Ma’s taken care of everything, Yi Gor had told me that last night I saw him. Finally, I understood what he meant.

			“I know we’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead,” Sui Chan was saying, “but Madam Chan had a wicked heart. That snake betrayed her own country with no shame—yet look at her, as soon as she’s caught and has to lose everything, then she kills herself? You learn a lot about people from what brings them shame.” Sui Chan scoffed. My friend noticed that I hadn’t been eating. “What’s wrong? You look sick.”

			I lowered my egg tart to my lap. “Madam Chan was my aunt.”

			“Your aunt!”

			“My father’s older sister. I…I should have told you sooner, but it’s not something I like remembering.”

			“I can’t blame you.” Sui Chan whistled. “You were her niece and she made you walk to work every day.”

			“She took my pay, too.”

			The petty part of me hoped Gu Ma was baking in hell as she deserved, while deep down, I also felt a stab of guilt. The last time I’d seen her, I’d pretended to haunt her as Lily’s ghost. I knew how superstitious she was—could I be to blame in any way for her fate?

			I finally bit into the tart, the sweetness in the velvety custard soothing the familiar pain in my ear that flared up whenever I was anxious. No. Absolutely not.

			“I take it you aren’t going to the funeral,” said Sui Chan. “Are you still worried they’ll look for you?”

			If Gu Ma was dead, that meant Sai Ma would be the lady of the house. At the realization, I lost my appetite again. I folded over my knees, throwing the crumbs from my apron to the pigeons.

			“I need to get out of here. My face is on every Peaksoy bottle—it’s getting harder to hide.”

			“You could write to Tom—”

			“No,” I cut my friend off. There was no chance I’d write to Tommy. Just the notion of asking him to take my face off his precious soymilk made me want to punch the concrete slab under my knees.

			“Then where will you go?” Sui Chan asked.

			I’d never forgotten how Lily and I used to dream together. I responded softly, “The Beautiful Country.”

			“America? They don’t let in Chinese women. Not unless you’re married to one of them.”

			I refused to believe my options were so bleak. “I don’t want to get married.”

			“Then there’s no America.”

			I bit my lip. “Even if I changed my mind, what kind of man would marry a girl he just met and bring her with him halfway across the world?”

			“Plenty of men.” Sui Chan leaned toward me. “My husband has a friend from the States who happens to be visiting. He’s leaving in a few days, though.”

			I knew that scheming look in her eye. “I don’t want to marry a gweilo,” I said. Bad enough I was considering marrying a stranger—it’d help if we could speak to each other.

			“Do I look rich enough to know any gweilo?” Sui Chan said, laughing. “He’s Chinese—and recently widowed. I’ll bet he’s hoping to meet someone in Hong Kong.”

			That made me pause. “He’s really from America?”

			“You go and tell me if he’s a Yankee or not. Just don’t get your hopes up too high. He’s a cook, nothing fancy like a soymilk tycoon.”

			“I’m done with tycoons.”

			Sui Chan’s smile faltered. She looked concerned for me. “You still think about Tommy?”

			“Of course not,” I lied. His memory was a bruise, fading more slowly than I would have liked.

			“Philip is a nice man, give him a chance.” Taking my silence as agreement, Sui Chan patted my hand. “I’ll arrange a meeting.”

			

			—

			His name was Yuen Fu Keong, but he went by Philip. Sui Chan said he’d grown up in the Sze Yup district not far from Tunglam. There was a story to be told there, since he’d been born in the United States.

			I could tell he liked me. Most men did when I took some effort in my appearance. That afternoon I curled my hair, I wore my best cheongsam and pinned a lace ribbon over the collar, I applied pink lipstick to my mouth. As an afterthought, I dabbed some on my cheeks, too.

			We met at a park in Jordan, intending to sit on the benches and talk, but a sudden rain shower thwarted our plans, so we ran into the first restaurant we could find. Philip invited me to order whatever I wished. I could tell it was more expensive than he’d anticipated, though, by how he studied the menu and elected to only order a drink.

			Wanting to make a good impression yet not embarrass him, I ordered a simple buttered toast and milk tea. As I patted my face dry, I gave him my most winsome smile. “It feels old-fashioned to have an arranged meeting like this. Sui Chan even told me your zodiac sign. You’re a—”

			“Snake,” said Philip, wincing politely. “I prefer to call it a little dragon. And you’re a rooster.”

			“I prefer to call it a little phoenix.”

			We laughed, breaking some of the tension between us, when Philip started coughing.

			“Are you all right?”

			“Asthma,” he explained between breaths. “I’ve had it since I was a boy. It’s worse during the rain.”

			“Can I get you water?”

			“No, sit.” Philip suppressed another cough. “The air’s warm, it’s not so bad. Where I’m from, it’d be snowing by now.”

			“I’ve never seen snow,” I admitted. “My mother’s from the North. She said it’s beautiful at first, falling soft like feathers, but soon enough you start begging God for it to melt.”

			“That sounds about right.” Philip let out a dry laugh. “Our winters are bitter—you wouldn’t like them.”

			“I’m stronger than I look,” I said, deliberately raising my eyes to his.

			Philip became flustered. “I should tell you the truth, I didn’t come to Hong Kong to find a wife. That was my brother.”

			“Your brother?”

			“He was supposed to come to Hong Kong, but he fell ill before the trip. I came instead.”

			“You came to choose a wife for him?”

			“No. American laws are strict—a woman would have to be married before she can enter U.S. soil.” He stared into his coffee. “I came to see friends and buy ingredients for our restaurant.”

			Oh. I couldn’t stop my shoulders from deflating. “Why’d you agree to this meeting?”

			“Sui Chan was eager to arrange it. She said you were a lovely girl, and I didn’t want to be rude. Besides, I…I don’t know that many people in Hong Kong anymore.”

			“She told me you’re a widower,” I said.

			“Yes.” The word ached of loneliness.

			There was still a chance, I thought. Did I dare take it? I chewed on my toast and gathered my courage. “A month on a ship is a long time to travel for a few jars of pepper and soya sauce,” I started. “I’m glad you were able to see friends”—I rested my hand on the table, as close to his as I dared—“and make a new one.”

			The smallest smile touched Philip’s mouth. “Sui Chan mentioned you wanted to leave Hong Kong.”

			Silently I blessed my friend. “My relatives here don’t treat me well,” I explained honestly. “I want to move and get my mother out of China. The farther the better.”

			“I see.” Philip glanced at our hands. He said, very quietly, “Would you want to come with me?”

			I looked up, certain I’d misheard, and tilted my right ear toward him. “Say that again.”

			“Would you want to come with me,” he repeated, “to America? I’m leaving in three days. My brother and I own a restaurant in the middle of the country. Kansas City—it’s in Missouri, not Kansas.”

			I nodded as if that meant something, but inside, my thoughts were spinning. I couldn’t believe I’d changed his mind. “I thought you weren’t looking for a wife.”

			“I didn’t think I’d find someone I’d like.”

			“You hardly know me.”

			“I have a good feeling.”

			I wished I could say the same. Philip was sixteen years older than I was, the same difference between Baba and Sai Ma. I wouldn’t call him handsome. The space between his eyes was unusually wide, his lips rather thin, and there was a mole on his neck with so many hairs sprouting out that it looked like a spider. Yet there was a humbleness about him that was promising.

			“You don’t have to say yes,” said Philip, sensing my hesitation. “You’re young and you’re beautiful…” He didn’t finish. “I wish there were more time for you to get to know me, but my trip is short. I don’t know when I’ll be returning.”

			My heart is not so young, I thought, nor so beautiful. I twisted my hands together under the table. This was what I’d wanted. I couldn’t have second thoughts now.

			“Do you smoke?” I asked.

			I already knew the answer, for I smelled tobacco on his shirt.

			“Cigarettes.” Not opium, he left unsaid.

			“Do you drink?”

			“Rarely.” When I furrowed my brow, he felt the need to explain, “Sometimes, with my friends. It gives me headaches—I don’t enjoy it.”

			I fiddled with my teacup, biting back another question. Who was I looking for, the Buddha himself?

			Hold your tongue and don’t chase wild dreams, Mama had told me long ago. Choose a good man who will take care of you and your children.

			Was this the good man she had foreseen for me?

			To hell with it, I couldn’t ask her, and I didn’t care. If anything went wrong, I would run away. I was good at that.

			I had one last question. “Do you want a family?”

			Philip leaned forward, his face bright under the lamp. “I’ve always wanted children,” he said slowly. “Life is better when you have someone to look after.”

			They were words I couldn’t imagine my own father saying, and for that reason alone I agreed, “I will go with you.”

			Philip finally drank, smiling as if he couldn’t quite believe it. In a way, I couldn’t either.

			I picked up my cup and raised it to his.

			I was going to America.
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			Marigold

			It was evening when Marigold took her first step onto Hong Kong soil. The air smelled different from California’s, and it wasn’t because of the humidity. It was thick with garlic, gutter oil, and possibility. She loved it.

			Aunt Winnie had sent her son Edison to fetch them from the airport, a last-minute surprise that Helen sprang on her as they deplaned. Honestly, Marigold should have expected it. Aunt Winnie had three sons, Helen three daughters. Could they even consider themselves friends if they didn’t at least try to matchmake their children?

			Edison arrived in a Puma Polo with aviator glasses, straight out of Hong Kong Vogue. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Long line to pick up my first passenger.”

			He gestured at the passenger seat, where two plastic bags sat. “Wonton mein, claypot rice, and roast goose. The official welcome home to Hong Kong.”

			“Aiya,” Helen cried, “this is too much. We ate on the plane.”

			“Aunty, it’s been thirty years since you’ve come. My mum made it clear I had one job: to make sure you don’t want to leave. She’ll beat me if I fail.”

			Helen laughed. “For you and your brothers,” she said, passing Edison three red envelopes.

			“Aunty!”

			“Just say thank you.”

			“Thank you.”

			Edison turned to Marigold next. “You must be the genius. Mum used to dream my brothers and I’d end up like you. She’s still dreaming.” He gestured at himself self-deprecatingly. “Come quickly into the car. I’ve got the aircon on.”

			“You sit in front,” Helen told Marigold.

			Marigold gave a tight smile, too tired to battle any half-hearted attempts at matchmaking. To her relief, Edison didn’t seem interested. He turned on the radio and focused on charming her mother. Helen was in a talkative mood and peppered Edison with questions about his mother, his brothers, and their jobs.

			“Does everyone call her Winnie now?” she asked. “I still can’t get used to it.”

			“Old friends still call her Sui Chan, but fewer and fewer. Everyone likes the sound of Winnie, says it’s luckier.”

			The car smelled of stale cigarettes and fresh barbequed meats. Marigold opened the window a crack for air and looked at the city. Half a day ago, they’d been in Berkeley. There, it was dark at night save for College Avenue, and even then only the Rialto Theatre really dazzled with its pink lights. Here in Hong Kong, there were more lights than stars in the sky. Bright signs flashed from every high-rise, advertising Sony, Hitachi, piano shops, cafés, even lawyers. The neon characters cast a ruby glow upon the sidewalks and streets below.

			“You’ve come at a good time,” Edison was saying. “We had rain earlier this week and it was muggy as hell—but this month’s been drier than usual. There were even a few hill fires right after Qingming from too many people burning offerings at the cemetery.”

			“The Happy Valley Cemetery?” Marigold asked, suddenly listening.

			“I didn’t read where,” Edison admitted. He pulled up to the hotel. “This is it. Go get settled and give me a ring if you want to see the city.”

			Edison wrote his number on the edge of a paper bag and handed it to Marigold. “Call if you want to go anywhere. Don’t get a taxi, they’ll take you the long way and overcharge you for it.”

			“Thank you, Edison gor gor, but we wouldn’t want to trouble you—”

			“Your mum’s my mum’s best friend. It’s no trouble. Besides, I’ve taken the whole week off work for the wedding.”

			Marigold took his number, thanked him again, and closed the car door.

			“He’s nice,” remarked Helen once they were inside the hotel. “A real Hong Kong boy like you asked for. You should go out with him.”

			She and Edison had about as much chemistry as a burnt-up joss stick. He knew it, she knew it. Nonetheless, she conceded it could be nice to make a friend. “I’ll sit next to him at dim sum.”

			After they checked into their room and ate the delicious food Edison had brought, the jetlag kicked in, at least for Helen. While her mother slept, Marigold dialed home. It was early in California, but Peony would already be up making custard and pastry for the egg tarts.

			“We made it to the hotel,” Marigold said as soon as Peony picked up. “Room 316.”

			“Mom okay?”

			It was good to hear her sister’s voice. “Asleep. Jetlag hit once she took a shower. How are you, twins letting you keep your food down yet?”

			“No, but they started kicking! Just last night.”

			“That’s it, they’re real,” Marigold whispered in awe. “I’m going to spoil them so much.”

			“Don’t you dare.”

			They laughed together, a precious sound that Marigold had missed.

			Their minute was almost up. Long-distance calls were exorbitant, and they’d agreed beforehand to keep them short. Marigold asked one last question. “How’s Dad?”

			“Same as before.”

			Her chest drew tight. “Tell him I say hi.”

			She hung up and peeled off her gloves. Her fingers were moist with sweat, and it felt good to wash them in cool, clean water.

			When she returned to the bedroom, her mother was shivering in bed. Helen’s hands were glass-clear, the lines on her knuckles like fine cracks that might shatter at any touch. Her face was watery, her cheeks rippling whenever she breathed.

			Med school didn’t teach students what to do when their patients started vanishing into thin air, but Marigold knew. She turned up the heat, and ever so carefully, she tucked an extra pillow under Helen’s head to elevate it, and turned her mother to the side so she could breathe more easily.

			Then, when the impossible minutes between Helen’s breaths shrank into seconds, Marigold covered her mother’s shoulders with the blanket and wondered, When did it get so bad?

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				


			

	


Part II

				The Shadow

			
			Come winter, the star-faced girl was set to marry. She ran to the river as soon as she heard the news and pleaded for her friend the fish to help.

			“Take my bones,” he said finally. “Pray to them, and they will bring you far from this place.”

			“Your bones?” she cried. “Then what will happen to you?”

			“I shall be with the far side of the moon. A shadow until you return what you have taken.”

			“I won’t forget.”

			She did as the fish bade, and true to his word, she vanished.

			Alone once more, the fish did not mourn his lost bones, only his lost friend.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Marigold was nine years old the first time she witnessed her mother disappear.

			It was a late July evening. Marigold was sitting cross-legged in the wayback of her family’s station wagon, leaning against the rear window, reading a Nancy Drew mystery as her father drove down Highway 80.

			The three Yuen sisters liked to sit in order of birth, which meant Marigold was in the middle, sandwiched between Peony, the eldest, and little Rosie, who were quibbling over what they’d eat for dinner at the mall. Peony wanted pizza, Rosie wanted a burger. Marigold didn’t bother offering her opinion. She knew from experience that they’d end up eating Chinese.

			“We haven’t had a cheeseburger since I was born,” Rosie exaggerated. “I never get to pick.”

			“You always pick,” Peony said. “We should get pizza.”

			“Marigold, what do you want? Burgers or pizza?”

			Marigold flipped the page, feeling a tickle in her throat. She cleared it. “Mom and Dad are going to choose, not us.”

			“But today’s special,” said Rosie, peering over her shoulder, purposefully blocking her light. “C’mon, stop reading. All the Nancy Drews end up the same, she solves the case every time.”

			“Will you cut that out?” said Marigold. “I can’t see.”

			Their mother twisted back, bestowing Marigold with her sternest look. “Are you reading in this dark? Put it away, you already wear glasses.”

			“But Ma, I’m almost done—”

			“No buts. And speak in Chinese.”

			Through the rearview mirror, Philip sent Marigold a sympathetic look. “She’s got a flashlight, let her finish the book. We’re almost there anyway.”

			Thank you, Ba. Marigold smiled at him, then lowered her gaze back to her book.

			With a sigh, Helen turned back to the front. “They’re getting too big to sit back there.”

			“Let them enjoy it while they still can.”

			“We can sit in our seats after we buy the TV,” Rosie piped up, ever the eavesdropper.

			“We’re only buying it if the sale is still going on,” Helen reminded them. “There might not be any left.”

			How could the girls not get their hopes up? For the longest time, they’d had to go to their uncle’s house to watch TV, and his was only in black and white. After today, they’d be true Americans, their modest home finally endowed with the staple of every middle-class family. Even Marigold was giddy.

			It was past seven when the Yuens parked at Hillsdale Shopping Center, but no one was hungry. The three sisters sprinted for the entrance to Sears as Helen shouted, “Careful! Look out for cars.”

			They ran past the catalog order desk and the demonstration tables. In the electronics section a wonderland of televisions awaited, their raised antennae like beckoning caterpillars.

			Marigold and her sisters stood transfixed by the flickering screens. Soon, one of these magical devices would be theirs. No more having to listen to their friends’ recaps of the latest Jetsons episode, no more missing the Saturday cartoons.

			Their world would be in technicolor.

			All the screens were playing Lassie, which Marigold had seen before. She stood with her sisters to watch, but she didn’t like watching movies twice the way she read books over and over. Her throat was growing tight and she peeled away to look for a water fountain.

			“Where are you going?” asked her mother.

			The lights in the store were a bright and reflective white, and Marigold was starting to feel dizzy. “The bathroom,” she replied, slightly breathless. “I need water.”

			Helen’s lips pursed. “You look pale. I’ll come with you.”

			“You don’t have to—”

			“Don’t argue, Mei Yoong. You’re Chinese, not American.”

			Marigold shut her mouth. She followed her mother to the ladies’ room, where she found a water fountain and took a big gulp to soothe the strain in her throat.

			“Better?” said Helen.

			Marigold nodded. She’d inherited her father’s asthma, and these moments of tightness in her chest were familiar. She wasn’t worried. Still, when her mother wasn’t looking, she sucked in a fistful of air.

			Outside the bathrooms, while on their way back to rejoin the family, a saleslady cornered Helen to try some lipsticks and perfumes.

			“Free sample?” Helen asked, slowing.

			“No,” replied the lady brightly, “but let me show you how pretty this new color is.”

			Helen resumed walking. “I no speak English.”

			“Oh, then does your dau—” The lady halted, taking in Marigold’s uneven complexion, her pencil-thin mouth and wide-set eyes, looking unsure whether they were related. She started again, “Will you tell your aunt those gorgeous lips of hers would pop with some color.”

			For once, Marigold was grateful when her mother pushed her along.

			Next was the home appliances department, which was right by electronics, and they had samples. Helen stopped to watch a representative from General Electric doing a blender demonstration. She pretended to look interested while she waited to collect the free soup.

			“This model is top of the line,” the salesperson was saying as he poured soup into Dixie cups, “with a thirty-six-ounce blending capacity and no spill—”

			Helen pinched together two pairs of the steaming cups. “Take an extra for your father.”

			“You already have four.”

			“There’s five of us.”

			Reluctantly, Marigold took a sample. The salesman had barely blinked when Helen had taken a batch, but he gave Marigold a look and she shrank under the attention.

			Thank God for Rosie, who came squealing, “Dad needs help at the register!”

			Philip had gotten out of the line. “I’m forty dollars short,” he said in Chinese. “Do you have your purse?”

			Helen gave Rosie the Dixie cups and looked discreetly into her purse. “I have twelve.”

			“What happened to the money I gave you last week?”

			“I used it to buy groceries—you know, so we can eat.” Helen snapped her purse shut. “Is that why old Mr. Choi came this morning? Did you owe him—”

			“I didn’t owe him anything,” Philip interrupted. “I lent him a few dollars, that’s it.”

			“A few dollars.”

			“He needed to fix his car so he can take his mother to the doctor. She doesn’t walk so well anymore.”

			“He always says that. How many years have you been friends, and how many times has he paid us back? The girls have been looking forward to a new TV for months, and now—”

			“It’s okay, Mom.” Peony, dear sweet Peony, dared to step into the war zone. “We can get the TV another time.”

			Helen fixed her with the reproachful glare she’d given Philip. “They won’t have a sale like this again. That’s the last set they have. Someone else is going to buy it the moment we put it back.”

			“What do you expect me to do,” Philip said, “go outside and beg for twenty-eight dollars?”

			“Don’t you raise your voice at me,” Helen snapped.

			“I didn’t raise my voice.”

			“Yes you did. People are looking at us.”

			Truthfully, they were both yelling, and the other customers were staring. Rosie looked like she was about to cry. She hated when their parents fought.

			With her parents quarreling, no one paid attention to Marigold. When she breathed in, her nose made a wheezy whistling sound.

			“Let’s just go home,” her mother said abruptly. She took two cups from Rosie, drinking the soup before she tossed them into the trash can by the exit.

			The sun had set while they’d been in the store, and the night air was cold. It shivered down Marigold’s lungs, making her cough.

			Helen dropped her coat over Marigold’s shoulders. “Next time bring a jacket. I don’t know what you were thinking, wearing short sleeves out tonight.”

			Something happened when her mother grabbed her hand. Her fingers went through Marigold’s completely, as if she were a gust of air.

			Marigold gasped.

			The briefest flicker of panic played on Helen’s face, which Marigold would later tell herself was only a trick of the light, then Helen took her wrist. Her grip was so firm it almost hurt.

			Without a word, Helen picked up her pace, dragging Marigold with her. Soon they were twenty steps ahead of Philip and her sisters. Marigold was accustomed to Helen’s moods, but today’s seemed darker than usual.

			“Mom,” Marigold said. The world was starting to sway and every breath burned. She couldn’t keep up. “Can you slow down?”

			No answer. Helen’s eyes had turned flat. She wore a faraway look that Marigold had never seen before, as if she weren’t in the same world as everyone else.

			Marigold focused on her feet, counting the triangular beams of light cutting down from the lamp poles. Counting usually helped.

			One. Two. Four. Eight.

			Wait. Where was her mother’s shadow?

			She glanced behind, in front, in every direction. Helen’s shadow was nowhere to be found.

			Which was impossible, wasn’t it? Marigold hadn’t yet studied physics, but she had common sense. Shadows couldn’t take off on their own. They were anchored to an object and created by blocking a source of light.

			So Marigold, who was still young, did what she thought was most sensible. She tugged on her mother’s sleeve, and said, “Mom, I think you lost your shadow.”

			Helen stopped short, her back going straighter than a curtain rod. “What did you say?”

			“Your shadow, Mom. It’s missing.”

			A normal mother might have laughed. Might have stepped into the light and wriggled her fingers to show her child just where her shadow was. Helen did no such thing. Rather, she went paler than the moon.

			Headlights flashed then, white and brilliant. A truck was accelerating through the parking lot.

			“Helen!” shouted Philip. “Watch out!”

			Marigold heard an anguished scream as Helen shoved her out of the way.

			She tumbled back, glasses flying off her face, elbows scraping the pavement. The tires screeched.

			“Mom!” she shrieked.

			The instant before the truck would’ve hit her mother, Helen vanished.

			Vanished. Disappeared. Without a trace. Into thin air.

			Marigold had read about vanishing illusions in a magic book from the library. She’d learned how magicians made coins appear and disappear through sleight of hand. But nothing in that sharp and logical brain of hers could explain how her mother was there in the parking lot one instant, then gone the next.

			Peony and Rosie raced to her. “Marigold!” her little sister screamed. “Oh my God, are you okay?”

			They helped her up and Peony handed Marigold her glasses. “You’re bleeding and you’ve got a bump by your eye,” she said. “Does it hurt?”

			Marigold rubbed the spot, and sure enough there was a raised bump, like a scar, that she hadn’t felt before. Was it from her glasses?

			“She’s fine,” came their mother’s voice.

			Marigold whirled. There was Helen, sitting on the pavement. The barrette clipping her bangs had fallen off, leaving her hair disheveled, and she’d lost a shoe. Aside from that, she appeared untouched. Unshaken, too, the same of which couldn’t be said of Marigold.

			The young girl gaped at her mother. “I…I saw—”

			“Girls, get in the car,” Helen interrupted. “Let your father handle this.”

			The driver had gotten out of his truck. Marigold observed his wide shadow cast over the white parking lines, weaving in and out as he approached her father, whose shadow was far slimmer, the stance of his legs like a pair of open chopsticks.

			“Marigold!” said her mother.

			Marigold didn’t listen; she was too busy staring at the ground. Everyone had a shadow. Everyone except—

			Her throat squeezed tight, an invisible cord strangling her. She started coughing. She couldn’t breathe.

			“We’re taking you to the doctor tomorrow,” said Helen.

			“What…what about…you?” Marigold asked breathlessly. “The truck was about to hit you, then you…you vanished.”

			“Vanished?” Her mother regarded her darkly. “Don’t talk nonsense.”

			It was no use arguing. Marigold climbed into the back.

			Her book was right where she’d left it, except Marigold didn’t feel like reading anymore. She had a real mystery on her hands now. The Case of Helen Yuen’s Vanishment, Nancy would call it.

			But unlike Nancy Drew, who was famously only happy when there was trouble, Marigold was the opposite. More than anything, she wished she had never found out her mother’s secret.

			Because she had a feeling, sooner or later, it was going to bring big, big trouble.
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Chapter Thirty

				Helen

			
			Three days after we met, Philip and I were married. As a young girl I’d pictured my wedding to be joyously red, and raucous with the laughter of hundreds of relatives. In reality there was no banquet, only a short ceremony at a courthouse. We had four guests: Sui Chan, her husband, and two of Philip’s friends whose names I caught and forgot, and I wore my first white dress, which Sui Chan helped me pick out that very morning. It was long and gauzy, with lacy buttons that itched at the back. Chinese traditionally wore white for mourning, but Sui Chan teased that the dress looked more like a cloud than a shroud. That made for my only real smile of the day. When Philip and I stood for a photograph, I was so nervous that I blinked at the flash, then it was over, the most important moment in my life immortalized in a split second of jittery angst. We said goodbye to our friends then spent the afternoon preparing my paperwork.

			Philip had hired a lawyer to help. When he asked for my name, I started, “Ha…Ha Yut—” I stopped myself. “Put me down as Helen Yuen.”

			“Yuen?” said Philip. “Are you sure?”

			“American wives take their husband’s last name.”

			I sounded more confident than I felt. As the lawyer recorded my name in neat block letters, I had second thoughts. Once I left Hong Kong, there’d be no one who knew me as Yut Ying. All traces of the girl I once was—would be gone.

			“Wait!” I cried. “Helen Ying Yuen. Ying—for shadow.”

			Helen Ying Yuen, my papers read. Seeing it, some of the heaviness in my heart lifted. I might have left behind my shadow in Gu Ma’s house, but at least I’d still have the one in my name.

			The next morning, Philip and I embarked upon the ship to America. As I ascended the gangway, I watched the sunlight glimmer over Victoria Harbour. How magnificent it had seemed, this city of my splintered dreams and bitter love. Here was the same sun and the same sea, but I was no longer the same girl. I was married now, and I was leaving.

			After one last rueful look, I turned my back on the past.

			Philip had paid extra for a private cabin, which I appreciated, but it only heightened the stinging reality of what we’d done. Here we were, two strangers who’d impetuously bound their fortunes together, and this was the beginning of the rest of our lives. In Hong Kong, we’d had plenty to talk about—planning for the marriage and arrangements for me to come to America. But alone on the boat, getting to know each other took effort. Luckily, Philip was a patient man.

			I told him about the family I’d left behind in Hong Kong, and in turn he told me about his mother, who’d sneaked into America illegally only to be deported after his younger brother was born. He had followed her back to China as a child, not returning to the States until just before the war. He’d wanted to fight against the Japanese, but by the time his father permitted him to enlist, the war was nearly over. The Navy took him in, put him to work in the kitchen under a Frenchman whom Philip still called Simon sifu to this day. Under “teacher” Simon’s tutelage, Philip spent four months learning to bake bread.

			“The first day, every single loaf I baked was hard as concrete,” Philip recalled. “Simon sifu would open the window and chuck the whole thing out to sea. ‘Because of you, the sailors starve to death,’ he said. It was a wasteful lesson, but necessary. I learned quick after that.”

			Through the stories we shared, I got to know him. I learned that he was mulishly old-fashioned, that he was impulsive with his money but parsimonious with his words, that he was generous to strangers, and—for better or for worse—he worked very hard.

			We arrived in Kansas City on the cusp of spring. I had pictured fertile hills veined with silver, and gold flecks glistening in the lakes and creeks. But the city was gray, all the buildings square and flat-roofed except for one tower shaped like a skewered cuttlefish. The snow came up to my ankles, and my socks became soggy as soon as I got off the bus.

			That was when I thought, What have I gotten myself into?

			

			—

			Americans were strange. They ate their vegetables raw, drank their water cold, and showered in the morning instead of the night. They also wore their shoes in the house, even when the soles were sticky with old bubblegum and dried mud, and kissed their dogs as if they were their own children. The longer I lived among them, the less I understood them.

			Philip’s ancestors had been among the first Chinese to come to the United States. They’d worked on the railroads, hoarding every penny to bring back to China. His great-grandfather had made the journey three times to California; not once had he thought about settling there.

			“Why didn’t your ancestors stay in America?” I had asked when Philip told the story.

			“Because they couldn’t bring their wives. They had to leave their families behind in China.”

			Only after the war did the United States allow Chinese women to enter the country as wives of servicemen. That was how Philip had married his first wife, and now, how I was able to leave Hong Kong.

			Lily used to say that Americans were so rich that even their trash bins had gold lettering, their skies were blue like the feathers around a hwamei’s eyes, and fairies winged out of television screens bringing fully cooked meals for the hungry. I was glad she wasn’t here to see how none of this was true.

			My new home was a basement apartment with a corrugated metal door. An old tornado shelter, Philip suspected, that the landlord decided to rent out. There was an afterthought of a window, which whistled cold air day and night, and the shower sputtered water the color of rust before turning clear. On the bright side, rent was cheap.

			We shared the apartment with my brother-in-law Francis, who took the sofa while Philip and I shared the bed. Usually I could charm most strangers, but Francis took one glance at my cropped hair and slippery eyes and decided he didn’t approve of me. It certainly didn’t help that I shut myself in the bathroom whenever he practiced his guitar.

			“Helen doesn’t like music,” I overheard Philip explain for me.

			“I didn’t take you for a cuckold, dai gor.” Francis sniffed. “A woman like her doesn’t marry a man like you. She’s hiding something.”

			It was a moment I appreciated Philip, who stood up for me and said, “Or maybe your twanging gives her a headache.”

			I was sorry Francis didn’t like me, because I came to be fond of him. He punctuated his questions with a laugh, he folded his own laundry and kept his cupboards neat, and he was an excellent cook. His ngau lam singlehandedly saved me that winter, warming my bones from the vicious cold. It was a classic Hong Kong dish—tender disks of daikon radish that the brothers had grown themselves in the yard, an aromatic smattering of herbs, a dash of rice wine, and juicy chunks of beef flank cooked for hours. I craved it to the point that whenever I woke to the sound of Francis chopping in the kitchen, I prayed he was making ngau lam. For the life of me, I didn’t understand why we didn’t serve it at Fortune’s Palace.

			Our restaurant was a quick four-minute drive away. Francis was the Chinese cook, while Philip catered to American tastes. Most of our business came from the workers from a nearby steel parts factory. In the mornings Philip and I woke at five to prepare brown bag lunches. We baked fresh bread and assembled chicken, ham, and tuna sandwiches, twenty-five cents each. We sold two hundred a day, and the profits were good. Then in the evening, Francis drowned innocent white rice in soy sauce and prepared a buffet of gloopy atrocities that he dared call Chinese American food.

			Sweet-and-sour pork was our bestseller. Nuggets of battered pork, fried until they glistened, smothered under a tangy tomato-based sauce—I’d eaten that back in Hong Kong. Here in America, though, the sauce was far more sweet than sour, brighter than a tangerine, and cooked with canned pineapples. Canned pineapples! Americans had a sweeter palate, Philip explained. They actually preferred the syrupy preserved fruit to fresh.

			I stayed out of the kitchen. I could cook well, but that was in Gu Ma’s house unhindered by orders and waiting customers. Here I was too slow to be of much help, and my English wasn’t good enough to take orders. All the same, Chinese women were rare in those days, young and pretty ones even rarer. Francis liked keeping me in the front of the house.

			“Smile at the customers, give them their menus, and keep their water glasses filled,” he instructed. He looked me up and down. “I’ll have Philip buy you a nicer dress.”

			Philip and Francis knew what they were doing, because most nights, we had a line of locals waiting for a table. Customers enjoyed being waited on by a beautiful woman; only a few minded that my English was poor. Soon the brothers were talking about opening a second Fortune’s Palace near the new Ford factory. One they could own themselves.

			Which was when I learned that they had a third business partner.

			Sam Bou held the majority stake in Fortune’s Palace but only showed up once a month to empty money from the till. When I met him, he licked his lips and said, “Ah Philip, heaven smiles on you for securing such a pretty wife. Next time you go to Hong Kong, bring one back for me too, eh?”

			He tucked a dollar behind my ear as if I were a streetwalker. A wedding present, he called it. I didn’t like Sam Bou.

			Philip’s friends weren’t so bad. Most worked nearby: One owned a laundromat and two worked as busboys in River Market. “Sister Helen” they’d call me.

			I piled their bowls with extra noodles and listened to their stories about why they were here. “You were in Guangdong during the war?” they’d say to me. “You know hunger, then. No matter how poor you are in America, at least there’s rice in your bowl. Life will be better here, just be patient.”

			Those early weeks, I was naïve. I thought the hardships his friends were talking about pertained to weather. Before we were married, Philip had warned me about winters in Kansas City. I’d laughed, saying that my ancestors were from the North—I wasn’t afraid of cold.

			Big, empty words. In December the whole world turned white, snow stitching together heaven and earth, bleaching away all color and life. I put on every layer of clothing I owned, cursing America with every breath. I hated it here. No place had ever made me so cold, so lonely. So miserable.

			I complained to Sui Chan in my letters, but the post between Kansas City and Hong Kong was slow. It took months for a reply.

			I won’t lie, there were nights that I stared at the ceiling, wishing I’d stayed in Hong Kong. Some days I hated Philip, I hated the restaurant, hated this town full of people who didn’t look like me and the scowls I got when people found out I didn’t speak English—and I locked myself in the bathroom. There I held my breath, welcoming the icy pinpricks that washed over my skin.

			It was like drowning. The longer I held my breath, the deeper I sank. The world that I knew washed away, blurring into a dark and empty dream.

			Only when a customer knocked, calling, “Hey, are you finished in there?” would I snap back into my body. I’d ignore the lingering sting of cold and smile as if nothing had happened.

			One Monday Philip and I came to Fortune’s Palace to find the window broken, our porcelain statue of Guan Yu on the altar smashed, and the cash taken from the till. On the wall was a message in red marker.

			“What does it say?”

			Philip gave me a tired look. He didn’t talk much, but I’d gotten to know the clockwork of his face. From the way his nostrils twitched, I knew he didn’t want to answer.

			“It’s telling us to go home,” he replied at last. “To go back to China.”

			He took a broom and swept the altar’s shattered pieces into a dustpan. Before I could see if the Guan Yu statue was salvageable, he poured it into the bin.

			“Has this happened before?” I asked.

			Philip’s mouth set into a thin grim line. “It’s just a bunch of teenagers. Don’t worry, you’re safe.”

			I nodded even though that wasn’t what I’d asked. There were nights Philip came home dejected, refusing to tell me why. Now I was beginning to understand, and it softened me toward my husband. I meant to reach out and say something comforting, but I didn’t know what. So I took a wet rag and started wiping the wall clean.

			The thief’s words didn’t upset me. I wanted to go home. But I didn’t know where home was.

			Even after my scrubbing, the red paint left stains on the wall, so we papered the area with extra copies of our menu.

			Covering our scars as if they weren’t there.
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Chapter Thirty-One

				Marigold

			
			“Do I have to drink more soup?”

			“It’s good for your asthma,” Helen told her daughter. “Don’t complain, your father had to eat cicada shells and cockroach soup when he was young. Good for the throat.”

			Marigold had heard the story plenty of times, and with each new iteration she believed it a little less. “It didn’t work, so why do I still have to drink this?”

			“Watch your mouth, what did I tell you about talking back?”

			“Sorry.”

			“Address your elders. Sorry, who?”

			“Sorry, Mom.”

			Marigold suppressed a sigh. Six months had passed since her mother had vanished outside Sears, and still every time she worked up the courage to ask Helen what had happened, her throat would get tight and her lungs would pinch—and that little pink scar above her eye would itch. Maybe she was the one with something wrong.

			They’d taken her to the doctor the next day—first to a Chinese one who’d prescribed yet another one of these awful soups, then to a Western one who’d prescribed rest and warmer air. Helen had decided to listen to both of them.

			Not long after, the Yuens began house hunting outside of San Francisco. It was warmer across the Bay Bridge, friends told Philip and Helen. Real estate was cheaper, too. There was a small Chinatown in Oakland and a growing population of Chinese in Berkeley near the university. In November, Philip announced that the family would be renting a shophouse with a bakery on the first floor. Everybody cheered except Marigold.

			“Living above the bakery means you’ll never stop working,” she pointed out.

			“Ba and I work hard so you have food to eat,” said Helen. “What’s so bad about that?”

			“No more waiting for us to come home late from work,” Philip added, trying to console her.

			What about when you come home late from gambling with your friends? Marigold thought.

			She didn’t dare ask. Philip would laugh it off, as he was never harsh with Marigold. But Helen? Marigold was already her least favorite child—best not to sink lower in her graces.

			In the spring, they moved into their new home on Channing Way. Its bricks were like prawn crackers, pink and porous, with two yellow-framed windows above the door that reminded Marigold of Uncle Francis’s glasses. Its most charming feature was the Victorian-style turret on the left side, which gave the house an air of storybook castle whimsy.

			There were two entrances: one through the storefront, and a private side door with stairs leading up to the Yuens’ new home. Inside were two bedrooms, a cramped afterthought of a living room just big enough for a sofa and a television set, two bathrooms, an attic, and the bakery itself, which was street level, connected by a narrow vestibule to the kitchen. Peony and Rosie raced inside to explore their new home.

			“We’ll call the bakery Three Flowers,” said Philip proudly, “after our three girls.”

			Rosie loved it already. She claimed the store’s dusty counter and tapped at the register pretending she had customers. Peony, always helpful, drifted back into the kitchen, opening the wooden cupboards to let them air, and practical Marigold stood by the window, counting the number of people who walked by. The neighborhood was almost entirely residential, with little commercial foot traffic, but the elementary school wasn’t far, and there was a pizza parlor nearby on Shattuck Avenue, which was full of shops. Even still, for every hundred people Marigold counted passing by, maybe five of them were Asian. More were Japanese than Chinese.

			A few weeks later, Three Flowers opened. The menu was simple: They served tea and coffee along with a modest selection of pastries. Helen stood by the door with a tray of egg tart samples. Most Americans had never eaten dan tat before, and looked at it askance before heading to the French patisserie on Shattuck. At night, while the girls folded pink cardboard boxes in cautious hope of better business tomorrow, Philip and Helen argued over whether they ought to offer sandwiches and soda like they had in Kansas City.

			The transition was difficult for everyone—even Peony, who was teased for her Chinese accent when she spoke English, and especially Rosie. American to the core, the youngest Yuen had been a trendsetter at their old school in Chinatown but now came home blubbering about her pin-straight hair and cloth shoes, which were so worn that her pinky toes poked out. She begged for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and Hostess Cupcakes instead of their homemade lunches to eat at school. Helen refused, of course, though she did patch up Rosie’s shoes.

			If anything could be said about Rosie, she was determined. She became an ace at tetherball and learned to blow double bubbles with one square of Bonanza gum. Within a few weeks, she was popular again. Peony adjusted, too. She had their mother’s eyes, as round and brown as chocolate coins, and a galaxy of freckles spangling her cheeks like the stars on the American flag. Her smile was warm and friendly. Soon everyone liked Peony.

			Marigold, however, remained an outsider. Quiet and shy, she didn’t make friends easily. She preferred the company of books and didn’t mind sitting alone during lunch, separated by an imaginary barrier that the fifth-grade boys erected—“the Great Wall of Stinky Rice.” She wasn’t athletic, either, and didn’t mind being last pick at PE. She didn’t even mind that no one seemed to get her name right.

			What Marigold missed was the familiarity of their old life. She missed the market downstairs with the tabby cat guarding two buckets of squirming crabs. She missed going to Mr. Kwok’s stationery shop for coconut-scented erasers and pencils with stackable lead points, and eating the defective fortune cookies that Mrs. Liu, the factory owner, put aside for the Yuen sisters. She especially missed Mrs. Kwan, who’d visited Three Flowers on opening day with a pot of orchids, and was one of the few people who could draw her aloof mother into a hug.

			“Will we ever move back to Chinatown?” she asked Helen.

			“The air is warmer here. Better for your lungs—and your father’s.”

			“What if the bakery fails?” Marigold asked, more bold than wise. “Then will we move back?”

			Helen’s expression turned hard. “Do you want us to fail? Would that make you happy?”

			“No. That’s not what I—”

			“God gave you a mouth, know when to keep it shut.” Helen turned away, sweeping vigorously. “To the attic. Don’t come down until dinner.”

			Marigold’s heart sank. Why was it that she could never say anything right to her mother? She trudged up the stairs, wishing Helen would be as patient with her as she was with her sisters.

			She might as well have wished for the moon.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

				Helen

			
			My first winter in America, I realized that marrying Philip had been a mistake.

			He was not a man of many words. So much of our quarreling could have been avoided if he simply told me what he was thinking, but no marriage was perfect, and I could tell he was trying. The problem was the gambling.

			The habit started out like a weed. A paltry thing at first, limited to late-night games of mahjong a few times a month. I didn’t suspect Philip was addicted until it was too late.

			“I have to go,” he’d say. “Sam Bou is organizing, and if he wants to gamble, we have to play. Else he might not pay us.”

			“You and Francis do all the work, why does he get to keep all the money?”

			“Just bear it for now. Once Francis and I open our own place, things will be better.”

			I didn’t trust Sam Bou, and I resented his influence over Philip. But what could I do?

			I didn’t know about my husband’s debts until the loan sharks came. There weren’t many Chinese in Kansas City, and I thought I’d met everyone. Then, one Sunday night in early April, a white Buick pulled up onto the street outside our apartment.

			It was late. Francis was still at the restaurant, Philip was in the shower, and I was getting ready for bed. Our heater wasn’t working, and despite it being spring already, outside there were still mounds of snow. I was putting on an extra sweater when someone knocked on our door.

			I thought it was Francis, who often forgot his key. I opened the door, a lecture on the precipice of my tongue, when my words stopped short.

			A muscular bald man leaned against the doorframe. “Where’s Philip?”

			He spoke English even though he was Chinese, and on this frigid night all he wore was a short-sleeved shirt—no jacket, no hat, no scarf.

			He caught the door before I closed it. “You tell your husband to come out.”

			I stared him down. “You have the wrong house.”

			“Helen.” Philip appeared out of nowhere, his voice low and intense. “I’ll take care of it.”

			I followed Philip as he stalked toward the bed we shared, digging underneath the mattress for the dollars I had painstakingly saved.

			“What are you doing?” I exclaimed. “That’s my money!”

			“It’s our money,” he said, shouldering me aside. Though our home was barely fifteen paces from one end to the other, he rushed as though it were a hundred to the man at the door. “Here, every dollar is there. Good night, Uncle Fok.” He bowed. “Thank you for your patience.”

			When the door closed, Philip coughed. The sound was loud and hacking, and his breaths grew short.

			Had we not been fighting, I would have brought him to sit and put a blanket over his shoulders and boiled water for him to inhale the steam. But I was livid. “Who was that?”

			Philip leaned against the wall gulping air until the wheezing subsided.

			Then he turned around, his shoulders squared. “Next time, ask before you open the door.”

			“Next time, ask before you take my money,” I snapped. “Who was that man?”

			“I’ll explain tomorrow.” He went to the basin and filled a cup of water, which he finished in one gulp. “I’m going to bed.”

			That was it? I couldn’t stomach the thought of sleeping beside my reprobate husband. While he retreated to the bedroom, I stormed into the kitchenette. On the counter was a stack of mail and magazines. From the bottom, I took out my English workbook and started practicing my letters.

			Some minutes later, Philip emerged from the bedroom. “Aren’t you coming to sleep?”

			“I’m not tired.”

			Philip’s shadow fell over my work. “You didn’t tell me you were learning English.”

			“Why are you surprised? This is America, shouldn’t I try to speak the language?”

			“You should have told me.”

			“You gamble away our money without telling me.”

			“I’m your husband. I made that money.”

			“What do you think I do in the restaurant all day, dillydally with the customers? I work as hard as you and Francis.”

			He knew this was true, which turned him petulant. “I didn’t say you could learn English.”

			“I don’t need your permission.”

			“I mean it, Helen. You keep learning English, and I’ll…I’ll…”

			“You’ll what?” I spat. “You’ll fire me? I already work for free, what more can you do to me?”

			My sharp words goaded Philip. “I’ll divorce you.”

			“Go ahead. I wouldn’t be worse off than I am now.”

			I thought he would hit me, but he pounded the sofa instead, letting his frustration out on the pillows. Once he was calm, he came to me. “Close the book. I’ll get the money back.”

			“Not by gambling you won’t.”

			“I know.”

			So often, I wished I had married a man with a different vice. Even a mistress would be better. At least then the hours I spent working would go to our future—instead of paying off Philip’s debts.

			It could be worse, I told myself. I thought of Baba sitting on the sedan in his den, pale as an apparition, lapped in a cocoon of smoke. I wondered if he even knew I’d left Hong Kong.

			“Why can’t I learn English?” I demanded.

			“Because…”

			“Because what?”

			He swallowed visibly, too proud to say it aloud. No, too ashamed.

			I stalked off to the bedroom and turned off the light, ready to sleep without another word. Philip followed, sitting on the edge of our bed. He was quiet a long time.

			“I know it hasn’t been easy for you here,” he said in the dark. “I heard you used to have a rich boyfriend, and you used to sing in nightclubs and model for calendars.”

			“I never modeled for calendars.”

			“I don’t care what you did,” Philip said. He finally lay on his pillow, facing me. “I know I’m not rich or good-looking. I know I’m sickly. My friends say you’ll run away once spring comes. They tell me I’d better pin you down with children or—”

			“Keep me from learning English?” My jaw clenched. It made sense. If I couldn’t speak the language here, where could I go? “And you listened to them.”

			“Life here hasn’t been easy for you. You’re unhappy.”

			I couldn’t deny that. “Were you like this with your first wife?”

			He tensed, and I didn’t think he’d answer. After a while, he replied, “I never told you, but my late wife…she…she made her living serving other men. It was during the war—she had no choice if she wanted to survive. She had a baby boy when I met her, and I raised him like my own. Three years later, they both got sick…There was nothing I could do.”

			I heard pain in the rawness of his voice. “I didn’t think I’d marry again.”

			I shifted so he couldn’t see my face. Philip had been abandoned once, by a wife whom it sounded like he’d loved. Obviously it wasn’t her fault—or his—but years later, the wound in his heart hadn’t healed. I knew what that pain was like. I still felt it every day from losing Lily and missing Mama.

			Empathy was different from forgiveness, though. The latter had to be earned.

			“I’m not going to leave you if I can speak English,” I said. “I will leave if you act like you own me.”

			“I know,” said Philip.

			The next day, he bought me a book called Goodnight Moon, which he said many children used to learn English. It was an odd story, about saying good night to sundry things inside a room, including socks, a rabbit on a rocking chair, and the moon itself. I didn’t quite understand it. I wished he had bought a fairy tale like the ones Lily used to read.

			Still, he was trying, so I dropped the fight and didn’t bring it up again. He wasn’t a perfect man, far from it. But I’d chosen him. I’d chosen this life.

			I wouldn’t run away.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

			The weekend of the Fourth of July, I was frying shrimp lo mein for the only two customers in the restaurant. Business was slow since most people were barbequing in their backyards, so I worked in the kitchen while Philip and Francis hauled rice sacks into the storeroom.

			It was blisteringly hot, and I was feeling faint. I held my breath, welcoming a brief interlude of cold before I let it go. After finishing this order of noodles, I would go to the front and sit next to the fan. Lately my legs ached after standing too long, and I rested one knee atop a stool for the scantest relief.

			Philip and I had been married for over a year, and we’d started trying for a baby.

			It’d been five weeks since I missed my last cycle, and the certainty that I was pregnant consumed me. Last night I’d hinted about the possibility to Philip, and I’d never forget how the weariness of his day instantly washed away from his face, replaced by a joy that I’d never seen there before. A joy that I felt, too.

			A child. A reason to fight and stay in this world.

			The noodles were done. I tilted the wok to give them one last singe over the fire—something I’d done a thousand times. Then I lifted the wok. I was weak from the heat, and as I wrapped both hands over the handle, I accidentally grazed my forearm over the blazing cast iron. I jumped with a cry of pain. Without thinking, I held my breath, and the shimmering cold swept over me.

			I disappeared.

			I don’t know how long I was gone, but when I returned, the wok was on the floor, the noodles still sizzling on the ceramic tiles.

			Damn it, I cursed, reaching for a broom to clean up the mess. I’d have to tell the customers that their order was running late.

			I didn’t make it out of the kitchen. Three steps from the door, a cramp pierced inside my gut. It knocked the breath out of me and next thing I knew, the world slid sideways from under my feet. The broom dropped from my hand, thumping onto the floor as I bowled over, holding in a scream. There came a warm gush into my underwear.

			I froze, paralyzed by shock. I knew it was blood, I could feel it was blood, passing out of me in a slow mournful trickle. Yet I refused to believe it.

			I sat there, enduring the pain alone and holding my stomach, as if I could will the baby back inside me—and keep it from spiriting away.

			The customers grew impatient. They were looking for their noodles, then they were demanding their noodles. I could hear them, but I didn’t really hear them.

			I’m sorry, I thought, cradling my arms and crying over the baby I would never hold.

			“My sweet hwamei in the tree,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “Fly up to heaven now. Find your aunt. She will take care of you until I can be with you.” I sobbed, thinking of Lily and my baby with their unsung dreams. “If you don’t want to wait, that’s all right, too. Come back to this world in a better life, a happier life. Mama will never forget you.”

			That was how Philip and Francis found me, hugging my knees, my sandals coated in a veneer of blood. The noodles had gone limp on the floor.

			Francis knelt by my side. “What happened?”

			“I’ll take care of her,” said my husband quietly.

			He took the day off and drove me home. All he asked was if I wanted to go to the hospital, and when I said no, he didn’t argue. After a long silence, he asked, “Are you all right?”

			I turned to the window, holding my breath. Within a minute, I could see the car door through my skin. Philip didn’t notice. If I kept disappearing little by little, how long would it take for him to realize that I was gone?

			I’m not all right, I thought miserably. I wish I’d never married you, I wish I’d stayed with my mother in Tunglam. I wish I could disappear forever.

			Philip turned on the radio. An English song crackled out of the speaker, a velvety male voice crooning about love and the moon. Jazz, Philip called it. My ear ached the whole ride home, but for once I didn’t mind. It took my mind off the pain in my heart.

			When we arrived home, Philip sat me on the sofa, switched on the fan, and brought a cup of ice water.

			My hand was limp when I took it. “It’s my fault,” I whispered.

			“It’s not,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked you to cook. It’s my fault.”

			I closed my mouth, tears catching on the corner of my lips. He wouldn’t understand.

			“What can I do for you?” he asked.

			A sob wracked out of my chest. What I wanted more than anything was my mother, but who knew if I’d ever see her again? Sai Ma’s promise that I’d never find Mama haunted me even in my dreams. I wept until I fell asleep.

			On Monday, Philip had to go back to work, but Francis stayed home to keep me company. It was during this time I got to know my brother-in-law better. He distracted me with games of gin rummy and taught me to play fantan. I hadn’t eaten in over a day. I couldn’t, I was so glum—but Francis had a box of Hershey’s Kisses.

			“For gambling with,” he explained. “You don’t have to eat any if you don’t want.”

			After a few rounds, he coaxed me into a bite. Then another, and another. By evening our rug was speckled with crumpled wrappers, the silver foil catching the light and shining like stars.

			“I’ll tell you a secret, little sister,” Francis said, halfway through the bag, “something even my brother doesn’t know.”

			“What?”

			“The day before I was supposed to leave for Hong Kong, I ate some bad shrimps.” He wore a slightly morose, slightly purposeful smile. “Marrying some girl I’d never met…that wasn’t for me.”

			“You mean, you made yourself sick?”

			He shrugged. “Better for Philip to go. I couldn’t leave Fortune’s Palace to him for two whole months. You know he makes better bread than rice—we’d have lost all our regulars.” His smile wavered. “Besides, Philip’s used to being a husband. He’s not good at being lonely.”

			“Is anyone?” I asked softly.

			“I don’t mind it.”

			There was a wistfulness in Francis’s tone that surprised me and made me wonder whether, like me, he harbored a secret heartache.

			“I’m glad Philip found you,” Francis said then. “You’re not as dour as I thought, aside from not liking music.”

			“It’s not your playing.” I rubbed my ear, a habit I’d developed. “I had an accident when I was younger. Certain pitches make this ear hurt.”

			“Why didn’t you say so?”

			“It’s my trouble, not yours.”

			Two guilty lines bracketed his mouth. He let out an exhale. “Here.” He scooped a handful of Hershey Kisses onto my palm. “Keep some in your pocket. Pain’s less bitter if you have something sweet to eat.”

			That made me smile. “Thank you.”

			“One thing about America, our chocolates are good. Better than Hong Kong’s, right?”

			“I wouldn’t know. I couldn’t afford any.”

			“I thought you came from a rich family.”

			I hugged my knees to my chest, the ache of melancholy rising again. “Just because they were rich doesn’t mean they were kind. Especially not to me.”

			Francis pursed his lips. “It’s a good thing you have a new family now,” he said at last. He touched my cheek. “After tonight, I’m not just your brother-in-law, I’m your brother.”

			A rush of emotion swelled in my throat. I released my knees.

			“Better?” he said quietly. He’d been tending to my moods all day. He knew there was still a fracture in my spirit, one that no amount of chocolates or rounds of gin rummy could heal.

			“Francis,” I said, drawing a ragged breath. My voice sank into a whisper, “What if I can’t have children?”

			My brother-in-law sat by my side. “You’re young and healthy. Why wouldn’t you be able to have children?”

			“Because…” I swallowed, not knowing how to explain without telling him my secret. “I don’t even have a shadow.”

			Francis stroked his forehead. He couldn’t tell whether I was being serious or not. “Your shadow’s right there.” He pointed to the wall.

			I squinted, but still there was nothing. “You really see it?”

			“Of course I do,” Francis said. “Shadows don’t run away. They only disappear in the dark.” He grabbed a flashlight and cast light opposite us on the wall. “See? Yours and mine.”

			Was this also part of my curse—to be alone in seeing that a part of me was missing? Of all the things to give up, a shadow had seemed immaterial, hardly critical to life or happiness. Yet its absence had cast my body adrift. Since losing it, I could never feel thoroughly anchored in my own skin. I always felt like something was lost, throwing off the fragile clockwork that made me tick. But who would believe that?

			“I see it,” I lied.

			Francis switched off the flashlight. “Cheer up. Philip will be home soon with leftovers from the restaurant. I’ll make you ngau lam tomorrow.”

			“With rice noodles?”

			“A week’s worth,” he promised. “You need your strength, make sure you finish every bite.”

			He really was my brother, the dai gor I had wished for. “I will.”

			That night, while I lay in bed beside Philip—and the guilt and the pain in my heart were too much to bear, I let it hurt. I let Philip wake up and hold me. I let myself cry.

			It was too late for me, I knew. A part of me was broken, and I couldn’t escape my curse. But no matter what I had to endure, never again would I try to vanish. Never again would I choose to become nothing.

			To the gods and spirits and the ancestral mothers who had come before me, I prayed this would be enough to stave off the demons, to starve them and let them die. Most fervently I prayed for this last part, that the torturous cycle that had aggrieved my mother’s life and her mother’s and hers—would end with me.

			Should I have a daughter one day, let her be free.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

				Marigold

			
			Marigold started needing the gloves after she turned thirteen.

			She blamed it on bad static at first. Several times a day when she touched something, her fingers felt an electric spark—as quick as a pinprick—followed by an intense rush of feeling. A wave of melancholy would fall upon her after turning a doorknob, she’d feel a drag of lethargy from touching a chair. If that were the extent of it, it would have been bearable.

			The real trouble came from touching people.

			When her classmates’ elbows jostled hers in the hall, when she handed a customer their coffee and grazed their fingers, even when her sisters tapped her bare arm, it happened. First came the little shocks—sparks, she called them. The pain and intensity varied in ways she could not yet predict. Marigold would feel her breath cut off, then her mind would splinter from reality and fall into a dream.

			For a few seconds, she saw towns she’d never been to, saw people she’d never met, felt emotions that were not hers. After touching Rosie and being whisked back to their old school in Chinatown, where Rosie was trading her fried rice for a sandwich, Marigold began to suspect that these dreams were actually memories. Other people’s memories.

			Whatever they were, Marigold wanted no part of them. Her attempts to shut them out were in vain, so gradually she withdrew. She spurned new friendships, she minimized contact with her peers, and as soon as her shift at the bakery was over, she read in the back of the station wagon to avoid her sisters. As the days passed without being waylaid by another strange episode, Marigold thought she was safe.

			Then the social dance unit in PE began, a proud tradition at Sutter Middle School. Marigold tried every excuse to get out of it, but Mrs. Jansen was adamant.

			“It’s the foxtrot, not the fifty-yard dash,” her teacher said, glancing at Marigold’s doctor’s note. “Nothing’s going to trigger your asthma. Everyone, hand positions!”

			All it took was a touch of Peter Tinloy’s palm. Marigold might as well have poked a fork into an electrical outlet. Her fingers tingled sharply and her hands grew hot. Her lungs squeezed tight, the pressure rushing to her head and making the world reel. She collapsed, and when she stopped breathing altogether, the vision began.

			She saw a kitchen with yellow tiles and tulip pots lining the window. Peter knelt by the door holding a spot-eyed dog with pointed ears.

			Do we have to let him go?

			He’s sick, honey. It’s for the best.

			Sadness washed over Marigold and tears welled in her eyes. She needed to breathe, that was the only way to get out—

			“Mrs. Jansen!” someone was shouting. “Mrs. Jansen! She’s having a seizure.”

			As soon as Peter let go of her hand, Marigold came careening back into the present, gasping for air.

			The music had stopped. She was lying on the floor. Everyone in the class was staring.

			“Marigold!” Mrs. Jansen cried. “Are you all right?”

			Tiny coins of light swirled under the gym’s steel rafters, like fireflies on a manic merry-go-round. Marigold closed her eyes, swallowing down the nausea rising from her gut. It felt like a long time before she dared sit up.

			“What’s wrong with her?” her classmates were murmuring. “Did you see the way she was convulsing, it freaked me out.”

			“I hope she doesn’t throw up.”

			“I hope she doesn’t die.”

			“Enough,” said Mrs. Jansen to the class. She turned to Marigold worriedly. “Let’s get you to the nurse’s office.”

			Emily and Jenny, two girls Marigold had considered her friends, moved to help her up, but Marigold registered only the danger of hands and arms too close.

			“Stay away from me,” she rasped, scrambling to her feet.

			She’d never forget their stunned faces as she shouldered past them, or the way the entire gym went quiet as she bolted for the exit, the boom of her footfalls on the hardwood floor echoing.

			Only the most conscientious soul such as Marigold would at this point remember she didn’t have a hall pass, or a permission slip to leave. In a futile, last-ditch effort to maintain normalcy, she spun to face Mrs. Jansen. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice shaking. “Sorry I have to go. It’s…an emergency.”

			Without another word, she ran out the double doors for home.

			

			—

			Helen was chopping cabbage when Marigold returned to Three Flowers.

			“Your school called,” Helen said, setting down the cleaver. “Said you were feeling sick.”

			“I’m fine,” Marigold said briskly. “I just didn’t eat enough for breakfast. I’ll go lie down—”

			“You know dancing’s not good for your lungs. I told you to show them your doctor’s note.” Helen wiped her hands on a cloth and finally regarded her. “You’re breathing hard—were you running?”

			“No,” Marigold lied.

			“Then is it that time of month?”

			“Ma!”

			“What? Your father’s not here. There’s nothing embarrassing about woman talk. Come here, let me see if you’ve got a temperature.”

			“I’m fine,” Marigold asserted again. Really, she meant to add. But her mother was already leaning forward.

			“No, don’t touch me—”

			Too late. Helen’s hand came clapping down on her forehead.

			It was like being suddenly thrown underwater. Marigold’s vision blurred and her lungs burned, guarding a precious breath as she tumbled off the bridge leading from her world to her mother’s. Except, unlike what had happened earlier in the gym, she didn’t emerge into a memory.

			She’d arrived at…nothing. Truly, nothing.

			Marigold was in a black, infinite abyss where the air was so brittle it circulated in shards, and the sensation of piercing cold was her only validation of still being alive. She’d become weightless, and she found herself floating, untethered and drifting, deeper into the void.

			Fear gripped her. Mama?

			Marigold did not exist in these memories. She had neither voice nor body, yet she was real enough that the cold knew where to find her, that she could feel the darkness closing in, that she had—a shadow?

			It was here, lurking beneath her, cast by the feeblest band of light. Drawn to it by a magnet, she stopped drifting. Cautiously, she touched it.

			What she saw—what she felt—

			With a gasp she resurfaced back to the kitchen in Three Flowers—and promptly blacked out on the floor.

			

			—

			The doctor diagnosed low blood pressure. Which, on top of her asthma, led Helen to take her out of school for a month and move her into the attic, where it was warmer. Protesting was futile. Philip liked to say that Peony was water, Marigold wind, and Rosie fire, but none of them could change their mother’s rock-hard mind once it was made up.

			The attic was barely fifty square feet, smaller if you considered the slanted walls that closed inward to make the pitched roof. It had a window facing east, a pot of artificial flowers, and a cot that Helen had purchased in Chinatown. At first Marigold resented being alone, far from the bedroom she shared with her sisters. But the privacy was an opportunity to figure out what was happening to her body.

			She’d previously found no analogues of her affliction in the medical books she’d perused in the library, nor in the catalog of fantasies she read for fun, so it hadn’t come as a surprise that the doctor couldn’t make heads or tails of what was wrong with her. But Marigold knew it wasn’t just low blood pressure, and she’d ruled out hallucinations. The sparks were real. If no physician would believe that, then she would find a way to understand and stop them herself.

			To do that, as painful as it would be, meant touching.

			She touched everything in the attic, from her father’s old blender to the vinyl records he kept in a box. She touched her baby shoes and the rattle Uncle Francis had given her and the ragged blankets from her mother’s first harsh winter in Kansas City. Not all objects triggered a spark, she learned—such as food or water or the wooden beams in the attic and the glass windowpanes—things that either bore no history or were seldom interacted with. In a notebook, she recorded what she experienced: Touching a vinyl record sent a wave of disappointment, paired with the briefest glimpse of Helen shutting off a phonograph. The blankets prompted feelings of forlornness but no accompanying memory. So on it went, until Marigold concluded that objects evoked only one or two of the most salient feelings attached to their existence, and sometimes scant memories. Never was her entire consciousness thrust into another person’s experience of the past as it was when she touched someone.

			Even so, sweeping across multiple objects wasn’t a good idea and cost her an unpleasant bout of vertigo that didn’t go away until she slept. After continued experimentation, she deduced that all of her skin was receptive to the sparks, but her fingers were the most sensitive, reaping sparks with the most intensity.

			Next, she found a brown leather suitcase tucked under some loose floorboards. Locked, of course, but Marigold wasn’t deterred. After reading all seventy-eight Nancy Drew novels, she’d flirted with the idea of becoming a detective, and the fine folk at Berkeley Public Library had sent her home with a basic but thorough manual on lockpicking written by a former policeman.

			With the help of a bent paperclip and a few minutes’ patience came the click of success.

			Inside was a treasure trove from her mother’s mysterious past: a miscellany of coarse sweaters and cotton dresses, most in shabby condition; a half-finished English workbook; and a wooden comb small enough to fit in a box of playing cards.

			Marigold laid everything out, swept her fingers across every wrinkle and fold. Not a single spark. Last was a yellow dress with polka dots, bright and busy and unlike anything Marigold could imagine her austere mother wearing. It felt different from the other dresses, its thin cotton stitched with memories old and buried deep; like an inexperienced pianist, she could only grasp at the notes. Giving up, she noticed a pillowy lump in the dress’s pocket and fished out a carefully rolled pair of long white gloves. They smelled musty and parts of the lace trimming were already fraying from age, but the weave of the fabric was fine. Good quality.

			Warily, she poked a glove.

			The spark was quick, a gentle staccato note on her fingertip. The vision, as swift as the throw of a dart. She glimpsed a young girl climbing down the downspout on a stately white house, giggling boisterously.

			That was all. It was over.

			Marigold poked again.

			No spark, only the soft silk tickled her fingertips. She heaved a sigh of relief, then gently picked up the gloves. They hadn’t been worn in years. Whatever emotion they’d once carried had faded away—which made them perfect.

			As she put them on, Helen appeared with soup.

			Displeasure pleated her mother’s forehead. “Where did you get those?”

			“The gloves? In that suitcase.”

			“I didn’t say you could go through my things.” Helen’s lips thinned. “Put them back.”

			“But my hands are cold,” Marigold lied.

			“I’ll buy you a new pair.”

			Words her mother had never spoken before in her life. Being the second daughter meant Marigold’s entire closet was Peony’s hand-me-downs. Marigold’s curiosity was piqued.

			She pretended to shiver. “Can I wear them for now? I’m cold.”

			“No.”

			“Please?”

			Normally no amount of pleading would crack Helen’s resolve. But inexplicably she relented: “Only for today.”

			Helen snapped the suitcase closed. “Finish your soup. I’ll be back soon.”

			A few minutes later, Peony padded up to the attic. It was obvious that Helen had sent her, but Marigold didn’t mind. Her eldest sister could be trusted.

			“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you actually like it up here,” Peony said. Concern laced her usually bright tone. “Why is Mom making you wear those gloves?”

			“She’s not making me wear them, I want to. My hands are cold.”

			“Bull. You’re sweating. What’s going on?”

			Marigold took off her glasses and rubbed the bumpy scar near her eye. “Don’t tell Rosie, but—”

			“Don’t tell Rosie what?” interrupted their youngest sister from the stairs.

			Marigold sighed. It was an irrefutable law that the sisters could never keep a secret from one another, even when they tried. They were like a three-way call—every word that came in through one receiver went through the other two as well.

			“The old lady says you’re not allowed to come down,” said Rosie. “What’s she raggin’ on you for this time?”

			“I’ll tell you, just get in.” Marigold ushered her youngest sister into the attic, then closed the door. She reached under the books for where she’d stashed her notebook. “Don’t tell Mom and Dad, but sometimes when I touch things, I can see…”

			Feelings. Secrets. Memories. Marigold struggled to land on the right word. Nothing felt exactly right, especially after what touching Helen had shown her.

			“Ghosts?” suggested Peony.

			“Please say lottery ticket numbers,” said Rosie. “I’m tired of being poor.”

			“We run a bakery and we’ve got a car and TV,” Peony pointed out. “We’re not poor.”

			“We’re too poor to go to the movies or buy popsicles with cream inside. We don’t even have a piano,” Rosie said, the yearning deep in her voice. Uncle Francis had given her his old guitar, but Helen never let her play it. Their mother hated music. “Look at Marigold, she never gets to buy any books of her own.”

			“I don’t mind,” Marigold spoke up. “I like going to the library.”

			“When I’m rich, I’ll buy you your own library,” Rosie declared. “And P, I’ll get you a pink Cadillac. We can drive it to Blum’s for coffee crunch cake like all the rich ladies.”

			“Can you see me driving a pink Cadillac?” said Peony dryly. “All I want is to keep Three Flowers running.”

			“And I don’t need a library,” Marigold said.

			“Then what do you want?”

			Marigold leaned back against a stack of boxes. Her sisters had already forgotten about the secret she’d wanted to share. Maybe it was better this way—she didn’t want to worry them. She’d share a different secret instead: “I want to go to college.”

			Rosie rolled her eyes. “That’s not a secret.”

			“I want to go to Stanford,” Marigold clarified. “I’m going to be a doctor.”

			Now that was news. “Since when do you want to be a doctor?” Peony asked.

			Since she was always getting sick. Since she was tired of being told that the prickly feeling in her fingers was from her nerves and there was no such thing as missing shadows. Since there were riots and sit-ins downtown against the war in Vietnam every other month. Since she’d felt helpless in the aftermath of the protest at People’s Park, when bloodied students gasping from being tear-gassed flooded the bakery asking for ice and bandages. The list was endless.

			“Who’s becoming a doctor?” interrupted their mother in Cantonese.

			All three sisters snapped to attention. Helen had slipped inside so quietly that none of them had heard her.

			“Marigold,” Rosie spilled. “She’s going to Stanford.”

			“Stanford’s too expensive,” said Helen. “And girls don’t become doctors.”

			“Ten percent of med students these days are women,” Marigold said matter-of-factly.

			“You’re not healthy enough to work in a hospital.”

			“I could get better. Dad’s asthma got better.”

			Helen ignored her and waved at Peony and Rosie. “You two, downstairs. Marigold needs to rest.”

			Rosie left first, while Peony hovered at the door. “I think Marigold would make a great doctor,” she spoke before descending the narrow stairs.

			Helen grimaced.

			“When can I go back downstairs?” asked Marigold.

			“We’ll see. Finish your soup. Don’t get those gloves dirty.”

			“Were they yours?” The fingers looked too short for her mother’s elegant long ones.

			“Who else’s would they be? Enough questions.”

			Marigold drank her soup, for once hardly perceiving the bitterness of the herbs. Her mind was too busy working, her thoughts roiling.

			Over the years she’d accepted that her mother had no shadow. She’d even convinced herself that the disappearance in the Sears parking lot had been her imagination.

			But then came the sparks. One touch, and she was swept into a person’s past, experiencing their memories, unearthing their secrets.

			So why, then, when Helen had touched her forehead, had she entered a dark void? Marigold shivered just remembering the nothingness and the cold.

			Most chilling of all, to her mother…it had felt like home.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

				Helen

			
			In the months following my miscarriage, tension brewed between Philip and Francis. Whenever I tried to ask about it, neither would say a word. I didn’t pry. Two brothers living and working under the same roof, with me between them, were bound to have disagreements.

			Then one night they came home bellowing.

			I’d never seen Philip so irate. His eyes were red and he had his hand over his nose, a stream of blood catching on the fold of his lip. I assumed he was drunk until I realized—

			“Francis punched you!” I turned on my brother-in-law, who threw his arms in the air.

			“Ask him what he did tonight. Then tell me I shouldn’t have fucking hit him.”

			“Don’t swear at my wife.”

			“Hey!” I wedged myself between the brothers. “Both of you, enough!”

			“Don’t you listen to him,” Philip growled. “I could’ve won! Everything is gone thanks to this bastard.”

			Francis flexed his hand, wincing. The purple bruises on his knuckles bloomed like ugly violets on each finger. “That’s not how it went.”

			“What happened?” I asked.

			Francis was reaching into the refrigerator and grimaced when he saw we had no ice. “We went to see Sam Bou for our paychecks, but the bastard was playing sic bo with Old Fok Hong. You know your husband, he can never resist a game of dice.” Francis slapped the fridge shut and the walls shook. “Sam Bou said if we won, he’d give us back double. But if we lost…”

			“I only played three games,” said Philip.

			“Three?” Francis turned to me with a snicker. “The problem with your husband is once he has a bite of luck, he thinks he’s the god of gambling. One good hand, and he can’t stop.”

			“I was on a streak, I was going to stop. Francis was the one who told me to keep going.”

			“Bullshit,” barked Francis. “You kept saying you were going to make back what you lost.”

			“I did—until you bet it away.”

			I didn’t know whom to believe: my hotheaded brother-in-law or my bullheaded husband. How had I tied my fortunes to these two wastrels? I closed my eyes, reminding myself to breathe. “How much did you lose?”

			“We lost our stake in Fortune’s Palace,” said Philip. “And—” He named a number.

			I felt the strength drain out of me, which was a shame because I badly wanted to slap my husband—and his brother—in the face.

			“Get out,” I seethed. “Both of you.”

			Francis obeyed, slipping out the door without a word. Philip, however, stayed.

			“Helen,” he started.

			“Months and months of work,” I said through my teeth, my anger snowballing with each word. “All that money we were saving, all gone! Gone!”

			“Listen—”

			“Look at where we live.” I waved at our shabby home. One leg of our sofa had collapsed and we couldn’t afford a new one, our plates and bowls were chipped, and the threads on our bedsheets kept fraying despite my attempts to mend them. “I’ve heard it before, you promise you’ll quit. Don’t bother lying to me tonight. Get out.”

			Philip’s face folded. “Wait, Helen—” He caught my arm. “I was wrong. I know I did wrong. I can fix it.”

			“Fix it? This is what Sam Bou wanted. You lost everything.”

			“Not everything. We still have enough—to start over.”

			He got my attention. “Start over, how?”

			“I’ve been thinking.” He drew a nervous breath. “You’re not happy here and neither am I. This isn’t a place to raise children. Let’s leave Kansas City.”

			My arms fell to my sides. Was he serious? He looked serious.

			I’d endured two long winters and a miscarriage. On the nights when Philip stayed out late gambling, I planted myself in front of the radio so I wouldn’t feel alone. When music hurt my ears I listened to the news, only to grow frustrated by how little English I understood. More times than I could count, I shut myself in the shower and cried.

			“Where would we go?” I asked.

			“People are moving to New York and California. I wanted to go there after the war. There were more Chinese there, more jobs for us.”

			“Then why’d you come here?”

			“Sam Bou said there was more opportunity in the middle of the country. Kansas City only had five hundred Chinese—it was cheaper to start a restaurant here, fewer competitors.”

			“So you followed him.”

			“It was good for a while. You saw how well we were doing.”

			Yes, but now all the Chinese were heading for the coasts. Several of our friends had left already. It’s getting too hard to live here, they’d said. These Americans are cunning. They’re wary of us for taking away their jobs, so they call us Communists to make our lives difficult. I spend sixteen hours a day doing other people’s laundry, tell me how I have time to be a spy! Even Sam Bou had started hanging an American flag in front of the door to show where our loyalties stood.

			“A new place won’t change anything. We’ll just be more in debt.”

			“It’ll change me,” Philip said. He sat on the bed, a beseeching look in his eyes. “I’d make a clean break from Sam Bou. We could have our own home, our own business, too, once we save enough. We could start a family.”

			It was like he’d read my mind. More than anything, I wanted to start over. I wanted a place I looked forward to coming back to every day, a husband I looked forward to sleeping beside every night.

			“What about Francis?” I asked. The thought of the two brothers separating didn’t sit well with me.

			“He doesn’t want to go.”

			“But—”

			“Don’t waste your breath. He won’t leave Fortune’s Palace. This is you and me, Helen. Do you want to go or not?”

			“Yes.” I sighed. Knowing the way Philip and Francis quarreled, it’d be weeks before they spoke to each other again. “New York or California?”

			“Well.” Philip nodded. “California doesn’t have snow.”

			That was all I needed to hear. I clasped my hands. “California it is.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six

			It was during the drive, someplace between Kansas and Colorado, that I realized I was pregnant.

			Morning sickness was a misery. Twice an hour, we had to pull to the side of the highway for me to throw up on the road. I took my moods out on Philip, whom I still hadn’t forgiven. My husband had many faults, but I’ll grant him this: Not once did he complain on that trip, even when it ended up taking seven days instead of three.

			To save money, we slept in the car. I took the backseat and Philip folded his arms over the wheel and rested his head in the crook of his elbows. I had no idea how he was able to sleep like that night after night, but we were younger then.

			Toward the end of the trip, I slept more hours than I was awake. Often I’d jolt awake, finding the map still in my hand, and Philip turning off the radio. He’d learned not to play it while I was awake.

			“Are we there?” I’d ask.

			“Not yet. Don’t worry, I’ll let you know.”

			Then, on the seventh day, in the middle of the Sierra Nevada, Philip nudged me awake. “Helen, look,” he said, pointing outside.

			Ahead was a simple green sign that read Welcome to California. The three most beautiful words I’d seen in a very long time.

			As we descended the mountains, I cranked down the car window, sticking my head outside to breathe in the fresh air. The sun gilded everything it touched, and the hills were lush and evergreen. Finally, as we crossed the bridge into San Francisco, the water gleaming beneath us like a sea of diamonds, I could see why we Chinese called America the Beautiful Country. And I couldn’t stop smiling.

			

			—

			San Francisco’s Chinatown made up only a few dense blocks, yet I immediately felt more at home than I ever had in Kansas City. Aside from the restaurants, there was a jewelry store, a post office, several optometrists, and a slew of bazaars selling embroidered slippers and bamboo umbrellas and other colorful knickknacks.

			Our first stop was the Yuen Family Benevolent Association, a gathering place for members with the Yuen surname. It was a blue-bricked building with white curtains covering every window so you couldn’t look inside. The woman at the front scolded us for being four days late. The room we’d reserved had been given away, so there was only a single bed left in a communal room. We took it.

			The next day, we searched for work. Philip for a restaurant job, me for anything—a baker or seamstress or maid.

			It wasn’t easy. For every opening there were over thirty applicants, even to be a busboy. Philip was confident at first, but each rejection chafed and eroded the hopes we’d had for our new life here. He was practically begging for work as a temporary line cook, sometimes working under people many years his junior.

			He never said it aloud, though I could tell every time his mouth tinkered back and forth that he wanted Francis to come so they could start a restaurant together. Yet no matter how I urged Philip to call his brother, he wouldn’t yield.

			“Let’s get a loan from the bank,” I said. “We don’t have to start a restaurant—what about a café like the cha chaan tengs in Hong Kong?”

			Philip considered, then he dismissed the idea. “Old Mr. Ling has beat us to it already, he just signed a lease.”

			“Nothing to stop there from being two in Chinatown. Though…” I paused. “How about a bakery?”

			I was talking from my stomach, which sorely missed wife cakes and egg tarts, pineapple buns and red-bean puffs. A bakery would be easier on Philip, too. Working as a line cook was hard on his body, and I didn’t like that during his breaks he smoked with his new friends. It made him cough, and when he coughed I worried.

			As if he could read my mind, Philip reached for a cigarette. “Tough to make a profit baking bread.”

			“I told you to stop smoking. You have asthma, are you trying to kill yourself before I give birth?”

			“It helps me think,” Philip said. “Once I find a real job, I’ll quit.”

			I grimaced. “At least do it outside. It stinks up the room.”

			Philip grunted. Ever since his argument with Francis, he’d been prone to melancholy. Smoking calmed him, or so he said.

			While Philip kept looking for a better job, I walked up and down the hills in Chinatown, haunting the bakeries and sewing factories on Stockton for a job. When I grew desperate, I asked the shopkeepers if I could sweep their floors or if I could clean their toilets. No one wanted to hire a pregnant woman, and my bump was growing hard to hide. Still I persisted, cursing the hills that pockmarked the streets, even steeper than Hong Kong’s. New veins bulged from my legs and after walking only a few blocks I needed to squat down and rest on the sidewalk.

			Eventually someone at the Association told me about a factory on Vallejo that needed home-based seamstresses. Every morning, I walked forty minutes to pick up two ten-pound bundles of fabric that needed to be cut then sewn into dresses for Montgomery Ward. It paid a dollar a bundle, which Philip said was criminally low, but I didn’t complain. My years in Gu Ma’s factory meant I was fast, and soon I paid off the factory-grade Singer I’d rented from the Association and was sewing through three sacks a day instead of two. The money kept us afloat until Philip finally found a full-time job.

			When that day came, I broke down and cried. I still remember the sound of his key turning in the door, how he entered our room beaming, his arms laden with round boules of bread. He dropped the loaves onto the table, a blizzard of crumbs snowing over my lap, and declared, “I found work.”

			Caruso was a family-owned restaurant in Fisherman’s Wharf, popular for its fresh clam chowder and shrimp scampi. At night, he’d bring back clam chowder and day-old sourdough bread that made me screw up my nose when I first tried it.

			Still, it was a start. Like its bread, San Francisco would grow on me. It’d just take a little time.

			

			—

			That summer, a few months shy of my twenty-second birthday, I became a mother.

			It wasn’t an easy labor. For sixteen hours, I toiled in the hospital bed, screaming so I wouldn’t hold my breath and disappear. Yet the moment I held my baby, whatever pain I’d suffered was gone. It was magic.

			Her eyes were brown pinwheels, her mouth a tiny pink bloom. I counted her ten little fingers, and I counted her ten stubby toes, as I held her curled up in my arms. Everything was in place, even her shadow.

			Americans were obsessed with love. Every other movie or song on the radio was about the beauty of two people coming together, falling in love wholly and completely. Even at Caruso, Philip said they put a single rose on each table to create a more romantic atmosphere. I’d scoffed and rolled my eyes, certain I was immune to it all.

			Never did I fool myself into thinking I loved Philip. But with Peony, I fell in love at first sight.

			I smiled. Maybe there was still hope for me yet.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Berkeley

			1970

			
				


			

	


Chapter Thirty-Seven

				Marigold

			
			In the middle of eighth grade, a new boy transferred to Marigold’s school. His name was Kenji Yamamoto, and he would ruin everything.

			He was short and scrawny, with floppy hair cut around his forehead and ears like a bowl. To make friends, he told corny baseball jokes like “What did the baseball glove say to the ball?”

			“What?”

			“Catch you later!”

			It baffled Marigold how her classmates found him funny or why the teachers liked him. He clowned around in class, reading comics behind his binder or doodling rockets in his notebook. Marigold didn’t think much of him. She was a rocket herself, but she wasn’t stopping at the moon.

			While she’d been a good student before, lately she’d begun to shine. Her teachers noticed her reading while she walked from class to class, and during lunch she was in the library learning shorthand so she could take notes as fast as her teachers talked. At home, she was just as intense. She borrowed books on accounting and took over the bakery’s finances for her parents, effectively becoming a bookkeeper at age fourteen. Sometimes the work took hours after school, but the minute she finished and ate dinner, she went up to the attic to study more.

			“Bad enough you’ve got glasses, soon your hair will turn white from studying so hard,” Helen would cry.

			“Go outside with your sisters,” Philip encouraged. Neither parent could believe they were telling their child not to study so hard.

			“Maybe later,” Marigold would say. “I like my books.”

			It was the truth. People were a tangle of moods and wants and emotions, and she was always one thin layer from being swept away into their memories.

			Books, though, books were safe. Marigold had a soft spot for fantasies where she could travel beyond her little attic into castle keeps and goblin forests, where assistant pig keepers became high kings and oddball girls like her could train to become enchantresses. Worlds like Prydain, Narnia, and Earthsea, where she could imagine herself fitting in, at least more than here.

			It was thanks to books that Marigold didn’t mind being an outsider at school. Things were a bit more complicated, however, for Kenji Yamamoto.

			Even in a town as bohemian and free-loving as “Berzerkley,” being Japanese in 1970 was still a thorny existence. Which was why Kenji went out of his way to be American.

			Within a month, he shortened his name to Ken. He went around the cafeteria dipping into his endless arsenal of baseball jokes and drawing caricatures of people in his notebook in an effort to charm them. The jocks took him in, the nerds affectionately called him “A-minus Ken,” and everybody else adored him because he volunteered for everything—car wash fundraisers, bake sales, even traffic squad. By February, he was running for class president. One by one he won over everyone in their grade.

			Except Marigold.

			Because of the proximity of their last names, their lockers were side by side. Most days, she managed to fetch her textbooks without any verbal exchange. She wasn’t allowed to talk to him anyway; Philip had instilled in his daughters his own implacable rancor toward the Japanese. Whenever they so much as passed by a sushi restaurant he invoked the air raid that had murdered his mother and sisters and cousins.

			Just her luck, Kenji decided hers was the next vote to collect.

			“What’s the skinny on the gloves?” he said, greeting her. “You’re always wearing them. Marjorie?”

			That made her look up. “It’s Marigold.”

			“I know.” Kenji put on a stupid grin.

			“If you know, then why’d you call me Marjorie?”

			“It got you to look at me.”

			He was right, which irritated her. She swung open her locker door, effectively barricading herself from any more unwanted conversation.

			A-minus Ken didn’t take the hint. “Alien or superhero?” he asked.

			“What?”

			“The gloves. Are you an alien like the Silver Surfer, or a superhero like—”

			“Superman?” He was the only superhero she knew. “Neither. I’m a girl.”

			“Technically, Superman’s both alien and superhero.” Kenji cleared his throat. “There’s girl superheroes, too.” He reached for the thick stack of comics crowding the top shelf of his locker, holding them out. “Look, Wonder Woman. Invisible Girl, Black Ca—”

			Marigold startled. “Invisible what?”

			“The Invisible Girl. Have you heard of the Fantastic Four?”

			Marigold grabbed the comic, scanning every panel for Susan Storm, aka the Invisible Girl, who could disappear at will.

			Disappear at will. Wasn’t that what her mother could do? Or was it something that came upon her involuntarily? Marigold realized she had no idea.

			“How did Susan Storm get her power?” she asked.

			Kenji’s face lit up. “She got caught in a cosmic storm. The rays hit her body, then after that, she could turn invisible.”

			Cosmic storm? Marigold kept reading.

			“You can borrow it if you want.”

			Marigold was tempted, but she didn’t want to owe Kenji a favor. Anyway, what was she doing, resorting to a comic for clues about her mother? She closed its pages, noticing then a familiar pennant taped inside Kenji’s locker door.

			“You want to go to Stanford?”

			“It’s my dream school,” he admitted. “They just started a computer science department. I wanted to be a comic book artist, but my mom says I’m not good enough.” He scooped up his sketchbook, slipped it into his backpack. “So I’ll make games instead.”

			“Games on a computer.”

			“It’s the future.” He flashed her a grin. “Anyway, I’m A-minus Ken, I won’t get in. What about you, you got a dream school?”

			Stanford, she thought. Because I want to be a doctor, not make silly games.

			Instead of answering, she handed Kenji back the Fantastic Four issue. “I don’t read comics.”

			Before she could start off, he placed a hand on her locker. “Say,” he said a little nervously, “a bunch of us are getting together at Central Library to study. Want to join? Friday’s math test is supposed to be a killer.”

			“I’m busy today,” she lied.

			“What about tomorrow?”

			The bell rang, saving her from a response.

			She shut her locker, leaving Kenji without saying goodbye.

			

			—

			It was a bad luck week. The next day, Kenji sat next to her in each of the four classes they shared. He didn’t try talking to her since he was too busy drawing, his Band-Aid–thick brows knit in concentration, but she just knew he was up to something.

			On Thursday, Mrs. Gibson was out sick. To Marigold’s dread, the sub was Coach Harkness.

			He stopped her at the door. “No gloves in class, Yuen.”

			“I have cold hands,” Marigold said. “Mrs. Gibson always—”

			“Asthma in gym, now cold hands in world history? Do you have a doctor’s note for that too? Off with the gloves.”

			“Mrs. Gibson lets her wear them,” said Kenji. He quickly added, “Coach.”

			“Stay out of this, Yamamoto. Shut your trap or baseball gets extra drills this afternoon.”

			Marigold didn’t need Kenji to stand up for her. She shed her gloves, setting them on the side of her desk.

			“Read chapter fifteen and outline Napoleon Bonaparte’s contributions to France,” Coach Harkness read off Mrs. Gibson’s lesson plan. He dipped into her jar of candies, unwrapping a hard caramel. It jangled against his teeth as he spoke: “I’ll check on you all in twenty minutes.”

			Once he left, Marigold pulled her sleeves down to her fingers and opened her pencil box. She took out two perfectly sharpened pencils, an eraser, and a slide rule. She was a quarter through her algebra homework when Kenji flew a paper airplane straight onto her desk.

			Earth to Marigold, it read. This is world history.

			Would he not leave her alone? She pushed her glasses up her nose bridge. “I did the assignment last week.”

			“Sure you did.” He swiped the gloves off her desk. “How do you even write while wearing these?”

			Marigold stiffened. “Give them back!”

			“Wow, they’ve even got lace on the edges.” Kenji held the gloves up for everyone to see. “My grandma used to have a pair like these.”

			Marigold’s face went hot. She snatched the gloves, her fingers accidentally brushing against Kenji’s.

			With a jolt, her vision blurred and her breath caught in her throat. She was outside, on a flat street of houses, each flanked by two palm trees. LA, she guessed, where Kenji lived before moving to Berkeley. Voices shouted in the distance. A man’s and a woman’s. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she could feel Kenji’s hateful fury rise as he listened.

			Her classmate came into view, younger and shorter. He was carrying a baseball bat over his shoulder and stalking toward a gray Datsun parked on the curb.

			He glanced behind him. The voices were still yelling, and the bat was trembling in Kenji’s grasp. He folded his hands atop each other to steady his grip—then he swung.

			The passenger window shattered. Glass flew onto the roadside, scattered across the pavement like broken stars.

			Stop! Marigold tried to shout, but she never had voice in these visions. All she could do was watch the past unfurl. Again Kenji swung. He couldn’t think straight or see straight. He was too angry, his blood too thick. He busted the windshields. Lopped off one of the side mirrors. Then, as he was about to smash the headlights, Kenji suddenly dropped his bat and looked up—

			In a blink, classroom A-13 came rushing into focus, and she was back in world history at her desk. When she looked up, Kenji Yamamoto was still grinning at her.

			“You okay, Mari?” he asked.

			Her fists were still clenched at her sides, her breaths rapid and shallow.

			“My name’s Marigold,” she said. “Not Mari, not Mary. Not Marjorie or Margaret.”

			Kenji’s smile faltered. “Hey, take it easy, Mari. I mean, Marigold. I didn’t mean to—”

			“You can stop pretending to be nice,” she said harshly. “I know it’s an act.”

			She could still feel his hate swelling inside her chest, her throat tight with his anger. What had happened after he’d smashed the car? she wondered. She supposed she’d never know.

			Their classmates were still pointing at her and whispering. While he continued grinning as though he’d done nothing wrong.

			She put the gloves back on. “Just leave me alone.”

			As luck would have it, that was the precise moment Mr. Harkness returned to the classroom. “Yamamoto, why are you out of your seat?” he barked. “And you, Yuen. Do I need to confiscate those mittens?”

			Marigold shrank. “No, sir.”

			“Then why’re you wearing them? It’s eighty degrees, even the Eskimos are out in T-shirts.”

			“Actually they wear caribou skin,” replied Marigold, against her better judgment. “And their proper name is the Inuits.”

			“The innu-what?” Coach Harkness made a face. “Give the mittens here.”

			Marigold wouldn’t. These gloves were the only armor she had that fully dampened the sparks. She had spares, yes, but these were her favorite. “I need them.”

			“Need them?” Harkness repeated. “Class, do you hear that? Looks like Miss Smart Aleck here has a security blanket.”

			Marigold’s cheeks burned, but she said nothing. She held her chin high.

			“She said her hands get cold,” Kenji spoke up. “Let her keep them, Coach, I was the one disturbing the class while you were out—”

			“Stay out of this, Ken, I’m not talking to you.” Harkness pointed at Marigold. “You, report to detention after school. Two hours for insubordination.”

			Detention! Marigold’s head buzzed. She couldn’t believe it.

			The bell rang, and she shot out of her seat, the first one out the door.

			“Hey, Marigold!” Kenji cried, trailing her to their lockers. “Mr. Harkness was being a jerk, I’ll try talking to him after practice—”

			“Don’t bother,” she said through her teeth. “I’ll just do my homework. It’s fine.”

			“Then I’ll go too and stay with you.”

			“Stay with me?” Now she stared at him. “Don’t you think you’ve caused enough trouble as it is?”

			Kenji winced. “I was just teasing. Can’t we be friends?”

			“I don’t make friends with people like you. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever. Now will you bug off?”

			Never had she seen anyone look so taken aback.

			“People like me,” he repeated. All of him tensed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You know exactly what that means, Kenji Yamamoto.”

			It’d be days before Marigold realized that Kenji thought she was referring to his race, not to what he’d done to that car in LA. It didn’t matter though, she was too proud to correct any misunderstanding.

			“Hai.” He swung his locker door shut and gave her the coldest salute. “Message received, loud and clear.”

			From that day on, Marigold got what she wanted. Kenji stopped talking to her, stopped even acknowledging her existence. She had made an enemy out of him, and there would be no peace between them.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

				Helen

			
			Peony was six months old when I found out I was pregnant again.

			I didn’t know how to tell Philip. I didn’t know when to tell Philip. We were still living in Association housing, sharing a bathroom with two other families. Every dollar we saved, we set aside toward a future apartment of our own. I dreamt it’d be soon enough that Peony could practice crawling in our new home, but with a second baby on the way…

			“Then we’ll stay in the Association another year,” said Philip when he found out. “I should be a head cook by then. Things will be easier.”

			He was getting close. The month prior, he’d been promoted to line cook. He was working hard, and I was grateful for the extra dollar an hour he brought home. But lately I spent more time with his dirty clothes than with him. A bucket of vinegar took his place by my bed, yesterday’s shirt soaking to get out the cigarette smoke.

			At least I had Peony for company. Every day I trekked to the factory and carted home my three sacks of work. My daughter slept on my back while I sewed, lulled by the whirr of my machine. When I was done, I’d kiss her neck and be rewarded by a high-pitched squeal as she woke up. After I changed her, we’d eat. Peony already had the adventurous tastebuds of a cook. She liked steamed eggs and shrimp-head soup and baked apples, and with her three little teeth kernels she made whistling sounds whenever I made her favorite congee. I loved her more than anything, but she was growing fast. With the new baby in my belly, it was getting harder for me to carry her up and down the hills every morning.

			“Find a job closer to home,” my friends at the Association urged. “Didn’t you used to make cakes? I hear Mrs. Kwan at Far East Bakery is hiring.”

			“She’s not going to hire a pregnant lady with a baby,” I said.

			“How do you know? Mrs. Kwan is very nice. At worst, she’ll give your daughter a free cookie.”

			A young mother herself, Mrs. Kwan had come to America and started her bakery with twin boys strapped to her front and back. When she saw me with Peony, she brought out a stool for me to sit. My timing was good; it was late afternoon and most of her staff had left for the day. She gestured at the empty kitchen. “Bake something for me.”

			Two restless hours later, I presented her with a dozen egg tarts. She picked one up, observing the pastry flake under her thumb, the soft yellow custard wobbling in its shell. She took a bite.

			Without a word, she reached for the tray of walnut cookies on the counter and gave me the biggest one. “For your little girl, careful she doesn’t choke. I’ll see you tomorrow morning at five.”

			I bowed my head, hardly able to contain my excitement. “Thank you, Mrs. Kwan.”

			Mrs. Kwan treated her staff like family. Often she packed any unsold pastries into boxes for us to bring home, and when the shop wasn’t too busy, she carried Peony to the front, introducing her to the customers. Her kindness reminded me of Mama.

			Not a day passed that I didn’t think of my mother. This year would mark a decade since I’d left Tunglam. I’d read in the paper that millions in China were dying from famine. She must have known that we’d be divided by the invisible walls of war, so why hadn’t she tried to come with me? It tormented me that I didn’t know her fate. I’d written to my relatives in Guangzhou, and no one knew where she was. I didn’t even know whether she was still alive.

			I touched my bracelet, fingering its links. The charm had become a source of amusement among my friends. Mrs. Kwan thought it was a loaf of bread, Philip a golden tael. The only person who might know was Mama, but she was thousands of miles away, as unreachable as the bottom of the sea.

			No matter how long it took, I would bring her home to me.

			This I swore to myself—and to my children.

			

			—

			Early one September morning, as I was arranging mooncakes in the display case, a customer knocked on the bakery door.

			“Sir,” answered Mrs. Kwan, “we’re not open yet.”

			“Can’t I at least say hello to my niece?”

			The voice sounded like Philip’s, a touch lighter. I dropped my tongs and turned around. “Francis!” I cried.

			My brother-in-law was leaner than I remembered, and he sported new grays in his hair and a gold cross hanging over his shirt. I passed him the baby. “Does Philip know that you’re back?”

			“No.”

			I was dreading their reunion already. “He hates surprises.”

			“He likes being right more,” Francis said cheerfully. “I’ll tell him all the names Sam Bou called me when I left, and that I should’ve come with you.”

			“He’s off at four today,” I said, packing a box of baked pork buns and Philip’s favorite walnut cookies to arm Francis for their confrontation. “I don’t get home until dinnertime. If he doesn’t want to let you in, this should help win him over.”

			I needn’t have worried. When I came home, the brothers were in the kitchen sharing a cigarette, laughing over how Fortune’s Palace would fail without them. It was like old times, and Francis had even made ngau lam. Peony loved it as much as I did.

			When he wasn’t searching for work, Francis joined me at the bakery, bouncing Peony on his knee and gossiping with my coworkers about the tourists who came asking for chocolate croissants. He exchanged recipes with Mrs. Kwan and had chive-cutting competitions with Mr. Kwan. I’d forgotten how fun he was. And how secretive.

			He hinted about a lover who’d come with him from Kansas City, but he wouldn’t introduce us. When I asked about the affair, Francis was mysterious yet shy.

			“She’s not Chinese?” That was the only reason I could think of to explain his behavior.

			Francis merely smiled.

			“Give it up,” Philip said. “You won’t get anything out of him. So long as she’s not Japanese, I don’t care.”

			The notion of two unmarried people living together was scandalous, and I assumed that was why Francis hadn’t sought housing with the Yuen Family Association. Philip and I had yet to visit his apartment. Anything beyond Pacific Avenue felt like a different country, and besides, whenever Francis came over, the two brothers cooked enough food to last us through the week.

			Six weeks before I was due, a searing pain pierced my side. I was sewing, and I gasped, nearly lancing my finger with the needle before I curled off the chair to the ground.

			It was night, the stars in the black sky blurring into the moon, dripping silver. I’d stopped paying attention to shadows since Peony was born, but tonight was different. Tonight as I lay on the carpet, they glided out of every forgotten crevice. Bold and moon-touched, they swam across the apartment in terrifying, faceless forms, with sharp claws and bared teeth. Rationally, I knew they were Peony’s crib, a coat hanger, and my sewing mannequin, but irrationally, I couldn’t stop staring at where my shadow should have been. And I knew that the demons had found me.

			Another contraction reared. As my nails bit into the coarse wools of the carpet, I crawled to the phone and dialed Caruso’s. No one picked up.

			After two more tries, I called Francis.

			“The baby,” I whispered over the phone. “Help.”

			I must have fainted, because the next thing I knew, I was in the backseat of Francis’s car. Peony was asleep in his arms, and a redheaded American that Francis had introduced as his roommate Eugene was parking in front of Chinese Hospital.

			Eugene helped me out of the car. “She’s having a baby,” he told the nurse at the door in heavily accented but proper-enough Cantonese.

			Normally I would have gawked and had a dozen questions. Tonight I simply touched his red hair for luck.

			I didn’t remember much else. The contractions were gaining speed. My entire body clenched, and when I couldn’t breathe, that shimmering cold washed over me, threatening to make me disappear. I was in too much pain to stop it, so I screamed. Francis gave me his hand and I squeezed, holding on for dear life. Heaven help me, I would not turn invisible. I would not lose this child.

			Half an hour later, I was on the surgeon’s table. The umbilical cord was wrapped around the baby’s neck, he said, so he had to operate.

			Someone placed a mask over my face, and the edges of the world blurred into the alabaster of the walls. When I awoke, my second daughter was in my arms. She weighed a dainty five and a half pounds and was so tiny her hand couldn’t encircle my finger.

			She cried while I checked her for a mark like the one on my collarbone. She cried when I counted her fingers and toes and checked her for a shadow. She wouldn’t stop crying, and when I put her to my breast, wincing at the searing pain that came with the newborn’s early latch, I rounded my lips into a hoarse song.

			It had been years since I sang, and my muscles struggled to turn the rough sounds into music, but my baby didn’t mind. Her entire body relaxed, soothed by the vibrations from my chest. She sucked merrily.

			Peony had never needed me to sing to her; she slept well and easily. This one was different. Call it a mother’s instinct, but I knew. She would need my songs.

			Francis came bearing a box of Nestle Drumsticks. I was ravenous, and I didn’t care about the old rules that I wasn’t supposed to eat anything cold after giving birth. While I feasted, my brother-in-law dangled a rattle in front of the baby.

			She let go of my finger and flailed at Francis, her young ears entranced by the sound.

			Francis chuckled. “I can already tell we’re going to be buddies.”

			The rattle was bright yellow, a painted sun grinning on its wooden head. Every time he shook it, my daughter beat her hand in the air, and I smiled. My old house in Tunglam had faded to scraps of memory, yet I vividly remembered the line of marigolds in the garden—how they’d sway like little suns. Seeing them used to make me happy, too.

			When Philip finally arrived, I had a name.

			“Meet Marigold,” I said. “Marigold Mei Yoong Yuen.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine

				Marigold

			
			By eleventh grade, Marigold was the top student at Berkeley High, and the loneliest. In class she sat in the front row and spoke firmly, her spine erect even when she bent her head down to write. Outside class, she could be found behind a wall of encyclopedias in the reference library. A growing number of freshmen and sophomores sought her out for tutoring. She never turned anyone down, but she never befriended them, either.

			Of the Yuen sisters, she was the shortest and plainest. Her face was round with a triangular chin, her expression pensive even when she was eating. She wore the same rotation of five turtlenecks and jeans every week and only bothered to tie up her hair so it wouldn’t obscure her glasses. Her classmates called her an oddball, for she was never seen without gloves, even in PE. A pity, for Marigold had beautiful hands. Deft and slender fingers with pink shiny nails. Few appreciated how expressive they were, dancing when she was in the middle of an explanation.

			She was happiest when she was with her sisters. Least happy whenever someone mentioned the name Kenji Yamamoto.

			The first two years of high school, they had no classes together. If they encountered each other in the hallway or by their lockers, Kenji would turn his back to her, his jaw setting as if her presence gave him a toothache. Once or twice she’d pass him drawing in the library, and he’d shut his sketchbook the moment he saw her. Rumors swirled around why he hated Marigold, and none were in her favor. No surprise. Everyone was friends with A-minus Ken. He was an easy talker, good at sports, and popular with students and teachers alike. It also helped that since middle school, he had grown nine inches taller and gotten rid of the bowl haircut, which had done wonders for his looks. He’d gotten smarter, too. At the end of sophomore year, he’d rocketed up the rankings to second, just behind Marigold.

			Which was when she began to worry.

			They both wanted to go to Stanford, and they both needed scholarships. Their guidance counselor said it was unlikely the university would offer more than one full ride to a Berkeley High student in the same year. So Marigold redoubled her efforts. And so did Kenji.

			Junior year, they had five classes together. In English, they argued over whether Romeo and Juliet were in love. Kenji believed their love was genuine; Marigold argued it was lust. In history, they took opposite sides arguing political theory: Marigold debated as Thomas Hobbes while Kenji was John Locke.

			A few brave souls tried pairing them on assignments, hoping it might ice the animus between them. Mr. Martinez, the biology teacher, was the latest to attempt such folly. One rainy Monday morning, he partnered the two on their fetal pig dissection.

			Kenji’s hand went up. “Sir, I’m afraid you can’t put us together.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Because Marigold’s allergic to me.”

			A few of their classmates snickered, and Mr. Martinez crossed his arms. “Very funny, Ken. Get to your stations, please.”

			Kenji brought his notes to the counter, standing across from her. “Can’t say that I didn’t warn him.”

			Marigold gave him a stormy look. She snatched the set of instructions on the table, scanning the text as she exchanged her black nylon gloves for the lab’s latex ones. Kenji had some difficulty putting the glove on his right hand, where the tip of his middle finger was limp and drooped down. Probably a tendon injury, Marigold observed, from baseball.

			“Wow, you really do write in shorthand,” he said. “Guess that’s why no one borrows your notes.”

			“Hand me the scalpel,” she said.

			With a sigh, Kenji obliged.

			“Pins.”

			“Are you going to do everything?”

			“You can read the instructions aloud.”

			“It’s my grade, too.”

			“You don’t need experience with dissections to design games.”

			“And you do?”

			“I’m going to be a doctor.”

			Kenji looked surprised.

			“What? You don’t think I can?”

			“I didn’t say that. I just…I thought you were a candy striper.”

			She was, until Helen made her quit. Marigold made a clean cut along the pig’s intestines, her nostrils flaring from the smell of formaldehyde. “So you thought I wanted to be a nurse.”

			“Is that why you study so hard?”

			I study “so hard” because my parents still dilute our dishwashing soap to save money, because whenever Dad gambles we go without meat so that we can pay our rent. Because if I don’t get a scholarship, I won’t be able to afford college. But Marigold said none of this. Kenji’s family was solidly middle class—she could tell from the stack of comics in his locker, all owned instead of borrowed from the library, how he didn’t have a job after school like she did, how he went to the cinema with friends on Saturdays.

			“I want to help fix people,” she replied.

			“Fix people? You make it sound like they’re cars.”

			“Why not? Our heart’s a battery, our brain an engine, our lungs a radiator.” She set down the scalpel. Kenji never wore his stupid grin around her anymore, but she found his blank, deadpan look even more unnerving. No doubt he was mocking her in his head. “What are you going to fix with your games?”

			“Games make people happy.”

			She pointed at his hand with her chin. “Do you even know you’ve got a torn tendon? You should see the nurse.”

			Kenji trained his attention back on his notes, where, in spite of his injury, he was sketching the fetal pig. “It’ll heal.”

			“It’ll heal crooked.” For the captain of the baseball team, she couldn’t believe how little he worried about an injury to his hand. Exchanging her lab gloves for her black ones, she took out the blue box she kept in her backpack.

			She opened it cautiously, as not to dislodge the contents, which were fitted neatly into place. On top were her old silk gloves from the attic—worn only sparingly these days, though she still brought them everywhere. Under those were extra leather finger pads, tweezers, pencil grips, folding scissors, antiseptic wipes, a roll of gauze, Tylenol—Marigold liked preparing for little catastrophes, sparks-related or not, but she hadn’t planned on binding her enemy’s sports injury. She took her wooden pencil and cut it in two with her scissor blade.

			“Here,” she said tersely, “you should splint that.”

			“I’m right-handed. Can you help?”

			A muscle ticked in Marigold’s jaw as she obliged. It was tempting to wrap the gauze extra tight, but she didn’t. There, it was done. Quite a professional-looking job, too.

			“Thank you.”

			Marigold avoided acknowledging him and stole a peek at his sketch instead. His rendering of the pig’s anatomy was impressive, better than the textbook, even.

			“You labeled the thymus and trachea wrong,” she pointed out when he looked up.

			“Thanks.” He made the change. “I’ll make a photocopy at lunch. Pass to you in English?”

			“No thanks.”

			“You’re doing the lab, you haven’t had time to take notes.”

			She took a firmer tone. “I said no thanks.”

			“Hey. Marigold.” Kenji sounded serious. “Why do you hate me so much? Is it because I’m Japanese?” He sounded distraught when she didn’t respond. “C’mon, you can’t really think that. My family’s been here four generations—my uncles fought against Japan in the war.”

			Marigold said nothing. The truth was, she wondered if her hostility toward Kenji had gone on long enough. She still didn’t know why he’d swung the baseball bat into the car, but he’d become more serious since middle school, more careful in his words and demeanor.

			Except when he’s whispering about me to his friends, she reminded herself. Or making fun of me in his sketchbook.

			She took her pencil and drew across the countertop. “Here’s your side, and here’s mine. Don’t cross it.”

			A darkness touched Kenji, hardening the tanned lines of his face. He took the fetal pig tray and placed it in the dead center of the line. He took the tools, too: scalpel, forceps, scissors, laying each with a purposeful clank.

			He was angry with her. Good.

			She ignored him, yet as she turned to her notebook, there was a sour taste in her mouth. It would linger longer than she cared to admit.

			

			—

			That Friday during their weekly lunch, Marigold complained about Kenji to her sisters.

			“You told him you hate him because he’s Japanese?” Rosie exclaimed. She covered her face with her hands. “My God, I can’t believe we’re related. How can you say things like that?”

			Actually, Marigold hadn’t said any such thing. “Dad says it all the time.”

			“Dad was raised in China. This is America: love and peace. No hate.”

			Marigold sipped her milk. “You don’t know Kenji like I do.”

			“Oh yeah? Has it ever occurred to you that maybe you find him annoying because you like him?”

			Marigold sent her sister a withering glare. “There is nothing about Kenji Yamamoto that I like. Nothing at all.”

			“Is there any boy you like?” Rosie pressed. “Or are you bringing a slide rule to prom?”

			“At least a slide rule shows signs of intelligence. Can’t say the same about the four dummies you kissed this month.”

			“Be nice, you two,” said Peony.

			Marigold closed her lunchbox lid. Most days she looked forward to lunch with her sisters, but lately, all they wanted to talk about was boys.

			Even Peony had been infected. Her older sister had met Paul Wong over winter break at a family dinner. Paul was twenty and had dropped out of high school to become a plumber like his father. On Saturdays he joined the Yuens for dinner, bringing a box of rice noodle rolls from Sam Wo Restaurant instead of flowers. He let Helen and Philip win at mahjong and insisted on helping wash the dishes. Both sets of parents had already blessed a future union, but Marigold didn’t approve.

			“How can you go out with him?” Marigold complained to Peony later that day. “He doesn’t even know the difference between your and you’re or there and their.”

			“Neither do our parents. Do you hold it against them?” Peony folded Paul’s newest letter into her pocket as if it were a hundred-dollar bill.

			Marigold bit her lip. She couldn’t hold it in. “Boys ruin everything.”

			Peony wiped her hands on her apron. “Where is this coming from?”

			“I thought you were going to apply to Merritt.”

			“I changed my mind. College is your dream, not mine. I’m happy where I am.”

			“Don’t you want more than this?” Marigold spread her arms at the bakery. “Don’t you want more than to be someone’s wife?”

			“Ah,” said Peony, suddenly understanding. “This is about Paul.”

			“Not just Paul. It’s about losing your sense of self.”

			“I’ll still be me. Right now, the only thing that makes your heart race is a pop quiz, but that’ll change. You’ll see.”

			“No it won’t,” said Marigold with all the passion of a misunderstood teenager. “Do you know why only five percent of physicians in this country are women? Because once we get married, we’re expected to quit our jobs and have babies. That won’t be me.”

			“If it isn’t, then I’m happy for you,” said Peony, patiently, “and if you change your mind, I’m happy for you too. Won’t you be happy for me?”

			This was her sister’s gift, the ability to subdue any storm with a few earnest words. Marigold felt her resistance ebb away, and she lowered her shoulders, humbled. “I will.”

			Peony squeezed her hand. “It’s hard for me, too, all of us growing up. I know it feels like Rosie and I are leaving you, but we’ll always be here for you. Truth is, you’re the one more likely to leave us.”

			“Me?” Marigold shook her head.

			“You won’t be at Three Flowers forever. I know it. You’ve got a beautiful journey ahead. I just hope, wherever it takes you, in the end you always come back.”

			Marigold would never forget how radiant Peony looked at that moment. She glowed, a strawberry flush dusting her cheeks, and Marigold thought maybe there was some magic to being in love.

			It made her curious. But not curious enough to try it herself.
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Chapter Forty

				Helen

			
			“Wake up.” I shook Philip. “Something’s wrong with Marigold.”

			I was sitting on the bed holding our second daughter in my arms. Throughout the night, a hoarse barking sound had grated out of her lungs. Her lips were blue like a bruise, and whenever she coughed, her stomach turned stone hard. I wrapped her in quilts. Still she shivered. Her pulse galloped.

			Philip stroked my cheek. “If she’s not better in the morning, we’ll take her to the doctor.”

			He didn’t know the girls like I did. Rosie would stub her toe then wail for hours, Peony sobbed in my arms whenever she scraped her knees, whereas Marigold—a bee had stung her on the knuckle once and she didn’t tell me until a week later. Even at four years old, she held in her pain. She was like me in that way.

			While Philip slept, I was trying hard not to cry. Since having my three daughters, I hadn’t turned invisible once. I had sworn not to. My curse had quieted, the demon inside me gone dormant. I’d dared hope that meant my family and I were safe.

			What a fool I was.

			As I held Marigold, patting a wet compress over her forehead, tiny stabs of cold knifed up my bare skin. No, no, no. Once I saw the outline of my arms flickering, I dropped Marigold onto the bed.

			It had been years since I last disappeared, yet I remembered my curse’s every cue. My daughter stirred, looking for me in her sleep. I didn’t go to her. If I picked her up, she might fall through my arms—or worse yet, go into the darkness with me. I backed away, shivering, and desperately reached into my closet for a coat, a sweater, anything to get warm—but my fingers sifted straight through the garments, unable to grasp them. How was this happening? I hadn’t held my breath…. Why was I starting to disappear?

			I breathed in deeply, then out. No use. Under the moonlight, my skin had gone diaphanous, like rice paper in water.

			“Mama?” Marigold whimpered. She crawled off the bed and reached out in the dark. “W-Where are you?”

			Stay where you are, I wanted to say. It wants me, not you.

			I kept still so as not to frighten her, but my daughter swayed deliriously, somehow finding my hand, her moist little fingers wrapping around my thumb. “Mama. Come back.”

			Three words, armed with the feverish heat of her touch, and the cold slipped away like a broken spell. My body shuddered whole, and I scooped my daughter into my arms and under the blankets, trembling with her.

			Marigold gave my hand a weak squeeze. “I dreamt…I dreamt that you left.”

			“I’m here,” I whispered, still shaking. I’m not going anywhere, I wanted to add, but I feared that would be a lie.

			Tonight my demon had returned, marking the end of my curse’s remission. What it wanted was yet to be seen, but of this I was sure: It was stronger than before—and hungrier.

			On the wall, I saw my daughter’s shadow, stark against the empty place where mine should have been. I gathered her to my chest, singing to calm us both.

			There are two hwamei in the tree,

			Singing their sweetest song

			For at last, the rain is lifting,

			Chattering into the sea.

			Heat swelled in the back of my eyes. This was the song I used to sing for Lily when she had trouble sleeping, and I only sang it now for Marigold. How much my daughter was beginning to resemble my sister. Their brows even bore the same pinch when they were in pain.

			I smoothed it away with my thumb, wrestling with the weight that had arrived in my heart. I hadn’t been able to protect Lily, but I swore no force in this universe would take my child from me.

			I love you, I thought, kissing Marigold on the cheek.

			Then I picked up the phone and dialed the hospital.

			

			—

			It was pneumonia, Dr. Fung said, and it was a good thing I’d brought her in before the infection spread to her bloodstream.

			“She’s not allergic to penicillin,” he reassured me. “She’ll be all right. She’ll recover.”

			I blew a long exhale. “What can I do?”

			“You need to take care that she doesn’t get sick. Her lungs are weak, so she’s more susceptible to catching bronchitis, and if she gets pneumonia again it’ll be hard for her to recover. Keep her away from cold air. I’ll give you a list of foods for her to avoid, too.”

			From then on, I kept Marigold inside. It wasn’t easy. When I wasn’t looking, she’d try to sneak out the door to the market below our apartment.

			“I want to leave San Francisco,” I told Philip later that month. “The cold air’s making Marigold sick.”

			“We can’t leave. My job is here. The Association, our friends.”

			“Your gambling partners?”

			Philip flinched. “Marigold loves it here. Look at how happy she is.”

			We were at Portsmouth Square. Peony and Rosie were chasing pigeons, and Marigold was trying to climb a tree.

			“Careful!” I cried, grabbing Marigold by the shoulders. “You’ll fall.”

			“Sorry, Mama.” Marigold wriggled out of my hold. Barely a second later, she was clambering up a different tree.

			“Let her play,” Philip said. “You can’t lock her up in the house all day long.”

			“Yes I can.”

			“She’ll start school soon. Are you going to keep her from that, too?”

			I was unmoved. “She’ll come home straight after.”

			“Why not put her on a leash while you’re at it?”

			“It might be good for her.” I paused to whet my tone. “It’d certainly be good for you.”

			Philip’s expression soured. “It’s time to go home,” he said, calling for the girls. Marigold had heard him stand up for her, and she immediately took his hand rather than mine. Led by Philip, the pair walked ahead without waiting, and I pretended not to care.

			San Francisco had been good to us in many ways, but it had its demons. For one, Philip had started gambling again. Innocuously at first, to make friends in the Association. I’d even gone with him a few times. Though his losses were only a few dollars, each time he went he stayed out longer. I worried.

			I knew the power of addiction. It had almost broken me.

			I wouldn’t let it break my family.
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Chapter Forty-One

			On Sundays we closed Three Flowers at noon and drove into the city for dinner with Francis. My brother-in-law had recently been promoted to senior cook at Orchid Lounge, a new Hong Kong–style restaurant, and though he rarely ate with us, he’d send us a lobster on the house and join us for a sweet bowl of tong sui at the end.

			The girls loved Francis. Whereas Philip and I were painfully frugal, Francis spoiled his nieces. He’d surprise them with flower-shaped barrettes and paper dolls, then take them into the kitchen, where he’d let them roll dough and pour mango pudding mix into carp-shaped molds.

			Their favorite, however, was going to the bar and mixing their own Shirley Temples. For a whole twenty minutes, the girls could entertain themselves swirling the grenadine in the ice and soda and munching through a bowl of maraschino cherries.

			I never failed to take away Marigold’s glass before she stole a sip.

			“Ma!” she cried.

			“I’ve told you before,” I said, “you can play, but no drinking. The cold isn’t good for you.”

			“Let her have a sip,” Philip said. Peony and Rosie chimed in, taking Marigold’s side. Francis was wise enough to keep quiet.

			“The doctor says she can’t have anything cold. It’ll make her sick.”

			I sent her drink away with a waiter. Philip muttered that I was being unreasonable, and Peony and Rosie consoled her with their paper cocktail umbrellas while she sat, deflated, in her chair.

			I pretended not to see. Or rather, not to care. I had to be firm, because Philip certainly wouldn’t be.

			Francis offered her a treat. “Our best tong sui in the house are hot. We’ve got red-bean soup tonight, and I’ll give you a big chunk of rock sugar to melt into it, how’s that?”

			Marigold mustered a smile. “Thank you, Uncle. That’s very nice, but only if Mom says it’s okay.”

			I folded my napkin over my lap, wishing I hadn’t heard.

			“Well, Helen,” said my brother-in-law extra loudly. “What do you say? Marigold’s such a good girl.”

			Francis was Marigold’s favorite adult, and she his favorite child. They’d shared a bond since that long night when she was born.

			“Not a big chunk of sugar,” I allowed. “A small one will do.”

			“That’s the spirit!” Francis grinned and decided to push his luck. “You see, Marigold? It’s all about compromises.” He nudged me. “How about this? If she does well in school, you treat her to ice cream.”

			Francis was shameless, I’d give him that. He was lucky he was family.

			“It’s not good for her lungs.”

			“Just once won’t kill her. I can buy it for her if you don’t want—”

			“Straight A’s,” I interrupted then.

			Philip cast me a surprised look. He hadn’t expected me to give in.

			I didn’t think of it as giving in. Neither Philip nor I were academic, and despite our dreams to study hard, we both had lacked discipline. I expected Marigold to be the same.

			“Straight A’s,” Francis repeated, giving the table a jolly slap. “My Marigold can do that, can’t she?”

			Marigold exhaled. “Yes.”

			Her mood lifted, she pulled out a book while her sisters finished their drinks. I wanted to tell her not to read in such dim lighting, that it was rude to ignore everyone at the dinner table—but Philip passed me the menu.

			Let her be, he mouthed.

			I ordered fish even though Marigold didn’t like it. It was good for her asthma, and I watched her finish her entire plate, spitting out the bones as they poked the inside of her mouth.

			

			—

			Come spring, Marigold proudly showed me her report card. Straight A’s.

			“Can I have ice cream tonight?” she asked, waving at me through the steam coming from my pot of soup. The cardstock was bright yellow like her name, a vertical line of A’s scrolling from top to bottom.

			She looked so much like Lily, I thought, holding myself back from straightening the spectacles on her nose.

			“Your glasses are crooked,” I said. “Do you need to get a new pair?” I couldn’t stop my voice from going higher. We couldn’t afford new glasses.

			“No, no,” Marigold replied briskly. “One of the screws is loose. I’ll just fix it with the end of a paperclip.” She rifled into her backpack for one, then took off her glasses and tightened the screw. With her face bare, I noticed the old scar by her eye, red and slightly raised—like mine. Seeing it chilled me.

			“Is that better?” Marigold put on her spectacles again, unaware I was staring.

			Yes, it was better. But I didn’t say so aloud.

			She was clever, like Lily. Eager to please, too, just as Lily had been with Sai Ma.

			Strong and brilliant in the way I had never been, soon she’d crave a future that I couldn’t give her. I could see it, with every report card and praise from her teachers she’d drift further across the vast wide sea that already divided us.

			I wanted to tell her how proud I was, to give her the words of assurance I’d longed for when I was her age—yet every time I took a step forward, I took three back. Marigold had seen my demons. She was the only one of my daughters who’d witnessed me vanish, who knew I had no shadow.

			Who knew I was a liar.

			I bit my cheek, immobilized by my long-lingering fears. Curses weren’t contagious like flus and fevers, but demons—demons had their temptations. Maybe if I kept my distance they wouldn’t touch her. I didn’t want her to suffer, to be burdened as Mama and I were. Her future was too bright.

			“Mama?” asked Marigold. Worry showed on her face.

			“Yes, yes.” My ear rang as I picked up her report card, pretending to read it.

			“What’s this?” I asked, pointing at the comments. The only word I recognized was friend.

			Marigold made a sheepish face. “Mrs. Sheldon says I don’t have enough friends.”

			Secretly I agreed with her teacher, but I said nothing.

			“Can we go please? The truck’s just down the block.”

			“Truck?”

			“The ice cream truck. It parks right by the yellow plum trees in front of the elementary school, then it comes down to Channing Way. Listen, they’re playing ‘Take Me Out to the Ball Game’—” Marigold stopped short, realizing that the truck was too far away for me to hear.

			“Your sisters went with your father to buy supplies. If we leave, there’ll be no one to watch over the bakery,” I heard myself say. “Ask me again tomorrow.”

			Marigold’s face fell. “Okay, Mom. Tomorrow.”

			The ice cream truck drove past the bakery in a feeble wash of tinkly piano. Marigold left the report card on the table. The perfect line of A’s stared back at me.

			The Yut Ying who was twelve years old wouldn’t recognize the woman she’d become, who wore her unhappiness like armor. It came at a cost, and that cost was Marigold.

			I flipped the report card over so I wouldn’t have to face my guilt.

			We both knew there would be no tomorrow.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Berkeley

			1974

			
				


			

	


Chapter Forty-Two

				Marigold

			
			Marigold was eighteen when she witnessed her mother disappear again.

			It was April, Marigold’s favorite month. The sky was bluer than a peacock’s neck, and the rain puddles that had gathered by the downspouts were finally drying up. Tulips dappled the streets, green ivy sprawled over the fences, and Cal students bustled into Three Flowers for pastries to eat out in the parks.

			Marigold had put on her luckiest red shirt, usually reserved for the first day of Chinese New Year, 14K gold-plated earrings, and since this was a special occasion, she donned her old silk gloves, too, taking comfort in the distant little giggle she heard when she tugged the fabric over her fingers. All good omens.

			At half past four, the postman arrived. She dashed to the mailbox like it was Christmas Day and nimbly sorted the mail. A Sears catalog, a handful of bills, a flyer for the weekly sale at Longs’ Drugs. Two envelopes, one white and one pink.

			The white one was from Stanford University.

			Holding her breath, she tore it open.

			Inside was a single sheet of paper. A bit slippery to grasp with her gloves, but she held on firmly, turning it right side up.

			
				Dear Miss Yuen,

				We regret that we are unable to offer you admission to Stanford University—

			

			Thirteen words. One sentence. A dream shattered.

			Marigold let go of the breath she’d been holding. Her heart sank. For a long while she couldn’t move.

			Four long years of studying, of scraping for each measly point in class and striving for perfect grades. All for what? Rejection.

			“Marigold?” Peony called to her from inside the bakery.

			Marigold couldn’t speak. The envelope was crumpled in her hand, held low like a flag at half-mast.

			Peony rushed out and hugged her. No words were needed.

			Tears trickled down Marigold’s cheeks. She knew it was pathetic, being this emotional over a university, but she couldn’t help it. Studying was the only thing she was good at, and she’d dedicated herself to the one dream she thought attainable: going to the best school and studying with the best professors. Her life to this point had been a journey bracketed by two imaginary parentheses; Stanford was the destination.

			How it hurt to find out she wasn’t worthy.

			“It’s okay to cry,” whispered Peony. “You worked hard for this. Harder than anyone I know.”

			Marigold leaned against the side of their house, the broad ivy leaves crinkling behind her back. “It wasn’t enough. I…wasn’t—”

			“You’re more than enough. You just weren’t lucky this time around.” Her sister pried the rejection letter from her hand. “Just you wait, in four years they’ll come begging with a scholarship.”

			“Med school’s even harder to get into than college.”

			“Which will give them time to realize their mistake,” Peony said sagely. “You’re going to be the first person in our entire family to go to college. It doesn’t matter whether it’s at Stanford or Timbuktu, can I tell you how proud I am of you? So proud.”

			Marigold felt her shoulders go soft. There was beauty in having someone believe in you the way Peony did. She did feel a tiny bit better.

			“I haven’t gotten in anywhere else yet. If I don’t get a scholarship, who knows if I can—”

			“Don’t.” Peony raised a shushing finger to her lips. “If you don’t get at least one full ride somewhere, I’ll get Paul to quit plumbing until we bake enough cakes to pay your tuition.”

			“Paul, bake?” Marigold allowed a laugh. “I hope you have insurance.”

			“Exactly.” Peony took her by the shoulders. “Come on, let’s get back inside.”

			“Wait.” Marigold showed Peony the pink envelope. It was square and thin, addressed in slanted block letters to Ha Yut Ying.

			The name their mother never used.

			“Look at where it’s from.” Marigold pointed. “South Church in Guilin.”

			She and Peony exchanged excited looks. “Do you think…”

			“Has to be.”

			Marigold wiped her tears. “It can’t be an all-bad-news day. Let’s go show Mom.”

			

			—

			When Three Flowers first opened, they had started with five pastries: bak tong gou—a fermented white sugar cake that was Philip’s favorite—pork and cabbage steamed buns, wife cakes, cocktail buns, and egg tarts.

			The egg tarts were the most popular with customers, but the cabbage buns were Helen’s favorite.

			“This is what I grew up eating in Tunglam,” she’d told her daughters. “Before the war, your po po would steam mantau every morning and stuff them with cabbage, sometimes minced pork and a boiled egg, too.”

			“Will we ever get to meet her?” Rosie asked.

			“I tried looking for her when you were little. It was impossible.”

			“What about now?” said Peony. “President Nixon went to China, they say Mao is opening up to the West.”

			Helen looked uncertain. “I don’t know…”

			Peony persisted. “We’ll write to the Chinese consulate. We can get the address at the library.”

			Marigold was quiet. Eight hundred million people lived in China, and the majority had no record of existence. The odds of locating a single woman were worse than finding a pearl in a clam. They needed to narrow it down.

			“Why don’t we write to the churches?” she heard herself suggest.

			Helen shook her head. “I’ve tried. The Red Guards destroyed all the ones near Tunglam.”

			“Maybe Po Po moved farther away. Let me try.”

			So she did, writing letters whenever she had a spare moment. Eight months later came a letter from South Church in Guilin.

			

			—

			Their mother was sitting in the bakery with two regulars—Aunty Yip and Aunt Florence, who were daring each other to get a perm. Three Flowers had become a local hub for middle-aged and elderly Chinese: Uncle Ng in the corner reading an Old Master Q comic and cackling, his wife trying to set up her son with Rosie, and Aunty Yip and Aunt Florence bending Helen’s ear about how pretty they’d look with curls.

			Helen saw the return address, and her eyes widened. “Mrs. Yip,” she said, her hands shaking. “You read it.”

			Aunty Yip reached for a pair of scissors to cut open the envelope. Her Chinese was the best of anyone’s, and she wore a bright red smile as she scanned the letter.

			“Helen, Helen!” she cried, her pitch rising. “They found her!”

			Aunty Yip read the letter aloud, but Marigold listened with half an ear. A black-and-white photograph had slipped out of the envelope, falling onto the checkered floor.

			She picked up the picture carefully, examining the fragile print. It showed an elderly woman on a wooden bench. Strings of gray hair clung to her cheeks, the rest tied into a loose bun. The flesh on her face drooped soft, full of lumps and pleats; she bore little resemblance to Helen. Yet she wore a faraway look that Marigold recognized.

			“Mom,” Marigold said, tugging her mother’s sleeve. “Is this Po Po?”

			Helen had been smiling. She still was when she looked down. “She’s old now.”

			Then, as she reached for the photograph, her body went rigid and her hands shook. Marigold saw her skin glimmering like crystal facets under the sun, every pore catching the light.

			“I’ll be right back,” Helen said, hurrying toward the back of the bakery.

			Marigold followed her mother through the door into their home, pausing inside the vestibule leading to the kitchen. The Yuens used it to store sacks of flour and sugar and an industrial-sized bucket of rice, but Marigold had always appreciated the space it provided between the bakery and the kitchen. It let her spy.

			In the kitchen, Helen sagged against a tall cabinet, leaning her head back against the Chinese tear-off calendar. Her whole body was trembling—no, flickering.

			No, no, no, she seemed to mouth. She hugged herself, rubbing the gold bracelet on her wrist, then she went to light the stovetop. Click, Marigold heard the lighter switch on. A small orange flame darted to life, but before Helen could ignite the burner, her arms disappeared, and in a blink, so went the rest of her.

			Marigold burst into the kitchen.

			There was no one there. The only sounds were the birds chirping outside, the honks of cars at the traffic light.

			It had become cold in the kitchen. Marigold felt goosebumps, and a wave of nausea surged in her throat. She usually loved the smell of the kitchen, of the sponge cakes rising in the oven and the sweet, marinated char siu hanging from above the counter dripping oil into a bowl.

			“Mom?” she cried. “Are you here?”

			She opened the cupboards, she even looked in the fridge. The only thing she found was Helen’s gold bracelet, its hook clasp still pinched shut. As she picked it up, the gust of cold disappeared.

			“No need to shout,” said Helen, standing in the doorway behind her. “Oh, you found my bracelet. I was looking for it.”

			Marigold spun. Impossible! “How did you—” She bit her cheek. “I saw you vanish. You were in the kitchen, then you weren’t.”

			“Yes, because I went outside.” Her mother struggled to put on her bracelet. “Help me with this.”

			Marigold observed that Helen’s wrist was too thick for the chain to have fallen off on its own. A fact she wisely kept to herself. “I’ll have to open the clasp.”

			“Careful of the charm. It gets loose.”

			Marigold opened a cupboard drawer, taking out a pair of tweezers the bakery used for decorations. The trickiest part was getting a good grip on the clasp, which kept snagging on her gloves. With patience, she pried one end open, catching the charm on her palm as it slid off the hook. It was an odd shape, almost like a freckled surfboard. “What’s it supposed to be?”

			“A peanut. I think.”

			Helen’s tone was quiet, almost tender, which surprised Marigold almost as much as the fact that she had actually answered.

			“Did Po Po give it to you?” Marigold tried to sound cheerful. “You’ll be able to ask her soon.”

			Helen shrugged and held out her arm. A sign she was done talking.

			Marigold wrapped the bracelet around her mother’s wrist, tempted to take off her gloves and sneak a touch. Most objects only delivered a glimpse of the past, but Helen had worn this gold chain for years. It must be a trove of her memories.

			Or not, she thought, recalling the last time she went delving into Helen’s past.

			She reattached the charm to the hook, then gave it a final squeeze. “There. All done.”

			“Thanks.” Helen rolled down her sleeve.

			“You still look pale,” said Marigold. “You should drink some water—”

			“I’m fine.” Helen’s nostrils flared. “No need to play doctor.”

			Another time, Marigold might hold back from arguing, but she’d seen the pain on Helen’s face when she’d been struggling not to disappear. Her mother needed help.

			“Mom, you can talk to me. Stop preten—”

			“I am talking to you.” Helen ripped off today’s date from the tear-off calendar. “It’s Monday. Did you hear from Stanford?”

			“Yes.” Marigold was startled that her mother had remembered.

			“And?”

			“And…” Marigold’s voice turned soft, vulnerable. She set down the tweezers. “They rejected me.”

			A bar of silence followed, and deep in the secret trenches of her thoughts, Marigold dared imagine that Helen might reach out and pat her shoulder, that she’d offer a word or two of consolation, in that tender tone she’d taken when talking about her bracelet.

			A muscle on her mother’s cheek twitched, and she folded today’s date in half, then half again. “I told you girls don’t become doctors,” she said with a sniff. “No need to make that face, Marigold, it’s the truth. Go, take the sponge cakes to the bakery. They’re done cooling.”

			Marigold gritted her teeth. Any concern she’d borne for Helen evaporated as she picked up the still-warm tray.

			She left the kitchen and didn’t look back.
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Chapter Forty-Three

			It was Rosie’s fault that Marigold had to go to prom.

			Peony and Marigold knew that the youngest Yuen was their parents’ favorite. Rosie could paper the insides of her locker with tardy slips and ditch sixth-period algebra to sneak over to Tower Records, yet somehow she was able to coax Helen into piano lessons, a weekly allowance, and now—permission to go to senior prom.

			“It’s more like a ball,” assured Rosie, who could be a genius at marketing. “In fact, it’s senior ball, not senior prom. Everyone will dress up in their nicest clothes—tuxes and evening gowns—and the committee’s working on an actual castle. Did I tell you my date is the king?”

			“I don’t know,” said Helen. “These sorts of parties have drinking. And drugs! Aunty Yip told me her friend’s daughter went to prom and they put weeds in the punch to get young people addicted.”

			“Weed, Mom. Not weeds.” Rosie planted a bar of milk chocolate in front of Helen. “This is Berkeley High, not the Cow Palace. How is it any different from P’s ball last year?”

			“Peony had Paul with her. And she came home at nine-thirty.”

			Rosie pretended not to hear that last part. “There’ll be teachers supervising, and lots of balloons and glitter and fancy swizzle sticks with stars on the top…” She trailed off to emphasize, “It’s a fairy-tale theme.”

			Helen had a soft spot for fairy tales. Years ago, before they moved, she’d brought home a collection from the used-book store. The cover was faded, its corners bent, but Marigold took to the stories with rapt attention. Night after night, she and her sisters nestled in Helen’s arms, all of them struggling to sound out the English and resorting to the pictures to navigate the tales. And little Marigold learned that though her mother would never talk about her past in China, she could glean hints through the stories.

			“It should be a golden slipper, not a glass one,” Helen said after they read Cinderella. “Also, she prays to fish bones, not a fairy godmother.”

			“Fish bones?” Rosie wrinkled her nose. “That’s not very romantic.”

			“Glass shoes are not romantic. They will break and then cut your feet.”

			“Not if they’re magical,” Marigold pointed out.

			“The Chinese version is more realistic,” Helen insisted with a twist of her lips. “You think that prince would really love Cinderella after dancing one dance? The Chinese one teaches important lessons: After Yeh Shen marries the king, he makes her a concubine and sells the golden slippers that she wore to supply his army.”

			She paused then, for once sensitive to how her daughters’ faces fell.

			“Sometimes it’s nice to believe in happily ever after, Ma,” said Peony gently.

			“Hmm,” said Helen, closing the book. A sad yet wistful smile stole over her face—just long enough for Marigold to catch.

			Marigold had never forgotten it. Soon after the incident, the bedtime stories ended, and it was years before she became drawn to tales of magic and fantasy again. Often she wondered whether it was in quest of that fleeting bond she’d once shared with her mother. Or was there something more?

			“You can go to your ball,” Helen was telling Rosie. “But be home by eleven.”

			“How about midnight?”

			“Eleven.” Helen was firm. “Marigold will go, too.”

			“What?” Marigold exclaimed, flabbergasted. “You want me to go to prom?”

			“Senior ball,” Rosie corrected. “And technically it’s your ball. Please? Danny Chen—you know, the homecoming king last fall—asked me to be his date. Me, even though I’m a junior. I’ve got to go.”

			“I’ve got a calc exam the next day.”

			“Who cares about grades anymore? You’ve only got a month of school left.”

			“It still counts toward my GPA.”

			“Mom!” Rosie turned to their mother for support.

			“Marigold, go with your sister,” said Helen, unwrapping the chocolate. “You’ve been sulking ever since Stamford rejected you.”

			“Stanford,” Marigold corrected. “And I haven’t been sulking, I’ve been studying.” She regarded her little sister. “Do I have to wear a dress?”

			

			—

			So here she was in the Electric Underground, standing by the buffet, sipping a cup of punch, and wearing Peony’s old prom dress, a festoon of chiffon ruffles, and white satin gloves. Her sisters had curled her hair and brushed Revlon Cherries in the Snow on her lips and a touch of blue shadow on her eyelids, which was all decidedly un-Marigold but she looked less like a fool than she’d expected. She felt…pretty.

			The seniors had done an impressive job decorating the venue. Someone had constructed a ten-foot-tall castle out of cardboard with clouds of silver-white balloons that must have taken an entire fleet of vans to transport. Along the walls were reams of shimmering pink tulle and tinseled gold garlands, crepe paper stars and rainbow crescents. It was rather magical, she had to admit, feeling a glow start to warm in her chest. She tamped it down immediately, then turned down Rosie’s invitation to come dancing.

			The first thing she did was stake out an empty corner by the buffet, where she fully expected to be rooted until eleven, reading the book she’d tucked into her purse once she finished her punch. A few classmates waved, and she returned the gesture shyly, noting their surprise at seeing her. They’d disappear into the sea of familiar yet unfamiliar faces, joining the buzzy din of laughter and music. A world barely ten feet away, yet one where she didn’t belong. She sipped her punch, ignoring the twinge that nibbled at her heart.

			How different would she have been, she wondered, if not for the burdensome power beneath her gloves? Would she be dancing with Rosie and giggling in line for pictures with a pack of friends? Might she be holding hands with a date instead of a paper cup, touching skin to skin, waiting for her first kiss? She supposed she’d never know.

			She turned back to the buffet and was about to collect one of those starry plastic swizzle sticks Rosie had talked about to keep as a souvenir, when someone tapped her on the shoulder.

			“Getting drunk off the fruit punch?”

			Marigold almost choked. It was Kenji.

			He put on a cautious smile. “Congrats on valedictorian. I heard you got the Regents’ Scholarship, too. That’s a big deal.”

			She mirrored his smile halfway. “Congrats on salutatorian. And Stanford.”

			“It should’ve been you.”

			Marigold thought she’d resent him for getting in, but she didn’t. He deserved his spot. “Nah. Cal’s got a better football team.”

			There was a look of relief about him as he laughed.

			She expected the conversation to end then and there, but Kenji looked her in the eyes. “How about a dance?”

			Marigold appeared so shocked that he laughed. “I promise I don’t have two left feet.”

			“I’m the one with the two left feet,” she said, fidgeting with her gloves. “I missed all of social dance in seventh grade.”

			Even Kenji had heard the story. “We’re not going to do the tango here.”

			“It was the foxtrot.”

			He glanced at his watch. “Ninety seconds.”

			“Pardon?”

			“That’s how long we’ve gone without insulting one another.”

			“Must be a record.”

			“Calls for celebration.” He extended his hand. “Come on, you can’t leave prom without one dance.”

			“All right,” she said before she could stop herself. She didn’t take his hand, though.

			They caught the tail end of “Superstition.” Marigold bobbed awkwardly, trying to catch the beat. She’d begun counting in her head, figuring she could politely excuse herself from Kenji’s company once she got to fifty.

			“You know, I’m surprised to see you here,” he said. “I didn’t think you were a prom-goer.”

			“I’m not. My parents made me come babysit my sister.”

			“Rosie?”

			“You know her?”

			“I’ve seen you eat together on Fridays. I mean, because it’s the only time you’re not in the library tutoring.”

			Marigold raised an eyebrow. “Were you spying on me?”

			“Spying’s a strong word. Your table was right next to the zoology books. I like reading about turtles.”

			“Turtles? What kinds?”

			“Hard backs, hidden on the shell-ves.”

			Marigold couldn’t catch herself in time and snorted with laughter.

			Kenji smiled. He’d stopped dancing and shuffled his feet around the confetti scattered across the floor until he’d gathered his next words. “Hey,” he started, “I know I’m late, but I wouldn’t have taken your gloves if I knew how much it’d upset you. I just wanted to get your attention. I’m sorry.”

			They were standing in the middle of the stage, the only ones not dancing, oblivious to the bop of the music and their classmates’ loud cheers as the band started blaring “The Loco-Motion.”

			“That was five years ago,” said Marigold.

			“Yeah, and you’ve hated me ever since.”

			“I was irritated, but that’s not why I didn’t like you.”

			“Then why?” Kenji looked genuinely curious. “It’s not because I’m Japanese. There’s at least twenty of us at school. You played badminton with Naoko for a whole semester.”

			Marigold swallowed. It was her turn to confess. “I…I heard a rumor that you vandalized someone’s car back in LA. I thought you were going to be trouble.”

			“Where’d you hear that?” Kenji asked, surprised. “Never mind. Can I tell you what really happened?”

			He guided her toward the edge of the dance floor, where it was quieter. “I was twelve. My brother had just gotten drafted, and my parents were fighting about everything. They couldn’t be in the same room without yelling. The day I smashed the car, Mom told me we were moving back to my grandparents’ in Berkeley, and Dad was staying in Torrance.”

			He exhaled. “I was angry, and unhappy. I’d tried everything to get them back together, but it’d just backfire. So I thought, maybe I should make them upset at me instead of each other. Stupid, right? I wasn’t thinking. As soon as I picked up my bat, I knew it was a mistake. I kept hoping they’d come out and stop me.” He grimaced. “So I swung. I broke the windows, even broke off one of the side mirrors.” His voice deepened. “Took a long time to pay it all back, even longer before I could look my parents in the eyes. Worst thing was, they still got divorced.”

			Marigold hadn’t moved a muscle while he spoke, and now she didn’t know what to say. She’d wronged him. After one glimpse of his past she had assumed the worst. Humbled by his story, she bent her head. “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it. “Can we start over? I’m Marigold.”

			A slow smile spread on Kenji’s face. “Ken. But you can call me Kenji.”

			She looked up at him. “Why do you look so pleased?”

			“Because. You were the only girl in eighth grade who knew sandworms were from Dune, not ‘some part of Arabia.’ I’ve wanted to be friends from the start.”

			A slow song had come on—“Let’s Stay Together”—and Kenji offered Marigold his hand once more.

			This time she took it.

			They got to dance for two minutes before Valerie Hodge stalked over and claimed Kenji’s arm, flashing the pink corsage he must have gotten for her. She threw Marigold a smirk that read scram.

			For a second, Kenji looked like he had a stomach flu, and it surprised Marigold how disappointed she was to stop talking with him. There was only a month until graduation; she doubted there’d be many more chances.

			“Enjoy the rest of prom,” she said lamely, making her way back to the buffet table.

			“Hey, Marigold,” Kenji called after her. “Want to read some Fantastic Four?”

			She couldn’t believe he remembered that. “Sure.”

			“I’ll bring a stack on Monday.”

			Marigold couldn’t help smiling. She didn’t notice Rosie coming up beside her wearing a mischievous look. “I saw that.”

			“Saw what?”

			“You and Kenji Yamamoto. He’s pretty cute.”

			Normally Marigold would roll her eyes at her sister’s audacity, but there was a shining feeling inside her from the wonder of having made a new friend.

			Laughing, she grabbed Rosie by the hands, surrendering to the infectious beat of a song she didn’t recognize.

			“Come on, dance with me.” Fallen pom-poms crunched under their shoes, and the sisters twirled each other until they were dizzy.

			It tied for her favorite dance of the night.
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Part III

				Reunions

			
			A new life awaited the star-faced girl, and for this the fish was glad. One final time he floated to the surface, his body curving soft and round like the white moon above.

			As everything became nothing, he stared up at the heavens, and dreamt that he was home.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Berkeley

			1976

			
				


			

	


Chapter Forty-Four

				Helen

			
			I double-locked the entrance to Three Flowers. Since opening the bakery, we’d only ever closed for Christmas, Chinese New Year, and Qingming—when we went to sweep our ancestors’ tombs—but today I taped a sign to the door: Closed November 25–December 7.

			“Did you flip the duck?” I asked Peony.

			Peony gave me a thumbs-up. “Uncle Francis called. He’s bringing cranberry sauce and mantou. Eugene’s bringing his signature pumpkin pie.”

			Which meant all that was left was for me to fry the cabbage. I was good at that.

			After two decades in America, Philip and I had mastered our Thanksgiving tradition, which meant roast duck instead of turkey, steamed mantou instead of buttered dinner rolls, and stir-fried cabbage with little scrolls of pork belly instead of green bean casserole. It was Francis and Philip’s favorite project together, and usually we hosted at Three Flowers, inviting friends and neighbors to celebrate with us. This year, though, dinner would be for family only.

			This year, my mother would be joining us.

			Thirty years I’d been waiting to see Mama again—thirty years! And of course we were stuck in traffic.

			It had been over two years since the first letter from South Church—thirty-one months of red tape and headaches. I’d thought it would be as easy as flying to Shenzhen and fetching Mama the way I picked up my daughters from school when they were little. I couldn’t have been more mistaken. No one was permitted to leave the mainland.

			For months I despaired. Peony had to take over the baking because I’d forget ingredients in my pastries, I’d oversalt the char siu, or my tarts would come out flavorless and burnt. Then one night Philip came to our bed and handed me a cigarette box stuffed with cash.

			I jolted. “Where did you—”

			“I played with my savings, not yours,” he said. “Use it to hire someone to bring your mother into Hong Kong. It’ll be easier for us to sponsor her from there.”

			I should have been angry that he’d been gambling, but I simply stared at him. “She’s an old woman, you want her to cross illegally? What if she gets caught?”

			“At least let her make the decision herself.”

			I stared at the money, unable to stop from counting it in my head. Much as I didn’t want to agree, Philip was right. Mama would know what to do.

			I closed the box. One good bet couldn’t reverse all my husband’s bad ones, but it helped. “Thank you.”

			Finally, a date was confirmed and Mama’s flight to America was booked. I cried myself to sleep out of exhaustion and relief.

			We arrived at San Francisco Airport half an hour after Mama’s plane landed. I ran from our station wagon. My daughters shouted, “Slow down!” but I barely heard them. In this moment I was a child again, racing up an escalator instead of the hills to look for my mother.

			And there she was.

			Two airport employees were escorting her out of customs. She sat in a wheelchair, her age-spotted hands resting on the leather knapsack on her lap, its straps curled over her knees like a cat’s tail.

			I was out of breath. Mama.

			“Ying Ying,” she said, as though it’d been days since we last saw each other, not decades. “Didn’t I tell you to cover your neck from the wind?”

			I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to hold back my tears. “Hello, Mama.”

			Forgetting her age, she nearly sprang out of her wheelchair. I helped her up, clasping both her hands. Together we stood, oblivious to the crowd of travelers surging around us.

			War had robbed me of a lifetime with my mother. In my memory she was frozen at thirty-five years old, her body firm and strong as an ox, her black braid tied with a single navy ribbon. The woman before me was utterly changed. Her gray hair was cropped chin-length and tucked behind her ears. Her ears were longer than I remembered, her skin waxy. But when she touched my cheek, her fingers carried the same warmth I’d known when I was a girl. And her eyes, ever dark and melancholy, were still the most beautiful I had ever seen.

			“You’ve gained weight,” Mama said. “You look prosperous.”

			I couldn’t speak. All I could do was hold her.

			Mama’s gaze slid down to the bracelet she’d given me. It had stretched out over the years, and the little peanut had lost some of its perforated freckles, becoming smooth and satiny.

			Will I ever see you again? I had asked what felt a lifetime ago. I’d sent Mama a photo of my family, a corner of which peeked out from her vest pocket. Her clothes were wrinkled from wear, and her shoes, though clean, had holes.

			Had she known we’d have to wait a generation before we met again?

			“Can you walk?” I mustered, getting up. “The car might be a little far away.”

			“I am here already,” said Mama, who was crying too. “I am in no rush.”

			I’d forgotten how serene she was.

			“Those must be your girls,” she said, looking over my shoulder.

			Peony, Marigold, and Rosie were waiting eagerly by the baggage claim carousel. I motioned them over.

			Mama grasped Peony’s hands. “You must be Mei Yee. You look so much like your mother.” She gathered in Marigold and Rosie. “And you, Mei Yoong, Mei Mun. So beautiful.”

			Rosie took her bag. I clung to Mama’s arm, guiding her through the crowds to the exit.

			Philip was at the curb. He’d opened the trunk in expectation of Mama’s luggage, but at the sight of her empty hands, he closed it and introduced himself.

			“Fu Keong,” Mama said. Her eyes shone. “I know.”

			We got into the car. Mama asked to be in the back away from the fan, so I sat in the front, wedged between Philip and Rosie. Within minutes, it was as though Mama had lived with us for years. Rosie was chattering about a band she loved, Peony was describing her fiancé, even Marigold chimed in with details about her life at college.

			For the most part, Mama was quiet. Content to listen, as she always had been. Then, in the middle of our journey, she spoke out, “Why isn’t the radio on? Yut Ying, you don’t need to leave it off on my behalf.”

			“Mom doesn’t like the radio on,” said Rosie.

			My mother frowned as though Rosie had spoken Russian, not Cantonese. “Your mother doesn’t like the radio on?”

			“I had an accident with my ear,” I explained. “Sometimes it hurts when I listen to music.”

			“So you didn’t become a singer,” said Mama.

			Rosie twisted to face her grandmother. “A singer?”

			“What, you didn’t know? Your mother used to fall asleep singing to the radio. What a voice she had. She’d sing to the crows and they’d listen.”

			“That was a long time ago,” I mumbled. “I don’t sound the same anymore.”

			“I’ve never heard her sing,” said Rosie.

			“Neither have I,” Peony said. “Except ‘Happy Birthday.’ ”

			“I’ve heard her,” said Marigold. “She used to sing when I was sick, to help me sleep.”

			I was surprised Marigold remembered. I observed her in the rearview mirror. Since starting college, she seemed happier. Closer to her sisters, like they’d been when they were young.

			“Will you sing, Mom?” Peony was asking. “Please?”

			“Just this once.”

			I parted my lips, singing “Mut Lei Fa,” a classic song about the jasmine flower. The vibrations from the song stung my left ear while at the same time loosening some of the emotion from my throat. I sang it twice, and by the end, Mama was leaning against Peony’s shoulder, her eyelids closing.

			An hour ago I was cursing these roads, shaking my fists at the narrow lanes rife with traffic. Now this country had never looked more beautiful. The meandering green hills, the steel bridges with their spread-out wings, the crooked lampposts and the cerulean bay. Even the highway was my friend now, a loom of black threads weaving in and out, taking every passenger where they were destined to go.

			At the stop light, Philip reached over to squeeze my hand. “Happy?” he asked.

			Yes, I was happy.

			Welcome to America, Mama, I thought. It’s my turn to take care of you now.
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Chapter Forty-Five

				Marigold

			
			Five months later, Marigold’s grandmother told her about the curse.

			It was a Sunday, and Yuk Fong was getting ready to attend church on Sacramento Street. Usually Peony or Rosie drove her, but today, she specifically requested Marigold.

			“Marigold doesn’t have a license yet,” Helen said. “She can’t drive.”

			“We’ll walk, then,” replied Yuk Fong.

			“Walk! But—”

			“I’m sixty-seven. Let me walk while I still can.”

			Helen’s lips thinned with displeasure.

			“Don’t look at me like that. I have more energy than any of you.”

			Which was true. On most days, Yuk Fong went to bed after midnight and rose before dawn. By five-thirty, when Helen and Philip woke to begin baking, she had already finished the ironing, and congee was bubbling on the stove.

			Only on Sundays did she rest. This morning, she descended the stairs wearing her best: a blue paisley shirt with a mandarin collar, a burgundy vest, and black pants. Her hair was combed into a low bun, and a single jade bangle ringed her wrist.

			She selected a cabbage bun for breakfast, eating along the way. It was a chilly April morning, the sidewalks still damp from last night’s rain.

			“You’re much quieter than your sisters,” Yuk Fong remarked as they paused at a street corner. “How come they have a driving license and you don’t?”

			“I never took drivers’ ed,” replied Marigold. “Too busy studying.”

			“Does that explain why you don’t have a young man, like Peony?”

			Marigold tried not to wince. One thing her mother and grandmother had in common—no question was too personal.

			“I’ll be getting a license soon,” she replied noncommittally.

			“Maybe Rosie can introduce you to a nice boy. I’ve lost count of how many she’s brought over for free bread.”

			Marigold merely smiled. “Shall we cross?”

			She offered her arm in support; she’d noticed that whenever they came to a curb, Yuk Fong slowed down, favoring her right leg.

			“Is the pain what keeps you from sleeping?” Marigold asked once Yuk Fong was walking steadily again.

			“No, no. When you’re old, you need to sleep less.”

			“You told Mom that you’re not old.”

			Her grandmother regarded her. “I see it’s hard to hide anything from you, Mei Yoong. I’ll have to remember that.”

			“I noticed because I’m going to study medicine.”

			“Yes, I heard from your mother.” Yuk Fong sighed. “It’s an injury from years ago. The pain comes on and off—there’s so much cement in this America. My village was softer under the feet. More grass, more earth. You look up more, see the clouds and the birds and the canopies on the trees. No need to look down in case you step on chewing gum or fall into an open gutter.”

			Yuk Fong pointed at the ivory brick tower standing high above the other buildings. “What’s that?”

			“The campanile. It’s part of my university—students play bells at the top that you can hear all over campus.” Marigold smiled to herself. “They’re reminders to study.”

			“Which you don’t need.” Yuk Fong finished her bun and licked her fingers. “Let me tell you, my father was very traditional, even more than yours. He only treasured boys, wanted his sons to become scholars, but they were all lazy buzzards.” She snorted with satisfaction. “He never would have guessed the first one in our family to go to university would be a girl.”

			“Is he still alive?”

			“He died long before you were born. I wasn’t invited to his home again until his funeral. That’s how it was back then—once you married, you belonged to your husband.”

			Marigold heard the strain in Yuk Fong’s voice. “What was your husband like?”

			Yuk Fong wrinkled her nose. “A liar addicted to the pipe, but ay, was he charming. I liked Pok Mun more than I should have. Still, it was a mercy that he left me for his second wife.” Yuk Fong noticed Marigold’s blank look. “Your mother hasn’t mentioned Seet Ling?”

			“Mom doesn’t talk about her life in Hong Kong.”

			Yuk Fong made a humming sound. “Seet Ling was her sai ma,” she said. Second mother. “Men could have multiple wives back then. I never met her.”

			“Did you ever see him again?”

			“No. The last time I heard from him was after our oldest son died.” Yuk Fong squeezed her fingers as she did whenever her arthritis troubled her. “He…he was a soldier in the People’s Liberation Army.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Marigold.

			“It was his fate.” Yuk Fong continued walking, her steps heavier. “After that, my mother-in-law cast me out of the Ha Family. I couldn’t blame her—being associated with a Christian was only asking for trouble.” She slowed. “Besides, if she hadn’t thrown me out, I never would have met my second husband.”

			Marigold halted midstride. “You married again?”

			“Yes.” Her grandmother’s tone warmed. “He was the opposite of Pok Mun, gruff and not charming at all. I thought he disliked me because he’d throw radishes into my basket without a glance. He was better with vegetables than with people. But he’d give me more than the others.” She smiled wanly. “We had five blessed years together.”

			“How did you meet?”

			“In prison.”

			“Prison!”

			They were a block away from the church, and Yuk Fong stopped to sit on a bench at a bus stop. “I spent years in and out of jail. The Red Guards burned down my church and dragged us into public meetings. If we didn’t denounce God, we’d be beaten.”

			Her grandmother looked small on the wide wooden bench. “My husband was the one who helped me escape. We fled south, lived on a farm until one day he tripped over a root and hit his head. It was just a bump on the head, I thought. We had no doctors since they’d all been sent for reeducation. Three days later…” Yuk Fong’s body clenched. “I knew it would happen, just not this way. I should have warned him to be more careful.”

			“What do you mean, you knew it would happen?”

			Yuk Fong turned to regard her fully. “You asked why I sleep so little. I’ll tell you.”

			A bus stopped and Yuk Fong kept Marigold in suspense, waiting until the passengers disembarked and walked away before she continued. “When I was twelve, I began to have strange dreams. I’d see a handsome husband lying in my bed, white smoke twisting up from his pipe like little ghosts. I’d see my children leaving me.” Yuk Fong’s expression contorted. “I’d see myself in prison, mice nibbling at my shoes, my hair turned gray and my skin as coarse as a tiger’s tongue. Ask yourself now, why I do not like to sleep.”

			“You saw the future,” said Marigold, unaware that these were the same words her own mother had spoken long ago. And that was why Yuk Fong smiled.

			“Every family has its demons, but ours are a little more wicked than most.” Her grandmother tilted her head. “Do you believe me?”

			Marigold’s sisters wouldn’t have, but Marigold nodded, feeling a sudden tingle from the mark beside her eye. “I believe you.”

			“Then tell me, what happens when you take off those gloves?”

			By now Marigold had worn gloves for half her life, and it’d been years since she’d allowed herself to get a spark. She’d almost forgotten the dizzying downward rush.

			“I see into the past,” she replied.

			“It’s more than that,” Yuk Fong said softly. She leaned forward. “I’ve never told anyone this, but I tell you now, Mei Yoong: My dreams aren’t simply glimpses of the future. They show me how I will lose everything and everyone I love.”

			Marigold was taken aback.

			“Quite the curse, isn’t it?” A sad laugh. “Now, what do your visions of the past show you?”

			“I don’t know,” Marigold confessed, for truly she did not. “I just see other people’s memories.”

			“If that is all, then you’ve been lucky.” The church bells rang, and Yuk Fong clasped her granddaughter’s gloved hands with her own. “I will pray that our demons are tired and sated and won’t hurt you too much. I will pray that I never see you in my dreams.” She patted Marigold’s hand. “And I will pray we won’t need to have this conversation again.”

			

			—

			After the service, Marigold walked her grandmother home, then headed to Larry’s, the new arcade on Durant Avenue. She couldn’t stop thinking about what her grandmother had said.

			There’s no such thing as a curse, Marigold told herself. No such thing as demons.

			Yuk Fong had lived through two world wars and a civil war. It was to be expected that she should find comfort in such superstitious nonsense. Just because she happened to have the talent of a doomsayer did not make her a real-life Cassandra or the Cyclopes or Paul Atreides, all of whom had indeed been cursed by their foresight.

			And yet…if Marigold believed Yuk Fong could see the future, why were demons and curses too far a stretch to accept? Nothing else had ever been able to explain her sparks. Or her mother’s disappearances.

			If it’s a curse, Marigold wondered, does that mean it can be broken?

			This was her last thought before she saw Kenji standing in front of Larry’s, wiping egg yolk from his sleeve. Her grandma slipped from her mind.

			“Shouldn’t have worn a Stanford hat in Cal territory,” Kenji explained. “My fault. How was church with your grandmother?”

			“Don’t change the subject. Did you get a look at their faces?”

			“Detective Yuen, it’s no big deal.” He rotated his backpack, flicking eggshell off the zipper. “The big game’s next weekend, and some guys are just celebrating early. No need to look at me all worried like that.” He was cheerful. “I can tell they never played Little League. They missed my head each time.”

			She had to marvel at him. “How do you stay so happy?”

			“Easy to be happy when I’m with my best friend.”

			Best friend. Her smile wobbled.

			For two years, she’d been meeting Kenji behind her parents’ backs. They would get pizza at La Val’s or browse new titles at Comics and Comix. Sometimes they’d just sit on the Glade and talk. It wasn’t every week, only when Kenji came home to visit his mom. Then one Friday he invited her to visit him at Stanford and discovered that she didn’t know how to drive.

			“I’ll teach you,” he offered.

			She’d waved off his invitation, but he insisted. “Baseball season’s not until the spring; I’ve got plenty of time.”

			So began their Sunday tradition of Kenji coming up from Palo Alto to give her driving lessons in his orange Datsun. The pumpkin, he called it. They started out with laps around the Golden Gate Fields racetrack parking lot, where Marigold practiced changing gears and parallel parking. As she grew more confident behind the wheel, they explored the Bay Area together, watching the sun glitter over the Golden Gate Bridge, looking in vain for turtles at Half Moon Bay, and meeting her uncle in Chinatown.

			Now that she had passed her driving test, Marigold wished that for once she hadn’t been such a good student. There’d be no more reason for them to see each other every weekend.

			“I expect you got ninety-nine on the exam?” Kenji teased as they continued walking toward the arcade.

			“A hundred. You’re a good teacher.”

			A sunny smile took over his face, but under the gray sky his eyes looked misty.

			Typically they headed straight to the pinball machines, but today Kenji motioned toward the tables and ordered two Cokes. “I want to show you something I found in the garage.”

			Marigold recognized the spiral sketchbook right away. “Your diary from junior high!”

			A flush tinged Kenji’s neck. “Just a bunch of goofy drawings.”

			He sat next to her, and they flipped through the book, laughing over his caricatures of their former classmates. There was even the dreaded Coach Harkness as a cartoon villain with laser eyes and horns.

			A snort bubbled out of her nose. “I forgot about the old windbag. He really had it out for me.”

			“He had it out for everyone.” Kenji tried to take the book back. “The rest aren’t so good.”

			Marigold didn’t let go. “What, you’re not going to show me my pictures?”

			“Who said I ever drew you?”

			“You used to slap your sketchbook shut whenever I passed by. Probably gave me four slimy eyes with razor lashes and warty tentacles coming out of my chin.” She gave him a look over her glasses. “I know I would’ve.”

			“There’s only a couple, they’re not very good—”

			Marigold flipped forward several pages, landing on a drawing that brought her up short.

			There she was, sitting at her desk, reading A Wizard of Earthsea. She wasn’t a villain; she wasn’t even a caricature. She was sketched in careful, thoughtful pencil, somewhere between a memory and a dream. She looked prettier on paper, the intensity of her gaze softer, her often-pursed lips rounded into a gentle almost-smile. Her hands especially—elegantly wrapped around her book, every crease of her gloves captured in wisps of graphite. The picture was titled Bright Eyes Mari, 1969.

			Marigold was speechless. She swallowed before finding her words. “I thought I told you not to call me Mari.”

			“Do you know what it means in Japanese?”

			She shook her head.

			“Truth.”

			The word sparked her fingertips, a twinkling sensation traveling across her skin. “Okay, I like that,” she admitted. “But bright eyes?”

			“Sometimes when you were reading a library book, the light would reflect off the laminate and make your eyes, you know, shine.”

			Marigold’s heart skipped a beat. She felt how close Kenji was sitting, their fingers almost touching on the sketchbook. She took three quick sips of her Coke that she prayed might chase away the heat rising to her cheeks. “You’re smooth.” She laughed awkwardly. “No wonder all the girls liked you, Yamamoto.”

			“Not all of them liked me.” He was looking at her intently.

			Her mouth went dry. What was she supposed to say to that?

			Kenji downed his Coke in one long gulp. “Fireball’s open. I’m going to start a game. Coming?”

			“Soon.” She kept turning the pages, finding more drawings of herself. They were mundane slices of classroom life: She was raising her hand to ask a question, she was fidgeting with the screw on her glasses, she was tutoring a freshman in the library, then—Marigold turned to the last page in the series.

			It was the only drawing in the book that was in color. She faced herself at sixteen. Her glasses sat at a crooked angle on her nose, her mouth pursed in concentration. She was holding the hand of an unseen patient, wrapping a finger with a roll of white gauze.

			Clearly the drawing had been rendered by an older, more accomplished Kenji than the rest of the book. There was a tenderness to each stroke, a care that even Marigold’s untrained eye could appreciate.

			The stub of a pencil had been carefully taped to the side of the drawing.

			She fidgeted with her gloves, feeling the urge to touch the pencil and read what secrets lay beneath. But she was too much of a coward.

			She took the sketchbook to where Kenji was playing pinball. “Why’d you keep the splint?”

			Kenji glanced at the sketch. The blinking lights from the game cast a scarlet glow on his face. “I might have had a little crush.”

			“We hated each other.”

			“You hated me, I never hated you.” His bangs fell over his eyes as he slipped a quarter into the machine for her. “Ready?”

			Her heart had become a restless drum. She could hardly breathe as she gripped the plunger. “Do you still have that…little crush?”

			“Not anymore,” he said in a low voice.

			Oh. She pulled the plunger. It was a skillful shot. The ball fired into the playfield, lighting the top bumpers and racking up points. It went chiming and kachinging past the bumps and standups, then it whirred around the spinning disc in the middle. A second ball was released. Usually this was her favorite stage of the game, having multiple balls in play, but today Marigold’s focus was off. She zipped the flippers shut too late, losing the first ball into the trough, then the second ball rolled down and shot into the pit.

			Kenji held out another quarter. “Try again?”

			Her gloved fingers hovered above his palm, her thoughts roiling. The last time she’d touched him—really touched him—was when they were kids.

			She yanked off her glove.

			“Mari, what are you—”

			It was just a touch. As simple as breathing for most people. But for Marigold?

			She heard music in the lines of his palm, a warm swell of cellos and fluttering flutes when she traced across his skin, invisible sparks stimulating the sensitive nerves in her fingertips.

			Nothing about it hurt. Her lungs didn’t pinch, her throat didn’t go tight. And what she saw, what she felt, was her heart leaping at a montage of stolen glances and hidden smiles, of excuses to spend time together—like offering driving lessons or showing the latest games in the arcade. She saw him standing behind her in the cafeteria line in high school, smiling to himself when she bought a strawberry sundae cup and pried open the lid as though it were an illicit treasure—her face going as bright as her namesake. Because, for longer than she dared believe, Kenji…

			“You like me,” she breathed, her heart hammering. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I said I had a little crush.”

			“You said not anymore.”

			Understanding cleared his eyes. “Yeah, that’s right,” he replied. “Now it’s a big crush.”

			He leaned down to her and lightly brushed his nose against hers. It took Marigold’s breath away, how such a simple touch engulfed her with warmth, with giddiness—with desire. Would it be dangerous to want more?

			She threw her arms around him, tipping her lips to his. To hell with it all—there, in the middle of the arcade, surrounded by the flashing lights, Marigold decided to find out.
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Chapter Forty-Six

			Over the next months, Marigold and Kenji spent every possible moment together—debating whether you could actually hear the lasers in Star Wars if there was no air in space, sharing banana splits at Fenton’s, feeling sorry for the lobsters in the Orchid Lounge’s fish tanks. Her sisters teased that Kenji knew the route from Palo Alto to Berkeley well enough to draw a map upside down—which he did, including shortcuts that were best for different times of the day. Marigold kept it in her backpack.

			The only hitch in their love story was keeping it secret from Marigold’s parents—no easy feat since she still lived with them.

			“You don’t think I’ll charm them?” Kenji asked one Saturday as they drove to San Francisco. “I charmed your uncle.”

			“Uncle Francis likes anyone who’s a member of the clean plates club. Plus you get along with Eugene and greet them in Cantonese. That’s major brownie points right there.”

			Kenji made no secret that he was serious about her, about them. Marigold was, too. But when it came to introducing him to Helen and Philip, she kept holding back.

			For once it wasn’t Helen she was worried about; it was Philip. Her father had always been in her corner, mitigating fights and cold wars with Helen, baking extra almond cookies for her to snack on while she studied, and sneaking away the bits of fish from her plate when Helen wasn’t looking so she wouldn’t have to eat them.

			“Teach me how to make them like me,” said Kenji. “I promise, I’m a good student.”

			She lowered her gaze to their hands, resting atop each other on the gear shift. Marigold no longer wore her gloves when they were alone together. She liked touching Kenji. He’d grown familiar to her, and the sparks he raised rarely hurt. She’d even told him about them. Kenji used them as an excuse not to let her go.

			“If your sparks come at first contact,” he’d reasoned, “then we’ll stay touching.”

			And so he held her hand as they circled the Legion of Honor in search of a place to park.

			“First of all, no green hats.” Marigold took off his green Oakland A’s cap. “It means your girlfriend’s cheating on you. There’s a legend of a merchant whose wife asked him to wear a green hat whenever he went away on business. She said it was for good luck, but it was really to signal to her lover—who’d see him strolling about town—that it was safe to meet.”

			“So Stanford hats are okay?” He laughed when she glared. “Just kidding. What else?”

			“Always compliment my mom’s cooking.”

			“That’s a given.”

			“Bring a gift. Nothing in fours.”

			“We have that rule, too,” he said. “Our teacups come in sets of five. You see, Japan and China aren’t so different. Look at us, we’ve both got black hair, brown eyes, and dry ear wax—”

			“That’s disgusting.”

			“Parts of China and Japan even got colonized by the same country.”

			Marigold frowned. “Britain?”

			“Portugal,” replied Kenji, who had consistently topped her in history by an impressive three percentiles. “Egg tarts are from Portugal. So is tempura. We both bow, we use chopsticks and eat rice—”

			“Different kinds of rice.”

			“—we respect our elders and take off our shoes before going in the house.”

			Marigold patted his arm. “Good job, you get an A plus in cultural appreciation.”

			“We’re more same than different,” Kenji insisted.

			“Kenji Yamamoto, always looking on the bright side of things.” She stroked his cheek, thumbing a spot of stubble he’d missed while shaving this morning. “Maybe I want to keep you to myself for a while.”

			As soon as he parked, he kissed her long and deep.

			Marigold would never cease to marvel at the miracle of kissing Kenji. For someone who hadn’t touched another human being in years, the simple act of holding his hand—of feeling her skin against his—was a revelation that still sent tingles shooting up and down her spine like multiballs.

			“All right, all right.” She exaggerated a sigh. “I’ll start hinting to my parents that I’ve got a boyfriend. Don’t look so smug, it’s not going to be pretty.”

			“How bad can it be? I won you over, didn’t I?”

			“After six years,” she reminded him.

			“Every day was worth it. I love you, Mari.”

			Marigold’s thoughts were restless. Countless times Kenji had told her he loved her. Not once had she said it back. It wasn’t because she didn’t feel the same way. She knew with the strength of an ionic bond that she loved him.

			“Every family has its demons, but ours are a little more wicked than most,” her grandmother had said.

			Marigold reminded herself that she didn’t believe in demons. Or curses.

			What she did believe was that there’d be hell to pay once her parents found out about Kenji.

			Marigold wore her gloves and got out of the car. Hell could wait another day.

			

			—

			The Legion of Honor was a neoclassical French palace in San Francisco, set in a park that overlooked the Golden Gate Bridge. Marigold was always happy to spend a day picnicking on the grounds. Today, however, Kenji had gotten them tickets for a photography exhibit.

			“Have you heard of Gary Stein?” he asked as they entered the exhibition hall. “He was an ad man who worked on the Coca-Cola campaigns in the forties.” Kenji gestured at the first photograph, showing a young woman in blond victory rolls kneeling in a rose garden, holding a bottle of Coke to her cheek. “After the war he moved to Hong Kong. Thought you might like it since your parents lived there around the same time.”

			“It was just my mom who lived in Hong Kong,” she murmured, more to herself than Kenji. “Dad only visited.”

			Marigold surveyed the wall of vintage advertisement posters. Some of the products she recognized. Johnnie Walker, Tiffany, Marlboro. Most were for Western brands with Chinese words, only a handful of which she could read. Interspersed between the ads were black-and-white photographs of daily life in Hong Kong. Marigold stared at each one, riveted by the energy the photographer had captured. Every scene was as vivid as one of her own visions. She could almost hear the squeak of the rickshaw wheels down the crowded streets, the splash of dirty wash water the amahs tossed down the stone steps, the babble of children running their hands through baskets of apples for sale along the roadside.

			“Have you been to Hong Kong?”

			“Nope. We don’t have family there anymore.”

			Kenji read from a placard on the wall. “Stein was known in Asia for the Peaksoy campaigns.”

			“Peaksoy, the milk?”

			“Yeah. Haven’t you had it?”

			“My mom only buys Vitasoy,” Marigold replied.

			She stopped in front of a photograph of a girl in a bright yellow dress, walking a bicycle while drinking a bottle of soymilk. In the distance was Hong Kong’s iconic Victoria Peak. Unlike the other photos in the exhibit, this one hung alone on the wall, drawing focus to it.

			“This was the first billboard ad Peaksoy ever ran,” she read. “It was so popular they put it on the bottles.”

			Marigold could see why. There was something arresting about the girl. She was beautiful, her red lips parted, caught in the height of a smile. Marigold had grown up noticing her on the Peaksoy bottles but had never seen her face close up until now. It was hard to look away.

			She peered at the white placard to the side of the photograph.

			“Helen of Soy,” Kenji read with a chuckle. “Whoever came up with that deserves a raise.”

			Helen of Soy. Helen, Helen.

			It was like braking right as the light changed—that screeching flash of revelation that made Marigold gasp. “Oh my God,” she whispered.

			She grabbed Kenji’s arm. “I’ve seen that dress in the attic. That’s my mom!”

			She towed him closer toward the placard. Her voice shook as she read aloud: “Little is known about ‘Helen of Soy,’ the fifteen-year-old girl who became the famous face of Peaksoy. Stein recounts that she was a friend of an employee’s who heard that he was looking for a model with a charismatic smile. ‘She had no experience with pictures,’ Stein stated in a 1960 interview. ‘She even sang because she was so nervous. Once I heard her voice, I knew she was the girl we’d been looking for. She was effervescent.’ ”

			Marigold swallowed. Effervescent was not a word to describe the mother she knew.

			“Stein’s instincts would prove correct,” she read on. “Soon after the campaign was launched, sales of Peaksoy skyrocketed. Young girls began copying Helen’s hair and her dress, even the shape of her eyebrows. Many brands made their models study her smile—mysterious yet innocent, completely charismatic. They called her the Chinese Mona Lisa.”

			“The Chinese Mona Lisa, eh?” Kenji murmured. “You didn’t tell me you’re Hong Kong royalty.”

			Marigold’s chest felt tight. “I have never seen my mother smile like this. Ever.”

			She slipped away from Kenji, moving on to the next piece in the exhibit. It was a smaller photograph, of a dozen women wearing yellow polka-dotted dresses.

			“The Search for Helen,” June 3, 1955

			In celebration of Peaksoy’s tenth anniversary, Chairman T. Yeung launched a nationwide campaign to locate “Helen,” the iconic face of Peaksoy. Thousands of women lined up outside the company’s headquarters, claiming to be the eponymous young lady. The campaign drew widespread attention and boosted Peaksoy’s popularity, after sales had declined due to the rise of competitors such as Vitasoy and Yeo. However, the real Helen was never found, and accounts vary regarding her true identity.

			Feeling lightheaded, Marigold sat on a wooden bench. “They were looking for my mom. My mom! Oh my God, I knew she used to sing. But model! She never told us.”

			Kenji wrapped her hand in his. “Maybe she didn’t know.”

			“She would’ve been in America then,” Marigold allowed, “but she definitely knew about Peaksoy. She never let us drink it.”

			The last piece in the exhibit was untitled. It was a black-and-white candid of her mother standing by a door. She was holding hands with a young man whose profile was obscured by her shadow. She was beaming at him, wearing a look that Marigold had never seen on her mother’s face.

			The look of someone in love.
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Chapter Forty-Seven

				Helen

			
			A few times a year, with increasing frequency, customers at Three Flowers would ask if we had Peaksoy.

			“No,” I would reply curtly. “We have Coca-Cola, 7UP, coffee, and tea.”

			Soymilk was the quintessential Chinese breakfast drink, and even my daughters puzzled over why we didn’t serve any. It was too laborious to make ourselves, I’d reply. And, for reasons I wouldn’t explain, I was loath to buy it.

			I hadn’t forgotten about Tommy Yeung. It had been easier to stop thinking about him when I was in Kansas City, newly wed, surrounded by chicken sandwiches and towering mounds of snow. But in San Francisco, half of Chinatown was from Hong Kong. A few times, I picked up a Chinese newspaper, the petty side of me scanning for news of Tommy’s divorce. I hoped his marriage was a disaster and that he was regretting every second of it. Eventually I stopped looking, and as the years passed, I stopped caring.

			Then one evening Marigold returned an hour past her curfew, singing to herself.

			“You’re late,” I said.

			“Sorry, stuck in traffic.” Marigold took off her shoes and smiled. “I brought ice cream from Fenton’s, do you want to eat some together?”

			I frowned at the carton in her hand. “Don’t eat so much ice cream, you know it’s bad for your asthma.”

			“I haven’t had asthma since ninth grade. Come on, Mom. Have a scoop.”

			“Cold food gives me arthritis.”

			Marigold sighed and put the ice cream in the freezer. Our relationship had improved since my mother had come to live with us. Lately, though, I sensed Marigold was avoiding home.

			She probably has a boyfriend, Mrs. Yip said. Plenty of smart young men at Berkeley.

			She added: I could have sworn I saw her walking with that boy with the green hat who used to come here. You know, the Japanese kid who’d buy a dozen cocktail buns at a time?

			Her classmate from Berkeley High, I recalled. He’d given the speech right after Marigold’s at graduation, called her the smartest girl he knew. Afterward he had introduced himself to Philip and me, keeping polite and cheerful even as Philip stared him down.

			Mrs. Yip loved to gossip, and I didn’t take her seriously. Besides, Marigold was famously uninterested in dating—or even in making friends. I used to punish her by sending her up to the attic, but at some point I came to realize she enjoyed being up there alone, reading until I called her down.

			“Were you at the library?” I asked. “Your father and I never see you anymore.”

			“You see me daily. I live at home.”

			This was true, and I couldn’t argue, but she knew as well as I did what I really meant. Now that she was an adult, we had no reason to interact, and we’d begun subconsciously erasing each other from our lives.

			“I went to the bookstore,” she went on, oddly chatty. She unzipped her backpack. “Look what I got. It’s a book of famous photos from Hong Kong.”

			She paused, as if that were supposed to interest me.

			When I showed no curiosity, she opened the book to a two-page spread of a picture that I’d hoped I would never see again.

			All of me went cold.

			“I went to a Gary Stein exhibit last week—I didn’t know you were a model.”

			Gary. Gary. Suddenly I went back in time to the sun-drenched studio in Tsim Sha Tsui, where a short gweilo with a camera had spent the afternoon snapping pictures of my face for Peaksoy. Had his name been Gary?

			“Did you tell anyone?” I asked.

			“No one.”

			“Your sisters?”

			“No.” She added, “Not Dad, either.”

			“It only happened once. I needed money.”

			Marigold looked up. “Do you know how famous you were? In Hong Kong, girls used to dress like you, they even made a doll that looked like you.”

			She turned the page, pointing at a plastic doll that vaguely resembled me when I was young, with exaggerated dimples and round brown eyes.

			“I don’t look like that anymore,” I said brusquely. My hair was short and curled in uneven waves. Wrinkles pleated my forehead, and I no longer had the soft plumpness of youth. I wasn’t the same girl at all. “Put it away.”

			“You should write to Peaksoy,” Marigold pressed. “They’ve been looking for you. There was a national search and everything—”

			An icy draft twined its way into my bones, coming out of nowhere. I clutched my arm, rubbing my skin to combat the shivers. No, no, no, I thought. Stop.

			“I said put it away.” I spoke sharply.

			Marigold drew back, looking stung. “Sorry. I’ll go up to my room.”

			“Take your book—”

			She was already gone.

			Good. I shivered, still rubbing my arms. I wanted to tell her my story from the beginning. Truly, I did. But I knew her. My middle daughter, ever bright and inquisitive, who had a talent for thwarting me at every turn. She already suspected I could disappear; once she learned the extent of my secret, she’d stop at nothing to try and save me. She’d poke and probe and even try to disappear with me on the misguided faith that it might help.

			Just like how she’d left the photography book on the kitchen table.

			I approached it, curious yet apprehensive, a mouse knowingly drawn to a trap.

			There, staring back at me, was a portrait of my teenaged self. I’d been modernized: My yellow dress now had a belt at the waist and a subtle white collar, I’d been given lipstick, and the poof in my hair was higher. But my smile was the same. Radiant. Blissful. Young.

			You’ll never smile again like the girl on the bottle, Sai Ma had said.

			Her vicious words had become a worm in my heart gnawing a hole that wouldn’t heal. Simply thinking about her, my head felt light. My skin danced with cold, my muscles turning brittle as glass, then air. Stop. Stop!

			I fumbled at the stove, turning the knob to its highest setting. I hugged myself as the orange flames flickered to life, digging my nails into the meat of my arms. Don’t go.

			I used to be able to control it. It had been as simple as a breath in, a breath out. Not anymore.

			Now the vanishment would come upon me against my will, and without my shadow mooring me to this world, when I disappeared I truly became nothing. I spirited into an oblivion where I didn’t even recollect my name. There I stayed, longer each time, until somehow I remembered to come back.

			I was terrified, but what could I do?

			It’s only going to get worse, Mama had said when I confided in her. You cannot fight it.

			Maybe not, but I would keep trying. I hunched as close to the burner as I dared without catching my sweater on fire, but I—my body—felt nothing. Closer and closer I leaned, until I could feel a whisper of heat brush my skin, clashing against my glistening cold.

			It was the shock I needed.

			Blood rushed back to my cheeks, feeling returned to my arms and my legs. I turned off the flame, trembling. I’d acted quickly, I was lucky. This time.

			Once I was whole, I closed the book and tossed it into the trash.
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Chapter Forty-Eight

				Marigold

			
			A few weeks later, at Stanford, Marigold plopped a dusty brown suitcase onto her boyfriend’s desk. “Will you draw something for me?”

			“Depends on if it’s legal.” Kenji leaned forward on his elbow wearing a lazy grin. “What’s inside the case, Nixon’s White House tapes?”

			“Very funny.” She sipped his soda. “It’s my mom’s. Been sitting around in our attic for years.”

			“It looks locked.”

			Marigold picked it open in two swift maneuvers. “Not anymore.”

			Kenji whistled. “Should I be worried how smooth that was?”

			“Yes.” She was wearing her old favorite gloves—the ones she’d found years ago in the very same suitcase she was currently opening to carefully remove its contents. A wooden comb, a few sweaters that smelled like mothballs, the yellow polka-dot dress.

			“Wait, that’s the—the dress from—”

			“Mm hmm.” Marigold folded it over her arm. “It was one hundred percent my mom in the Peaksoy ad. I showed her the Gary Stein book and she went whiter than toothpaste. Didn’t want to talk about it. I pretended to go upstairs and she chucked the whole book in the garbage.” Marigold smoothed out a wrinkle on the dress. “I’m rescuing this before she decides to burn it.”

			“Maybe Peaksoy didn’t pay her enough.” Kenji set down his pencil. “Imagine if Kentucky Fried Chicken only paid Colonel Sanders a couple drumsticks—there’d definitely be bad blood between them.”

			“Colonel Sanders owned the brand,” said Marigold, scooting her chair next to Kenji. “Anyhow, I don’t think it has to do with money.”

			“Then?”

			She hesitated, then confessed. “My mom’s got skeletons in her closet.”

			“And you want to go chasing them out?”

			Marigold remembered watching Helen stumble toward the stove, her skin waxy and nearly transparent, until the fire made her whole again. The panicked look on her face, Marigold’s own fear that her mother had been one breath away from disappearing—maybe forever.

			“I have to,” Marigold replied softly. She passed him her old notebook from the attic. “Will you help me?”

			He flipped to the first blank page. “Psychic’s sketch artist, standing by.”

			Marigold took off her gloves. The last time she’d gone through her mom’s things, she’d been a child, too overwhelmed by her strange ability to glean much from her touch. For better or for worse, she wasn’t afraid anymore.

			She started with Helen’s dress, moving her hands across the fabric, over the flat black buttons and wrinkled collar. There were memories buried within the frayed threads, so faded and deep that they were difficult to draw out. But Marigold was stubborn—and desperate.

			Any clue would do, she thought as she sifted through the emotions Helen had experienced in this dress. Joy and fear, nervousness, pain. Invisible sparks charged Marigold’s fingertips as she dug deeper, closing her eyes to concentrate.

			Then a shot of nausea rose to her throat, and the walls of Kenji’s dorm room dissolved away. When she blinked, Marigold could feel Hong Kong’s heat clinging to her skin. Mosquitoes danced about the languid air, the whirring breeze of a mechanical fan grazing her elbows.

			Helen was young, younger than Marigold. She was singing in front of a shuttering camera, holding up a bottle of Peaksoy as if it were a microphone. A boy in a school uniform stood nearby, smiling encouragingly. Whenever Helen looked at him, she beamed.

			Marigold felt her mother’s joy. It was intoxicating and radiant, making Helen glow in a way that Marigold had never seen. Marigold wished she could freeze this moment to savor it longer, but her vision caught, skipping forward like a phonograph needle stuttering on a dust mote. The languid morning melted into a still, black night, and Marigold was inside a white house with a terra-cotta roof. Helen was cornered against a bookshelf, her heart thundering with fear.

			Out of the shadows came a blow to her head. She folded over in pain, clutching her ear.

			Marigold wanted to call out to her. She watched Helen stagger back against the wall, sucking in a breath to tamp down the pain. She was about to disappear.

			Marigold let go. With a gasp, she jolted back into herself.

			“Mari!” Kenji took her into his arms. “You screamed.”

			“I’m okay,” she said, catching her breath. Her lungs were tense with pressure, and she gulped in air until it eased. “I saw…I saw someone hit my mom. I think it’s how she injured her ear.” Marigold touched her own ear, which throbbed with a ghostly ache that wasn’t hers.

			“You’re safe,” Kenji said. “It was just a memory.”

			“I know.” The pain was fading. She exhaled. “I saw two memories, actually. Before that, my mom was posing for Peaksoy. She was singing and smiling. She was beautiful.”

			Kenji kissed her cheek. “You’re beautiful.”

			She delivered a light punch to his shoulder. The boy knew how to cheer her up. “I need to keep searching.”

			“Slow down, Sherlock. Maybe you should take a—”

			“One more,” Marigold interrupted, brushing her hands across the leather case. The sparks gathering in her fingertips surged to a searing heat, and she fell into the past.

			She was in the same white house, behind an iron gate with pineapple finials. Inside, on the second floor, two young people were conspiring in whispers. One was Marigold’s mother, a teenager with a brown suitcase on her lap, and the other a bespectacled little girl with pigtails.

			“That was two and a half minutes!” The little girl swung Helen’s hand with delight. “You’re amazing, Gah Jeh. Not even Prince Cannonball saw us.”

			The black cat on the bed growled, which made Helen chuckle. “Two minutes is short for me. I can go up to five when I’m invisible by myself. Two should be enough, though, for Saturday.”

			“I wish we could run away today. Right now!”

			“I do too,” said Helen. “Lily, you know the plan. Once Sai Ma leaves for mahjong, you tell Susu you’re not feeling well. Then—”

			“I climb down to your room,” Lily finished for her. “We’ll be free.”

			“Free,” Helen echoed. For weeks she’d been practicing how to turn Lily invisible with her, and it was easier than she’d feared. Still, anything could go wrong. “Shall we try it one more time? Get ready, I’m going to hold my breath…”

			Suddenly, Marigold couldn’t breathe. The air was crystallizing, turning sharp and cold, and each desperate breath she drew sent a pang down her throat as though she were swallowing a double-edged sword.

			Help! she wanted to shout, but her lungs burned. She couldn’t speak, she couldn’t move. A chill bit into her blood, seeping into the marrow of her bones.

			Helen’s bedroom washed away into the dark, and Marigold drowned in her dreams.

			

			—

			“Mari! Mari!”

			A splash of light pierced the seams of Marigold’s eyelids. She startled awake, coughing.

			Kenji was shaking her, his face paler than she’d ever seen. When he saw she’d opened her eyes, he hugged her. “Jesus, you scared me.”

			She coughed into his shoulder. Her head was spinning, her nostrils burning as though she’d just been in the ocean. Her whole body tingled. “What…what happened?”

			Kenji had wrapped a blanket around her. “Your skin turned ice-cold, then you stopped breathing. I was about to call 911.”

			Stopped breathing? Marigold exhaled shakily. The last thing she remembered was her mother holding her breath.

			Then Marigold had experienced what it was like to disappear—and it had nearly killed her.

			“I need you to draw,” she said hoarsely.

			She told him about Lily and the house with the pineapple finials. She told him about the boy in the school uniform, whose name she still didn’t know. Kenji was patient, sketching every detail she described.

			When he was finished, she picked up the drawing. “This is where my mother grew up in Hong Kong,” she told him. “And this was her stepsister.”

			With one hand, she reached for her gloves. For years, every time she wore this particular pair, she’d sensed this little girl’s presence. The child was but a slip of memory, her face faded and blurry. But sometimes, Marigold could still hear the sweet ricochet of her laughter, and it made her feel less alone.

			Lily. Finally she had a face. Finally she had a name.

			“Thank you,” she said to Kenji. “They’re just as I saw them.”

			Gently he pried away the notebook. “You’re still shaking,” he said, putting her gloves on for her. Tears brimmed in Marigold’s eyes. She couldn’t stop them; they were hers and yet they weren’t.

			Kenji blotted her tears with his thumb, and Marigold caught his hand. In the beginning she’d count how many times she touched him, how many times he’d made her go breathless. What she had seen: his parents getting into vicious arguments over money, classmates tripping him at recess because he was Japanese, Kenji comforting his mother when his brother went missing in Vietnam.

			Marigold told him about each vision. Sometimes they talked about it, sometimes they merely held each other. It was Kenji who encouraged her to record the sparks in her notebook again, to write about everything she felt and saw, so she wouldn’t be afraid. She felt she was helping him heal as much as he was helping her. Gradually, there came no more painful memories when she touched him.

			“Detective Yuen,” Kenji said quietly, “will you tell me what you’re looking for? I want to help.”

			Detective Yuen. The nickname almost made her smile. “Did I ever tell you mystery books used to be my favorite? I loved trying to figure out the case before the author gave it away.”

			“Used to be? What happened?”

			“It’s easy being a sleuth when the clues are laid out for you. That doesn’t happen in real life.” She lifted her glasses to rub her old scar. “When I was nine I saw my mom disappear. Literally, into thin air.”

			Kenji raised an eyebrow. “Like Susan Storm?”

			“Exactly. Since then it’s happened a couple more times, but when I ask her about it, she pretends nothing happened. I think she’s scared. My grandmother said our family’s cursed—I shrugged it off as some metaphor, but deep down…” Her voice trailed off. She reached into the suitcase, picking up the wooden comb. “My mom’s getting worse. Whatever she’s got is like a disease that no one can see.”

			“Except you.”

			“Except me,” Marigold echoed. She turned the comb idly in her hands. “I don’t know why, it’s so strange. No one else notices that her shadow is missing. It’s almost as if I’m supposed to figure out some way to…to…”

			“To break the curse?”

			“To understand her,” Marigold whispered.

			He caught her hand before she removed her gloves again. He’d heard how her voice still trembled, he could see how her fingers still shook. He took the comb, set it down gently. “Later,” he said. “Even superheroes need a break.”

			Kenji opened the top drawer of his desk and passed her a paper bag with a book inside. “The lady at the store said it’s about a telepathic recluse. Made me think of you.” He grinned. “It also won a big fantasy award—”

			“The Forgotten Beasts of Eld!” she exclaimed. She’d fallen in love with the first pages of the novel. Its wizards and dragons felt like a grand and fabled fairy tale. But that day she’d only had enough money to buy the photography book for her mother. “How did you know I—”

			“I saw you engrossed by it at the store. First time I’ve ever been jealous of a book.”

			He was still holding her, his arms locked around her waist.

			She traced her fingertips across those Band-Aid–thick eyebrows, down to the freckles on his cheeks from years of pitching under the sun, down to his mouth. There she let her fingers linger, and she said, “Give me all the books ever written, and my favorite line would still be the one between your lips, my favorite world the one where you exist next to me.”

			Kenji’s voice turned husky. “Shakespeare?”

			“No, silly. Yuen.”

			She set her mouth upon his, soaking in the heat of him and letting it chase away her demons.
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Chapter Forty-Nine

				Helen

			
			“Where is Marigold?” Philip asked.

			“She’s not coming with us,” replied Rosie. “She’ll meet us at the restaurant.”

			“It’d be nice if she’d told us.”

			I agreed. These days she’d been coming home later and later.

			“I was in the library…I lost track of time.”

			“I had study group with some pre-med friends. We were working on applications until late. I’ll let you know next time.”

			Philip believed her each time. She certainly had the marks to explain her late hours: She’d scored in the top two percent on the MCAT, and unless her grades took a nosedive in the next semester, she’d be graduating with highest distinction. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Marigold was keeping something from us. Once or twice, I’d overheard her giggling into the kitchen phone. Recently she’d hinted about going on dates with someone, but after Philip said, “So long as he’s Chinese,” she’d stopped talking about it.

			Philip sank onto a chair, his eyes closed. His cough came out a deep and rattling hacking sound. Rosie brought him a glass of water. “I’m fine,” he said gruffly, taking a sip. “Just a headache.” He looked haggard, his eyes flat and pupils glazed like lozenges.

			Philip unwrapped a new stick of gum. He’d finally given up smoking and chewed gum incessantly. He coughed again, wheezing.

			“Francis’s car is still here from last week,” I said. “Rosie can drive Mama to Caruso. We’ll go to the store first to buy aspirin.”

			“I’ll pack the tarts,” said Rosie. “Po Po, can you help me?”

			Mama was descending the stairs into the kitchen. “Give me a box.”

			“Thirty-two tarts, right?” Rosie asked me, getting to work. “Two for everyone.”

			“We only need thirty. Paul’s grandmother can’t come.”

			“But Marigold’s bringing Kenji—” Rosie’s hand jumped to her mouth.

			Too late. Philip’s voice went lethally soft. “Who is Kenji?”

			“Her boyfriend,” my mother replied. “I invited him.”

			Philip’s headache was forgotten. He clenched the car keys, the blue veins in his fist bulging. He turned to Rosie. “I want to talk to your sister.”

			“She probably left already—”

			“Call her. Now.”

			Fingers trembling, Rosie dialed a number on the kitchen phone. Someone picked up, and in English Rosie asked for Marigold. “I’m sorry, Jeh,” she burst out. “I didn’t mean to—”

			Philip snatched the phone. “Are you with that devil?”

			I couldn’t hear Marigold’s response, but whatever it was, Philip only grew angrier.

			“Don’t you take that tone with me, Mei Yoong,” he barked. “I don’t care how nice he is, you break it off right now and get to dinner. I don’t want to hear his name ever again.”

			Philip practically threw the phone at me. “Helen, you talk to her.”

			Pressure rose to my left ear, which began ringing painfully. I was already dreading what was about to come. Anyone else, your father would’ve accepted with enough time. But a Japanese boy? Oh, Marigold, why?

			“Yut Ying.” My mother touched my arm. I knew her look. Have compassion. Take her side.

			If only it were so simple.

			“Rosie,” I told my youngest daughter, who was still shellshocked by Philip’s outburst. “Take the tarts and tell everyone we’re running late. Bring Po Po. Go!”

			I picked up the phone. “Marigold, are you still there?”

			She didn’t speak, but I knew she was listening.

			“Don’t upset your father. You know his asthma is getting worse—”

			“His asthma always flares up whenever things don’t go the way he wants.”

			Though Marigold’s voice trembled, it was steel and unyielding. No wonder Philip was furious.

			I closed my eyes, unable to reason with her over the phone. Not when my ear felt like it was in a storm. “Your father and I have to go or we’ll be late to Po Po’s birthday party,” I said. “We’ll talk after dinner.”

			I hung up.

			

			—

			It made me nervous whenever Philip drove angry.

			He coughed, his grip on the steering wheel tense. “That boy better not be at dinner.”

			“And if he is? Don’t you make a scene at my mother’s birthday.”

			Another cough. Philip spat into a napkin. “Why aren’t you upset?”

			“Of course I’m upset.” I opened the bottle of aspirin. “Here.”

			Philip swallowed the tablet. “You don’t look angry. The Japanese murdered your neighbors. They looted your father’s ancestral home and would’ve stolen you away to become one of their comfort girls—”

			“Yes, I remember.”

			“We’ve been too soft on her. How many times have we told the girls: Date Chinese, marry Chinese. Never Japanese!”

			I could empathize with Philip. Ask any Chinese in our generation, we all hated the Japanese. We’d lost our youth to digging bomb shelters and hiding from airstrikes, eating roots and insects because our fields were razed and we had no more food. Learning basic Japanese words so if their soldiers came barging into our homes, we could at least beg for our lives.

			But the war had ended decades ago. Marigold and her boyfriend hadn’t even been born. It didn’t feel right for them to suffer the same miscarriages of fate that we had.

			“You can’t blame the boy for his ancestors’ crimes.”

			“You sound like your mother.”

			It’s just that Marigold’s been happy. She smiled like a cat when she came home, practically bouncing up to her room and wearing dimples that I didn’t know she had. My dimples.

			I had smiled that way once.

			“Marigold’s never brought a friend to dinner. We should at least—”

			“What? Pay for that murderer’s dinner?” This wasn’t what Philip had wanted to hear. “She went behind our backs to date that devil. She lied to us! Marigold!”

			“She didn’t lie, she was afraid to tell us.” Because she knew you’d react like this, I thought.

			Philip would never admit that his anger went beyond the Japanese boyfriend. Marigold had always been studious and filial, the daughter he was most proud of. Ever since she’d started college he hadn’t gambled once. “We need to save as much as we can,” he said. “Marigold’s going to get into the best medical school. I don’t want her to turn it down because we don’t have enough money.”

			For her, he’d changed. Now he felt hurt. Betrayed.

			“She’s our daughter,” I tried. “You weren’t happy about Francis and Eugene at first, but look at how you two—”

			“Francis is my brother, not my son, and he’s not having children. You want to have those murderers’ blood in the family?”

			Philip punched the radio on, his way of sulking. The station was Rosie’s, some sort of loud funk that he disliked and would always change, but today he left it on, deciding to punish us both.

			We were almost at the Bay Bridge. Philip was rifling through his pants pocket, and I assumed he was looking for his wallet to pay the tolls, but he took out his lighter and a cigarette.

			“Help me light it,” he had the gall to request. “Don’t look at me like that, Helen. I have quit.”

			“That’s not quitting.”

			“My head hurts. And this nonsense with Marigold isn’t helping.”

			“No more smoking.” I reached over to take the cigarette, but it slipped from his fingers and the lighter fell to the floor.

			I was about to scold him again when he slumped over the wheel. His arm had gone stiff as a rod, and his jaw was locked. “Take the wheel,” he grated.

			“What?”

			“The wheel! I can’t—feel…my arm.”

			I slid down the bench just as Philip’s foot fell off the pedal and the car swerved. I screamed, my leg scrambling over his to jam my foot down on the brakes.

			Our tires shrieked against the pavement. Cars honked as I steered us, careening across lanes, to the shoulder.

			“Philip?” I asked once we came to a stop on the side of the freeway. “What happened?”

			Philip unbuckled his seatbelt and opened his door.

			He didn’t make it one step out before he collapsed on the pavement.
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Chapter Fifty

			It was a stroke, the nurse said. That was all I understood before she went back into the emergency treatment room.

			I paced the waiting room. My mind was restless. Were Mama and my daughters still at dinner? Had Philip’s friends at the restaurant served them the usual free crabcakes? Would the station wagon be towed? My thoughts wandered in tortured circles, fixating on every possible wrinkle in the evening except for the actual one that had torn it apart: Philip.

			Some time later, a doctor found me in the waiting room. He cornered me and started talking, not stopping until he realized I had trouble understanding. He slowed down, saying “sorry” and “don’t speak Chinese,” and that was all I grasped before an interpreter came. She was short, with bouncy curls that young people wore these days. Too cheerful for the somber news her job required her to deliver.

			Philip had suffered a stroke, she confirmed, but the doctor found concerning signs of a chest infection, so they wanted to run some tests. He was breathing easier with oxygen, she added. She asked if I had any questions.

			“Thank you,” I heard myself say. My voice wasn’t mine anymore. “He go home, okay?”

			“Not yet,” said the doctor. He gave me a worried look. “Is there someone you can call, Mrs. Yuen?”

			“No need,” I said. I mumbled a lie about living close by, but the truth was I needed to get away. My skin prickled, a million pinpoints opening from my pores. I needed to find heat before I disappeared.

			I threw my jacket on and hurried for the exit. The fresh air was a shock of cold. I could feel my blood shimmering, my steps barely making a sound against the pavement.

			My car was still there. I shut myself inside, jammed the key in the ignition, and turned on the heater to full blast.

			Calm, I told myself. Calm down.

			A napkin Philip had left on the dashboard tumbled onto my lap, and I picked it up.

			It was damp. I expected to feel a wad of gum folded inside, but there was no gum, only a splotch of dark, drying blood.

			Why hadn’t he told me he was sick? Now he was in the hospital, breathing through a tube.

			I threw the car into gear. I didn’t know where I was going, but anywhere was better than here.

			I didn’t see the red traffic light, or the car hurtling toward me.

			An instant before it hit me, I held my breath—and disappeared.
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Chapter Fifty-One

				Marigold

			
			“We should phone the police,” Peony said worriedly. “It’s been over an hour since they called about the accident, and Mom still isn’t back.”

			“There’s nothing they can do,” said Marigold. “We have to wait twenty-four hours before we can file a missing persons report.”

			“What if…what if—” Rosie hiccupped. She was crying too hard to speak.

			“Hey,” said Peony. “It’s not your fault.”

			“It is. I didn’t mean to tell them about Kenji.”

			It wasn’t until they’d gotten home from the restaurant that they found out Philip was in the ICU. Marigold and her sisters had driven straight to the hospital only to be told that visitors weren’t allowed until morning. No one knew where Helen was, not even Marigold’s grandmother.

			Moonlight sieved through the part in the curtains. It was past midnight, but with Philip in the hospital and Helen missing, none of the Yuen sisters could sleep.

			“I’m going back to the hospital,” Marigold said.

			“I’ll come with you,” said Peony.

			“Kenji will take me. Someone needs to be home in case the police call.”

			“What about me?” said Rosie. “Can’t I come?”

			“Stay with Peony—I’ll feel better if she and Po Po aren’t alone.” Her sisters didn’t argue.

			It was a quiet ride to the hospital. Marigold leaned against the window, lost in her thoughts, until Kenji pulled up to the visitor’s entrance. She unclipped her seatbelt. “I’m going to stay awhile. The police found the station wagon two blocks from here—Mom can’t be far.”

			“Wait,” said Kenji. He knew her. “Are you okay?”

			No. “I’ve…I’ve got a feeling she vanished.”

			His eyes widened. “Let me park, I’ll stay with you.”

			“It’ll be better if I’m by myself.”

			Her tone was firm. She could tell Kenji didn’t like it, but he didn’t argue. He’d heard everything Philip had said about him on the phone.

			He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a small tote bag. “An emergency kit for you.”

			Inside were snacks, a spiral notepad and a pencil, along with two books she’d never read. “There’s paperclips in the Altoids tin for your glasses—and coins, in case you need to call.”

			She threw her arms around Kenji’s neck, her way of saying I love you.

			He kissed her. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			Alone in the waiting room, her confidence faltered. Just this morning she’d told Kenji she wanted to try using her power to understand her mother. Now this had happened.

			She’d always been good at fixing things. The wobbly tables in the bakery, the creak in her father’s back. But how did you find someone who could vanish the way the moon hid behind its own shadow?

			You didn’t.

			You waited until she reappeared.

			

			—

			In the morning, Marigold followed the nurse down the hospital corridor toward the inpatient rooms, passing a procession of stretchers and doctors carrying clipboards. In four years, when she’d return to this same floor, she’d no longer notice the smell of bleach, the oatmeal walls, or the orange linoleum tiles, no longer feel out of step with the bustling rhythm of a seven A.M. workday. This life would be second nature.

			But right now she was a college student visiting her critically ill father.

			They turned the last corner, and a gust of cold grazed Marigold’s cheeks.

			She took off her gloves and followed the chill into Philip’s room.

			The nurse was opening the curtains, saying something about her dad waking up, but Marigold didn’t register a word. The chill was now emanating from the bathroom, its door ajar. In the mirror she saw a reflection of the air inside swirling, coming together in the shape of—

			Helen Yuen. The door pushed open. There was her mom, holding the door handle with a paper towel.

			The nurse was startled. “Oh, honey! I didn’t know anyone else was here. Did you sign in at the front?”

			“She’s my mom,” Marigold said quickly, knowing full well her mother hadn’t signed in anywhere. “She doesn’t speak much English.”

			“Tell her everything’s going to be okay.” The nurse patted Helen on the shoulder.

			The door shut with a click, leaving Marigold alone with her mother and father.

			Helen stood to the side of the bed, which was raised to a forty-five-degree angle. The steady electronic beep of Philip’s heartbeat filled the tense silence.

			Marigold sat on the doctor’s stool next to her mother. “Why didn’t you call?” she asked.

			“I didn’t have any coins.” Helen sounded far away. “I didn’t know how to ask the staff in the front.”

			“So you stayed here all night?” Concerned, Marigold reached for her mother’s arm, but Helen jerked away.

			Philip was stirring. His eyelid twitched, and he struggled to gather focus as his eyes opened.

			Confusion was a common symptom after suffering a stroke, Marigold reminded herself. She strove to sound bright. “Good morning, Baba.”

			Philip didn’t move his head. With great effort he drew a rough breath, his speech coming slowly. His eyes gained clarity as he spoke. “Don’t call me Baba.”

			It was a good sign, Marigold told herself, that her father remembered he was furious with her. “I’m glad to see you’re doing well,” she mustered.

			Philip looked at her mother. “Ask,” he wheezed, “if she’s still seeing that boy.”

			Marigold gripped the side of the hospital bed. Throughout her life, her father had dedicated himself to work, tirelessly baking every night, then delivering surplus pastries to restaurants in Oakland and San Francisco for extra profit. Yes, his gambling had often created hardships for their family, yet he’d still been the parent who’d praised Marigold’s good grades, who’d taken her side when she fought with Helen, who’d told her not to worry about how much it cost to go to medical school and finally quit his habit for her sake. It stung to realize this was the first time they were hurting each other.

			“Mom doesn’t need to ask me anything,” she said. “I’m right here. And with respect, this isn’t the time for that discussion.”

			Philip’s eyelid twitched more violently than before. “You listen to me. You break things off or else—”

			“Or else what?” Marigold said. She spoke calmly not to upset him, but she was his daughter and the same anger was mounting inside her. “You’ll kick me out of the house? You’ll disown me?”

			“Mei Yoong!” Helen cried.

			“Po Po and Uncle have met him. They both agree he’s a good man. And he loves me.”

			The beep of the heart-rate monitor accelerated, punctuating the escalating tension between them as Philip turned his head to view her. In his lowest, gravest voice, he said, “You listen to me, Marigold. I will take my life if a daughter of mine marries Japanese.”

			Marigold balked. “Are you threatening me?”

			“If you think your father is the type of man who only makes threats…” Philip’s gaze was dark. “Then be prepared for the consequences.” He closed his eyes. “Helen, get her out of here.”

			Marigold didn’t need to be told. Angrily, she stalked to the bathroom, and Helen followed her in before she could shut the door.

			“Breathe,” said Helen.

			Marigold couldn’t breathe. She was convulsing, her lungs pinching.

			“Breathe,” her mother said again, this time a command.

			Marigold turned on the faucet and splashed cold water over her face. She sucked in air. “I’m sorry I upset Baba,” she said. “I’m prepared to wait until he feels better—”

			“He won’t change his mind.”

			“If you talk to him he might. He listens to you—”

			“Your father nearly died last night. Don’t be selfish, he rarely asks anything of you.”

			Heat smoldered in Marigold’s throat. How was she being selfish?

			“Haven’t you been in love?”

			Helen gave her a hard look. “Love is not enough.” She reached for the chocolate kisses she kept in her purse. “The boy will forget you. Give it a month, you’ll see.”

			“Not this boy.”

			“He will,” said Helen, unwrapping a chocolate. Her mouth puckered as she ate. “They always do.”

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			



	

Chapter Fifty-Two

			Marigold had never broken a heart before. Turned out, she was good at it.

			Being a coward helped. She didn’t have the courage to do it in person, so she’d waited until Kenji was at baseball practice. Then she left a message on his answering machine.

			An hour later, the phone rang. It didn’t stop ringing for days. Helen unplugged it, so Kenji started calling the bakery line. He knew that they couldn’t unplug that one. They needed it for business.

			Then, after a month—as Helen predicted—the calls stopped. Marigold received a plain envelope in the mail containing the wooden comb that she’d left in his dorm. No note, no letter.

			Kenji had given up on her.

			It was what she deserved, Marigold knew. Still it hurt. It hurt miserably.

			She put on her gloves, tucked the comb into the Altoids tin he’d given her, and snapped it shut.

			She didn’t speak his name again.

			

			—

			That summer, Peony married Paul Wong.

			It was the Chinese American wedding of her dreams. Rosie prowled the Gunne Sax outlet for weeks until she found matching pink-chiffon bridesmaids dresses for herself and Marigold. The sisters hand-sewed sequins and tiny pearls onto Peony’s three wedding dresses: a ruffled white gown with a lace collar for the church ceremony, a brocade kwa embroidered with double golden phoenixes for the tea ceremony, and lastly, a red cheongsam that Peony had painstakingly embellished with eighty-eight beaded flowers that she’d change into during the banquet at Orchid Lounge. It was a month of hard, tedious work, but the three sisters spent more time together than they had in years, whispering and giggling in the attic and cursing when Rosie spilled the jar of pearl beads. During these precious moments, Marigold almost fooled herself into being happy.

			Helen and Philip had invited the entire Yuen Association to the banquet, and Mrs. Kwan came bearing a three-tier sponge cake layered with strawberries and tangerines, with a plastic cake topper of a couple with black hair—it looked close enough to Paul and Peony. To add extra auspiciousness, she’d painted the white bell over their heads gold and exchanged the fake white flowers for fake red ones.

			Rosie was on the stage singing “We’ve Only Just Begun” in alternating Cantonese and English verses, while Marigold was on photographer duty. She liked being behind the camera; it meant she didn’t have to talk to anyone—including her parents.

			Halfway into dinner, Marigold snuck away to help Peony change into her cheongsam. Paul ran up to her with a plate loaded with walnut shrimp and longevity noodles. “For Peony,” he said. “Will you make sure she’s not hungry?”

			Usually Paul looked like he’d rather unclog a drain than make small talk with anyone, and Marigold and Rosie had pegged him as blander than plain, unsalted congee. But tonight he was merry, passing out red envelopes filled with chocolate coins and crisp five-dollar bills to all the children and single adults, and laughing whenever someone tried to coax him for more money. And suddenly Marigold appreciated her new brother-in-law. They were more alike than she’d thought: both wallflowers, timid and a trifle awkward, who’d found a vibrant sun in Peony.

			“You’re a good one,” Marigold told Paul. She took the plate.

			Peony’s changing room was behind the bar in a storeroom cordoned off by a wooden folding screen.

			“From Paul,” Marigold said, setting her sister’s plate atop a makeshift table of boxes. “You should eat before you get out there again.”

			Peony was hungry. She picked the shrimp and walnuts off her plate and dove into the noodles. While she ate, Marigold helped her sister take off her wedding jewelry and undress. She patiently undid the twenty buttons on Peony’s kwa before helping her sister into the cheongsam.

			Peony put on her gold wedding bangles, her expression turning wistful as Marigold closed up her dress. “Feels like only yesterday that we were ten and nine and you were slicing my stuffed animals open to practice giving them stitches. Look where we are now.” Her eyes glistened. “You, off to Harvard, and me…married.”

			“No crying,” warned Marigold. “Rosie’s already drunk on cheap wine, and I promise if I have to fix your eyeliner, you’ll end up looking like a panda.”

			“I like pandas.”

			Marigold reached for a tissue, when Peony hooked her by the shoulder—and hugged her.

			“I know you probably hate this,” her sister whispered, “but it’s my wedding day. I get to be selfish.”

			Marigold’s arms were covered and her shoulders padded; she’d come prepared. “Be as selfish as you want,” she said softly. She held up her camera, angling the lens to capture them both, then clicked the shutter.

			“What’s that for?”

			“To remember now. Me with my big sister, sitting in the back of the Orchid Lounge like we used to, with a hundred crates of Belfast cider behind us. Except we’re grown up now, and it’s her wedding”—Marigold paused deviously—“and she’s got no idea she has big fat dollop of mayonnaise on her chin.”

			“Oh my God!” Peony grabbed the tissue in Marigold’s hand and wiped her chin, her eyes shining with both laughter and tears. “Better?”

			“You’re all clear.”

			Peony purposefully rested her chin on Marigold’s shoulder. “You know, I’m going to miss you. Is it too late to change your mind and go to Stanford?”

			For months, Rosie had gotten on Marigold’s case for rejecting Stanford for a school thousands of miles from home.

			“Harvard’s got a better teaching hospital,” Marigold had replied. “Plus, it’s Harvard.” She put on a feeble smile. “You don’t say no to Harvard.”

			Not once had Peony voiced her disappointment, until today.

			“Rosie thinks you’re running away,” she said.

			Marigold couldn’t deny it. “Just for a little while. I’ll come back.”

			“I know.” Peony lifted from Marigold’s shoulder and, through her sniffles, put on a cheery face. She went to the bar and grabbed two glasses. “Come on, we deserve a soda.”

			There was no grenadine in the storeroom to make their favorite Shirley Temple, so Peony twisted open a bottle of golden sparkling cider and filled two glasses halfway. Marigold poured in 7UP until the glasses were full.

			Belfast Sparkling Cider and 7UP were the Chinese American salt and pepper, sure to be found on top of a lazy Susan during any proper banquet—at least in San Francisco. The sisters mixed the sodas together with chopsticks.

			“Still tastes like Chinatown,” Peony declared, clinking Marigold’s glass. She gave her sister a sidelong glance. “You don’t want ice?”

			“Got used to drinking soda warm. All those years of Mom nagging me, I actually prefer it now.”

			“When was the last time you talked to her?”

			Marigold flinched. “Twenty minutes ago, to take pictures with Uncle Francis and Eugene.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			She shrugged. She didn’t mention how their mother had come up to her, lips parted as if she had something important—maybe even conciliatory—to say. Only to state, “Your glasses are crooked.”

			Marigold wouldn’t waste any neurons dwelling on it. At the cost of her own happiness, she’d done what her parents had asked. For months, Peony and Rosie had pleaded her case, but Philip was maddeningly stubborn, and seeing as how he could barely breathe without an inhaler, no one dared upset him too much. What else could she do but move far away?

			Marigold was thankful when the chattering of chopsticks started again. It was a boisterous invitation for the bride and groom to return to their table and kiss. “Come on, Mrs. Wong,” she said, “your party awaits.”

			

			—

			Marigold didn’t go home for Christmas. The night before her flight she came down with the flu, which triggered her childhood asthma, and it took her the entire break to recover. Boston winters were harsh, and after living her whole life in California, she was not prepared.

			Nor was she prepared for how grueling medical school would be. By nature she was an efficient student, but as soon as she mastered one concept, her professors assigned a dozen more. With barely enough hours in the day to even sleep, there was no time to brood over Kenji or be upset at her parents, but she also didn’t call her sisters. Her guilt kept piling up like the snow outside her dorm. The only difference was, come spring, it didn’t melt away.

			Before long she was a second-year, which was even harder than the first, for on top of studying for boards, she was shadowing a surgeon at Mass General and meeting patients. Marigold didn’t even remember her own birthday.

			Her sisters did. She missed their calls and picked up their cards and packages a week later. Rosie had recently started a part-time job at Tower Records and sent a cassette of herself singing “Happy Birthday,” Peony a box of sponge cakes that had gone sour—and the picture of the two of them at her wedding. Marigold stuck the photo on her fridge next to her picture with Rosie at prom, and promised herself once the board exams were over, she’d visit home.

			Late one March night the phone rang. It was midnight Marigold’s time, but she was still up memorizing patient histories and practicing the interactions she’d have the next day.

			“You picked up,” breathed Rosie, sounding surprised.

			Marigold set down her notes. Rosie had long since given up calling, especially on a school night. It had to be important. “What’s up?”

			“Peony’s pregnant.”

			“Pregnant! When’s the baby due?”

			“Babies.”

			“Twins?”

			“Mm hmm. They’re due October 10. Can you believe it, we’re going to be aunts!”

			Twins. A rush of joy swelled to Marigold’s chest, warm and full. “What’s the bad news?”

			“Did I say there was bad news?”

			No, but Marigold had intuited it from Rosie’s very first words. A year and a half away from home, and she still knew the up-and-down inflections of her younger sister’s voice.

			There was a long, long pause. “Dad has cancer.”

			Marigold felt the phone slip in her hand. The light from her lamp was too bright. She closed her eyes, stitching them shut. “Where?”

			“Lung. Listen, I know you’re in the middle of exams, so don’t worry. Mom and us are taking care of him—”

			Don’t worry. Marigold’s head was spinning. Since starting medical school, she’d seen the myriad ways a body could fail. A drug overdose, a slash across the artery, a genetic disease like cystic fibrosis. In the name of science, she and her classmates had cut through cadaver tissue with all the emotion they’d have brought to slicing a mushroom, and they passed organs around like oranges. Dissecting the mysteries of human mortality had become so routine that they discussed their findings over paper bag lunches.

			Now here she was, faced with the undeniable mortality of her own father.

			“When’s the operation?” she interrupted her sister.

			She could practically hear Rosie swallow. “Friday.”

			It was Wednesday. “I’ll get on the next flight home.” Marigold was reaching into her closet for her suitcase. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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Chapter Fifty-Three

			The doctors said Philip had a year, three at best with chemotherapy. The cancer had progressed into his lymph nodes, and though the thoracotomy had been successful in removing the diseased lung tissue, he’d likely need the whole lung removed down the line.

			Marigold stayed in the hospital with her family, speaking to the doctors and comforting her mother and sisters. She had initially planned to only stay home through the weekend, but the day Philip regained consciousness, she quietly submitted her request to the dean for a leave of absence.

			After the operation, Philip had difficulty speaking, yet his eyes brightened when he saw her in the recovery room. He opened his mouth, straining for each word: “Mei Yoong. You’re back.”

			“I’m back,” she whispered. She was still angry with him, and she hadn’t forgiven him. She doubted she ever would. Yet, seeing him lying in bed, his toes sticking out of the blanket, their ridges blue and old, she wished they hadn’t wasted an entire year being angry at each other. She wished she’d at least called more, if only to hear the clipped sound of her father’s goodbyes.

			“I’m going to stay a while,” she said. She didn’t know if he’d heard. Philip had closed his eyes.

			Once his breathing slowed and she was sure he was asleep, Marigold took off her gloves. She pressed her hand atop his.

			As always, the shock scalded her fingertips. But by the time she felt the pain, she was already in the past.

			It was winter in Philip’s village. The air was acrid with gunpowder, the wind bit into their bones, and every breath stung.

			Marigold’s father was a young man, no more than twenty years old. He was carrying a woman in his arms. Blood soaked her collar bright red like the candied hawthorn berries she used to buy them for their birthdays.

			“Take cover!” Philip shouted. He and Francis ducked under a truck as a green Japanese fighter jet circled the sky, bullets raining from its three painted suns. Once the plane flew away, Philip crawled out, still holding on to his mother. “Ma, stay with us. We’re almost at the boat.”

			“Leave me,” she rasped. “I’ll only slow you down. Go. Live.”

			Not far away, a bomb exploded. Flying debris sent Philip rocking forward, and Francis caught their mother as she fell out of Philip’s arms.

			Francis looked down at her. Their mother was still, her eyes flat and unblinking, the life quivering from her body gone still, the pain on her face smoothed into a look of peaceful repose.

			Philip let out a cry. He punched the ground, gravel biting into his knuckles until they bled.

			“We have to go,” said Francis, pulling him up. “Philip, hurry!”

			The plane was circling back for another run. Philip touched his forehead to his mother’s. He closed her eyes and found her a flat berth amid the rubble.

			Then the brothers ran for the harbor, the smoke behind them rising.

			Marigold let go of her father’s hand, gasping as though real smoke had penetrated her nostrils. She reached for her inhaler, put it to her mouth, and breathed in. It took a long time before the rolling blasts of bombs faded from her ears. Hours later, when she was home, she would still taste a lingering hatred that wasn’t hers.

			Finally, finally, as she rolled the bitterness of her baba’s hate on her tongue, she understood what her visions were trying to show her.

			She needed to speak with her grandmother.

			

			—

			When Yuk Fong had come to live at Three Flowers, the Yuens had repurposed their tiny living room into a bedroom. A beige floral bedsheet covered the sofa, and her clothes hung on a drying rack behind the TV. Marigold found her grandmother inside listening to a drama about an emperor and his murderous concubine on the radio.

			“Is my father going to die?” Marigold asked.

			Yuk Fong switched off the radio and made space for Marigold on the sofa. “Everybody dies,” she replied.

			“Will he get better?”

			“That, I don’t know,” Yuk Fong admitted. “I haven’t seen.”

			Marigold shut the door. “What about my mother?” she asked quietly.

			Now Yuk Fong looked at her. It was a grave, unflinching look that confirmed all of Marigold’s fears.

			Marigold had told the dean that her father was critically ill and she needed the semester off to be with him—but that wasn’t the whole truth. She wanted to be with her mother, too. Helen had changed since Marigold had last been home. Her complexion was watery, her voice hoarse and sapped of strength, and even when she stood in front of the oven, inserting tray after tray of bread to be baked, pale white goosebumps dappled her skin. Helen had always been zealous about keeping her hair short and curled, but she’d stopped cutting her hair. She looked like an entirely different person.

			“It started after Dad’s diagnosis,” Rosie confided to Marigold. “Sometimes she forgets to eat, or she’ll even leave the bakery unattended.”

			Marigold tried to hide her disquiet. “How long is she gone for?”

			“Last week it was almost the whole day.” Rosie bit down on her lip. “I found her in the kitchen sitting in front of the oven. She was just staring at the wall.”

			“What was on the wall?”

			“Nothing. Well, her shadow.”

			Her shadow.

			Even now, as Marigold sat next to her grandmother, those words echoed relentlessly in her mind.

			“I’ve always wondered why only I can see that Mom’s shadow is missing,” Marigold began. “It’s been a mystery I couldn’t solve—until today.”

			Yuk Fong gave her an expectant look.

			“You called what we have a curse,” said Marigold, starting backward. “I didn’t believe you. I thought all I saw were memories, glimpses of the past. Nothing dangerous. The truth is, since I started having these sparks, I’ve been…afraid. I stayed in the attic to avoid having to talk to anyone. At school I stopped talking to my friends.” She tugged at her gloves. “I wore armor and locked myself away.”

			“What were you afraid of?” Yuk Fong asked. “The pain?”

			Marigold stared at her hands. Yes, that was part of it. Not so much from the sparks but more from the heartache she always felt. Kenji had helped her stop fearing the memories. He would hold her hand and make those silly turtle jokes, saying he was helping her out of her shell. But he was gone.

			“I was afraid of the truth,” she said finally. “I used to think of my…condition as something I could diagnose and treat. I figured, so long as I kept a barrier between me and everything else, I could repress my symptoms.” She shook her head. “That was a mistake. That’s why I didn’t understand.

			“It’s not just the past that I see. I see the truths we try to hide, the threads that have frayed and left us broken.” At last she could accept it: “My curse,” she uttered, the word tumbling out like a stone, “is to see what hurts us most.”

			Yuk Fong leaned back, sinking into the cushion. “You’ve seen what hurts your mother most?”

			“It was years ago, but when she touched me I got the sharpest spark I’ve ever felt. It took me to a cold and empty place where nothing else existed. It was terrifying being so alone. I was feeling what Mom felt. She was hurt, as if a part of her were missing.”

			“Her shadow,” Yuk Fong murmured.

			“She lost it somewhere,” agreed Marigold. She leaned forward. “I think her shadow doesn’t disappear like the rest of her does. It anchors her to this world. Without it, she vanishes into that void and just keeps drifting.” Marigold suppressed a shudder. “One day, she might not find her way out.”

			“That is your mother’s curse, to become nothing.”

			“But it’ll kill her.”

			“Yes.” Yuk Fong’s eyes, ever luminous and profound, turned dark. “It will.”

			Marigold clenched her fists. She should’ve come back sooner. It was some consolation to know that Philip was getting the best care possible, with her sisters and a team of doctors and nurses at his side. But Helen…Helen had no one.

			“You’ve seen the future,” she said urgently. “You could tell her what’s going to happen. You can save her.”

			Yuk Fong shook her head. “I’ve known for years your mother would have a hard life,” she admitted. “Some of it I saw before she left me, some I saw after she was already gone. Would things have been better if I’d told her? I torture myself with that question every day.

			“What I do know is that everything I see will come to pass. There’s nothing I can do to change it. I’ve tried.” Her shoulders sank. “All my life I’ve tried.”

			“Then let me try.” Marigold touched her grandmother’s sleeve. “Please.”

			Yuk Fong hesitated. She was considering, twisting her gnarled and swollen fingers until they turned pink. “My mother slept to escape living. I keep awake to escape my dreams. Now your mother…your mother can disappear. It is a cycle we cannot end.”

			After a lifetime of being misunderstood, of being trapped by tradition and expectation, after enduring two wars and suffering unbearable losses, Yuk Fong had accepted the fate she’d been dealt. She had accepted her curse.

			Helen had accepted hers.

			Now it was Marigold’s turn. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be a curse,” she began. “You see the pain that lies ahead, I see what haunts us from the past. Maybe…it’s meant to bring us together. Mom, too.”

			Yuk Fong’s look bore an uncanny resemblance to Rosie’s Are you nuts? face. She parted her fingers and exhaled. “I haven’t seen much,” she said at last, “but I know it’ll end at 12 Harbourage. The house where your mother grew up.”

			Marigold’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. Hong Kong? Helen would never go back to Hong Kong. “Tell me everything.”

			Yuk Fong held out her hands to Marigold. “Take off those gloves, I’ll show you.”

			

			—

			A week later, the Yuens were closing up Three Flowers for the day. Rosie was wiping the kitchen counter, Peony was looking for her car keys to drive home, and Yuk Fong was stuffing cabbage buns.

			Helen came into the kitchen with a tray of unsold pastries and abruptly asked, “How do I send a wedding gift to Hong Kong?”

			Hong Kong? Marigold’s ears perked. She tried to catch her grandmother’s eye, but Yuk Fong gave nothing away.

			“Who’s getting married?” asked Peony.

			“Sui Chan’s eldest son.”

			“You mean Aunt Winnie?” said Rosie. “Your best friend who you haven’t seen in what, thirty years? When’s the wedding?”

			“End of the month.”

			“Two weeks from now,” Marigold stated. She took the tray from Helen. “Are you going?”

			“Why should I?” Helen started packing the pastries into a box. “She didn’t come for Peony’s wedding.”

			“You didn’t invite her,” Peony reminded their mother.

			“Tickets are expensive—I didn’t want her to feel she had to come.”

			“Well, she invited you,” Marigold dared. “You should go.”

			Rosie darted her the Are you nuts? look. There was diddly-squat of a chance their mother would do something as impulsive as jet off to Hong Kong.

			Yes, Marigold was aware. But thanks to their grandmother, she also happened to know that if Helen didn’t go, she’d never find her missing shadow. She’d disappear for good.

			Their grandmother spoke up, “You ought to go, Yut Ying. One of your girls can come with you.”

			Helen frowned at Yuk Fong in disbelief. Her mother never meddled.

			“I’m sure the city’s changed a lot since you were there,” Rosie chimed in. “I’d die to come with you! I’m only working three days next week, hmm, I could call in sick and—”

			“No!” Helen was indignant. “Even if I were going—which I’m not—I grew up in Hong Kong. I don’t need a chaperone. Besides, there’s too much to do here. Who’d help Peony run the bakery if I left? Not Paul. Certainly not Marigold. And who will look after your father?”

			“I can run the bakery,” said Yuk Fong. “And Rosie can look after Philip.”

			“And I can go with you,” Marigold said.

			Her mother looked displeased by the choice of daughter. “Don’t you have school?”

			“I took time off.” Marigold didn’t explain.

			“Let her go,” said Yuk Fong, who was the one person with authority over Helen. “It’ll be good for both of you.”

			Marigold didn’t give her mother a chance to hesitate. She’d been waiting for this moment. You’re not going to be alone, Mom, she thought. I’m coming, too.

			“What airlines fly to Hong Kong?” she asked aloud. “Pan Am? I’ll call the travel agent right now.”
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Part IV

				The Song

			
			A bracelet coiled the lady’s wrist, its links purling into a yellow river. The star-faced mother wore it and passed it on to her daughter, who was unaware of its bones.
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Chapter Fifty-Four

				Helen

			
			As soon as Marigold fell asleep in the hotel, I hurried to the toilet and threw up.

			I didn’t have much time left. The attacks beset me daily, at any hour, without warning. Even in my sleep I could turn invisible, and it had long stopped mattering whether or not I was holding my breath. By the time Marigold and I had boarded the plane for Hong Kong, my body was as buoyant as a kite without a string. Cut me open, and there’d be air instead of blood.

			I wiped the bile from my mouth and stumbled out of the bathroom, clinging to the walls for support.

			What had I been thinking, agreeing to come back here—halfway across the world, thousands of miles away from home? I hardly recognized this wired and alien city scraping the sky outside my window. During the eight long years I’d grown up in Hong Kong, it’d been a sensation to see a building more than ten stories tall. Now? Were there any under ten stories tall? Neon-lit billboards plastered their walls, advertising Adidas and McDonald’s and, unthinkably, even Japanese brands like Sony and Nikon.

			Yet, the energy was the same. Nearly midnight, and red taxis puttered up and down the road, vendors still selling sliced melons, and umbrellas still poking each other as they popped open against a sudden shower. When I pressed my forehead to the windowpane, I caught the vibrations of someone bowing an erhu. The melody was “Night over the Suzhou River,” a tune that I had once loved and since forgotten. Listening to it, my ear rang with an old phantom ache, but I didn’t pull away. I listened until rain washed out each plaintive note, until the threads of music tangled with the din outside. Then, in my head, I played the song to its very end. And as a trace of the familiar glittering cold eased my pain, I whispered out into the city where the ghosts of my past lay buried:

			“Shadow. Shadow, are you still waiting for me? I’ve come to get you.”

			It was why I’d ultimately decided to come. Why I hadn’t fought after Marigold had insisted on buying plane tickets. I only wished she hadn’t insisted on joining.

			Let her, Mama had urged. In her dark eyes, I could guess what she’d foreseen. Maybe she can help.

			I knew Marigold wanted to help. I also knew that if I failed—if I disappeared for good—she would blame herself. Bad enough she’d inherited my demons, I couldn’t bequeath her my burdens, too.

			I fell into bed, wrapping myself in the cool, unfamiliar sheets. My daughter had turned on the heat, but still I shivered. Nothing could chase the wind out of my bones.

			I closed my eyes, praying I’d still be here in the morning.

			

			—

			I woke to a shout in my ear.

			It was Marigold, panicked. “Mom!” She removed a slender glass thermometer from under my tongue. “Your temperature is ninety degrees!”

			“That meant nothing to me. “What time is it?”

			“Who cares what time it is? You need to go to the hospital.”

			I sat up. “It’s past ten o’clock! We can’t be late for lunch, Sui Chan said the yum cha parlors get crowded early—”

			“Will you stop it? Stop pretending there isn’t anything wrong. I saw you on the plane—you were disappearing. And now—”

			“Now what?” I snapped. “So what you saw me disappear? You’ve seen it happen before. What’s different now?”

			“What’s different now? Your body’s starting to fail. Your temperature’s too low, your skin’s turning blue, and you can hardly stand without needing to lean against the wall. I didn’t say anything before, because I didn’t think…”

			Marigold couldn’t say it, but I already knew. I didn’t think it’d kill you.

			I was shaken. I desperately wanted to brush my teeth and put on some lipstick, to salvage some semblance of normalcy to the morning. But when I tried to stand, my knees buckled.

			“You think any doctors can treat what I have?” I said. “I’ve done the tests, I’ve seen the specialists. They can’t find anything wrong.”

			“Will you let me examine you?”

			I regarded my daughter. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, her glasses resting on her nose bridge. She looked so much like Lily.

			“What can you do?” I whispered.

			Marigold took off the white nylon gloves she’d been wearing all day. I’d always thought she had beautiful hands. A scholar’s hands, with long sensitive fingers that now hovered above the birthmark on my chest.

			“I’m going to touch you,” she said, as if she were giving me an injection.

			I felt a gentle hand on my skin, and Marigold’s face immediately contorted. I watched the color blanch from her skin, goosebumps bubbling up her neck to her cheeks as the air wheezed out of her nostrils. Her eyes were open yet empty.

			“Marigold!” I said sharply. Her hand had dropped away, and when I patted her cheeks her skin was ice cold, like mine. I shook her. “Marigold!”

			I nearly fell off the bed in relief when the blood rushed up to her face.

			Depth returned to her eyes and she caught her breath. She sat back against the headboard next to me and, as if nothing had happened, she asked: “Do you remember where you lost your shadow?”

			The question was a slap to my face. “What does my shadow have to do with anything?”

			“You left it in 12 Harbourage the night you took these.” Marigold was prepared. From her pocket, she took out a pair of silk gloves she’d brought from home. Gloves slightly yellowed by time and that she seldom wore these days, yet I’d still recognize them anywhere.

			“They were Lily’s,” my daughter said.

			“How did you—” I halted mid-sentence and stared. The scar beside Marigold’s eye shone, pale like the mark on my chest. Was this her curse, the ability to see into my secrets?

			I wanted to ask her, I wanted to know how the curse had hurt her, but I couldn’t. Not now. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I said, raising my voice a pitch. It was a warning that my daughter knew well. “Lunch is in an hour. We need to leave.”

			I managed to open my suitcase, and rummaged through my clothes for something suitable to wear.

			“What are you so scared of?” Marigold asked. “I’m trying to help you.”

			“I don’t need your help.” I picked up the phone to call for Edison.

			“Don’t you care what’s happening to you?”

			The phone rang. Once. Twice. Then came a familiar voice, “Wei?”

			“Hello, Edison, it’s Aunty Helen.” I was calm, unlike Marigold, who simmered beside me. “Will you come pick us up? We’re ready.”

			“My pleasure, Aunty. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

			I returned the phone to its cradle with a clatter.

			The cold was getting sharper. I reached for my jacket, but my fingers tingled; I couldn’t feel them anymore. I thrust my hands into my pants pockets so Marigold wouldn’t see them shimmering.

			Of course she saw. She draped my jacket over my shoulders.

			“We’re going to 12 Harbourage. We’re going to find your shadow.”

			“Listen to me, don’t you go anywhere near that house,” I spat. All these decades later, I could still taste the herbal bitterness of Sai Ma’s poison on my tongue. I could still see the pointed tip of her hairpin stabbing down at my face. “I’ll go on my own.”

			“You mean you’ll ring the doorbell and barge inside?” Marigold challenged. “Or will you sneak in—as nothing?”

			“I’m done arguing.”

			“You might die if you disappear again. You need me to come with you.”

			I hardly heard her. A puff of cold air shot into my left ear, bringing a hollow pain that made me stiffen. My skin was tingling, all of me freezing over. I could barely feel my feet as I forced myself toward the door. Yum cha with Sui Chan was no longer a possibility. I needed to get to 12 Harbourage.

			I wrapped my fingers around the deadbolt and slid the lock free. That was as far as I got before I stumbled and fell.

			“Mom!” Marigold exclaimed. “Your leg—”

			My legs.

			They were flickering, the outline of my blue pants blurred. Marigold grabbed my arm with both hands as if to tether me to this world.

			It was the opposite. “Let go,” I said roughly. I sounded harsh, but really it was fear that churned my voice thick. “Don’t touch me—or you…”

			You might disappear too.

			My hand flickered next, and Marigold clung tighter. I twisted away just before my entire arm fragmented into nothing, and Marigold let out a cry. My gold bracelet—the one I never took off if I could help it—glittered in her grasp. Seeing it was a cruel comfort. At least it wouldn’t disappear with the rest of me.

			“Marigold,” I whispered. There was something I needed to tell her, and so much I regretted now that I no longer had the time. Tears burned in my eyes, but their heat wouldn’t be enough to save me.

			A plummeting feeling sharpened in my gut, like an unwanted somersault. It was happening. Cold swept over my eyes, so I couldn’t see. It fell over my ears, so I couldn’t hear. Before it stole over my lips, I choked, drowning on air, “My shadow…find Lily.”

			Marigold touched my cheek, for there was little else of me left. If she was crying, I could not see her. If she was calling my name, I could not hear her. But her hands were warm and moist, like high summer in Tunglam.

			That was my last thought before the dark claimed me and I vanished.
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Chapter Fifty-Five

				Marigold

			
			“There’s no Harbourage Road,” the taxi driver told Marigold.

			“That’s impossible.” She unfolded her map. “Look here—”

			“Your map’s old, lo,” he said, his cigarette bobbing as he looked her up and down. In spite of her near-perfect Cantonese, he could probably smell that she was American. “Okay, I’ll take you. Two hundred dollars, yeah?”

			“Two hundred dollars!”

			“No one goes up those roads anymore. Hard picking up passengers on the way back.”

			It was highway robbery. Marigold knew it, the cabbie knew it. But she was desperate. “I only have one hundred.”

			“Ai,” he said, muttering a curse. “Fine, get in, get in.”

			Just as she was about to get into the cab, there was a loud honking from behind.

			“Didn’t I tell you not to take a taxi?”

			It was Edison, shouting from his car. She’d forgotten about him.

			“Sorry, traffic in Central was bad,” he said when she jumped into his passenger seat. Behind, the taxi driver was cursing at her. “Where’s Aunty?”

			“I need to go to this address,” said Marigold with neither explanation nor greeting. She pointed at her map. “Twelve Harbourage Road.”

			“That’s in Happy Valley, the opposite direction from lunch.” Edison lifted an eyebrow. “Does that mean no yum cha?”

			“It’s an emergency.” What was she thinking? They were supposed to get dim sum with Edison’s mom—of course he couldn’t take her. “You know what, I’ll just call another—”

			“Don’t you dare. Mum’ll kill me if I leave you stranded.” Edison slipped on his sunglasses. “Buckle up, you’re giving directions.”

			

			—

			Twenty minutes later, they were speeding down Wong Nai Chung Road into Happy Valley.

			“Make a left here,” said Marigold, tracing their route with her finger. “We’ll stay on this street until you see the temple.”

			They were trailing a double-decker bus past a school. Shops and restaurants spread across the long blocks, sandwiching sky-high apartment complexes. To the left, below a dense park of evergreen trees, was the empty racecourse they’d passed earlier. It vanished behind them as they ascended into the hills.

			Marigold rolled down the window just enough to feel the wind against her temples. Mom, she called out silently, where are you?

			“You need more aircon?” asked Edison. “It’s too hot to be wearing jumpers in this weather.”

			Marigold glanced down at her turtleneck. “I’m used to it.” She closed the window. “I just wanted some fresh air. You’re sure we can get to Harbourage Road?”

			“Your map’s out of date. I wouldn’t be surprised if the road just got cut off.”

			“What do you mean, cut off?”

			He pointed with his chin at the circled area on her map. “That’s a famous neighborhood, very old money. My brother works in construction. He said plenty of the mansions get torn down; it’s more profitable to turn them into flats, and some of the roads change to accommodate. What number did you say the house was?”

			“Twelve.” Marigold reached into her backpack and unfolded the sketch she’d torn out of her notebook. “It looks like this.”

			“You’re a doctor and an artist?”

			“No. My…my ex-boyfriend drew it for me.”

			“Mm, the Japanese boy. Mum told me your parents made you break up.”

			Marigold set down the sketch. “Yeah.”

			“Chinese parents.” Edison honked at the bus ahead. “My brother’s wedding almost didn’t happen—his fiancée’s Filipina, and he and our parents didn’t speak for a month because Ba kept calling her a gold-digging maid. As if my family has any gold.” Edison rolled his eyes.

			Marigold managed a polite laugh before swallowing hard and reaching into her backpack for the Altoids tin. She used to hold it to remember what it was like being with Kenji, but the memories had faded into a faint and distant warmth. There were no more coins inside, only a couple of bent paperclips, one last stick of Wrigley’s gum—and the small wooden comb Kenji had returned to her via post.

			She opened the box to make sure the comb was still inside.

			She’d touched it months ago, selfishly hoping for a memory of him. The spark had been one of the most harrowing shocks she’d experienced. Sharp and electric, it had knocked the wind out of her for a good minute. But she’d found a clue to Helen’s past:

			“I steal things from people I don’t like,” said Lily. “Nothing worth much, just small things that’ll annoy them when they go missing.”

			Helen held up the comb. “So you don’t like me.”

			“I don’t like anyone who adores my mother. But you don’t know any better, so I can’t blame you too much. Also, you didn’t have much to take.”

			Marigold closed the tin. Somewhere, in 12 Harbourage, Helen’s shadow was with Lily.

			If I find it, Marigold wondered, will I find you too, Mom?

			An ache rose in her chest. She zipped her backpack shut, and as she tucked the tin into her pocket, her fingers brushed against Helen’s gold bracelet.

			Marigold brought it out to the sunlight. She’d held it before, that time she’d helped her mother reattach the clasp, but she’d had her gloves on, and under Helen’s watchful gaze, she hadn’t really looked at it.

			It was slender—and maybe it was the medical student in her, but its V-shaped links reminded her of a column of vertebrae. From one of the links hung a delicate charm; Helen had called it a peanut, while Marigold secretly thought it a surfboard. Up close, Marigold changed her mind. It looked more like…a fish? No. A shoe?

			There was one way to be sure. She tugged off her gloves. So often she needed to ferret for answers, but here with this bracelet, she could already feel the sparks brimming with a story waiting to be told. She brushed her thumb across the chain.

			In a flash, Marigold saw a comely young woman in traditional Manchu dress. Gold slippers sparkled on her crudely bound feet. She must have lived more than a century ago, Marigold surmised, yet something about her was familiar.

			As she grasped the charm, the trail of cars outside blurring into an old and muddy river, Marigold learned why.

			“Hey,” said Edison, practically shouting. “Don’t fall asleep, we’re almost there.”

			She straightened in her seat. Minutes had passed without her realizing, and traffic had cleared. They were approaching Harbourage Road.

			The house sat on a hill, its gate obscured by a thicket of overgrown trees and dense yellowing shrubs. She could hardly see the house itself, only a winding path of decrepit steps, weeds growing high between each stone.

			This house was where it all would end, Yuk Fong had told her.

			“No wonder they didn’t tear it down for a new construction,” Edison was saying. “The place looks haunted. Something really bad must have happened here, like a suicide or a murder. Or both. Terrible feng shui.”

			Marigold shivered, noticing the barbed wire atop the gate and the spikes on top of each pineapple finial. Those hadn’t been in her vision.

			“My mother lived in this house,” she murmured. “She left something inside that she needs.”

			“Are you sure this is it?” Edison protested. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s still living here.”

			“I’m sure.” That was all she’d divulge. She got out of the car. “Thanks for the ride. Please send your mom my apologies for missing lunch.”

			She didn’t wait for him to offer to accompany her. Slinging her backpack over her shoulder, she headed up to the gate.
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Chapter Fifty-Six

			The air in the house was musty. The wallpaper was peeling, dust powdered the intricate carvings of the rosewood furniture, and the piano keys had turned yellow. This much Marigold glimpsed while peering past the octogenarian maid blocking the door.

			The maid scowled at Marigold. “How did you get up here?”

			“The gate was…open,” Marigold explained, still winded from the stairs. “I’m here to see Seet Ling. She’s my…” Marigold faltered, not knowing what to call her. “My grandmother.”

			“Ma’am doesn’t have any grandchildren.”

			“Wait!” Marigold put out her foot before the door shut in her face. “I’m Yut Ying’s daughter.”

			Upon hearing the name, the maid gave Marigold a funny look. She let go of the door. “Take off your shoes and follow me. Ma’am is in the parlor.”

			Marigold wove through the house, carefully brushing the backs of her hands across the staircase, the walls, the cabinets, to assemble a mental map of the house’s four levels. There was no warmth at 12 Harbourage. Everything felt cold, leaking gusts of bygone fears and pains. As she approached the parlor, music resonated through the open door and lavender infused the air. The barest brush of the doorknob triggered the ghost of a gunshot in her ear.

			With a sharp gasp, Marigold stumbled, nearly colliding with the maid.

			She glared at Marigold darkly. “Don’t touch anything without permission.”

			Marigold was still catching her breath. She’d forgotten how to speak.

			“You’ll have to excuse Susu,” spoke a voice from within. “She’s been with us forever. The house is like her own child.”

			There, on a rosewood settee, lounged a woman in her mid-sixties. She looked as if she’d been sitting there all day posing for a portrait: Her gray hair was pinned into the perfect architecture of a bun, her legs gathered to the side with a pair of silken house slippers parked in front of her chair. She balanced a long cigarette holder between her fingers, the sort Marigold had only seen in movies.

			So this was Seet Ling.

			She had pictured Helen’s stepmother to be a Miss Havisham sort of character, aggrieved and eccentric. Not this.

			“Are you just going to stare?” Seet Ling drawled, sounding amused. She sat up, swaying as she put on her shoes. “Introduce yourself.”

			She was drunk, Marigold realized, and it wasn’t even noon yet.

			“I’m Marigold,” she responded. She extended a hand, bracing herself to read Seet Ling’s memories. “Yut Ying’s daughter.”

			“You’re shorter than her.” Seet Ling ignored Marigold’s proffered hand. “American?”

			“Yes.”

			“I didn’t think she would go so far,” Seet Ling murmured. “Good for her. It’s just a pity she isn’t here with you.”

			Marigold drew back her hand. “My mother?”

			“Yes. I should have liked to reconcile with her.” Seet Ling poured a liberal splash of whiskey into her glass. “Are you old enough to drink? This is straight from Scotland, very expensive.”

			“No—I mean, yes I’m old enough, but no—no thank you.”

			Seet Ling gave the whiskey a lazy swirl, then leaned back. “Yut Ying must have told you, we didn’t part on good terms. I still remember the day she arrived in Hong Kong. Thirty-five years ago, can you believe it? She sat in that chair there with the green brocade, fidgeting with the tassels. That was the day I gained a second daughter.” Seet Ling took a lengthy drag from her cigarette, and her voice turned hoarse. “I was a jealous young wife back then. I should have treated her better.”

			She twisted the ends of her shawl, suddenly looking small and defeated, not unlike the cigarette in her hand. All smoke and no fire.

			Seet Ling sighed. “Listen to me, an elderly lady reminiscing. Don’t ever get old, Marigold. You’ll be buried in regrets.” She set down her cigarette as the maid reappeared with tea. “Come, sit while it steeps. I want to hear about your life in the States. What does your mother do, who’s your father, where do you live?”

			Marigold took Helen’s chair, stealing a glimpse at the door where Susu now stood, blocking her way out. She wished Yuk Fong had been able to show her more about Helen’s stepmother; something about this entire place put her on edge. “There’s not much to tell,” she started. “My parents own a bakery in California, and I have two sisters. The oldest is pregnant with twins.”

			“Twins!” Seet Ling tapped her nails against her glass. “My my, little Yut Ying is going to be a grandmother. Good for her. What a happy, beautiful life she’s made.”

			Marigold forced a smile. She needed to get out of here. “I still have nausea from the ride up the hills,” she lied, clearing her throat. “Do you mind if I freshen up in the—”

			“You poor darling, did your driver take the windy way in? They always say it’s shorter, but it isn’t. Here, the tea’s ready—let me pour you a cup.” Seet Ling’s aim was shaky; it was a miracle nothing spilled onto the table. “Extra sugar? It’ll help with the nausea.” Seet Ling placed the cup on a matching saucer and blew at the steam. “Careful, it’s hot.”

			“Thank you, but—”

			“No need to be shy with family.” Seet Ling folded her legs back onto the divan. “You know, my daughter suffered the same sort of ailment. The sun made her weak, and she’d faint after too long in the car. You remind me of her, with the glasses.”

			“Lily.”

			“Yes. She and your mother were close.”

			Marigold’s fingertips tingled. She needed to find a way to Lily’s room.

			“If you have an altar,” she said, “I’d like to pray to her.”

			Seet Ling looked pleased. “You can pray to your grandfather as well. He died in ’67—it’s too bad, you could’ve met him. We wanted to invite your mother to the funeral, but she vanished without a trace.”

			Vanished without a trace. A muscle twitched in Marigold’s jaw. “I’m sorry to hear that. We didn’t know.”

			“Of course you didn’t.” Seet Ling rose. “Bring your tea, the altar’s upstairs. How about I show you around the house on the way?”

			Marigold couldn’t believe her luck. She reached for her tea, but as her fingers rounded over the porcelain cup, a crushing tide of lethargy overcame her, threatening to immobilize her. She grabbed at the table, toppling the teacup as her muscles went slack.

			“Aiya!” cried Seet Ling. “Are you quite all right?”

			The tea spilled, a gray-brown puddle sliding across the table. Marigold stared listlessly, still recovering from what she’d seen. She knelt to pick up the teacup—the very one that had once poisoned her mother—and schooled her face into an apologetic mask.

			“I’m so sorry. I’ll clean it up.”

			“Don’t bother, Susu can do it.” Seet Ling waved. “Susu!”

			As the maid left her post by the door and charged toward them, Marigold rose to her feet. This was her chance. She coughed, covering her mouth and making an uncomfortable gargling sound.

			“Where’s the washroom?” she asked. “I’m feeling sick again…might need to—”

			Seet Ling waved an urgent hand at the door. “Out past the den to the left of the piano. Heavens, don’t do it on my rugs!”

			Marigold had no intention of going to the bathroom. The second she left the parlor she hurried up the stairs, taking two steps at a time. Third floor, third floor. Lily’s room was on the third floor.

			At the top of the house, Marigold arrived in a wide and unlit hall. It smelled of incense, and the curtains were drawn, every door closed. The only light came from a red table at the end of the hallway, candles still burning.

			Lily’s altar.

			This was it. Lily’s door was double-locked: latched with a bolt on top and the knob required a key to open. Luckily, Marigold had come prepared. The knob was a simple lock like the ones she used to practice on when she was a kid. Within a minute, she picked it with the paperclips in her pocket, slid the bolt open, and crept inside.

			No one had entered Lily’s bedroom in decades; it hadn’t even been wired for electricity. Marigold parted the curtains, letting in a fan of gray light, and lifted the white sheets covering the furniture. She suppressed a cough as clouds of dust swirled up into the air.

			“Shadow?” she whispered. “It’s Yut Ying’s daughter. I’ve come to fetch you.”

			She peered under the desk, behind the bookshelves, and in the closet. There was no shadow to be found. She checked the bed next, lifting the pink sheet covering the mattress. Something flickered behind the headboard—

			Marigold froze. Footsteps were approaching, light yet unsteady.

			She rolled under Lily’s bed, hiding behind the pink dust ruffle. And that was when she found Helen’s shadow.

			It was dark against the wall, clinging to a broken porcelain doll that had fallen under the bed. Marigold reached to grab the doll by its tangled hair. The shadow darted away, slipping past her fingers.

			What was she thinking? A shadow was light and darkness. It couldn’t be picked up. Yet as she’d brushed her fingers across it, she thought she felt a trace of longing. An ache that came from the shadow itself—for her mother.

			Could that be possible?

			Helen’s shadow returned to the doll, slipping under its cracks and casting over its broken face like an eclipse. The doll was her mother’s favorite toy, Marigold gleaned, one of the few possessions Yut Ying had brought from Tunglam.

			Marigold reached for it again, only for the shadow to skitter away a second time.

			She was scaring it. I need to persuade it to me, she thought. I need it to trust me.

			The only thing she had of her mother’s was the wooden comb. Marigold put on her gloves, about to reach into her pocket—when the footsteps came to a halt. Right in front of Lily’s door.

			“She went in there, ma’am,” Susu was saying from the hallway. The maid sounded spooked. “Yes, that room. The last time Madam Chan went inside, she…she…”

			“Still afraid of ghosts, Susu?” Seet Ling laughed, her hand on the knob. Twisting. “I’ll deal with her. You take the rest of the day off. Go on, yes, yes, I’m sure,” she slurred. “Don’t forget to lock the gate on your way out.”

			The door creaked open. Seet Ling stood at the threshold holding a candle from Lily’s altar. Its fire turned her dark eyes lambent.

			“Marigold?” she called. “You really shouldn’t be up here, darling. There’s a reason this room is sealed off.”

			Seet Ling opened the closet, tilted the candlelight inside. “Come out, come out,” she said, singsong. “Come out, little cat.”

			Under the bed, Marigold pressed herself hard against the back wall as Seet Ling tottered to the window, looking behind the curtains. She was growing annoyed.

			“I should’ve known you’d be a wily little minx,” she muttered, “just like your mother.”

			Her voice turned hard. “All these years she’s prospered in America while I’ve been damned to this old house with only ghosts for company.” Seet Ling flung the curtains shut, choking off the sunlight.

			“It’s still a mystery to me how she left,” she said. “My guard never saw her pass through the gate. We searched for her for months. All around the hills, even in the cemetery. But it turns out, Yut Ying was good at hiding.” Seet Ling turned from the window. Her candlelight fell upon Marigold’s backpack half concealed under a pile of white sheets. “Just like her daughter.”

			Fuck, thought Marigold. She rose onto her elbows, inching out from under the bed when Seet Ling lifted the dust ruffle—

			And let out a shriek.

			It was the last sound Marigold expected her to make, and it startled her back under the bed. But as the old woman staggered, Marigold reached out and grabbed her by the ankle to steady her. It only alarmed her more. With a scream, Seet Ling stumbled back against the wall.

			“Get back,” Seet Ling cried. The candle in her hand trembled violently. “Lily, I’m your mother, have you forgotten? Don’t hurt me.”

			Lily?

			It was the gloves, Marigold realized. They were Lily’s. Seet Ling must have seen them and thought she was Lily’s ghost!

			She needed to explain. She started to crawl out from under the bed. “It’s me, Mari—”

			“Get back!” Seet Ling lunged and swung the candle at the bed. “Don’t touch me!”

			One careless brush against the cotton ruffles was all it took. Fire stole across the bed skirt, rushing across the pink sheet.

			Marigold had never moved faster in her life. Heat flared in her face, fogging up her glasses. She could already smell her singed hair as she scrambled out. She grabbed a blanket and threw it over the bed to smother the flames. No use. The fire was racing up the wooden frame and starting to lick at the peeling varnish.

			Smoke billowed across the room, making it hard to see—and breathe. Marigold’s lungs strained for each breath, her airways starting to swell. Covering her mouth with her sleeve, she found her way to Seet Ling, who stood frozen by the window. “You need to get out of here,” she yelled. It hurt to talk. Marigold pushed her toward the door. “Run, call the police!”

			Seet Ling’s eyes were wild, her nostrils flared. She saw not Marigold, but a girl with clouded glasses and long white gloves.

			Tears streaked down Seet Ling’s cheeks. “I didn’t kill you,” she wept, shaking Marigold by the shoulder. “It wasn’t me, I never left you. I’ve stayed all this time. All this time!”

			Smoke was in Marigold’s lungs. She gasped for air. Go! She pushed Seet Ling into the hall. Go!

			Her every instinct screamed for her to flee too, but she couldn’t. She had to get her mother’s shadow first.

			But turning her back on Seet Ling was a mistake. Marigold heard the door slam shut and the bolt slide into place with a click.

			Her stomach dropped.

			“No!” she cried. She pounded on the door, fear clenching her gut when the knob twisted, useless in her hand. Let me out!

			Her only response was the sound of Seet Ling’s footsteps fading down the hall.

			Marigold cursed. She was trapped, and unless she could get out, she was going to die. The metal rim of her glasses scalded her skin, the buttons on her shirt hot against her chest. She grabbed her backpack as a shield against the heat, coughing.

			At this point, only the bed was ablaze, the flames just starting to crackle up the wallpaper and spread across the room, but she knew better than to stay and hope the fire might starve itself out. She’d die from asphyxiation before that happened. Holding her breath, she crouched low beneath the smoke and turned toward the bed.

			Her mother’s shadow was scarcely three feet away, hugging the burning remnants of her mother’s doll. Only the porcelain face was still intact, black hair spluttering and hissing, strands curling up as they burned. There wasn’t much time.

			Marigold held out Helen’s comb. This was my mom’s, she told the shadow. She needs you as much as you need her. I’ll take you to her, I promise.

			Helen’s shadow seemed to understand that it wouldn’t survive if it stayed in Lily’s room. It leapt, wrapping itself around the comb’s wooden teeth.

			There. Marigold tucked the comb into the Altoids tin and put it in her pocket.

			The fire was spreading, trailing her across the room. If she lingered any longer, opening the window would turn into a death sentence and feed the fire. She had to get out before it grew too strong.

			She flung aside the curtains, and with a cry, threw her weight into pushing the window open. Smoke went spiraling out and air came rushing in, fresh and crisp and lifesaving.

			Marigold hurried out onto a white planter with dead flowers. As her knees sank into the dirt, the box wobbled; it wouldn’t hold her for long. She grabbed a gutter pipe. Just like climbing down a tree, she told herself. She slid down as far as she could, then dropped into the bushes.

			Behind her, the fire had already traveled down to the first floor, flames roaring and sparks spitting into the sky.

			Marigold ran. She could feel the heat of the blaze on her back as she pushed through the shrubs in the yard, trying to put distance between her and the house. Embers followed her out the window, carrying their dying flames down into the yard and blinking like fireflies amid the torrents of thick black smoke.

			One after another, the embers ignited the dry and withered bushes on the ground. Edison had told her that it hadn’t rained in days. The yard was parched, the untended grass prime for kindling.

			Marigold rushed down the stone stairs for the gate. A few times she tripped. Each time it was harder to get back up. She was wheezing and coughing, and her chest hurt—the way it did before an asthma attack.

			Can’t stop, she thought.

			From every direction, wind buffeted her, spreading banners of fire rapidly across the yard. Soon the trees were burning, their branches rupturing off with visceral snaps, and the weeds between the stone steps made popping sounds against Marigold’s shoes as she ran.

			Finally she made it to the bottom. But the gate was locked!

			“Help!” she cried weakly.

			There was no one on the road. She scanned the burning yard for any sign of Seet Ling. The woman was nowhere to be found. Marigold was alone.

			She gripped the iron bars, trying to pull herself up to climb to the other side. No luck. Even if she could get past the barbed wire, her arms had no strength left.

			A siren trilled, too far away to be of hope. Then, as Marigold slumped against the gate, she heard an eerie sound coming from the house. Above her on the hill, Marigold spotted Seet Ling on a windowsill, her back to the traveling flames. She was dancing with her shawl and singing Cantonese opera. The melody sounded tragic, every note painfully long and high. Her voice grew shrill, vibrating to a peak. Then Seet Ling opened her arms to the wind.

			Marigold looked away before the flames closed in.

			Her own world was growing faint. Marigold pressed her cheek to the gate and held her breath. The colors of the world—the bright gasps of fiery orange, the arid yellow of the garden’s treetops, the cerulean sky, the white-painted house—bled to gray.

			I’m sorry, Mom, Marigold thought. Her hand slid down the iron bar. Smoke was in her lungs. She couldn’t hold her breath any longer.

			Her knees fell, then the rest of her. As she lay among the weeds and the dirt, the fire impending, she could hear the earth itself singing to her. It hummed a low and resonant song—serene, unlike Seet Ling’s, and before Marigold could wonder whether she was losing her mind, a rush of glittering cold lapped at her skin. In a wave it fell over her—and stole her into the darkness.
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Chapter Fifty-Seven

			Marigold woke under the expanse of a gray-blue sky. It looked like the sea, vast and never-ending, and her first thought was that she’d died—for how else could the world be upside down? Then she smelled the smoke.

			It came from below, coiling into the sky in a bulbous black cloud. Sirens blared, their red lights flashing. As Marigold sat up, she saw the remains of 12 Harbourage still burning brightly.

			She had no recollection of how she’d ended up here in the safety of the hills above the house. The last few minutes were forever lost to her, as though she’d fallen into the deepest dream. But she knew who had saved her.

			She raised her arms, searching the air with her hands. “Mom?” she cried. “Where are you?” She searched, panic growing inside her with each passing beat. Then—a few steps down the hill, she felt something.

			It was little more than a wisp, a thread of cold that caressed her fingertips. Marigold closed her hand, latching on. Through her fingers, she felt a spark leading to the secret world where Helen Yuen had vanished.

			She couldn’t let it fade.

			With one hand, she opened the Altoids tin. Still wrapped around the wooden comb, the shadow had become tenuous, as thin as a dark strand of hair. Just like her mother’s presence on this earth.

			“I know it’s hard for you to hear me where you are,” Marigold said, her voice shaking. “It’s like you’re trapped in a dream and it’s a goddamn fight to wake up.” She swallowed, tasting the ash in her mouth. “You might not even want to wake up. But don’t go yet. You came out of nothing to save me when I needed you. I still need you.” She uttered the words she’d been frightened to say for so long: “I love you, Mama.”

			The shadow flickered. If it could hear her, her words weren’t enough.

			Marigold didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what else to say.

			The answer came softly, a mere whisper amid the tumult in Marigold’s mind.

			Music.

			Helen always said it made her ear hurt, but there was one song she used to sing, so long ago Marigold couldn’t even muster the opening words. But Helen’s shadow knew. As Marigold worked it free from the comb’s wooden teeth, as if she were untangling the yarns of the past, suddenly she remembered every word:

			There are two hwamei in the tree,

			Singing their sweetest song

			For at last, the rain is lifting,

			Chattering into the sea.

			There are two hwamei in the tree,

			Snow melting off their feathers.

			They perch upon the blossomed bough,

			Ready to fly wing to wing.

			She sang haltingly, her voice gaining strength with each tremulous note. But when the song came to an end, the spark in her fingers fizzled into nothing. Gone, too, was the thread of cold in the air.

			Marigold crumpled to her knees. She’d forgotten about the smoke in her lungs, and all at once it rose up her throat in a fit, making her cough. Then she wept.

			Green saturated the hills, and blue returned to the sky. She didn’t see the clouds begin to drift apart, the sun sieving through in pinpricks of light. She didn’t see Helen’s shadow beneath her, sweeping across the wild grass like a mantle of ink. From this darkness, a woman’s shape unfurled. Her mother’s figure, with its long and sturdy limbs, the black swath of hair, the familiar fan of tapered fingers. From her mouth whistled filaments of a song, the melody an echo of the lullaby that Marigold had just sung.

			Under the sun she swelled to life, and it was then, when the sound of the wind became a breath, that the grief in Marigold’s heart began to stir into hope.

			“Mom?” she dared.

			Helen’s eyes fluttered open. The afternoon had become bright, and her mother winced, needing a moment to reorient herself to this world.

			“You’re bleeding,” was the first thing Helen said. Her voice was raspy, as though she too had been in the fire. “By your eye—”

			Marigold flew into her arms. She couldn’t tell whether the rush of relief and joy she felt was her mother’s—or her own. “I thought I lost you.”

			Helen’s shoulders went soft. She held her daughter close. “Your whole life, I was afraid I’d lose you,” she whispered. “But look at you, you found me.”

			“I’ve had a little practice.”

			Helen thumbed the scar by Marigold’s eye. “So you have.”

			A smile touched her mother’s mouth. Not just any ordinary smile. But the beaming, glowing smile that Marigold had seen once before: the look of her mother in love. Marigold thought Helen had never looked more beautiful.

			Hand in hand, mother and daughter helped each other up and gradually ventured down the other side of the hill. In the distance, Marigold heard a bird singing. “Is that—”

			“A hwamei,” Helen finished for her with a nod. “I haven’t heard one in years.”

			Marigold listened to its bright song, warbling high as the sun fanned down upon the valley. It was the sweetest sound she’d ever heard.
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Chapter Fifty-Eight

				Yut Ying

			
			We took a taxi to a pier overlooking Victoria Harbour. It was Marigold’s idea, and she wouldn’t explain. She only said there was something she wanted to show me.

			We walked past the ferry terminal, past the vendors selling steamed peanuts and the boat rental stalls. My balance was still shaky, but whenever I glanced down at my feet and saw my shadow, slowly gaining substance—as I was—my confidence grew.

			A few minutes after we arrived, it started drizzling. Soft white mist curled over the sea, shimmering in a way that, for the second time in my life, arrested me. I stopped to marvel. Here was a different port and a different time, yet the waters were the same. And somehow I sensed that, like me, they remembered.

			I ambled along the guardrail, watching the waves lap against the pier posts. In the distance scudded the Star Ferry, cruising past clusters of fishing boats and sampans. The air was fishier than before, the hills around us shorter—or maybe it was simply the skyline that was taller. All gray and white like a crowded field of mushrooms, not so different from San Francisco. Back in my day, there were no promenades of potted palm trees and yellow waste receptacles all in a neat line, no children twirling ruffled sun umbrellas or tourists taking pictures with their disposable cameras. Yet if I closed my eyes, I became that naïve little eleven-year-old waiting for her Baba to pick her up, so fresh from the countryside I could still taste the sweetness of Mama’s cabbage on my tongue.

			“What did you want to show me?” I asked Marigold once we left the crowds behind.

			She’d been quiet this whole time, almost serene but for that familiar pinch in her brow. She rolled up her sleeve, and my bracelet slipped down her wrist.

			“Keep it,” I said before she could speak. “Your po po gave it to me when I left for Hong Kong. I should have given it to you long ago.”

			Marigold almost smiled. “Neither of us is going to keep it.”

			“What?”

			“Did you know that carp have thirty-three vertebrae, same as a human?” she asked. “That’s how many links there are.”

			I knew how many links the bracelet had. I’d counted them a thousand times. “What does that mean?”

			My daughter cupped her fingers over the bracelet, half closing her eyes. “A hundred years ago, there was a girl like Yeh Shen. I don’t know her name, but people called her Pockface for the red birthmark on her cheek. Her family was poor, her early childhood spent toiling barefoot in the rice paddies. Because of her face she was deemed unmarriageable and worthless, so when she was six years old, her mother began binding Pockface’s feet—breaking her young toes and bending them down against her sole, for the only way for an ugly girl to marry well was to cultivate tiny feet that curved like lotus petals. Her mother was determined for the girl to lift the family out of poverty. ‘If not, you will live a miserable life like me,’ said the mother.

			“Poor Pockface suffered terribly. One day she hobbled to the stream, undoing her bandages and dipping her feet into the water for a moment’s scant relief. There she met a fish that gleamed like gold, and took solace in its silent company. She visited it often, feeding it grains of rice from her own sparse bowl. Together, Pockface and the fish grew up.

			“When Pockface came of marriageable age, an old magistrate was looking for a concubine. Her mother seized the opportunity. She’d heard stories from her daughter about the golden fish in the stream, and decided that to provide a dowry, she would kill it. One day, she put on Pockface’s jacket and pretended to be her daughter. When the golden fish came swimming into view, she speared it in the belly, delighted to find that both its spine and its scales were made of solid gold. She told Pockface to weave its golden scales into a veil to cover her face, and she kept the bones for herself. Devastated, Pockface wept bitterly about her fate. That night, she prayed to her friend for forgiveness and dreamt the fish told her to run away.

			“ ‘I can barely walk,’ she cried. ‘How will I run away?’

			“ ‘Sew my scales into slippers, not a veil, and line the soles with my spine for protection.’ The fish paused. ‘You will run swiftly and without pain. But heed my warning—as soon as you are safe, you must return my body to the water. If you do not, I will think you’ve become just as wicked as your mother. Do you promise?’

			“Pockface promised, and to her astonishment, what the fish said was true. With the help of the golden slippers, she was able to walk, to run! She fled north and reached a town outside of Peking, where she married a goldsmith. For the first time, her life was happy.

			“The following year, she went to the river more than once, intent on keeping her promise to the fish. Each time, she hesitated. My friend must be a divine spirit from heaven, she told herself. If I return his body to the water, my fortunes could all wash away, too. My feet will hurt again when I walk. Surely my friend wouldn’t mind if I held on to his bones just a mite longer. He knows I’m nothing like my mother. More convinced by the day, she asked her husband to weld the fish’s golden spine into a bracelet she could wear.

			“Years passed. Pockface had children of her own and her family became prosperous. Then she began to dream of her fish, who begged to be returned to the water so it could go to heaven. Plagued by these nightmares, she finally took the slippers to the river. She tossed one into the water, but she couldn’t bear to let go of the other. One should appease the fish, she thought. She returned home and asked her husband to turn the remaining slipper into a charm for her bracelet. After that, she thought no more of it.

			“A month later, her husband was lost to sea, and that winter took away Pockface’s two oldest sons. Heartbroken, she fell gravely ill. Before she died, she called for her daughter, who had an exceptional memory, and instructed her to return the bracelet to the river. But Pockface was too ashamed to tell the story of her broken promise, so the girl remained ignorant of the bracelet’s true origins. When it came time, she couldn’t bear to throw away her mother’s most prized possession. She kept it for herself, thinking she was honoring her.”

			Marigold returned the bracelet to me. “And so began our family’s curse.”

			I draped the golden chain over my hand, studying its forked links as they rested on the lines of my palm. They did look like fish bones.

			And the charm? For so long, I’d thought it was a lucky peanut. Now I couldn’t unsee that the tiny freckles on the gold were fish scales, the oblong shape clearly a slipper. Chinese people never gave shoes as gifts—it meant to wish someone a rough and unlucky life.

			“A fishbone Cinderella.” I couldn’t help laughing; the irony was too much. “To think, my mother gave me this bracelet believing it might protect me from our curse.”

			“She didn’t know,” replied Marigold. “But now we do. We can fulfill the promise that our ancestors never did.”

			“I was wondering why you wanted to come to the harbor.” I beheld my daughter in quiet wonderment. “Can it be as easy as that?”

			“Sometimes the hardest things are the easiest.”

			It had stopped drizzling, and as the clouds began their exodus, Marigold closed the distance between us with one step. She blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Ready?”

			I drew back a step. “Wait.”

			“What’s the matter?”

			I didn’t know how to broach it, so I started with something else first. “I was thinking of the first time I heard the story of Yeh Shen. I’d just lost this charm.” I touched the dangling slipper, my mouth bittersweet with the taste of fate. “A friend found it. Somehow he got to telling me the story.”

			“Was your friend Tommy Yeung, the chairman of Peaksoy?”

			It shouldn’t have surprised me that she knew. “He was a boy when I met him.”

			“You were in love with him.”

			“Yes,” I said. “Until he married someone else.”

			I tried to hide it, but still came the quiet crack in my voice. Even after so many years, I couldn’t think about Tommy without bitterness.

			“He divorced her after two years,” Marigold revealed. “The reason he spearheaded that big campaign looking for you was because…”

			“Because he still loved me?” I said. I held in a sigh. “Even if I’d known, I wouldn’t have changed anything. I was married. I had a child. I wouldn’t leave for someone who’d broken my heart before.”

			Wind from the sea tousled Marigold’s hair. This daughter of mine was no stranger to heartbreak. I was to blame for that, yet still she tried to comfort me.

			She said, seriously, “Do you ever wonder what might have been?”

			I gave myself away by flinching. “Sometimes.”

			“You could see him. We’re in Hong Kong—”

			To that, I gave a vigorous shake of my head. “Your father and I might not have had the happiest of marriages, but I don’t regret marrying him.” I was holding the bracelet in my fist, and I uncurled my fingers for one last look. “Because of you. You and your sisters.”

			Marigold was moved. She leaned her head on my shoulder, whispering, “I’m glad you’re back, Mama.”

			“Me too.” I stroked her hair. For so long, I’d been afraid I would lose her. Never would I have guessed that she would be the one to save me. I owed her more than I could repay. But I could start.

			“Do you ever think about Kenji?”

			It was Marigold’s turn to flinch. From the way her entire body tensed, shoulders going straighter than the horizon, I knew she’d never stopped loving the boy.

			She looked to the sea, watching a gull dive, skimming the waves with its wing. “A friend told me he moved to Japan for a job.”

			“Really?” I feigned surprise. “Well, maybe he’s back. His last letter was postmarked from Berkeley.”

			I could practically hear the snap in Marigold’s spine as she whirled to face me. Never had I seen her look so stunned. Her lips were parted, caught in a silent gasp, and without realizing it she grabbed my arm to steady herself. “What letter?”

			For months, I’d braced myself for this conversation. I’d put it off, afraid that it would make Marigold hate me even more. No longer. She deserved the truth.

			“He came by the bakery a few times looking for you before Peony got married.” I bit the inside of my cheek, not having the courage to meet Marigold’s gaze. “I told him what your dad threatened in the hospital. He said he’d wait until you were ready.”

			When I looked up, tears welled in my daughter’s eyes. Her nose was red. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I should have,” I said. I had no excuses. “Your father shouldn’t have done what he did, and I shouldn’t have let him. He might not have enough time to realize that he’s sorry…” My voice broke. “But I am. Forgive me.”

			Marigold’s tears spilled down her cheeks. She turned away to face the harbor and wiped her eyes with her sleeves.

			I didn’t move, I didn’t speak. Part of me expected her to storm off and want nothing to do with me. But I waited, watching her lean against the guardrail, framed by the blue-green sea.

			People always said Marigold looked the least like me, acted the least like me. What did they know? I understood the ways her heart had broken over and over, how she pieced it back together again each time and protected herself by keeping her doors shut and her secrets close. In my own way, I had done the same.

			Without realizing it, I found myself holding my breath. And as if she could sense it, Marigold turned, catching my arm. Don’t, her expression read.

			After I exhaled, she let go of me and said, “Tell me about the letters.”

			“A new one comes every other week. I keep them under your bed at home.” I hesitated. “I wasn’t brave enough to tell you before you left for Harvard. I kept hoping you might find them by accident.”

			Marigold sucked in her cheeks. “It’s been almost two years. Do you think he…he…”

			“The strongest love is between two people with resistant hearts.”

			“Like you and Aunt Lily?”

			The words were a pick, unlocking the last bolts around my heart. I smiled at her. “We’re not the only ones.”

			I took her hand and raised the bracelet. “I’m ready. Are you?”

			“Yes.” Marigold’s reply was tender. She stood at my side. “On the count of three.”

			“One.”

			“Two.”

			Three. We flung the bracelet into the harbor, high over the sea. As it arced into the sky, catching the bright and weary sun in a flare of gold, I saw the past and the future converge into a single thread. A pock-faced girl who could speak to fish. A cabbage farmer’s wife who remembered everything except her mother’s broken promise. I saw Mama deep in a dreamless sleep, Marigold hugging a baby with Kenji’s floppy hair. Myself at Sui Chan’s son’s wedding laughing and dancing with my oldest friend, then setting flowers in front of an altar for Lily—and later, Philip.

			There came a ping I must have only imagined I heard—the sound of the bracelet splashing into the sea. Into the depths it disappeared, plunging back to where it belonged. I watched until the ripples it made had gone still, washed away by the unceasing tides, and the last swirls of mist rolled away in long, glistening strokes.

			When I inhaled and held my breath, there was no lingering cold across my skin. No tingle or shiver. Only a warmth in my bones that I hadn’t felt in years.

			I swung my arms, watching my shadow mimic me on the pavement. It waved when I waved. It followed while I walked, its outline dark and crisp and stuck to me as if we’d never separated.

			Marigold was trying to hide her amusement. “It’s not going anywhere.”

			I know.

			I looked up at her, finding her face a cautious mirror of mine. We were full of questions for each other, of secrets to be shared and wounds we had yet to heal. All beginnings had to start somewhere.

			“Looks like we missed lunch,” I said, linking arms with my daughter. “How about we get some ice cream?”

			Surprise showed on Marigold’s face, then a smile broke out, bright enough to rival her name. Above us the sun had arrived with a new and wondrous way to make the harbor shine, and deep in the glittering sea, a fish found his bones.

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of an ornate interior scene showing a dark wooden table holding a vintage gramophone with a large golden horn, a blue-and-white teapot and cup, and a tall porcelain vase overflowing with red, orange, and yellow flowers, around which several flowing, translucent koi fish are swimming; behind them, a pale blue window framed by red and gold geometric panels and overhanging tree branches fills the background, with swirling golden ribbons drifting across the foreground.]
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			The following image in this ebook illustrates complex ideas or contains a passage of text. Here it has been reproduced as a thumbnail and accompanied by an extended description.
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				Ha Family Tree

				This image presents a multigenerational family tree for the Ha family. The central figures are the married couple Ha Pok Mun and Lei Yuk Fong, along with their children and extended relatives. The tree covers four generations. No specific dates or time period are given.

				Generation 1: Matriarch

				
						
						Grandma Ha is labeled “Ah Ma” with the Chinese characters 老太太. She is the parent of Ha Pok Mun, Ha Yan Yi, and two unnamed sons.

						

				

				Generation 2: Central couple and their sibling

				
						
						Ha Pok Mun, labeled “Baba” with the Chinese characters 夏博文, is a central figure. He is married to Lei Yuk Fong and Leung Seet Ling.

						
								
								Lei Yuk Fong, labeled “Mama” with the Chinese characters 李玉芳.

								

								
								Leung Seet Ling is labeled “Sai Ma” with the Chinese characters 李玉芳.

								

						


				

				Ha Pok Mun has one named sibling:

				
						
						Ha Yan Yi, labeled “Gu Ma” with the Chinese characters 夏欣怡. She is married to Mister Chan.

						
								
								Mister Chan is shown with a cross symbol (†) next to his name, indicating that he is deceased.

								

						


				

				Ha Pok Mun also has two unnamed brothers.

				Generation 3: Children of Ha Pok Mun

				With Lei Yuk Fong:

				
						
						Ha Syun Tung, labeled “Dai Gor” with the Chinese characters 夏孙桐

						

						
						Ha Syun Kit, labeled “Yi Gor” with the Chinese characters 夏孙傑

						

						
						Ha Yut Ying, labeled “Helen” with the Chinese characters 夏月影

						
								
								
									She is married to  Yuen Fu Keong, labeled “Philip” with the Chinese characters 袁富強.

									

						


				

				With Leung Seet Ling

				
						
						Ha Le Le, labeled “Lily” with the Chinese characters 夏丽丽

						

						
						Ha Kar Hou, labeled “Richard” with the Chinese characters 夏家豪

						

				

				Generation 4: Grandchildren of Ha Pok Mun

				Three grandchildren are shown as children of Ha Yut Ying and Yuen Fu Keong.

				
						
						Yuen Mei Yee, labeled “Peony” with the Chinese characters 袁美仪.

						

						
						Yuen Mei Yoong, labeled “Marigold” with the Chinese characters 袁美蓉.

						

						
						Yuen Mei Mun, labeled “Rosie” with the Chinese characters 袁美雯.

						

				

				Back to Ha Family Tree.
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