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For grandma, my roots and sky





“My nostalgia differs from yours.”

—YU XIUHUA






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Contents

	Chapter 1: 1948, Zhoushan

	Chapter 2: 1989, Nanchang

	Chapter 3: 1948, Zhoushan

	Chapter 4: 1989, Nanchang

	Chapter 5: 1949, Zhoushan

	Chapter 6: 1989, Nanchang

	Chapter 7: 1949, Zhoushan

	Chapter 8: 1989, Nanchang

	Chapter 9: 1950, Zhoushan

	Chapter 10: 1989, Nanchang

	Chapter 11: 1950, Zhoushan

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13: 1966, Light Bulb Factory

	Chapter 14: 1998, Beijing

	Chapter 15: 1998, Nanchang

	Chapter 16: 1999, Light Bulb Factory

	Acknowledgments

	A Note on the Author

	eCopyright






	iii


	v

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38







































































































































































































































































































































































	Cover

	Contents

	Begin Reading






1.

1948, Zhoushan

The branch hung low, laden with salmon-colored berries in the rising sun. In the shade, the wooden canoes the fishermen used for day trips lay moored to the piers. Ah Xue stood on one of them, reaching on her tiptoes—just a tad too short. She took a deep breath and hopped up. The tip of her fingers grazed the leaves. She landed back on the canoe, and the canoe swirled and the pier moaned and the sun spots on the murky water dashed violently around. She looked up, dizzied by the light. The berries were trembling a little, and in that tremble, their redness seemed to drip. She rolled up her sleeves and stepped onto the edges of two adjacent canoes, one foot on each. Warily, almost piously, she reached out a hand.

The berries slipped through her fingers like freezing rain—how could something so bright, so taunting, feel so cold? Goose bumps raised across her spine. Just then a breeze picked up, and the canoes started to rock. Ah Xue grabbed on to the berries and pulled down as hard as she could. The canoes drifted apart; her legs were splitting, farther and farther. She thrust one hand into the air to keep balance and turned to look at the other hand: this hand was lush with red juice. She was going down fast. Ah Xue licked her thumb—the keen tartness woke up every inch of her at once. She let out a shriek.

The cicadas sang high and low all over the harbor.

The mother was hanging fishing nets on clotheslines when the news came. Her backyard, lined by mud walls that came up to her shoulders, was covered by the shade of a giant mimosa tree. Dog’s-tail grass stood on the walls like a man’s thinning hair. The same dog’s-tail grass spread across her yard, in her vegetable patches, towering over the eggplants and scallions, blooming their pale wispy spikes. The fishing nets were hung from the clotheslines that ran between the tree branches and the wall. They were all gray: mouse gray; sardine gray; charcoal gray; slate gray nets, wavering in the air, smelling like cured death, smelling like the sea.

The mother threw another net across the low branch and spread it out, squinting her eyes to examine the spot where a hole was just mended. Just then she heard a woman’s voice from beyond the mud wall. “Heavens have mercy!”

The mother turned and saw the Butcher’s wife, a stout woman in her fifties. Her eyebrows hopped up and down as she said, “They fished your girl out of the water!”

The mother shook her head. “Ah Xue? Can’t be. I told her to never go near the water, and she never does.”

“Have you any other girl?” The Butcher’s wife flung her hands up. “Come see for yourself, now!”

The two women hurried toward the wharf, the Butcher’s wife striding ahead, and the mother falling a few feet behind. As she tried to keep up, her body wobbled with each step. The mother had bound feet—Three-Inch Golden Lotus—as the matchmaker used to call it, small enough to disappear in a grown man’s palm. She scampered on, helplessly, frivolously. She followed the Butcher’s wife through the maze of alleyways, through the pungent market where fishmongers were packing up their stands and small kids foraged on bare feet. A few men turned to look at her, their eyes lapping at her back, the way children eyed someone else’s tilting doll.

On a moldy dock at the end of the wharf, Ah Xue sat curled up with her face buried in her knees. A small circle had formed around her, everyone was chattering. She felt dizzy; words rolling into one another in her water-clogged ears. She saw a pair of tiny shoe tips poking out of dark blue pant legs. Ah Xue looked up and murmured, “Um-Ma.” She felt like bawling and smiling at the same time. But then the mother’s hand jerked up and a burning slap landed hard on her cheek. Ah Xue burst into tears.

“The sea is no place for girls,” someone in the crowd murmured. “Better learn her lesson.”

By now Ah Xue had gotten up and stooped behind her mother with knitted hands. She wore a tea-colored linen shirt, fastened by a row of white buttons that ran diagonally across the top of her chest, stopping just below her right armpit. A skinny piping of vermilion red rolled along her standing collar, snugging her small pale neck. The mother remembered the pain of sewing that piping by hand. It took nearly as long to sew the piping on as to make the entire shirt—but Ah Xue had begged her so—vermilion was her favorite color. She thought at the time: So what if I indulge my girl a bit? The world is gray enough. Now the shirt was soaked through, outlining the twelve-year-old’s scrawny shoulders, jutting collarbones and quavering chest, where the mother’s eyes fell. She watched her daughter breathe. Up, down, up, down . . . She held Ah Xue in her arms and inhaled the wet kelp in her matted hair.

1989, Nanchang

My name was Fei. Fei as in “take flight.” I was a tomboy and a nerd too. My hair, perpetually parted on the left, was cropped to just above my earlobes; I never wore dresses or skirts. I wore blue overalls and checkered T-shirts. A pair of thick glasses with wide brown rims sat on my small nose: take them off and the whole world blurred. At six I entered elementary school, and some kids immediately started calling me “four-eyes.” Honestly, I didn’t mind it that much. When I was in third grade, a man tapped me on the shoulder as I headed toward the girl’s bathroom. “Wow, kiddo,” he said. “Watch where you’re going. The boy’s room is over there, all the way across the hall.”

I thought of telling him that he was wrong, that I was indeed a girl. Instead, I looked up and said, “Oh,” and trailed behind him toward the end of the hall. After I saw him entering an office, I headed back to the girl’s bathroom.

That evening, I told Ma and Pa about my bathroom encounter, and they both put down their chopsticks and bowls and chuckled. They asked me who this teacher was. I dunno. They asked me what I said to him. I don’t remember, I mumbled. Ma turned to look at the TV. She always did this when she had something specific to say. Eventually she said, “Her hair is too short. It is kind of confusing. Don’t you think so, Han Wen? Unnecessarily confusing.” The TV was blasting live news. It was China Central, one of the six channels we had, and the news came on at 7:00 p.m. sharp. Night after night, the three of us ate dinner in front of the TV.

“Son, you look smart in those shorts,” Pa said, tilting his chin at me. “So what if they’re confused? Let ’em be confused.”

By the age of eight, Pa had taught me all there was to know about skipping rocks on water, showed me every one of his fart tricks. On the weekends he took me roaming around town on his bike, and I’d sit on his crossbar, nestled in the nook between his arms, with the streetlights and the strangers and the wind rushing at me. If I turned to the side, then I’d see the red yellow green plastic awnings of restaurants, grocery stands and bookstalls bleed into one another, and all those characters printed on the awnings fray into a million loose threads. Just like that, the city of Nanchang unraveled before my eyes.

When I got my first bike, I had only one request: I wanted one with a crossbar.

“They don’t make crossbars for little girl’s bikes.”

“Why not?”

“Cause girls wear skirts. Imagine getting on a bike with a crossbar wearing a skirt. Imagine how embarrassing that’d be.”

“But I don’t wear skirts.”

“But you are a girl. Also, they don’t make crossbars for little boy’s bikes either.”

In the end, I picked out a gray bike with a black seat, and I always mounted it as if there was an invisible crossbar: first I pushed the pedal down with my left foot; then, gliding along one-footed, I’d throw my right leg high up in the air and swing it over. I did this as slowly and suavely as possible, especially when Pa was around, just to hear him say, Oh, look at you go, son, watch him shake his head, and grin his bearded grin.

Every day, Ma would warn me against her sewing drawer, the top right one in the study room desk. She was a tireless embroiderer. She once covered our dining table, pillowcases and even curtains with flowers and goldfish, turning our two-bedroom apartment into an aquarium and a greenhouse at once. This sewing drawer contained all her magic. “Don’t you open that drawer,” she’d say to me, every day, whenever she thought of it, and for a split second, her beautiful almond eyes would widen and turn deep. “There’re a ton of needles in there. You’ll get poked and bleed. It’ll hurt, a lot.”

It was a long summer, when I turned eight. Starting in May, we had to leave the ceiling fan on all night, though all it did was blow tepid breath on my face. Sleeping on the bed was unbearable, so Ma spread a threadbare straw mat across the bedroom floor; then she’d wipe it down with a damp towel she left soaking in a basin of ice water. I’d crawl onto it, arms and legs splayed.

That very summer Pa developed a bizarre fear—he thought the ceiling fan would crash down on me any minute. He’d place a white pinewood stool over me, as soon as I lay down on the damp mat, so that its four stout legs comically rose above my stomach. “Good night,” he’d whisper. “Now the fan won’t hurt you, even if it falls.”

From the other end of the room a news anchor was stringing together odd phrases—hunger strikes and walkouts and empty campuses and roadblocks. The fan hummed on. I wondered where this all took place but was too content to open my eyelids and steal a glance.

Lying awake beneath the short wooden stool, I thought of death. I thought of it every night. I pictured a pitch-dark tube slide with many a twist and turn, and I’d go faster and faster, so fast that the instant I let out a scream, it’d sound a mile away, and my own heart would start to claw and hop inside my chest like a caged bird trying frantically to get out, and I’d feel a scream bubbling up from my gut—then poof—everything disappeared. But I was not at the bottom. There was no bottom to reach. Just like that I would die, one day, I thought, never to see or feel or run or think again. Just sliding down and down, forever.

In the early morning, when Pa left for work and Ma went down to the market, I rushed over to the study, pulling open Ma’s sewing drawer, the one on the top right she’d warned me about. This drawer was never organized: pastel-colored cotton threads were wound into balls of all sizes, rolling left and right as I pulled the drawer open. Out of these thread balls a dozen silver needles poked; a soft tape measure snaked around; and bits of white tailor’s chalks and copper nickels and pennies lay hidden in its path. With my eyes half-closed, I stuck my right hand into the drawer, fumbling my way in this delicate, dangerous, girlish jungle, and bit my lips while the needles grazed on the flesh beneath my fingernails. Sometimes I’d bleed, just a little, sometimes I came out unscratched.

When I closed the drawer back up, I always felt safer.

1948, Zhoushan

The mother picked up the smooth ring that was held in the mouth of the bronze beast and knocked three times on the black wooden gate. The beast had bulging eyes and a wide, flat nose, with a pair of deer’s antlers like tree branches. The mother strained her ears to listen for footsteps behind the gate while the two beasts, one on each side of the door panel, glared at her. She shifted in her shoes, lifted up a hand to tuck some loose hair behind her ears. The door opened a crack.

“Follow me,” a woman in black said. “You must be the new combing aunt.” She said this with her back to the mother, her neck turned a little. A silver hairpin poked out of her neatly shaped bun, its carved end catching a glint of the sun. The woman walked fast. The mother teeter-tottered a few feet behind, taking in the courtyard with the corners of her eyes: gardenia was in bloom, fat white petals smelling like molasses and rain; a koi pond covered by lotus leaves, shuffling like skirt hems in the morning breeze; a long breezeway with painted pillars zigzagging across the yard. They walked until the woman with the silver hairpin stopped in front of a small room. The door was half-open, but a curtain of indigo brocade blocked their view.

“Wait here,” said the woman. She lifted up a corner of the curtain and slipped in, smooth and quiet as a snake into a pond. Ripples went across the brocade, and in the darkness a million embroidered chrysanthemum petals shimmered. A voice said, “Why not tell her to come in?”

The room was so dark that for a moment all the mother could see was a tuft of cotton-white hair. Incense was burning, and it left a powdery feel on her tongue, reminding her of the few times she’d taken Ah Xue to the Bodhisattva’s temple: on New Year’s Eve, at the Moon Festival, or whenever the child came down with a bad enough cold.

The mother’s new client, Lady Shi, was a woman in her late sixties with a pale, flaccid face, a thin nose and nonchalant eyes. But her voice was soft like a young girl’s. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Auntie,” the lady nodded, turning her face away from the mother and smiling into the mirror. “I know you have other homes to attend to. So, let’s do something simple, shall we?” Lady Shi talked slowly, one sentence fading into another, trailing off with a slight uplift, the way a Kun Opera singer recited her lines onstage.

“Morning, madam,” said the mother.

She stepped up to the dressing table and laid her basket down. One after another she brought out her tools: three fine-tooth boxwood combs of various sizes, each in the shape of a half-moon; a wide-tooth rake comb with a long, curved handle; a teasing comb with three layers of teeth, from short to long—run it through the smoothly combed scalp and the hair would instantly look twice as full; a rat tail comb to swirl up a bun; a pin tail comb to divide the hair and a soft flat brush. In the end, the mother picked out a white-and-blue porcelain box, set it on the table and lifted its small oval lid: in it lay a few slices of elmwood shavings—curved up, milky white, cut so thin to be transparent. A smell of faint summer herbs filled the air.

The lady’s maid came over and put down a basin of hot water. The mother fingered a small wooden bowl out of her basket, dropped a couple of elmwood shavings into the bowl, and dripped in some water. Then she rolled up her sleeves and dipped her own hands into the basin—it was scorching. The water needed to be scorching to bring out the elmwood sap, but it was too hot to wash hands in. The mother washed her hands deliberately, meeting the nonchalant eyes of Lady Shi with a smile, taking care not to spill a drop out.

The lady’s maid handed her a white cotton towel.

By now the elmwood oil had been teased out. The thin shavings in the wooden bowl turned into a pale green gel. The mother dipped her small brush in it. The smell grew cleaner. Plum blossoms in a chilly February rain.

The mother glanced into the mirror: Lady Shi had her chin tilted up and eyes half-closed. Holding her breath, the mother brushed the elmwood gel on every inch of the old woman’s white hair, which was surprisingly thick and supple, given her age. Then she took out her combs, starting with the wide-tooth rake, massaging the scalp with the tips of her fingers along the way. Nearing the end, the mother switched to a smaller comb with finer teeth and did it all over again, stroke after stroke, smaller and finer still, until she went through all four combs. She stole another glance at the mirror: Lady Shi’s jaws remained lax; not once did her thin brows quaver.

The mother took out her rat tail comb and whispered, “What style would you like, madam?”

“Whatever you think is the simplest,” Lady Shi said to the mirror. “I’m just a plain old woman. Don’t you waste your fancy tricks on me.”

On the dressing table beneath the mirror, bejeweled hairpins were gathered in a tall bronze holder. A wig bun made of bleached human hair lay in the corner. The mother considered this for a couple of seconds. She divided the hair into three parts: braiding one part, swirling another, guiding them through each other with the hooked tail of her comb. The wig was inserted and pinned to the center, right beneath all the braids, and the braids on top crisscrossed each other in the pattern of a Ruyi, as you wish 如意, a motif knot adored by the rich, especially the rich and elderly. The mother held the Ruyi chignon in her left hand and a small mirror in her right. Lady Shi smiled and nodded her head.

“Could you get something for me, Auntie? It’s the raw silk flowers, in that top left drawer of the dresser over there,” she motioned with her chin. “You have such crafty hands, and you set such a nice chignon that, all of a sudden, I feel like wearing a flower pin, old and wrinkled as I am. Auntie, please don’t laugh at me.”

The mother walked across the room to the dresser. A walnut-colored box with smooth curves on the top and giant knobs on the bottom sat on the dresser. The mother knew this to be a radio, where bits of voices leaked out like loose sand from a child’s palm. She pulled open the drawer. In one glance she saw dozens of silver and copper coins, broken bits of silver from ingots, a pair of scissors and two large silken flower pins: a golden chrysanthemum and a vermilion lily. She picked up both flowers and went back to the mirror.

“Can you believe it? I haven’t worn this one for years—forgot it’s even there,” Lady Shi said. Her murky eyes fell on the lily and grew glassy. The mother felt pity for her, even more pity for herself, though she couldn’t tell why. She pinned the lily beside the Ruyi chignon.

“It looks beautiful on you, madam,” she said.

“Take it easy on the wheedling. You people are such sweet talkers, I know.”

At that the mother lowered her eyes.

When the mother stepped out of the dim bedroom, the sun was high in a cloudless sky. She hadn’t walked a few steps on the breeze-way when the sound of Lady Shi’s radio drifted out from behind the curtain. It was a Kun Opera piece, slow, sinuous and full of preoccupied attitudes, as if the world was hanging by a thread and the singer was taking her sweet time and couldn’t care less. Accompanied by a single bamboo flute, she sang about years that flew like water and woes that stirred in spring, and the mother quickened her steps. She always felt lost with these kinds of tunes. The lady’s maid led her to the front gate and opened it a crack. “Our madam would like you to come half an hour earlier tomorrow,” she said, looking at the mother in her eyes for the first time. “Could you do that, Auntie?”

“Yes.”

The lady’s maid handed her a string of coins. A more than generous sum. The mother bowed her deep appreciation on the doorsteps as the gate closed up, and the two bronze beasts stared her down again. Only this time they took on a slight resemblance to tiger cubs or kittens, the mother couldn’t quite make out which. With their wide foreheads and round eyes, they looked more curious than magnificent.

The mother thought of the drawer in Lady Shi’s chamber, the one beneath the radio, the one full of miscellaneous things. It was probably a test—see if this combing Auntie would pick up anything else, say, a silver coin or two, and slip them quietly into her sleeves. The mother smiled. I am a woman with clean hands. She held her chin high as she descended the steps. I may be a poor widow with a little girl to feed, but still, I am a hardworking woman with clean hands.

Back in Lady Shi’s chamber, the radio played on. Kun Opera had given way to the morning news. A man’s voice talked about the new currency, Golden Yuan Bill. “Any citizens with gold in their private possessions have until this September to exchange gold for the Golden Yuan Bill,” he said. His voice fell flat everywhere except on the word “gold,” which he pronounced so emphatically every time that it sounded like an alarm bell. “Past this legal deadline, privately owned gold in any forms will be confiscated by the state. No Golden Yuan Bill will be issued for confiscated gold.”

Lady Shi listened quietly, her brows knitted. Two women carrying brooms, baskets and pails were waiting outside the curtain, waiting for the old lady to get out and have breakfast so they could start their morning cleaning in her chamber. Eventually Lady Shi stood up. The lady’s maid rushed to help her. Lady Shi rested her left hand on the maid’s arm.

“The new combing Auntie doesn’t talk much,” she said. “I like that.” A few steps later she paused and looked back, her eyes fell on the white hand towel the mother had used, draped neatly across a wooden stool.

“Ah, love,” she whispered to the lady’s maid, whose eyes had followed hers, “do make sure that’s not mixed into my laundry, will you?”




2.

1989, Nanchang

“How’s school?” Pa asked. I sat perched on his bike’s crossbar, his chin a few inches above my head. He picked me up like this every day.

Where would I even start?

Ms. Luo, our Chinese teacher, was a small woman in her fifties. She had murky, cold, scanning eyes; her nose was hooked, a pair of reading glasses hanging on to the very tip; her lips were paper-thin; a headful of iron-curled ringlets stopped abruptly by her jaw. She always carried a faded yellow bamboo rod about three feet long. It made little icy explosions on the blackboard, piquing our imagination of what it would feel like on our knuckles: her strikes were quick, unpredictable. Sometimes she’d walk down an aisle of us, reading the textbook in her hand, and in the middle of a sentence the rod would lash out, as if it had a mind of its own—a kid would yelp—and Ms. Luo carried on reading and strolling without turning her head. Other times she’d slam the spine of a textbook down on a boy’s skull—a muffled thud, or she’d slap a boy with her open palm, though she didn’t do it often, and it made a crisp, firecracker-like sound.

She never touched me. She didn’t believe in corporal punishment on girls—that included tomboys, I guessed. With girls she only used words.

I shifted my weight around on the crossbar. “Same as usual,” I said.

“What’d you learn in Chinese today?”

“Actually, Pa, I’ve got a question.”

“Yeah?”

I mulled over my question for a second and asked him. “So, when was Tang dynasty?” That was, of course, not the question I really wanted to ask. The real question concerned a word Ms. Luo called Ying, a little girl who sat right in front of me. The word itself was “Ji,” which meant “chicken.” It baffled me to no end. But I’d stopped short of asking Pa about it each and every time. I thought of Ms. Luo’s face when she said that word “Ji.” A mist of shame rose in me, as if I did something wicked, just by wondering it out loud in broad daylight.

Ying was as quiet and innocuous as a little girl could have been: her dresses were all tutu-like; her hair was either gathered or braided elaborately, and glittering hair pins of Hello Kitty and Lunlun the Flower Angel pooled by her ears. She struggled with reading and writing, failing quiz after quiz. Her mom always had “something come up” right before a parent-teacher meeting. Ms. Luo ignored Ying most of the time. But every now and then she’d dart a sharp glance in Ying’s general direction, muttering that word “Ji” under her breath.

Sometimes I’d try this syllable in a bathroom by myself and feel the way it was hissed out and instantly gone, like a snake flicking its tongue. There was immense power behind it. I could feel it. But why “chicken”? It didn’t make any sense to me. In hacky sack or jump rope, whenever Ying fell down, a dozen boys and girls would chant this word, which had caught on as all powerful words did, and it became her new nickname—“Ji! Ji!” They pointed to her face and jeered. They’d get carried away and squeal and laugh and shove each other as if their team had just scored an epic goal. Ying had long stopped crying over this word. Still, she cowered each time as if whipped.

Once I mustered enough courage to ask a girl who chanted the loudest what exactly was so bad about being a chicken. She smirked and blew out a sigh that sent her thick bangs flying from her forehead: “Go ask your mom, four-eyes.”

On that particular evening, just like many an evening that had passed before, I sat mulling over the meaning of this word on the crossbar of Pa’s bike. He had just crossed a major intersection where buses and cars honked their horns and bicyclers joined in with their stainless steel bells, and there was always that one person on a bike who’d weave his or her way in and out of lanes, yelling, “Excuse me, excuse me! I DON’T have a brake on this thing!” as they dashed straight into the crowd. People cussed and moaned but moved aside anyway. Pa had, by now, gone through his short list of the greatest Tang dynasty poets over all this noise, elaborating on the metric differences between quatrains and regular verses, when he noticed I wasn’t listening at all.

“Tell me, which Tang poem did you learn? You remember any lines?”

I wasn’t in the mood, but I recited a poem for him anyway. It was about a harsh winter, when birds disappeared in a thousand mountains and human tracks were nowhere to be seen. On a small boat stood an old man with a straw cap—he was fishing alone in a river of snow. When I said the last line aloud, it felt like crunching ice cubes between the teeth, chilling me from head to toe. In that moment of coolness, the bike lanes widened, the horns and bells drifted afar and the city expanded into the haze.

“What does snow taste like?” I asked. Nanchang was not the kind of place that saw snow every year.

“Really cold water,” Pa said. “What else would it be?” Then he pedaled on in silence. He forgot to even praise me, but I let it slip and sunk into my own bafflement over Ying’s nickname again. The streets flew by. When we were almost home, when our apartment building stood tall with sheets and laundries flying like flags and potted plants hanging from each balcony, when I could almost smell Ma’s cooking permeating the thin evening air, out of the blue Pa said: “I’ve always wished to disappear into a place like that.”

I knew what he meant. He was still thinking about the poem, about the fisherman and the river of snow. I looked up and said, “With me, right?”

He rubbed his bristly chin on the back of my head. “Where would I go without you, son?”

Ying had a tiny mole above the right corner of her upper lip. She was soft-spoken; all her sentences started with an “Um . . .” It put a spell on me, watching the little mole moving around and hearing the cooing ums. Ying shared snacks and stickers and kept inviting me to her home: “Um, my mom will be back late again. Could we walk back together?”

“No,” I kept saying. Ying’s mom never came to pick her up on time. Her work was always running late. Sometimes she wasn’t even home when Ying walked back herself. Everybody knew that. The girls who called her “Ji” had stories to tell behind her back. I wished I could’ve walked back with her, to keep her company before her mom came home, but Pa never allowed that. “We don’t know her family,” he’d say, “I don’t feel good about you going to strange homes.”

I had to make the most out of the time I had with her at school. I mimicked her intonation, her little ums and ahs, the way she cocked her head. I copied her handwriting, when no one was looking. Her strokes were fluid and thin, round on the edges. She put down each stroke slowly, intently. She drew, rather than wrote, her words.

Once she brought two small tangerines to school and shared one with me. I peeled mine, was about to send it in my mouth when she asked, “But you are not going to de-pith it?”

“De-what?”

She took my tangerine over, held it on the fingertips of her left hand, breathed in and slowly picked and pulled every single white fiber out of the small fruit with her thumb and index fingers. A wisp of hair by her ear glowed in the morning sun.

I looked at her and wondered what it felt like to have that wisp by my ear. All of a sudden, I wished I had long hair.

Every time Ying removed a string of fiber, she laid it down neatly on the desk, thus forming a small white tassel. I leaned my elbows on her desk to observe this surreal ritual. I had to hold my breath so the pith tassel wouldn’t scatter.

“Here, now it’s much sweeter.” She handed me back the tangerine and proceeded to de-pith her own, fiber by fiber. Then she studied the two tiny tassels in front of us and said, “Um . . . what could I do with them?”

There were no details too small for Ying to pass.

I couldn’t help but take a deep breath in and blow out as hard as I could. The pith swirled up and snowed down on her hair, her forehead, her dress. She screamed, but even that scream was Ying-like—a little annoyance mixed with some glee. I wondered how she managed to stay like this: soft, yielding, yet glowing like a freshly peeled egg. Even at that young age, I could already feel a part of myself ossifying.

I still didn’t know what her nickname meant. I stopped wondering.

Every Friday from three to five, Ms. Luo would host a Class Meeting, during which everyone was encouraged to expose each other’s misdemeanors for the past week. Those exposed had to stand through the rest of the meeting and be shamed. Exposure was a good thing, Ms. Luo told us. It was the first step toward taking responsibility for one’s own actions. Exposure kept you in line, knowing that someone somewhere was always watching.

My chubby-cheeked desk mate, Kai, thrived in those meetings. “You were twirling pencils and doodling during math this morning, weren’t you? And you dropped your pencils again and again, on my side of the desk, and once it even knocked over my water bottle, and half of it spilled out on my math homework. . . .” he kept going, batting his eyelashes innocently, until Ms. Luo waved a hand to stop him.

“Stand up,” she whispered to me, shaking her head a little, and all her tight curls bounced into each other. Her eyes were half-closed, her thin lips turned down. She looked disgusted, restrained and sorrowful at the same time.

I stood up. I felt so tall. And all I could see were heads covered in black hair, rows and rows of them, no faces. I was a strange animal lost in a human village. I wished a huge snow would come down at this very moment and cover up all my tracks, as I made my way deep into a thousand birdless mountains, searching for a small boat rowed by a straw-coated fisherman.

That man would be Pa, of course.

Pa’s job was teaching anatomy to young medical students at Jiangxi Medical University. We lived on campus, on the third floor of a seven-story apartment complex. The ground units were the only ones that came with small backyards, which were occupied by old professors, some on their way out, some already retired. The old man who lived straight down from us, Professor Jiang, whom I called Jiang yeye (Grandpa), was a passionate gardener. Jiang yeye’s back-yard was a jungle of red, yellow and green, with plants sprawling on all four walls, snaking across pavements and towering up in layered stands. A gigantic porcelain fishbowl squatted in the center. Early every morning, I’d peek down at his garden from our balcony before heading to school—Jiang yeye would be there, in his blue shorts and brown flip-flops, puttering around. If he happened to look up, we’d smile and wave to each other. Most of the times he didn’t—he was crouching by his fishbowl, fussing with the air hose. The water in the bowl was a greenish murk. I had never spotted a fish.

A few hundred yards from Jiang yeye’s garden was Pa’s office, hidden away in a majestic five-story building with white marble pillars, white marble steps and cast-iron handrails. This building was widespread and consisted of all straight lines—it took itself too seriously, if you asked me. But I did love its dark and vast entryway, its mold-ridden, pale-white walls on the first floor; I loved the slippery dim stairs; I loved the long winding corridor that took off from the east wing on the third floor, leading to the depth of the maze, where echoes of footsteps sounded louder than the footsteps themselves; I loved that familiar smell somewhere down the corridor—a mixture of formaldehyde, dust and solitude. When I smelled that, I’d slow down my steps and brace myself, just a little, more out of old habit than fear. Because the next moment the corridor would turn abruptly left, and a full human skeleton would stand tall in a glass display case rimmed in rose gold: its thin bony arms stretched out, begging for an embrace, its white jaws dropped open, as if surprised. The skeleton was so white it glowed, and I thought it was beautiful. It was also a landmark—Pa’s office was the fourth door to its left.

I spent many a school day afternoon in his office, doing homework on his desk, doodling three-eyed monsters on his syllabus or hitting a Ping-Pong ball against his wall, where jars of floating brains lined themselves up neatly on his shelf. Pa was always finishing something up in his lab right across the hall, a place I was forbidden to set foot in.

One afternoon in May, I was drawing on a piece of scratch paper on Pa’s desk when footsteps rang across the hallway. A young man’s voice called out, “All classes canceled till further notice! It’s finally sealed—now who else is going?” He was immediately echoed by a dozen cheers and claps. Pa popped his head out of the lab.

“Wait here. Let me go take a look. I’ll be right back.”

Only he didn’t come back for a long while. I turned his brain jars left and right and watched them jostle; I leafed through his books, feeling the crispy thin paper snap beneath my fingers. I pulled open his drawers, one after another, looking for nice pens to steal. When I was through with all this, I became truly bored, and hungry. I went over to his window and looked out. The sun was sinking down onto the thick camphor treetops. A group of young men and women walked beneath the trees; their shadows tossed across the pedestrian lane. Some of them wore white coats, some in T-shirts and jeans. All of a sudden, I spotted Pa.

“Hey, Pa!” I shoved the windows open and called out.

“Look, there’s a little boy up there,” someone said. Another chimed in, “That’s Professor Han’s daughter. She always hangs out in his office.”

Pa was waving back at me with both hands. “I’ll be back!” he yelled out. “Just wait for me a bit longer. I’ll come right back, and son, don’t you stand that close to the window.” As he said this, he started walking toward a tall, wrought iron gate that separated the campus from the rest of the city. Pa turned his back to me, striding away.

I remained by the window. It was odd to see him afar, from high above. He looked like a med student, his thin, lithe body in a loose white shirt, his hair raven black. The back of his head swam in a flood of young heads, as more and more whitecoats poured out from buildings on either side, and the crowd roared. I followed the back of his head with my eyes as far as I could, then I lost track of the small black dot.

Darkness slipped in, and the building, drained of life, was cold to touch. Was I sharing the floor with Mr. Skeleton alone? I wanted to shut the door but was too scared to go near it. I went back to doodling: three-eyed warriors, hundred-armed Bodhisattvas, monsters who spit flames, fairies who sat on flowers . . . There was one character I liked most: a girl from an old Chinese fairy tale, who drowned in the ocean and returned as a bird. The bird picked up pebbles and twigs with her beak and tossed them into the ocean, pledging to fill it up, no matter how long it would take. I read this story in an illustrated paperback Pa had bought me. It was one of the first stories we’d read together. I couldn’t get the illustration out of my mind since—the metallic, layered feathers, the heaving waves. I hummed incessantly as I drew on.

Centuries seemed to have passed before Pa’s footsteps rose in the hallway. I knew the sound of his only pair of nice black loafers puttering against the marbled floor. Finally, he slipped through the half-open door.

I shot up from his chair, “You left me, I hate you!”

“Aww son, but hey, here I am. It took me longer than I thought. But I’m here. Let’s not tell Mom, OK?”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t want Mom to get worried.” Pa wrapped his arms around my shoulders, eyes smiling, and said, “Look, son, I’ll make it up to you. Name what you want.”

I took my time weighing my price. “I want a horsey ride,” I said. “And I want it now.” Horsey rides had been strictly forbidden by Ma. She said it was too dangerous, said I’d fall down one day and break my neck.

“All right, son, come on up,” Pa said as he squatted down. I climbed on his back, and from there, hauled myself up his shoulders. Slowly he rose to his feet—his small office shook as if in an earthquake and the dirty-white popcorn ceiling came up to my face. I curled my legs tight around his neck. “Giddy up!” I yelled.

“Hold on tight. Watch your head!”

I ducked just in time passing through the door. The horse turned around to lock it, his metal keys ramming into each other, crisp and loud. It was pitch-dark outside. A zigzag string of ceiling lights came on, and I could hear them buzz like lost bees as I rode past on Pa’s shoulders. We made a sharp turn to the right. Mr. Skeleton, glowing gently with the golden light inside his glass showcase, stretched his arms out to us.

“Hello, you,” the horse said. He cocked his head, then looked up at me. “He doesn’t scare you, does he?”

“Not at all,” I said. “Why would I be scared of him?”

“The good old man was exactly my height when he was alive—well, actually maybe a bit taller than me.” The horse aligned himself side by side with Mr. Skeleton, and I could see the hairy dust bunnies on top of the glass showcase rolling beneath my breath. “Maybe I’ll donate myself after I die and ask them to put me in one of those glass cases,” he said. “That way you can come and say hi to Pa whenever you want. How do you like that?”

I did not like that one bit. “I want to go home,” I said.

“All right. Home we go, scaredy-cat.” The horse threw back his head and let out an exuberant neigh. Were my arms not clutched beneath his chin, I would have been tossed right off his shoulders.




3.

1948, Zhoushan

The farmer’s market stretched out like a putrid rainbow beneath the sinking sun. Streaks of fish guts and clouds of scales glittered on the ground. A single long row of grocery stands built with rickety planks ran all the way to the harbor, where a dozen ferryboats rocked on the rising tide. At this hour, most of the peddlers were packing up for home. Withered vegetables and bruised fruits lay strewn on the ground. Ah Xue picked her path through, a small rattan basket dangling from her arm, nimble as a doe. Within minutes, she had gathered a handful of cabbage leaves tossed away from a pickling stand, a bundle of sun-burnt green onions and even a few redfin minnows some fisherman threw out as live bait.

The wind turned south. Ah Xue caught a whiff of the cake store two streets over. She could almost see countless translucent white sugar grains sizzling and melting above the stove fire, and fat water-drops gathering on the steamer’s inner lid. Drip. Drip. Drip. They went back onto the mirrorlike surface of a red bean cake. Then the church bell tolled—one, two, three, four, five. Five times all together. Ah Xue darted down the street, running past an old woman in rags who was also foraging, picking up fish entrails and half-rotten pears, turning them a little in the last stretch of sun.

“What’s the rush, girlie?”

“It’s Sunday,” Ah Xue called out to her. “Follow me—they are giving out free rice again.”

The old beggar woman shook her head. “Won’t trade my soul with the devils for a whole bushel of rice. Trade your soul with them and you’ll never get it back.” Scanning the ground, she mumbled, “How’s your mother holding up, by the way?”

When she looked up, Ah Xue was long gone.

Our Lady of Victory was a two-storied church with white limestone walls and gray tiles at the west corner of the town center. Its tall cast-iron cross, silhouetted by the burning sunset, stood over the bustling crowd. Every Sunday evening, when the services came to an end and the church clock struck five times, Sister Mary Ann, a big, wide-shouldered woman in her late fifties, gave out little sachets of rice on a first-come-first-served basis. She stood on top of the stairs, as always, in her stiff black gown and huge white hat. The hat had its two starched corners folded up toward the sky, and every time Ah Xue saw it, she couldn’t help but picture a dying seagull spreading its wings one last time. Three local women stood at the foot of the stairs behind a long wooden table, each wearing a small cross on a long chain in front of their chests—they were the ones handing out the rice. Ah Xue recognized the Butcher’s wife on the far left. She inched toward her, pushing against elbows, crawling beneath armpits. But just as she got there, a group of boys came out of the blue. The smallest of them stood half a head taller than Ah Xue. Nonchalantly he walked up to her, arms crossed in front of his chest. When he got close enough, he thrust his elbow out and caught her off guard. The others watched her stagger backward and jeered, “Back to your place, widow’s little bitch!”

“This is the Lord’s place,” the Butcher’s wife shook a finger at the boys. “You better watch your words.” To which they laughed back, “Well, you tell me, fat lady, does she have a daddy or not?”

The Butcher’s wife handed the youngest boy a rice sachet and shooed him away. The boy winked at Ah Xue, swaggering past her. Then it was his friend’s turn, one after another. When they each got their share and cleared the square, Ah Xue walked up.

“I’ve seen better manners in a pack of wild dogs,” the Butcher’s wife muttered. “Your mother doing fine?”

“Um-Ma’s at Lady Shi’s house, cleaning after the wedding banquet,” Ah Xue paused, biting at her lower lip. “Since she couldn’t come, can I get a sachet for her, too?”

The Butcher’s wife smiled demurely and took a quick glance behind her shoulder. Ah Xue looked up with her: Sister Mary Ann, who towered on the stairs, was staring straight down at them. Ah Xue met the French woman’s eyes beneath her huge white hat. Two small, colorless holes. Light fell on them and instantly bounced back, so that no expressions could be seen past her pale pupils. They were bottomless and paper-thin at the same time.

“I’d love to, girlie, but you know, rules are rules,” the Butcher’s wife sighed. “Next Sunday, make sure your mom comes here early with you. The first batches of rice were gone in an instant. Now that was the real thing, white and clean. These ones came from the bottom of the canister, infested with weevils. They are no good.” She pinched her thumb and pointer finger together, as if to pick out the six-legged black rice weevils from the grains. “You said your mother was helping with the wedding today? This was Lady Shi’s grandson we’re talking about, right? What did the bride look like? She a beauty?”

Just then Sister Mary Ann called out in perfect Zhoushan dialect, “That’s good. Carry on.”

The Butcher’s wife reached a hand out to pat Ah Xue on the back. “Say hi to your mother for me, girlie.”

Ah Xue’s elbow ached from the weight of the rice sachet—a reassuring burden, with all the white rice and black weevils inside. The sun was going down fast. Ah Xue turned toward the church for one last look: Sister Mary Ann hadn’t left; her huge white hat floated above the crowd like a sad, fishless boat. Then there were those pale eyes beneath the hat. Ah Xue looked away. She pulled her basket tight against her waist and quickened her steps.

It was a simple dinner made by the mother: a bowl of soup and two bowls of rice. In the soup swam everything Ah Xue had foraged that evening: wilted cabbage leaves, flakes of green onion, a chunk of garlic here and there. The redfin minnows were small to begin with, and after the mother was done with them, sitting the clay soup pot over a simmering fire on the small wood stove for two hours, they had all melted away, not a trace of flesh or bones left. Ah Xue raised her spoon and sipped the soup—invisible as they were, the smell of festering minnows still overpowered everything else. But she was too hungry to mind. Besides, she knew dinner had to be eaten fast, as candles and lamp oils did not come free. There was no time to fool around. Ah Xue gulped down her soup, slinging questions about the wedding toward the mother: What does Lady Shi’s grandson’s bride look like? Is she a beauty? How old is she? How long is her hair: down to her back, waist or knees? And is it soft and silky, or is it coarse and frizzy? What kind of flowers are embroidered on her shoes? Has she said anything? Is her northern dialect truly incomprehensible, like they said? Did she cry before the ceremony?

“No,” the mother said, “she did not cry.”

“Why not?” Ah Xue mumbled with her mouth full. It was a long-observed ritual for a bride to shed some tears to her mother in the back room, before entering the wedding hall. Those who rushed or skipped this step all together became walking targets for neighborly scrutiny—that’s one eager bride, they’d say, girls these days.

“A good daughter is always sad to leave her parents behind,” the mother sighed. “Having said that, her parents were not at the wedding. Poor thing.”

“Why not? Where were they?”

The mother stood up. “I don’t know much, except that the bride was born in the North, betrothed to Lady Shi’s grandson by her father, who was a high-ranked army officer. That’s what the other maids said, anyway. Just last year, her father was killed in a battle, and the poor mother died of consumption when they fled to Shanghai.” Bowls and cups jingled as the mother placed them in a shallow boxwood basin. Ah Xue reached over and picked up the tin candle holder. Together they walked out the back door. The mother set down the dish basin by the big porcelain water trough; Ah Xue set the candle down on the paved stairs. Although she had a million more questions, she knew her mother was a woman of few words.

They did the dishes in silence. The ocean breeze came by in spells, spreading the powdery yeasty smell of mimosa blooms in the dark air; and the candle, burnt down to a stump and surrounded by its own hardening waxy tears, struggled in the breeze.

Later that night, as the soup waned and the edges of hunger grew thin and sharp, Ah Xue and the mother lay awake beneath their separate covers, side by side. Ah Xue had both hands folded beneath her pillow. She was imagining the bride’s journey—the deafening bombs dropped from a low gliding plane, the glinting bayonets of bandits and rogues on horseback, the cars and buses and ferryboats consumed by flames. The bride of Lady Shi’s grandson waded through all that, the civil war up north a backdrop to the silhouette of her youthful, curvaceous figure. And she didn’t have a tear to shed at her own wedding, when every other girl cried her eyes out for nothing! Ah Xue was filled with awe. This bride, she thought, was a brave new girl from a brave new world.

The mother lay on her side, eyes shut tight, thinking about the tiny sweet olive rice cake glazed with melted sugar, filled with red bean paste inside. When she saw tens, if not hundreds of them lying neatly on the silver inlaid trays in Lady Shi’s kitchen, she was gripped by an impulse to pick a few up, slide them in her pouch and bring them home. The impulse was so strong that her fingers tickled and her heart pounded. To watch Ah Xue gorge them down right in front of her, to watch the girl’s eyes beaming with content, that would be all she’d ever wanted.

Yet she left them untouched in the end. And she didn’t feel proud afterward.

“Um-Ma.”

“Hush,” the mother said to the darkness beside her. “Go to sleep already.”

“You are going back to comb the new bride’s hair tomorrow, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“Will you please take me,” said Ah Xue’s thin voice. “Please? I can pass you things, I can carry things and I can do simple braids.”

“No.”

“Why not?” In the darkness the sheet rustled, and the mother felt Ah Xue’s soft limbs wrapping around her shoulders, her warm breath tickling her neck. “I’ll behave,” the girl whispered. “You know I will, Um-Ma.”

“No.”

The rich lady’s manor was filled with temptations. Temptations that would be way too much for a poor girl of twelve. What if she fingered a glittering brooch, slipped on a silver bangle? What if she stuffed cakes and candies in her mouth? Thoughts like these filled the mother with guilt: guilt toward Ah Xue, whose girlish arms wrapped around her neck. Ah Xue is better than that. But then again, what if she knocked something over?

“Yes. Please?” Ah Xue smiled with her eyes. The whites of her eyes were so white they lit up the dark, the mother thought, unlike her own eyes, the whites of which had turned a murky yellow, like those of a dying fish, or a stored-away, dried-out pearl.

“Just let me see the bride once, and I promise I’ll keep quiet; I won’t touch anything either, I promise. How’s that, Um-Ma?”

The bride sat deep inside her wedding bed, so deep that her entire figure morphed into the shadow, and Ah Xue thought the chamber was empty when she first entered. All she saw was a bed that took up most of the room, the bed was a room of its own. It was a huge rectangular box. Joined rosewood panels decorated to the brim with carvings and shell inlay formed its sides. The bed even had its own ceiling, which almost touched the ceiling of the bedroom. A thin, mulberry-colored gauze draped from the frame.

Ah Xue felt dizzy standing by the bed, the same dizziness she felt looking into a well. But then she saw a pair of shoe tips jutting out of the mulberry curtain, and above that, the embroidered hem of a silk dress, and above that, the shape of a young woman behind the canopy, in the depth of the shadow.

The mother greeted the bride with a bow. Ah Xue followed suit.

Soundlessly the bride stepped out of her bed. She was a girl of fourteen or fifteen, short, plump and pale. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, and there was a dismay in them, giving her the look of a sad doll, at once unnerving and unreal. Her hair was long but frizzy; her cheeks still had baby fat, but they were crisscrossed with wet rouge and dry tear marks. She looked just like any other bride Ah Xue had envisioned, except for duller and sadder.

Every time the mother touched the bride—be it fingertips brushing on her neck, or a hand on her shoulder, a shudder would ripple through the young girl’s whole body. Her lips trembled and her jaw tensed, and she looked like she was on the verge of bursting into tears. But then she’d take a deep breath and go silent. Ah Xue could feel the mother tense up with each inhale and exhale of the bride.

As the combing went on, the maids entered the bedroom and walked straight to the wedding bed. Ah Xue saw them sweeping the sheet with little handheld brooms, which brought down a shower of morsels—black watermelon seeds, green pumpkin seeds, ivory peanuts without the skin, red and translucent pomegranate seeds . . . the guests last night had tossed all those seeds into the depth of the wedding bed, each seed a fertile wish. And the bed itself was decorated with infants—sitting, crawling, snuggling, suckling fat male infants carved by knives, painted by brushes, inlaid with abalone shells on all the wood panels. Beneath the headboard, tugged behind the mulberry canopy, squatted a pair of exquisitely painted clay dolls: a boy and a girl. The girl doll’s chubby cheeks looked heavily powdered. It was as if they modeled her after the young bride, Ah Xue thought, except they gave the doll a smile.

“I barely shut my eyes before I had to get up again,” one maid yawned out loud. “My goodness, that was a long, raucous banquet.”

“You don’t say,” said her partner, rolling her eyes. “And with our groom drunk like that, all the kitchen girls lost their minds.”

“You go tell the lady her breakfast is being served down the hall,” the first one said, jutting her chin out toward the bride, who sat like a statue in front of the dressing mirror beneath the mother’s hands.

“Why don’t you tell her?”

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t even get her to look at me last night, when I was trying to help her change.”

“Fine,” her partner grunted, walking toward the bride. “My lady,” she yelled out, “breakfast is served down the hall. We need to go soon.” She gestured dramatically with both her arms. The bride jumped a little in her seat, her eyes darted back and forth among the maids, the mother and Ah Xue; her lips were pulled in so much, there were barely any lips to be seen.

“You just saw it; can’t say I didn’t try,” the maid shook her head to the mother. “Poor thing doesn’t speak our tongue. She didn’t grow up in the South.”

“The way she kept staring,” muttered her partner, “I’m not sure if she speaks any tongue.” She was pulling the sheet off the bed, dumping it into a tall willow basket. Ah Xue caught a glimpse of a round blood stain.

“Have you tried,” Ah Xue said, “maybe, passing her a note?”

The mother shot Ah Xue a warning glance. “Remember we have two ears and only one mouth,” she had told Ah Xue on the way to the manor. “Do listen, don’t talk.”

“Yeah,” the maid scoffed, “like any of us would know how to write.”

Before the mother could stop her, Ah Xue had reached out and picked up the bride’s left hand. The bride was startled. She tried to pull her hand back, but it was too late. Her hand was small and powdery, almost boneless, Ah Xue thought. With the tips of her fingers, Ah Xue traced the strokes of the character, 飯, “meal,” on the bride’s palm.

A moment of silence. Then the bride blurted out, “You can read and write?” She gazed at Ah Xue, her eyes beaming. It was an odd accent; Ah Xue didn’t catch all her words, but she got the gist of the question nonetheless. Both maids stopped what they were doing. Ah Xue could feel everyone’s eyes on her. She blushed, nodded, but immediately shook her head. “No, not really,” she stammered, “I mean, I only know a few words. No more than ten words, besides my own name, that is.”

“What is your name?” The bride took Ah Xue’s hands into her own and repeated slowly, word by word, “How can I call you?”

Ah Xue glanced up at the mother, whose intent silence weighed down on Ah Xue’s shoulder. “Sing Xue, that’s my name. But Um-Ma just calls me Ah Xue.”

The bride gazed at Ah Xue’s lips, frowning. She didn’t know which two characters they were, or what they meant. So Ah Xue traced down her name on the bride’s palm: 杏雪.

A warmness took over the bride’s entire feature as she mouthed the two characters: “Sing Xue, as in plum-blossom snow?”

Ah Xue nodded.

“Plum-blossom snow,” the bride said again, listening to her own voice. “Plum, snow.” Then she whispered, as slowly and deliberately as possible, “Do you want to know my name?”

“What is it?”

The bride tapped on Ah Xue’s palm. Then she put a pointer finger to her own lips, a gesture for secrets, shaking her head. She added, in her odd, thick northern accent, “Promise you won’t tell anyone.”

Ah Xue felt her palm tickle as the young bride’s nails crawled on and on. It dawned on her then that a married woman was a woman who had no name. From now on, the young bride would always be known as Mrs. Shi to her maids, mother to her children or sister-in-law or aunt or cousin to her myriad family relations, but her own name, the girlish name she grew up answering to, would be forever lost. Or rather, it would become a taboo, a spell to which only her dearest was privy, utterable only by him, at intimate moments behind closed doors. It dawned on Ah Xue that the bride whom she had just met, who was more doll-like than womanly, was trusting her with a precious secret from a past life.

The character in the center of Ah Xue’s palm had many strokes, and she had to ask the bride to write again two more times before she finally recognized it: 燕.

“Yan, a little swallow,” Ah Xue murmured to herself. The bird who journeyed across seas and mountains to nest beneath a stranger’s roof.

Every morning, Ah Xue accompanied the mother into the manor and stayed there long after the mother had left. She was never very good at combing hair. But both the young bride and the old Lady Shi enjoyed her company. Lady Shi showered Ah Xue with sweets and hand-me-downs and called her “poor little thing,” and because of that, the aunts and grandaunts took a liking to her as well. After breakfast, before the last round of tea was cleared, they often waved Ah Xue over to liven their chitchat. They were curious about her father, a fisherman who died fishing.

“So one morning he just got off on his boat and never came back?”

“Yeah. Um-Ma said we fished the sea and the sea fished us back. That’s how it goes sometimes.”

“And you’ve never met him? Never seen his face?”

“How could I? I wasn’t even born yet,” Ah Xue said. She hadn’t learned to address people before she spoke, and she had a childish, point-blank way with words. She would have never guessed that it was precisely this lack of self-consciousness that made her an endearing guest to the old ladies in the manor.

“Does your ma tell you tales about him, how tall he was, what he looked like?”

“Um-Ma never talks about him.”

“But don’t you want to know? Surely you must miss him from time to time?”

Ah Xue considered this, twirling her braids on a couple of fingers. How do you miss someone who has never existed? How do you even know what you are missing? In the end she looked up and said, “Well, Um-Ma gives me everything I want.”

“Poor little thing, and yet what a happy-go-lucky child,” Lady Shi sighed. “Blessed are those who are thankful for what they have.”

Fall was the season of crochet and white work lacing. Yan would sit Ah Xue down by a closed window facing the courtyard, the only bright spot in the room. The two of them pulled their chairs up close, listening to a love song by Zhou Xuan, mulling over the lyrics in their own heads, doing needlework in silence. At times Ah Xue could feel the pop singer’s thin, whiny voice threading through her ears. She stole a glance at Yan, the young madam: it had only been three months since the wedding, and Yan had already lost quite some weight. Baby fat perished from her cheeks; her skin donned a translucent paleness, even before makeup; when she spoke, she flattened her tongue and cooed in a singsong voice, her thick northern accent could barely be heard.

Ah Xue had longed to ask her about her journey from the North, about the war and famine she’d seen, but an old maid warned her against it on the first day, “Lady Shi wants to make sure no one brings up anything of the past to the young madame, lest she be more distressed than she already is.”

That left songs and needlework as their only shared topics. Yan seemed content with that. They’d sit facing each other, necks bent toward the embroidery hoops, lacing place mats one string at a time, while the song from the radio floated in the air—


From where the sky begins to where the ocean ends,

I’m in search for a bosom friend.

You are the needle, as I am the thread,

pierced and fastened and never undone,

so it will be, you and me . . . 



The song played on and on, through four or five stanzas, and Ah Xue’s eyes shifted from her lacework to her friend’s face. Soundlessly, Yan’s chin trembled, her eyes welled up. Ah Xue watched her sob in silence for a long while. Eventually she whispered, “You missing your family again?”

“What are you talking about?” Yan wiped her face. “This is my family.
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