
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   [image: title page]

[image: CoverImage]

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

Copyright Page

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




 

For all my ghosts,
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Take care, night is approaching…Wash your hands, go on your way, to your home, to bed.

COMTE DE LAUTRÉAMONT
Maldoror








PART ONE

 

The Haunted








 



ANYONE WHO HAS LIVED AS LONG AS I HAVE, and who has done the things I have, knows there will come a reckoning. Mine announced its arrival quietly—​​in a library, no less.

Every Saturday, like a faithful grave-tender, I would go to visit a certain book at the Archive of Wartime Affairs. The book was part of my private curriculum—my research, if you will—not that I ever had to worry about secrecy. This being 2010, the Archive, perched atop a crumbling billiards parlor, is little known and even less loved.

This morning, however, my book is gone. It’s not in its usual hiding place, the dankest corner in War Crimes, wedged behind an encyclopedia on genocide that never sees any traffic. Reaching into the empty space, I feel the panic of a mother who arrives at the schoolyard only to find her child missing.

But my breath returns: Two librarians are pulling books from the shelves. Anything that is jaundiced with age or crippled of binding—no matter if it’s the Communist Manifesto or an introduction to hara-kiri—if it looks old, out it goes.

You may ask, Aren’t archives supposed to be forever? Well, forever’s a meaningless concept in Asia. Here, only the present is eternal.

I head over to the wheeled cart by the exit where they’ve quarantined the discards and begin sifting through volume after dusty volume. Miraculously, I spot the red jacket of the book in question, my book, its unwieldy title embossed in faded gilt down its spine: After the Ghost: Good Shepherds in the Post-Colonial World by the Flemish couple Lucas Van Kets and Marijke Jodogne, long out of print and impossible to obtain. I clutch the volume to my chest.

The younger librarian, a fashionable girl with raccoon eye makeup, clops by in her fur-lined boots. She stares at me, smiling. Loony old coot, she must think, haunting this pathetic place all the time.

Yes, it is strange that I should feel such intense attachment to a book that nobody else cares about. When it first came out in 1974, I wanted nothing to do with it. The work purported to be a survey of the so-called Third World following the eviction of the British, French, and Dutch, quick sketches in which the colonial masters came off badly, yet not so horrendously that anyone reading it in the West would feel too queasy. The final chapter included a brief interview with me, flabby with misquotations, alongside an unflattering snapshot of myself picking up bones at a cemetery. It was egregiously miscaptioned, “Native girl practicing witchcraft.”

When the authors perished in a boating accident a few years later, I began to forgive them their errors. For all its blunders, After the Ghost was the closest thing I would ever have to a record of my achievements, my failures, my life’s work.

I flip open the old hardcover and sniff its musty, reassuring scent. Then I race my dust-covered fingers to the closing section on the Black Isle.

But…what’s this?

My pages are missing, stolen—all of them—ripped out along the margins. And the photograph…

Black marker scrawls, a crazed spiderweb of them. Somebody’s given me the face of the devil.

Immediately I lose all bearings. My fingers grow limp and the book plummets to the ground. My head throbs. Things flash black, white, black, white, black, white.

I must have made a desperate sound because Raccoon returns, wearing a nettled frown. I point to the book, now lying on its spine, the amputated pages exposed for all the world to see.

“Who would do a thing like this?” I suck in my rage. “Why…?”

Shrugging like the impatient youth that she is, she plucks the book from the floor and plops it back onto the cart. “It’s falling apart, anyway.”

“Yes,” I say, “I suppose it is.” I give my book one last squeeze and leave.


 



On the way home, I pick up a few essentials at the mini-mart. When I emerge through its sliding doors, the air is sweet with the scent of blistering chestnuts. Above the squat gray buildings, the sky is perfectly clear—cloudless, nearly two-dimensional in its monotony—just as it was the day I moved here exactly twenty years ago to pursue my private studies.

Happy anniversary.

Cutting through the blue expanse are two dark specks, on opposite ends of the horizon, advancing in straight lines. Both are speeding toward some invisible meeting point. I stand mesmerized. Is this love or is this death? One of them will surely swerve. Surely.

They crash head-on with a muffled smack and plunge to the ground as one. A few feet from me, the shocking, liquid thud arrives almost before their bodies hit the pavement, a mess of black feathers with twin beaks: Crows.

This is not good. Not good at all.

In all my years in this city, I’ve never seen anything quite like this. Crows colliding. It’s hard not to think the missing pages have something to do with it, that they’ve untied some secret knot within the world.

My head’s on fire once more. I have to get home and lie down. My doctor says I…Damn what the doctor says. I take to the shortcut, as fast as my feet can manage. The alley’s never been a problem—it’s well lit and I know every chipped cobblestone and blind corner like the back of my hand.

But out of nowhere, brisk footsteps come running behind me. Before I can turn, something rams into my arm, sending my bags into the air. I look up and see a teenage girl jogging, headphones as swollen as donuts. She hasn’t even noticed.

I gather up my fallen things, the groceries of the insignificant old woman I’ve let myself become: loaf of bread, tub of margarine, ten bars of dark chocolate, two bags of prunes, and a carton of eggs—broken. These I abandon to the rats.

“Are you okay?” someone yells from an open window. At least that’s what I think she’s saying.

“I’m all right,” I lie. “I’m all right.”


 



Slam, lock, bolt, chain. Home at last.

I strip off my clothes and run the hot water till the bathroom mirror is fogged. This is the only way I can bear to look at myself these days.

These dried mangoes hanging from my chest? They used to be breasts. My legs? Sexless, hobbling candlesticks. As for the gray skin flapping from my arms, it would be generous to call them bat wings. Then again, I can’t complain. I shouldn’t even be alive, technically speaking.

I soak in the bath, replaying the day’s uncanny sights. Were they omens? Or am I turning into a nervous old ninny?

The second I step out of the bath, the telephone rings. A rare occurrence, now that circumstances have robbed me of every friend and acquaintance. So I let it ring. And ring. And ring.

After the tenth ring, my answering machine clicks on. I hear the voice of a woman with an unplaceable accent: South African? Dutch? Or perhaps she taught herself English watching The Sound of Music. She says she’s a professor, surname Maddin, Christian name Mary, then adds, a bit too casually, “I’m an admirer.”

I shudder.

“You don’t need me to tell you that you were a legend in some circles. And when you disappeared…well, that only added to your mystique.” The voice pauses. “I’ve wanted to chat with you for quite a while. But of course I’ve had to track you down, which wasn’t easy, and then find the nerve to call, which was in many ways even more difficult.”

There is something in her approach that makes me uneasy. Too ingratiating. And the timing of the call…I pick up the receiver and tell her to go to hell.

“My, is this really you?” She sounds amused.

“How did you get my number?”

“That’s confidential, I’m afraid.”

Wrong answer. “I’m going to hang up now.”

“Would it be better if I just showed up at your door?”

“Don’t you threaten me!”

She sighs, as if I’m the one who’s making trouble. “All I’m asking is that you talk to me. It concerns your life.”

“My life?”

“Just hear me out, please. I’m writing a book about superstition in twentieth-century Asia, or rather, the impact modernization has had on indigenous belief systems in that part of the world.”

“Biting off more than you can chew.”

“No doubt.” She chuckles vacantly to humor me. “But here’s the thing. When I was starting my research, I occasionally came across mentions of you. Good things and bad, depending on who was doing the writing, but mostly unkind.”

Is she baiting me? “All right, just to be clear, I don’t give interviews. Be sure to relay that to your fellow historians.”

“Actually, madame, most of them think you’re already dead.”

To my astonishment, that wounds me. “Well, maybe I am.”

“But I never once believed that, not for a second. People like you live forever.” A pregnant pause. “And so I tracked you down.”

“How?” I keep an unlisted number and mind my own business. I’d deliberately dropped off the map years ago. Centuries, it feels like.

“Your very presence is defined by your absence.”

“Enough with the riddles.”

 “I’ve been doing research on three continents, at all the best libraries. You began appearing in several pretty arcane articles between 1972 and 1999, usually as a footnote, always described as a ‘shadowy, behind-the-scenes figure.’ That got me intrigued—of course I had to know more. Over the next year, I managed to locate a handful of sources pertaining to you, but believe it or not, each time I went to one, all I’d find was a black hole. Literally. Library after library, book after book, line after line. On all three continents. Whenever I turned to any page that mentioned your name, the passage would be completely crossed out—with black ink. And if the section was long, entire pages would be torn out. And I’m talking about rare historical records kept in libraries with the highest levels of clearance.” She takes a breath. “Somebody—and this person or persons must really be obsessed—​has been cutting you out of history.”

I swallow. “Cutting me out of history?”

“Everywhere. Even online. As far as the Internet is concerned, you don’t exist.” She lowers her voice. “Every place I looked over the past year, you’d disappeared. So I deduced, if you were actually dead, why would anyone bother with this erasure?”

I have long accepted that no trace of me exists in the official histories of Asia—that’s been my life’s great bargain. But am I really now disappearing from unofficial accounts as well?

“Look, we really should talk. Face-to-face. And we must hurry. The night is closing in.”

A warning, is it? “Who are you? Who sent you?”

“The real question is, who are you?”

“Tell me how you found me, Miss Maddin.”

“Not over the phone…You of all people should understand.” Her voice grows silkier, more conspiratorial. “Please. Let me in. I know I’m the only one who can—”

I hang up.

And instantly regret it. She’s the only one who can what? I wait for the phone to ring again. If she’s as persistent as she says, surely she’ll try again. I wait. And wait. And wait.

I sit by the phone the rest of the evening, keeping Schumann’s “Scenes from Childhood” low on the turntable so I won’t somehow miss her call. It never comes; only a dead knot tightening in my gut.

First the mutilated book, then colliding crows, now this. All in the same day.

Signs. If my life has taught me anything, it is not to disregard signs. And there’s something weird about her use of the phrase the night is closing in. What academic speaks like that? This is no professor.

If my brother were here, he’d tell me this feeling of doom was merely indigestion, paranoia resulting from cognac on an empty stomach, followed by half a bar of chocolate. My doctor would scold me for eating the wrong things, saying I’d only hasten my coronary tsunami. But they would both be wrong. Naïve and wrong. Something black and toxic is moving closer and closer to me. I can almost smell its sour edges, feel its burning miasma reaching for my throat, my heart, my soul. It’s death, then, my brother might say. Well, perhaps. But I’ve stared death in the eye for years, and never once had I felt the kind of nausea now churning through me. No, this is something more destructive than death. I sense evil. A devouring mouth of ill will that isn’t about to let me off with a quick and happy end.

I’ve made many enemies over the years, among both the living and the dead, so reprisals should come as no surprise. Yet they do. Anger, jealousy, regret—I am no freer of these emotions than anyone else, but for the first time in perhaps twenty years, I feel fear. Fear has finally returned to claim me, a woman nearing ninety, a shadow of her former self who, if that strange woman is to be believed, is vanishing even from history itself.

I have worried for decades about this moment—this reckoning—and the time, it seems, is about to come.


 



The doorbell goes off at 2:37 in the morning. Is it her?

I swipe the cleaver from the side of my bed and hobble to the door. But through the peephole, nobody. At least, no one I can see.

As I back away from the door, the neighbors’ dogs begin baying with a morbid fearfulness that chills me to the marrow. I can’t tell which is worse—the basso woofs of the hound next door or the Pomeranians at the end of the hall squealing like children being strangled in their beds.

I turn off every lamp and light the red candle—a memento from long ago, untouched for years. Whenever it burned fast, I knew something was wrong. It’s racing tonight. The flame chases the wick down to nothingness in five minutes flat. Normally this is the work of four hours. I sprinkle bone ash across the doorway, another rite from another time, and utter a chant I inherited many moons ago from a former friend now long gone.

Finally, I sit in my rocking chair, knife perched across the knee.


 



Sometime in the night, my eyes close. When they open again, there is a flurry in the air. The distinctive cold, prickly draught I know only too well.

Sure enough, in the dark, my eyes make out an uninvited guest. His hair is white, his shirt and pants headstone gray.

The sight of him, after all these years, in this city, makes me tremble. This is the man I owed everything to. But why here? Why now? I cannot think of what to say, except, “What do you want?”

As he’d done countless times before, he fixes his sunken, rheumy eyes on me. His lips flex to reveal a mouth with small, jagged teeth. Still human, but only barely.

“You’re one of us now,” he hisses, his voice thin, dry, snakelike.

I recognize the presumption of his claim. This is no invitation to join a club.

Before I can curse him, he vanishes, taking with him half the heat in the room and all the air in my lungs. My struggle to breathe only proves he’s wrong. I’m not one of them. I’m still alive.


 



Nine a.m., I grab the phone before the first ring ends. “Yes?”

The professor jumps in immediately, as if our conversation hadn’t been interrupted. “I want your story. I need it.”

Goose bumps scurry across my arms.

“In exchange, I’ll give you what you’ve been searching for.”

My heart almost stops. “I’m not searching for anything.”

“You’re hunting,” she says. “That’s what you do.”

“Miss Maddin.” I pause to steady myself. “Why are you so interested in my story?”

She thinks for a few seconds. “I’ve always had this need, you know, to dig beneath the surface of things. To uncover and protect the truth, I suppose, in places people never think to look. And to right wrongs.”

To right wrongs? Would she do that for me? “Where are you?” I ask.

“Ah,” she says, with the care of one who knows too well the world’s dangers. “Not far.”

Darkness is closing in. “You better hurry.”


 



The professor says she’ll give me what I’ve been searching for. Could she? I mean, how could she even know? Unless…And the ghost…

I take a tranquilizer and potter around—Nutella sandwich, undies in the wash, warm milk and prunes, my heart all the while going pit-pat-pit-pat. I try to revive myself with a nap. No luck. Before long, it is night again.

I pull open the bedroom curtains and gaze out. Lights dot the surrounding high-rises. Children, perhaps, talking to strangers on their computers. Confessing their sins. That the young keep vigil while their parents sleep—there’s poetry there, I suppose, although night is never really night here, not in the romantic sense anyway. The sky is an orange luminescence, the by-product of six thousand tower blocks and the metropolis that spreads itself yonder, the glimmering grids of one endless electric paddy field.

Darkness has long been extinguished in this part of the world. Some call it a compromise, others a blessing. There are millions of us, living in exactly the same apartments, under our shared tangerine sky. For years, I felt that this anonymity was the best fortress I could ask for.

But anonymity is not the same as annihilation. One is about the present, the other is about the past, and the two should never be confused.

You’re one of us now.

No! I’m still alive.

It is inevitable that my past should return. I’m an old-fashioned woman with an Old Testament faith in symmetry. What goes up must come down. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction. Life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth.

The Professor and the Ghost. One telling me I’m disappearing, the other saying I’m already on the other side. Two faces of the same terrible coin.

The Professor…is it possible she could be my salvation? Will telling her my story save me from becoming one of them?

I must do it. It’s my best hope.

I root in the petticoat drawer for the voice recorder—a present to myself after watching a dreary Canadian film about Alzheimer’s that nevertheless made me quake—and slot in fresh batteries and tape. I trust the permanence of tape. They let words live on long after the air has died. My story shall survive. To prepare, I give my throat an antiseptic gargle: to ward off the rot of mendacity.

In the mirror, my blue teeth smile back at me.

Permit me to cast the first stones.

All my life, people have tried to erase me, in big ways and small, publicly and privately, thoughtlessly and with supreme, awe-inspiring malevolence. All my life.

But I refuse to let them win. They will not wipe me out.

I will not become a ghost.
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A Child’s Hands



THEY CALLED ME LING. Names don’t come much more forgettable than that. And my story didn’t begin on the day of my birth, August 3, 1922. I was just a wailing blob that day, and thus no different from all other blobs in history that were pulled screaming from their mothers’ loins and then subjected to the universal rigmarole of walking and talking, eating and sleeping. I was told that I mastered those skills more quickly than most, so eager was I to win my parents’ affection as well as some invisible contest against time that only I knew about. But again, this precocity was far from a defining character trait. I was a young child. And babies are in general uninteresting people.

My real story began in the summer of 1929, on my seventh birthday. Or, more correctly, our birthday. I was older than my brother, Li, by four or five minutes, a race I won, I always believed, by being closer to the gate and not by the heartless bullying of my weaker twin as the midwife insisted. (Chinese midwives! Always rooting against girls!) I was undeniably a stronger baby than Li—I cried louder, kicked harder, weighed more—but I plead my case that in the womb, there was no pushing and shoving or malicious piggery. Of course, when Li emerged emaciated, his wail barely a whimper—and a boy, no less!—everyone listened to the midwife. They all blamed me.

As soon as we were born, my parents tried to counter the injustice. What happened in Mother’s belly was out of their purview, but so long as Li and I lived in their house, under their care, they would make it up to him. They always gave him whatever he wanted; he always got the first pick. From the moment the midwife washed the blood off her hands and wobbled down the stairs, it no longer mattered that I was the eldest. The roles were cast: Li was the hero. I was the sidekick.

By the time of our seventh birthday, Li had grown into a vigorous boy, a natural leader, taller than me by two inches. He led and I followed. He became my protector and benefactor. If he was offered a cream puff, he would ask for two so he could give me one. Soon I no longer had to fight or choose or pine. I got used to coming in second and began to prefer being his shadow—there was never any pressure to be original or brave. One should never underestimate the joy of being underestimated.

In looks, Li was nothing special, just your generic little prewar, middle-class Chinese boy in flannel shirts and corduroy shorts, always smiling, always smelling faintly of chalk. I had my hair in two pigtails and wore pinafores made of flannel and corduroy, surplus fabric from the construction of Li’s shirts and shorts. Neither of us had any distinctive features or battle scars; no stranger passing us on the street would stop to cry out in glee or in horror. We might as well have been invisible, as far as the wider world was concerned, two children drowned in an endless sea of black hair and narrow eyes. But to me, Li was the handsomest boy in all of China.

His things filled our house: model cars, dancing bears, books about planes and warships, many ordered from America. “What will I get for my birthday?” he’d ask, months before the actual day. “Anything,” was Mother’s invariable answer. “Anything your heart desires.”

This never became an issue until the day of our seventh birthday. I always took whatever they gave me, be it pencil case, scarf, or slippers, so I was never a problem. And until then, Li’s taste was conventional—our parents held boats, planes, and trains on reserve at the toy shop until he made up his mind—but for our seventh, he kept his request secret until the big day. I saw him go over to Mother and whisper in her ear.

“No,” Mother said definitively, and stormed up the stairs.


 



There were two ways of looking at Shanghai in those days. It was either the Pearl of the Orient or the Devil’s Den. There was no in-between; you belonged to one camp or the other. Our mother evidently belonged to the latter. She had been raised in a cloistered Suzhou compound by spinster maids who taught her to fear and loathe the outside world. Her fear was so great that it rendered the binding of her feet unnecessary—there was no risk she’d run off anywhere.

Shanghai only heightened her nervousness. None of the hedonistic thrills of big-city living for her. She was happiest in her dark little rooms, where she could pore over opulent catalogs, oversee the help, and fret in peace. Indeed, her unnatural pallor that came from staying indoors was considered quite fashionable. But there was a price to her agoraphobia. The feral love affair Li and I had with sunlight and nature caused her great anguish. It only proved to her that she had been inadequate in her job. What provident mother had children who needed to leave her house to seek fun?

That’s why she felt profoundly wounded when Li, for his seventh birthday, whispered these simple words: “Take us to the park.” She doubtless felt he was attacking her weakness with a son’s malice. Her “no” resounded through the house, the louder for being the only time he’d been denied.

Our home on Rue Bourgeat was everything that a good middle-class town house should look like, at least on the outside. It was in the French Concession, which telegraphed that we belonged in the happy bourgeois world of cosmopolitan Shanghai, and it had the requisite white walls, which proved that we could afford to hire painters to undo the darkening effects of the region’s inclemency. We even had a waist-high wrought-iron gate in the Kensington Gardens style, an ornamental barrier between our front step and the toothless kumquat and lychee vendors who traversed the dusty pavement. We cherished our borders. To the outside world, we were solidly, stolidly middle class. Within our walls, however, we were less complacent, a young family fraying at the edges as our financial situation grew grimmer and grimmer by the week.

In spite of our straitened circumstances, my parents retained domestics—two amahs, Sister Kwan and Sister Choon; a cook; and a part-time errand boy. I should also include the rickshaw coolie duo who served us exclusively on weekdays. Nothing would have gotten done if we hadn’t had help, for Mother wouldn’t leave the house and Father, a dreamy idealist, had so little interest in the physical world that he could barely remember the name of our street, let alone the location of the butcher’s or the spice shop.

As a practical concession, we leased out the servants’ quarters, and this little room was piled from floor to ceiling with low-quality women’s sandals (and their persistent tang of cheap tannin), overstock from Mr. Wang’s footwear emporium on nearby Avenue Joffre. Their space thus usurped, our servants slept anywhere they could come nighttime, on lumpy blankets by the dying embers of the kitchen brazier or crouched under the crook of the stairs, knees tucked beneath their chins to fend off the plague. Mother assured me that to the people of the lower classes, this was still rather luxurious. Most of Shanghai, she said, lived in rat-infested shantytowns on the banks of the muck-filled Suzhou Creek or were packed like sardines inside crowded junks where only the luckiest got to lie on straw mats.

We slept on the second floor. My parents had their own room, large enough to accommodate, aside from their featherbed, a brass chamber pot and a folding screen hand-painted with a hundred cranes in midflight. I know it was meant to be a picture of serenity, but it always filled me with panic to gaze at the screen—the cranes looked as if they were fleeing some sort of catastrophe, perhaps an earthquake or a prodigiously good shot. The elder two children, Li and myself, shared a small, nondescript room adjacent to our parents’, and our infant sisters, Xiaowen and Bao-Bao—strangely enough, also twins—slept in the hallway on a cot that had once belonged to a consumptive great-aunt. Nobody wanted to say that she died in that rickety thing, but the stains on the mattress seemed to me brutal evidence.

Hanging on the wall above the twins’ cot was an oil portrait of our parents on their wedding day, as wide as a broadsheet and nestled in a gilded frame. They were outfitted in the latest Western styles—he in a suit with a cravat, strangely dashing in his quiet way, and she in white lace, looking waxier than usual, as if she had been carved out of a huge candle and then dredged through powders and rouge. Her mind seemed to be elsewhere and her lips were crooked with a kind of half smile. An unhelpful aunt must have told her this was the proper way to pose. This image of Mother I found disturbing. Her eyes followed me whenever I crossed the hall, accusing eyes that seemed to know even before I did that I would someday disappoint.

Unlike her mother, who’d been a celebrated Suzhou beauty in a city famed for its beauties, Mother’s charms weren’t self-evident. There was a bit of the tadpole about her—bulging eyes, weak chin—and to disguise the fact, she spent hours arranging and rearranging her hair and face before every lunch or cocktail invitation. Much to the puzzlement of new friends and the exasperation of old ones, she nearly always decided at the very last minute that she couldn’t leave the house and would forgo the meetings. Friendships suffered, and so did her confidence.

Over the years, her fear and poor self-image had worked so well in tandem, each reinforcing the other’s sinister hold, that they completely crippled her social life. She turned her attentions by sad default to the running of the household, becoming a quarrelsome matron who rose at six and dressed for nonexistent balls, all for the purpose of ordering the help around. From the way she screamed at the amahs and steamed around the house, I sensed that her quirks frustrated her deeply. Her great concern was that our neighbors would never think of her as anything but well put together and of us as anything but angelic and that they’d never suspect the awful truth that we were, alas, a struggling little ragtag troupe headed by a pseudo-intellectual whose station in life as a schoolteacher meant that we’d never in a thousand years be rich.

Father plodded through his role as paterfamilias. I remember him as having a perpetually pursed mouth, his thin lips pressed firmly together lest the fried fish roiling in his gut came leaping out. The idea of family made him queasy in general, the reality of it even more so. He’d wring his hands like a woman whenever the twins started bawling; then he’d either go out for a long walk or put on a record—opera in German usually, a language he didn’t understand and therefore felt unburdened by. Looking back, I don’t think poor Father was ever prepared for the size of our household—not just the aggrieved, high-maintenance wife but also additional headaches in the form of four children and a rotating roster of resentful servants. This was a storklike gent who preferred to be left alone and might have been best suited to the life of a medieval scholar-prince, emerging from his pavilion once in a blue moon to stretch his skinny legs, stroke his beard, and sip Huangshan Mao Feng tea harvested by an obedient band of snow monkeys. Yes, in a different universe, Father would have been sitting atop a craggy mountain memorizing obsolete tracts on thousand-year-old scrolls instead of mopping up vomit or worrying about grocery bills.

It may surprise you, then, to hear that my parents were considered very much a modern couple. They had married out of choice, back when the rest of the continent still abided by matches devised by Machiavellian fathers and meddlesome aunts—two goats if you’ll take her off my hands, and all that. They must have once thought they were in love. Sadly, untutored as they were in the demands of romantic commitment, they’d each picked for themselves their worst possible match. Father ran cold, Mother ran hot, but their yin and their yang were grossly misaligned. Marital calamity has been built on far less.

That our parents made an odd couple was obvious even to us. Idiosyncratic, yes; inattentive, to be sure. Yet their odd union produced me, my twin, and the other twins. The baby girls Xiaowen and Bao-Bao made up for our parents’ character flaws twice over. Fuzzy of forehead and forearm, the pink-cheeked pair sang and romped around every day, satin ribbons fluttering in their hair. They were my mascots, my greatest allies in the house, and their presence made me infinitely happy. I convinced myself that they were the magical Peach Children of old folklore, with supple fruit flesh that made them seven and a half times more adorable than their human counterparts as well as impervious to all mortal danger, so long as they stayed together.

We all hold on to what we can, I suppose. In those days, I clung to the idea of the twins’ innocence and purity, and they clung to my legs as I prepared for school every morning, chanting in duet, “Jie jie, don’t go! Jie jie, don’t leave us!” They wanted to keep me at home with them, where they could shield me from danger with their downy little arms. I always left for school with a heaviness in my heart. They weren’t just blindly echoing Mother’s words about the dangers of the world. In their way, the twins were reminding me so I wouldn’t grow too bold and forget: I wasn’t the hero of my own story. Not yet.


 



Li went upstairs to find Mother. I followed. We whimpered and moaned shamelessly and found glee in it. Why did we persist in antagonizing her? Mother asked. Maybe in the autumn, she said, but not now. It’s summer. Who knows what deadly germs are lurking in the air? And, anyway, couldn’t we find our fun indoors?

So find our fun indoors we did, at least for a while. We were sufficiently unattended. Father was teaching school; Mother was shouting at the amahs upstairs. The cook was having her siesta, dozing upright in her rattan chair, and the errand boy, as usual, was nowhere to be found. Each potential deterrent thus accounted for, we crept into Father’s study—a room no bigger than a broom closet and even more cramped—and went to his precious goldfish. The pair were named Wu Song and Wu Dalang, after two brothers in Father’s favorite classic novel Water Margin. Li dropped ten garlic cloves into the water, which the goldfish pounced on with their greedy, sucking mouths. Then, with nervous titters, we waited.

As expected, the first bubbles emerged from Wu Song’s tail, his plumbing being quicker. These were followed by more robust ones that took both goldfish by surprise. Air shot out their rear ends, sending them forth like rockets. Luminous projectiles! Both fish banged their stunned faces into the glass. The bigger the emission, the stronger the collision. Phoot! Thump! Phoooot! Thuuummp! Li had fed them garlic many times before, yet they fell for the trick without fail, over and over. After a few minutes, the flatulence wore off, and Wu Song and Wu Dalang resumed their mindless circuits. It was as if nothing had ever happened. Li grew restless again.

Mother was in the midst of writing a letter, but we were merciless in our demands. Exhausted by Li’s doleful pantomime of gazing out the window and my extravagant sighs, she finally relented.

She called in Sister Kwan. “Take them straight to the park and only the park. At no time should you ever let go of their hands. And keep them out of the sun!”

 As Sister Kwan nodded, I saw the tears well up in her beady Cantonese eyes. She was so easily intimidated, the poor girl. I wanted to tell her that Mother was all bark and no bite but felt it wasn’t my place; it seemed disloyal to side with the help. The other amah, Sister Choon, older and grimmer, was to remain home and watch the twins. I still remember the scowl on her face as she locked the front door behind us.

As we walked, I asked Li, “But why the park?”

“I wanted to test Mother.”

“Why?”

“To see if she really loves me.”

“Does she?”

He gave me a look I couldn’t decipher.

Like many green spaces in Frenchtown, the Paradis des Enfants was immaculately manicured and easy on the eye. The only difference was that everything in it was scaled for tots, and to a perverse degree: All the shrubs were within crawlers’ reach, all the flowers short enough for the tiniest petal-sniffing enfant. The Parisian-style gas lamps came up only to Sister Kwan’s chin, and the benches similarly favored the wee. Nothing loomed too tall, not even the trees—those that grew higher than six feet had their heads lopped off. The whole place was safe, sedate, a mini Versailles ready to receive the woozy tumbles of wobbly footed babes.

The two brief times we’d been taken to the Paradis, we always eyed the European youngsters of our district skipping along in their starched sailor suits, licking ices and lollipops while amahs of all ages skittered after them, pleading with them in pidgin to no runnee. Today was no exception. The pampered little devils were out in force, terrorizing pigeons with high-pitched roars and tucking sweet wrappers into the mulberry bush.

I observed Li watching them. In the center of the park stood a circular rose garden enclosed behind a formidable fence that barred “All Chinese and Dogs.” Even though Sister Kwan had explained that this was for our safety—“Those red roses are fed on the blood of Chinese children!”—Li’s jealousy was evident. He stalked and stared. I felt envy for the foreigners, too, but mine was different. Many of the children were roaming unsupervised, and it made me realize that never in my seven years of life had I walked, let alone run, in any public place without some zealous grownup holding on to my hand until it was slick with sweat, as if I would suddenly disappear the instant they let go. This, I felt, rather than size and complexion, was the crucial divider between the Chinese and the Europeans: Their hands were always free.

While the privileged thronged in and out of the rose garden, we stayed on the commons. We made our own fun. Sister Kwan was given to dizzy spells, and we had a fairly good idea of how to trigger one. Li and I ran rings around her like twin engines fastened to her wrists. Very soon, our human carousel had to sit down. She staggered to a spot under a shady Japanese maple and, much to our delight, fell unconscious with a gasp. Li and I were now alone, with a million options open to us. Should we peer into the mulberry bush and count the sweet wrappers? Should we stick leaves in Sister Kwan’s hair? What should a boy freshly seven and his agreeable accomplice do?

Somebody else answered our question. A Chinese man, tanned and slim in the Southern way. He was very old, possibly the oldest person I’d ever seen, with a thousand wrinkles, a long white beard, and a black wool cape—this, at the height of summer. He had a cinnabar walking cane that he didn’t seem to need because he walked well—too well, I thought, for a man his age. On his cane were intricate carvings of hundreds of couples, all intertwined in some communal embrace that stretched from its foot right up to its handle, all in the throes of some sort of wretched ecstasy. I couldn’t take my eyes off the thing.

A polished gold watch attached to a chain fell from the old man’s waistcoat when he bowed to shake our grimy hands. Li lit up as soon as he saw it.

“Greetings, my little friends,” the man said. He had a marvelous accent, speaking what I thought was very mandarin Mandarin, untainted by the singsong cadences of the Shanghai dialect. “I was wondering if I could ask you for a favor.”

Without waiting for an answer, he began walking. I tapped Li on the arm and we looked back at Sister Kwan—still unconscious under the tree. We now followed our new leader, who walked at an unnaturally keen pace. We had to take three or four steps for every one of his. When he led us beyond the places we knew, past the rose garden and past even the hedge maze where only forbidden lovers went, I grabbed Li’s hand.

All of a sudden, the man stopped in his tracks. He turned and looked directly at me. “Do not be afraid.” It was an order, not friendly reassurance. “How will you ever discover new things if you’re always fearful? Fear is our greatest enemy.”

Li shook my hand off and glowered at me. “He’s right, you know.” Turning seven seemed to have given him the illusion of awesome power. Normally I would have kicked him in the shins to remind him I was still his older sister, but we were in unfamiliar waters. We were following a strange man. And this strange man was leading us deeper and deeper into the unknown. I now hoped that Sister Kwan would wake up and come charging after us.

We came to a small, dark, windowless hut, perhaps a gardener’s shed, on the far edge of the park. I could tell from the height of its door that, unlike everything else in the Paradis des Enfants, this hut was sized for grownups, and quite unapologetically so. A huge, old-fashioned padlock secured the rusty handle, and I was grateful that the old man showed no interest in disturbing it. Then my heart sank. Behind the hut was a stone wall about ten feet high. If anything went wrong, there’d be no escape.

The dank, fecal odor of fertilizer hung in the air, much like the sewer, only denser and more beastly. I scanned the area. Nobody else was around. The laughter of children sounded as tinny as mosquitoes, and incredibly far away. My stomach tightened and again I reached for Li’s hand.

“We should go back,” I whispered, hoping the old man wouldn’t hear.

But of course he heard me. Sighing, he shook his head, then addressed Li and Li alone: “Young man, you seem like a leader. Don’t let the girl fill your mind with fear. I need you to be brave and strong. You must not disappoint me.”

It was then that we heard the baby’s cries. They were coming distinctly from the dark hollow between the hut and the wall, a space of uncommon darkness. The man lifted a finger—wait here—and went toward the source. We stood still, exchanging anxious glances.

After a while, the man called, “Young man…”

Instantly, Li went.

I had no choice but to follow. As much as I dreaded seeing the baby, being left all by myself seemed even more frightening. Out of the sun and into the shadows, the temperature dropped.

Our eyes took a moment to adapt to the lack of light. At our feet was a shallow rain gutter, lined with velvety black moss. It felt like we were suddenly in a cave. The baby’s wails increased in pitch and intensity, as if it could sense our approach and wanted us to hurry.

The hairs on my arms stood up and my pulse quickened. In the drain lay a quivering gray puddle. I saw its watery blue eyes and froze.

It was a kitten, not much bigger than a ball of yarn. Its fur was frayed, exposing snatches of baldness, and its hind legs were bent in such a way that I could tell they had been broken in several places.

“The handiwork of neighborhood thugs,” the man said, sighing again. “Boys from the countryside with nothing better to do.” For a moment I felt his grief. He said that the kitten belonged to him and that its name was Xiao Huangdi, or Little Emperor. “My heart aches to see it in such obscene agony. I want nothing more than to end its suffering. To bring it the peace it deserves. It’s only right. But you see, young man”—he turned to Li—“this is a job for a child’s hands.”

Like a soldier reporting to his general, Li pulled away from me and took three steps toward the trench. In that moment, I felt the lifelong connection between us, our bond of blood that I’d always taken for granted, not merely slip away but snap. A clammy uncertainty was left in its wake. For the first time in my life, I felt completely, horribly alone. The nausea came at me in waves and was suffocating, endless. I choked back the urge to throw up.

Calmly—too calmly—Li got on his haunches and examined the kitten. Just as casually, he placed his hands on the creature’s head, caressed its tiny ears, and then lifted it by the loose flap of skin on the back of its neck. The pitiful thing sensed peril and swiped at the air, swaying like a ragged pendulum. It mewed for its life; it was begging, desperate. How could Li not see this? How could he not hear this? Instead he gave the old man a quiet smile, as if posing for one last photograph with his beloved pet.

“Please, sir, tell me what to do,” Li said. His eagerness to please sickened me even more. His voice was as sweet as treacle.

The kitten looked toward me. Tears fell from its eyes. If someone had told me then that it had a human soul, I would have believed him absolutely. These were not the eyes of a dumb animal but the pleading eyes of a sentient, intelligent creature tragically aware of what was happening and yet unable to stop it. It was an accident of size, of species, that the kitten could not fight back. But the feelings were no different. I would see those eyes time and time again during the course of my career. The eyes of someone dying alone and terrified.

“Brother, don’t!” I yelled. Li did not respond. He’d either grown deaf or I had become irrelevant. “Don’t hurt it! Please!”

The old man continued watching Li. In a flat, unemotional voice, he said, “Break its neck. Quick but firm.”

My brother nodded, matching his solemnity.

The kitten fought at the nothingness as Li’s fingers closed around its neck. My brother, murdering an innocent being with the same soft hands I’d held just minutes before. A child’s hands.

I couldn’t allow it. I lunged forth with all my might, aiming to snatch the kitten from him but instead I found myself hurtling onto the grass yards away. The old man. I never saw his arm move.

The kitten’s mewing grew muffled, but its terror was undiluted. I picked myself up and screamed one long piercing scream to cover up the horror. Even so, I heard its tiny neck snap with a crisp click. An unnerving hush followed. When I peered at Li, the lump of gray fur had gone slack in his hands. He let the lifeless bundle fall to the ground.

The old man nodded at him with avuncular approval and pulled from his pocket a small disk wrapped in shimmering gold foil. I knew at a glance that it was butterscotch candy, the kind we’d ogled in shop windows but were told was too expensive to be wasted on children like us.

“Young man, I want to thank you for your time. And your courage.” The man handed the reward to Li, who accepted it gratefully. He then turned to me with a supercilious smile. “Nothing for you.”

Usually Li would have protested on my behalf, but this time he didn’t.

Lowering himself to the drain with great agility, the man scooped up the dead kitten in the palm of his hand. In one seamless motion, he folded up its legs and tucked the carcass into his pants pocket like a used handkerchief. With the same soiled hand, he patted Li on the head, his fingers slithering through the forest of my brother’s hair before finding a comfortable hold and kneading his scalp. Li closed his eyes and tilted his head back.

When he opened his eyes, his features went slack, as if he’d been blessed. I will never forget that look, that taint.

The man waved at the distance and smiled. “You are now free to go.”

Li turned to me. There was a new coldness to his face that I didn’t like. I found myself wishing we hadn’t disobeyed Mother, that we hadn’t caused Sister Kwan to faint. But for the first time in my life, I couldn’t share those feelings with him.

“Don’t you dare say a word.” He made me swear as we ran, him clutching the butterscotch disk like a prized talisman. “And don’t expect me to share this with you.”

He needn’t have worried. I wanted none of it. I did, however, want my brother back.

Running to the commons, I had to keep slowing down to wait for Li. The violence seemed to have sapped his vigor, for he paused every so often to catch his breath. Gray rings appeared around his eyes, the kind I often saw in hungry beggar children. And his scent, too, turned strange. No longer did he smell of chalk, of cleanliness; he now smelled slightly off, like rice vinegar. Could the same thing be happening to me? Could turning seven mean having less energy and a new odor? But no, I was running at my usual pace and smelled like my usual self. These changes seemed to be occurring only in Li.

When we returned to where we’d left Sister Kwan, she was hoarse from shrieking our names, her eyes rimmed red with worry. Her bun had come undone, leaving streaks of black hair plastered to her tear-stained cheeks. For the first time, I realized how pretty she actually was. In a different, perhaps better world, she would have been a rich man’s plaything. When she saw us, she clutched us to her chest and I felt the shivers coursing through her. Her shaking masked mine.

Sister Kwan never told Mother about her fainting spell or our little detour. Most crucial of all, I kept my oath—I never breathed a word to anyone about the old man or the kitten. Or the sweet. To everyone apart from Li and me, and maybe the invisible guardians of the cosmos, that encounter never happened at all.

Why do I mention the guardians of the cosmos? Well, because that night, following the day my twin and I became two separate people, was also the night I saw my first ghost.
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A Child’s Feet



WHEN LI AND I RETURNED from the Paradis that afternoon, Mother and Father were in the middle of something. Neither noticed the scuffs on my arms, the stains on my dress, or Li’s uncharacteristic exhaustion. At first I was relieved to be home. Then came cold, hard bewilderment as I heard the exchange of foreign place names—names with the forlorn musicality of Hindi, Khmer, Malay. They rang of great distance, of sweat and rot and jungle. I could tell my parents weren’t discussing holiday plans. What they were discussing I had no idea.

Li collapsed onto the living room settee. I offered to bring him a glass of milk.

“Scram,” he mumbled, turning away. “Just get me Sister Choon.”

Left alone with my thoughts later that night, I wondered if I should have been more forceful at the park. I could have stood my ground, played the big sister. I could have stopped Li from following the old man, from putting his hands—his soft, warm hands—on that helpless kitten. I could have offered to take the poor thing home instead of standing there dumbstruck, no better than a pathetic crybaby. But no, I was a pathetic crybaby, shattered by the sudden realization that my twin wasn’t as bound to me as I’d come to believe. We’d only seemed tethered because something was perpetually holding us together—whether it was Sister Kwan’s iron grip or the prison walls of our mother’s house. Or the narrow bed we shared, where the only way we could both fit was to lie back-to-back.

Li, his back pressing against mine, slept as soundly as a baby, the day’s disturbing adventure apparently already forgotten. He had on his new blue satin pajamas, a birthday surprise from Mother, the arms and legs overlong so as to last through another year of growth. In the moonlight, he shone like an iridescent eel at the bottom of the ocean. The butterscotch disk peered out from within his tightened fist, an otherworldly compass leading him to new places without me, no doubt.

Still in my old pajamas—no new ones for me—I continued to toss and turn. The air was dead. I could hardly breathe.

Summer nights in our house were hell on earth. Mother, fearing contagion, ordered all windows shut after dusk, trapping in the heat of the day and turning the whole place into a tomb. On July and August nights, the air heaved with moisture and the walls gave off centuries of human must—the smell, I used to think, of a dying man’s last breath (though this was before I learned what that actually smelled like).

Naturally, when the muggy air in our bedroom turned dry and chilly instead of hotter and stickier as I tossed and turned, I knew something wasn’t right.

“Li?” I tugged at his sleeve, my teeth chattering. No answer.

I reached for the blanket and when my fingers grazed my bare thigh, I jumped: icicles! My fingers were stone cold. Had a window blown open? No, everything was still, the same as it was. But my heart had begun to pound, and I felt a deep, throbbing ache behind my eyes. The nausea I felt earlier in the park returned, pursued by a tingling of the tongue. The hairs on my arms rose to attention. Something was about to strike—a meteor, perhaps, or a typhoon. Something monumental.

In the dark, I plotted the quickest route to my parents’ room. Don’t trip on the cot in the hallway. Abandon Li, if necessary.

My breath emerged from my nostrils in pale wisps as thick as incense smoke. Thicker, when I exhaled through my mouth. Could I be on fire? Or was this the pneumonia or influenza that crept in through windows and carried off so many children in their sleep? Those terms had been thrown at me so frequently that they rang like place names in my mind. Was I already dying?

Then I saw her.

She was old. Thin as a beggar woman. White hair pulled back into a tight bun.

Her white tunic and black slacks instantly told me she was—or had been—an amah. Silently, she took three paces forward and stopped at the foot of my bed. I realized when I tried to sit up that I was paralyzed. It wasn’t fear. Emotion didn’t enter into it at all. A kind of supernatural glue was holding me to the bed. I couldn’t move a muscle or even blink.

I’d heard many stories from Sister Kwan, and in them, ghosts were usually vengeful harlots or poorly tended goats, alternately screeching for blood and bleating for sympathy. This one was neither wraith nor beast. Her skin was ochre. Her eyes lacked the sparkle of life that is noticeable only when it’s missing. But she looked at me with such a beneficent gaze, dead eyes notwithstanding, that had I been a religious little girl, I might have taken her for some sort of nun. She didn’t fit the description of a ghost. For starters, she didn’t frighten me at all.

Aside from her jaundiced complexion and the pant legs that vanished into thin air, she looked to be solid, three-dimensional. Real. Not floating. No unruly hair or black holes for eyes. She could have easily passed for one of the amahs we had working for us, or one of their friends. But a part of me just knew, and I was flooded with a mute, abstract sadness. She conveyed absence, silence, loss—like the primordial emptiness that entered my mind every night before I drifted off to sleep. Had my tear ducts worked, I would have wept.

I could tell she had lived a long life, but it hadn’t been enough.

I wanted desperately to question her, but my mouth could form no words. What did she want? Did she have friends over there? Was she lonely?

It was possible that she registered my questions, but her expression remained unchanged. She looked at me and only me; Li did not exist. She reached out slowly with both hands for my feet—bony, immobile things poking out of the wool blanket I’d long outgrown. I was happy to offer her solace, if that was what she sought. I held my breath, certain I would soon feel the coldness of her claws. I watched as her gnarled fingers wrapped themselves around my toes, one set in each hand. To my surprise, I felt absolutely nothing. But could she feel me? It was hard to tell. I studied her features and committed them to memory: black mole just under her left eye, unusually high cheekbones, the pronounced overbite I’d often noticed in the servant class—essentially a kind face. Regulation amah uniform, white jade bangle around her right wrist, no earrings. I told myself to report these specifics to Sister Kwan in the morning.

Out of the blue, she made a noise, a soft gurgle in the back of her throat, like someone about to gag. Or speak. She tried again, but all she could manage was a single guttural word:

“One…”

And just like that, she vanished.

I could now wriggle my toes and part my lips. I hissed, just to make sure my voice had returned. The air lost its sepulchral bite and my skin was again coated with sticky summer perspiration. The melancholy was lifted from me. I kicked off the covers and leapt to the floor, peering under the bed. But no, there wasn’t an old woman lying there with her joints folded across her chest like a giant bat.

I flew back to bed. I couldn’t wait to announce my achievement to Sister Kwan—I saw a ghost and wasn’t scared!—and watch her mouth fall open in wonder. “You brave soul,” I could almost hear her say. Did Li see her? No, it was me, only me. I was first. I was special.

My brother, meanwhile, continued to doze unfettered. I thought about shaking him awake and telling him about my encounter, but I knew he’d only fly into a rage and call me a liar.

Should I keep the sighting a secret? Reporting it might make my parents fear for my sanity; they’d always considered themselves too modern for ghosts. But Sister Kwan…she would understand.

A new, loving warmth wound its way around my torso, as if the bed were caressing me back to sleep with damp, heated hands, coaxing me away from the sharp snap of wakefulness. I snuggled into its embrace and closed my eyes. Every part of me relaxed. The warmth spread farther. Seconds later, I felt a hard kick to the shin—Li. He’d jolted awake and was crying out, furious:

“Damn you, Ling! You peed on my new pajamas!”


 



Around the year 250 BC, the Taoist philosopher Han Fei put forth a malignant theory that unfortunately became a founding principle of Chinese art. Since everybody knew what dogs and horses looked like, he said, they were the most difficult subjects to paint, whereas demons and goblins, being invisible, were child’s play. In other words, realism was high art because it involved control and discipline, whereas abstraction was the refuge of charlatans. Ever since that time, the imaginative arts suffered. Works of imagination would never again be as prized in Chinese culture as mundane still lifes of birds and chrysanthemums or groves of soporific bamboo. And this attitude infected the rest of Chinese thinking: Originality would never be as revered as rote learning and the manufacture of flawless reproductions. Copying became our métier.

Having seen my first ghost, I knew I had to produce as accurate an account of the encounter as I could so nobody could accuse me of a flight of fancy. Details would serve as proof that the dead amah I saw was as real as a living one. I waited for the right moment to confide in Sister Kwan. Not Li. He had been my secret sharer once, but no longer. After breakfast, we were separated into our respective routines, our respective routes to our respective schools.

Every morning at seven, Mother placed our fates into the hands of our servants. Quite literally. With our hands tightly clasped in theirs, Sister Choon took Li by rickshaw to the boys’ school at one end of Frenchtown and Sister Kwan took me to the girls’ school at the other. Both amahs waited by the gates until lessons ended at noon, at which time they escorted us home, again by rickshaw, again with our hands tightly enclosed in theirs. At no point in the journey would the amahs let go of us to scratch an itch or even to hold on for dear life when the rickshaw puller swerved to avoid a flattened dog.

It was hard in those days to find a moment without either of the amahs hovering over us, nattering acridly in Cantonese and pulling our ears for the smallest infractions—hawk-nosed Sister Choon especially, but even my favorite Sister Kwan was not immune to ill temper. We were small and had no concept of privacy, so we rarely begrudged their interference and abuse. Chinese children, I suppose, never took scolding very seriously unless it was a person of authority who was doing the scolding, in which case we cowered and cringed and cried. (We Chinese children were preternaturally aware of status.) Yet because we spent most of our time with these grown women who, due to their lack of education, retained a childlike credulity, they often became our confidantes.

Sometimes on the trips to and from school, when I had Sister Kwan all to myself, I would ask her for stories of the strange—the weirder the better. She considered herself an expert in the field. All the amahs did, coming as they did from superstitious families in the South who worshipped their ancestors at dilapidated shrines and said prayers to rice grains. From Sister Kwan I’d learned that a cat could turn a dead man into a vampire by leaping over his corpse, that the beautiful maidens men met on byways at night usually turned out to be ghosts, and that wayward monks could sometimes subsist for decades inside the bellies of large carp.

I loved her stories. They told of an ancient China steeped in magic, color, and fine breeding, far removed from the fetid, gray, unsmiling world that was our Shanghai. Her stories helped to leaven the unpleasant encounters that were such a frequent component of city life. Whenever we passed the distended corpse of a beggar on the street, she’d mumble a Taoist blessing and assure me that the person must have been cruel to his parents to deserve such a fate; whenever our rickshaw man took us past one of those wretched funeral shops that considered baby coffins appropriate for its windows, she’d tell me American children used them for storing their dolls.

“There was an old amah in our room last night,” I told Sister Kwan.

Her eyes widened in anticipation of a juicy story, so I proceeded to describe the encounter in detail. We were in the rickshaw, away from Mother’s disapproving ears and punishing hands.

“The mole…” Her expression was uneasy. “You’re sure it was under her left eye and not her right eye?”

“Positive.”

“And her hair was completely white?”

“Yes. As snow.”

“The jade bangle was white, not green?”

“White as her hair.”

“Oh dear, oh dear.” Sister Kwan muttered a quick oath. Amitabha. Amitabha. Amitabha.

“What’s wrong?”

“You’ve just described Sister Yeung.”

“Sister Yeung?”

“You don’t remember her, do you? She used to take care of you when you were a baby.” Sister Kwan released my hand and clutched at her temple. “I wonder what she wants, coming back.” She looked at me. “Did she say anything? Did she frighten you?”

“She touched my toes.”

 “She did?” Her eyes widened again. “What else?”

I shrugged. “She tried to say something but vanished before she could say it. Anyway, I wasn’t scared. I don’t think she meant any harm.”

“Oh dear.” Amitabha. Amitabha. Amitabha.

“What’s wrong?” I pinched her arm. “Tell me!”

“The first thing that’s wrong is that Sister Yeung died when you were two years old. She threw herself into the Huangpu River. The other thing that’s wrong, my child, is that faced with her ghost you felt no fear.”


 



I didn’t tell anybody else about the ghost amah. Sister Kwan did. Even after I made her swear repeatedly that she wouldn’t. Her betrayal sent prickles of rage up and down my spine. These Cantonese farm girls were no better than the water snakes that slithered through their paddy fields!

That evening, the amahs gathered in the kitchen with the cook and started boiling noxious mountain herbs and ground-up mutton bone. The entire house reeked of wet soil and rot, like a cemetery after the rains. Sticks of incense smoldered at the kitchen shrine. I begged the amahs to stop—the ghost meant me no harm! No harm at all! I tugged at Sister Kwan’s sleeve but she went on as if I weren’t there.

“Why are you doing this?” I moaned. “Was Sister Yeung a bad person? Tell me! I want to know. Come on, tell me about Sister Yeung!”

The twins were wailing, constipated, and carrying their potties, still attached to their bottoms, like musical chairs around the sitting room. Li chased them, though not in earnest. From her restless pacing upstairs, I could tell that Mother was in a foul mood. It would only be a matter of time before she found out what was going on downstairs. Father remained, as usual, oblivious. He sat in his study on his straight-backed, cushionless chair, nose stuck in a book of Tang dynasty poetry, fingers dancing to some private meter.

Mother clopped down the stairs in high heels. “What’s that infernal stench?” Her wrath was inevitable. “Sister Choon, what do you think you’re doing? Why aren’t you watching the babies? Ah Ying, where’s our dinner?”

The servants said nothing. It was the first time I’d seen them openly defy Mother. Sister Choon unwrapped twigs, dried fungus, and unknowable black berries from paper parcels and handed them to Ah Ying, the cook, who pounded these things into smaller and smaller fragments with a stone pestle, then scraped the paste into the earthenware pot. Sister Kwan watched the bubbling cauldron, murmuring to herself, rubbing the bright orange rosaries in her hand.

“Ah Ying, I am speaking to you!” Mother stormed into the kitchen. “I paid good money for that duck and I expect to feed my family with it. Now clear out that pot and start cooking dinner. As for your incense, Sister Kwan, how many times have I told you I won’t have those things burning in my house?” She swiveled around and caught me hiding under the altar of the kitchen god. Her eyebrows twitched. “What are you doing here? Don’t tell me you’re part of this coven.”

“Let her be, madam.” It was Ah Ying who spoke, the usually wordless cook who always did as she was told and kept her eyes on the stove.

“What is this? Mutiny?” Mother grabbed my wrist and twisted it. I groaned.

“Madam,” Sister Choon said calmly. “Perhaps we should have explained our actions. We’re cleansing the house with a protection spell. You see, Sister Yeung returned last night. We don’t know what she wants, but we don’t want her causing any mischief.”

“Sister Yeung? What are you talking about? That woman died five years ago.”

“That’s precisely what we’re talking about. Her ghost was seen in this house last night. She must want something. You recall she didn’t exactly have a happy death.”

“Who’s responsible for these rumors?”

I held my breath and tried to make myself as inconspicuous as possible. Too late.

Sister Kwan turned to me. As her outstretched finger formed an accusation, I felt a burning hatred for her—her hypocrisy, her cowardice, her class. She averted her eyes.

Mother gave a harsh laugh. “And you grown women are foolish enough to believe the words of this little fantasist?” She went straight for the boiling pot and grabbed it with her bare hands. For a second I feared she would fling it at me, but instead she dumped its throbbing contents down the drain. The servants jerked back from the putrid steam.

“Enough is enough. Ah Ying, start cooking the duck. Sister Choon, please make the twins stop crying. And you,” she said to Sister Kwan, “give this girl a bath. A well-scrubbed child doesn’t make up stories.” Sister Kwan was slow to take her cue and Mother lost her patience. “Oh, forget it. I’ll bathe her myself. Just go and open some windows. I can’t bear this smell. You’re driving me insane, the lot of you.”

As she washed me, Mother made no mention of any ghost. To her, the whole thing had been a figment of my fevered imagination. I didn’t dare bring it up either. She cleaned me in grim silence, a maid scrubbing a stained spittoon, her thoughts so distant that she forgot I was made of flesh. I hated it when she bathed me. She was always unnecessarily hard, digging her nails into my scalp and rubbing the rough cloth across my back until I gripped the sides of the tub. But I never cried out or whined; I never wanted to give her any satisfaction from hurting me.

At one point, Li came to the doorway and stood watching us with meaningful silence, like someone who hadn’t been let in on a secret but wanted us to know he knew it anyway. He’d been strangely quiet since the park. Mother shooed him away with a light kiss.

As I dried myself, my skin still raw, she grabbed both my shoulders and forced me to look into her unaffectionate eyes.

“Sister Yeung was an unstable woman. Whatever happened, happened a long time ago. It’s all in the past. I don’t want you listening to any more of the amahs’ rubbish. They’re cheap, ignorant country girls, full of silly ideas. You are a city girl. You’re educated and come from a good home. If you believe their stories, then you’re no better than they are and I might as well give you away to the orphanage. Let me know if you want that, and I’ll tell the rickshaw man to take you there.”

After toweling dry my hair and putting me in pajamas, she sent me back downstairs with a hard smack on the bottom.

I scampered back to the kitchen area, where the servants were wordlessly and grimly preparing dinner. On tiptoes, I crept up slowly behind Sister Kwan, who was at the chopping board slicing ginger. I got as close as I could and then roared with all my might. She jumped and dropped the knife. “Aiyah!” Her left thumb began to bleed. I glowered at her as I made my cocky exit to the back door.

“You wicked child! You demon!”

In the back of the house, by our small garden patch, I found Cricket, our errand boy, tending to the lilies with complete disinterest. A chunky, sullen kid of about fifteen, he was supposedly Ah Ying’s adopted son, which meant he could have been anything from her nephew to a child beggar she’d taken in from the slums. Everybody called him Cricket because he spent all his spare time catching spiders and moths, yet for some inexplicable reason refused to touch crickets. He was my last hope; he’d been around the servants long enough that he might have overheard gossip about Sister Yeung. I rarely spoke to him because his position in the house was so ambiguous—he was young enough to be my brother, yet he was one of the servants. At the same time, he never displayed the deference to us the other servants did, so I never knew how to gauge him. Mother, on the other hand, made it plain she couldn’t stand his insolent face. To cut through the awkwardness, I bribed him with a box of matches printed with a picture of a half-naked girl. He fingered it awhile, then pocketed it.

He pulled out a newsboy’s cap from his pocket and put it on to hide the pink birthmark on his forehead. Sister Kwan had once joked it was shaped like a penis.

“They said she was always unhappy,” Cricket grunted in his thick Shanghainese patois. He unscrewed a glass jar and released a hairy black tarantula. Possibly to scare me, he let the creature run up and down his bare arm, where the thick flesh was mottled with bites and bruises, old and new.

“What else did they say?”

“She had a younger brother in Canton who swindled her out of her money. Blew it all on gambling”—he smirked—“and girls.”

“But why did she kill herself? It’s just money.”

“She was an old woman. It was her life savings. She’d set aside the money to build herself a house to retire in. They said she’d even found the perfect spot in her ancestral village. Next to a lake, supposedly, with lily pads so big you could sit on them. This was her dream. So you see, it wasn’t only about money. It’s about the trust lost between brother and sister.”

I imagined Li’s betrayal in the park amplified by ten, a hundred. And I remembered the hollow, empty feeling Sister Yeung had brought to my gut. I internalized her grief in an instant.

“You’re too well-off to know disappointment.” Cricket unleashed another spider onto his arm. He watched for my reaction. “People like you will never have empathy.”

“What do you think her ghost wants?”

“Sorry, Your Highness, I’ve told you what I know. I don’t believe in ghosts. I only believe in things my eyes can see and my hands can touch.”

“But I saw her myself, I swear.”

“The Song dynasty scholar Zhu Xi once said, ‘If you believe it, you will see it. If you don’t, you won’t.’” He brought both spiders so close to my face that I was staring into their multiple eyes. “Me, I don’t like scholars. I think they’re all sissies. So I say the opposite. I believe in spiders because I can see them. Want to touch?”


 



Over dinner that night, Mother’s revulsion for Father reached another of its increasingly frequent peaks. I think I was the only one in the house who ever registered her looks of nausea. In each grimace, she conveyed exactly what she thought of him—that he was worthless, unmanly—and betrayed her enormous self-pity, her sense that, deceived by his love poems and genteel manners, she’d married a pauper when she could have had a prince.

She sprang from the dinner table before her tears fell, and shot up the stairs.

“Bad stomach, Mother?” Father asked without looking up from his food.

A door slammed.

Father turned to Li and me and shrugged. “Must be something she ate.”

We polished off the braised ginger duck, though it was awful; the amahs’ herbs had left a nasty aftertaste in the pot. I felt sure I could detect Sister Kwan’s blood in it.

After dinner, I went to play with the twins. They pretended to be baby pandas, fighting for choice bamboo—me—but I had other things on my mind. As soon as Father stepped outside for a cigarette and Li was taken upstairs for his bath, I abandoned the twins and rushed into the study.

I climbed into Father’s chair and sat at his rosewood desk, surveying his things. Framed photographs of the entire family lined the far edge. They were taken the year before in a studio in the American Settlement. We all appeared unnaturally stiff, posing against painted backdrops of trellises, sunsets, and Greek columns. There was one of Li and me flanking a cardboard cocker spaniel that even at the time I thought looked ridiculously fake. Father did his work surrounded by these pictures of us yet never paid us any attention when we were in the same room with him. A strange irony. But in these pictures, we were perfect: backs straight, hair groomed, clothes starched, smiles locked into place like a model army. It was probably how he preferred us—flat, silent, pocket-sized.

Pulling open the drawers, I located what I’d come for. Father’s Four Treasures. Not his four children, of course, but his calligraphy tools: a brush with purple rabbit’s fur, an ink stick made from compressed pine soot, an inkstone carved out of river rock, and finally, a ream of pure white writing paper. In one of his more affectionate moments, he’d told me that with these four portable Treasures, it would never matter where he was or how little money he had because he could always dream up a better world for himself in letters. It would take years before I stopped thinking that those were the ravings of a deluded old fool.

With only the two goldfish watching, I worked Father’s implements the way I’d seen him do it: grinding the ink stick on the stone with a few drops of water to produce liquid ink, then dipping the brush tip lightly in the black puddle. On a fresh sheet of paper, I wrote in huge letters:


  

I know who you are.

I can see you.

I want to help.

  



I fanned the note dry, folded it up carefully, and ran upstairs with it tucked in my pajama pants. Should Sister Yeung appear again that night, I would be ready. If she could see my toes, she would certainly see my message.

That night, as soon as Li’s breathing grew steady and regular, and—more tellingly—his fist loosened around his butterscotch talisman, I placed the note flat over my feet, words in full view. I tried to stay alert and wait for the ghost, but to my great frustration fell asleep.

Sometime during the moonless night, I woke. The air had again become very chilly; Sister Yeung must surely be close. My hunch was confirmed by the dark silhouette in the far side of the room, a humanoid form moving slowly closer to me. I wriggled my fingers and toes to make sure I hadn’t been turned into a statue again. I was free—Sister Yeung had decided to have mercy on me. As she approached even closer, I saw her white tunic and black slacks.

“Sister Yeung,” I whispered. “I understand you. I want to help you.”

A thin arm reached down and lifted my note. I held my breath. With a rude crunch, her hands balled up my offer.

“Hey!” I whispered violently, trying to keep my voice down.

The amah took another step closer—Sister Kwan. Betrayed again! She came to my side and I expected a slap, but instead she pressed a small mirrored amulet into my hand.

“You mustn’t encourage her, child. Protect yourself with this.”

I didn’t want her stupid charm. I threw it on the floor. She picked it up and placed it back in my hand.

“Don’t let her touch you again. Keep this to repel her. It’s for your own good.”

“No!” This time I hurled it across the room. Sister Kwan clucked her tongue and after a fruitless search for the thing in the dark, gave up. Before leaving, she said to me, “Sister Yeung could be very dangerous. Prior to drowning herself, there was an incident…” Here she paused dramatically.

“What incident?” I hissed.

“She tried to take you with her.”

“She tried to kidnap me?”

“Worse.”

I understood her meaning perfectly. But was Sister Kwan just trying to scare me?

After she left, the room was once again silent. The chill returned. I could feel my legs begin to stiffen. Oh, why had I tossed away that amulet? It hadn’t even occurred to me that Sister Yeung could have meant any harm until Sister Kwan put the idea in my head. I watched as my breath again cooled into white spirals. My entire body was paralyzed, but this time my head remained unaffected—I could move my lips and my eyes. A small improvement. I could sense Sister Yeung’s approach.

In a matter of seconds, she became whole. She came toward me exactly as she had the previous night—there was not the slightest variation. This time, however, I was free to scream for help. Yet, as before, I felt no desire to do so. The fear Sister Kwan had tried to instill in me was needless, even hateful. There was something very sad yet strangely calming about Sister Yeung’s ghost as she gazed at me with those passive, unblinking eyes.

“Sister Yeung,” I said quietly. “I know you. I want to help you.”

Again, Sister Yeung reached with both hands for my feet, her movement and expression an exact facsimile of the night before. When she squeezed my toes, I again felt nothing. But this time, I paid closer attention. Her fingertips were shriveled and as tiny as a child’s, smaller even than mine. I had heard about poor children hired by silk factories to fish out silkworm cocoons from boiling tubs with their bare hands—the job left them with stunted fingers. Sister Yeung had those fingers. Looking at her face creased with time’s unstoppable passing, I had a flash of recognition: She would never be young again. I began to weep.

“Sister Yeung, can you hear me?”

“One day…,” she started to say. “One day…”

Her body seemed to melt away, and once again, I was alone in the dark.


 



The next day, in the rickshaw to school, I refused to let Sister Kwan touch me. Her thumb was wrapped in a much bigger bandage than needed, exaggerating the injury sustained at the chopping board. Each time she tried to grab my hand, I let out a piercing scream. Finally, the rickshaw man told her to leave me be because I was attracting too many stares. He didn’t want the police or, worse, the Republican Army after us.

“Did you keep the amulet I gave you?” Sister Kwan tried to make conversation, casting herself again as the concerned guardian.

I ignored her.

“It was blessed at my temple by a very powerful priest. He has ended droughts.”

I stared out at the row of street carts next to the crowded tram stop, all of them hawking breakfast crullers and hot soybean milk to commuters in a hurry. The grease smelled delicious. I wished we could stop.

“She always liked you, you know. Sister Yeung. You were her favorite. That’s why we were all so shocked about what she tried to do to you.”

Lies. All lies.

“I suppose she was afraid to go alone,” she continued. “She was probably lonely.”

“Everybody’s lonely,” I snapped back.


 



That night I was ready with a new note for Sister Yeung.


  

You are a good person.

I want to be your friend.

  



Even if she couldn’t hear me, she still might be able to see the note.

Hoping for a new outcome this time, I threw myself onto the floor as soon as I felt the onset of the cold, leaving the note where my feet would have been. I wanted to see if Sister Yeung would behave any differently.

She came, moving forward exactly as she’d done before. When she stretched out her silkworm-factory fingers, I thought she would pick up the note; instead her hands passed right through the paper, as if it were liquid. She squeezed the spot where my toes would have been and didn’t seem to register the note. She appeared to be operating in a completely different plane, not seeing things that were there and seeing things that were not. It felt as if I were watching a film loop—her actions were completely identical to the previous nights. I had to break her routine.

“Sister Yeung!” I whispered. She didn’t turn but instead continued to gaze at the dent on the bed where I would have lain. “I’m here, Sister Yeung. Over here!”

As if in response to my words, she started to speak, without turning her face:

“One day…one day these little feet will grow big…” Her voice quickly began to wither into echoes, as if coming from deep down a well. “And they will carry you far, far away from all of us.”

“Sister Yeung!” I tried again from the floor. No reaction. “Please!”

The moment she vanished, I was flushed with grief and shame. How did she know? How could she have known?

Sister Yeung had unmasked me, voiced my most personal, most private secret—a fantasy I’d never shared with anyone. Yes, I had thought frequently of escape. Yes, I had dreamt about fleeing my family. I wanted my hands to be free.

I wept quietly at the foot of the bed for a while before crawling back in. Li stirred but miraculously did not wake. The butterscotch medallion sat in his palm like some magical tram fare. When dawn broke, my pillow was soaked with tears. Sister Yeung never returned. She must have found what she had come for.


 



Soon I, too, got what I was longing for.

That Mother and Father were moody was nothing new. Had we been any richer, or any poorer, they might have given in to the silken promises of the opium den; that they did not, I remain eternally grateful. But where once the two of them sank into what the amahs termed the Sulks, each moping around in a private gloom of their own, they now openly banged heads—an unthinkable move for Father, who had spent his entire life dodging conflict.

“Things will work themselves out. You’ll see!” Father would say.

“That’s all you ever do. Defer, delay, deny!” This was Mother’s usual retort.

Whenever these clashes grew too intense, a quaint old propriety kicked in; they clamped down and reconvened in their bedroom with boiling tumblers of tea. There, with the door closed, they lobbed accusations at each other until the acrimony wore them both down and a blackened silence took over.

Our fate was sealed by two other events happening in quick succession. First, Father lost his job. His spineless principal, under pressure from a growing cadre of antibourgeois parents, decided that the teaching of poetry to twelve-year-olds was a waste of resources. Then the stock exchange crashed in New York, which meant that our stock exchange, too, was crushed in the ensuing depression.

Things had not worked out according to Father’s lazy faith in goodness happening to the good. By default, Mother, that well of negativity, won.

We were called in to a family caucus.

Father, decided our matriarch, was to redeem himself in the Nanyang—the South Seas—a band of tropical islands that were seemingly immune to the ups and downs on Wall Street because its assets were material. Real, as opposed to the intangible, theoretical realm of stocks and bonds. The world would never stop needing tin, rubber, palm oil, tobacco. Mother’s reasoning was that even if Father had to take on humiliating work in the plantations, at least we knew nobody there who could gossip.

He was to remit money home to us at the end of every month. And if the situation looked steady in the longer term, he could send for us, as many of our compatriots had done with their families. A few had even been known to thrive in the heat and dust.

Father mulled this over and emerged with a counterproposal: “I will take Li with me. No boy should be without his father.”

Rather than argue, Mother conceded instantly—here Li probably got his answer about whether Mother loved him—but under one condition: “Ling. Take Ling, too.”

“Twins should never be separated,” she said. “They’re two halves, yin and yang. They can never be a whole person unless they remain together.”

Imagine Mother, chief debunker of ghost stories and myths, coming up with a theory like that!

Inwardly I was scared but thrilled; outwardly I pulled long faces. Li, too, bemoaned his impending exile. But for the first time since our day in Paradis, I saw some of the old spring in his step. I caught him whispering to himself, half excited, half fearful: “I’m going to be an Overseas Chinese.”

Overseas Chinese. As in “Mr. So-and-So is an Overseas Chinese, which accounts for his poor taste in suits” or “Mrs. So-and-So is an Overseas Chinese, so you can’t expect her to know how to fry eels.” I’d been raised to think of the Overseas Chinese as a separate race, an underclass of lost souls deprived of basic things—sometimes an eye, sometimes an ear, but mostly proper manners and the ability to speak Mandarin like they meant it. They were the banished tribe, the wanderers, the deserters, the outcasts. Different, set apart, marked for life.

I had to put away my biases. For I, too, was about to become one of them.


 



The night before we set sail, there was a mournful air about the house, a feeling of missed opportunity too late to be salvaged. We played gramophone records by Shanghainese divas warbling about lost love in a minor key while the amahs stuffed clothes into two crowded trunks reeking of mothballs.

Mother sat on the couch with Li lying across her lap, both completely lax, almost comatose, both sets of hooded eyes staring into the distance while she massaged his little hands. Nobody spoke. The twins must have intuited our impending separation because they chased me around the downstairs, clinging to my sides like barnacles. Each time I pulled free, I got no more than three steps before having to surrender again. I lay flat on my back on the rug with both of them sinking their warm, heavy heads into my armpits, feigning sleep. I didn’t want to look at them. I couldn’t bear it. I let their heads fall to the floor and then crept away, only to have them catch me once more.

Through the door, I could see Father slumped at his desk, drunk on plum wine. The family photographs stared back at him. He picked up the frames in turn and whispered the name of each child as he encountered their image. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he’d mistaken Xiaowen for Bao-Bao. He didn’t touch the one of Mother seated alone; perhaps he had forgotten how much wheedling and how many vials of tranquilizers it had taken him to get her out of the house and into the studio. Or perhaps he did remember but was now suddenly sentimental about it. I wriggled out of the twins’ embrace and went to him.

“Why don’t we take these pictures with us?” I said.

“We can’t.” He rubbed his thumbs over the one group portrait, all of us standing, somewhat stunned, before a painted sunset. “These are the only pictures your mother has of us. It would be like robbing her of her memory.”

But by not taking them, I wanted to say, we would be robbed of ours.

Then I realized. Better to forget.






 



I HEAR HER VOICE IN MY HEAD as I make myself a pot of pu-erh tea. I hear his, too, of course—but his I’ve been hosting in my conscience for years, as constant as the beating of my own heart.

I want your story, she said. I need it.

The dense black leaves unfurl with the help of a spoon, but, like memories, they are old and stubborn. After a few quick stabs, they turn the water into ink. Medicinal ink that tastes of rot and regret.

But where is my inquisitor? I’m impatient. If I tell her my story, I will not have lived in vain, my deeds vanished without a trace.

There’s another reason I want her here—and quick. Unlike the fearless child I was, I am now afraid to be alone. I’m shaking. My remembering has forced open a whole city of graves. In speaking their names, I’ve surrounded myself with ghosts. Mother, Father, Li, Sister Kwan…I see them as clear as day. And this has only been the beginning, the innocent days of childhood.

Please let my savior arrive before I reach the darker depths.

These memories, once unleashed, can be held back no more. I gulp my tea.

Hurry, Professor!
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The Doldrums



THERE WERE AWKWARD GOOD-BYES at the dock with Sister Kwan and our rickshaw man, the latter whose calloused hands I shook for the first and last time. They were standing in for Mother—the woman could not transcend her phobia, not even for our departure. Blotting out my sorrow at this maternal absence, I gawked at the leviathan that would soon remove me from the unhappy pit that was old China.

The boat was enormous. Li elbowed me for calling it a boat. “It’s a ship,” he barked. He’d even heard a smartly dressed gent refer to it as a floating island. I conceded the point—this was no mere boat. The vessel had a trio of towering smokestacks in brick red and black, each larger than our entire house. All three leaned back ever so gracefully like ladies having their hair done. There were seven stories of living space, under which were storage vaults and boiler rooms, deep in its bowels.

As passengers embarked, a group of painters with harnesses around their waists were being hoisted up along its side, having just stenciled on the ship’s new name, the SS Prosperity. Father explained that the vessel used to sail the transatlantic route exclusively, but the Depression had forced it to pick up business in the South China Sea. Its real name was being kept a secret. But what of names? Europe’s loss was our gain.

I shuddered with glee as we stepped aboard and saw the long, lifeboat-lined boulevards on either sides of the sun deck. I could already picture Li and myself racing up and down them. Sister Kwan wasn’t here to rein us in with her iron claws; Mother wasn’t here to mutter. And since Father never willingly touched us, our hands were now completely free! Just to find our living quarters, Father had to study the map and lead us through labyrinthine stairways, elevator lobbies, mahogany-paneled landings lined with chrome handrails, and, most strikingly, a high-ceilinged dining room with peacock wallpaper and crisp white linens. Floating island? This was a floating city!

Then I saw our room. The three of us entered a dark little vacuum not much larger than Father’s study. Eight feet by eight feet, if that. Against the near wall were two narrow bunk beds, the kind even coolies might complain about. Father said he’d take the lower one; Li and I were to share the one above. Seeing our dismay, he began to pace the room. The wallpaper was a sickly green, with an interlocking vine motif. Most depressing of all, there was only a single porthole that we were all to share—a miserable disk of sooty, unwashed glass through which we were to get our sightseeing done, presumably while seated at the one careworn chair perched in its shadow. Six days and six nights we had to spend in this cell. I tried not to think it was a portent of things to come, the plummeting tenor of our new life amidst the natives and grass huts of the Nanyang.

“Is there a mistake?” Li finally said.

Father shook his head. “This is what we paid for. Third class on this ship is equivalent to first class on the kind of ship people normally take on this voyage. So we should think of ourselves as being in first. We should feel fortunate.”

“What about first class on this ship?” Li grew impatient. “Can’t we go there?”

“Only third class is open. The rest of the ship is closed.”

“Mother wouldn’t approve.”

“Your mother isn’t here, is she?” Li kept quiet. Father continued, stating what I would come to think of as his life philosophy: “Boundaries are made for good reason. They set different people apart, and this is how we keep the peace.”


 



The horn sounded its low signal. As the SS Prosperity pulled out of the harbor, I thought about all the beauty spots of China I’d never get to see now that I was about to become an Overseas Chinese. The Ming emperor tombs outside Beijing. The poet Du Fu’s thatched cottage in Chengdu. The scholars’ rock gardens of Suzhou. These places would soon sound as foreign and fictional to me as the Jade Rabbit’s home on the moon.

Except for the panda-filled forests of Sichuan Province, I felt absolutely no connection with any of China’s supposed cultural treasures. Beyond family, my concept of “our people” didn’t stretch very far. I’d felt beggar children—brown, with beaky Uighur features—hurling rocks at my rickshaw. I’d experienced the rank betrayal of a Cantonese servant girl like Sister Kwan. These weren’t “my people.” In most cases, we didn’t even speak the same language. The all-purpose lumping together of everyone who happened to be born on the same enormous landmass was willful madness.

The first night on board the SS Prosperity, after a dinner of smoked ham sandwiches that Ah Ying had packed for us in waxed paper, Father sent us to bed. He said the waves were making him dizzy and he had no energy to watch us. We had no choice in the matter, as we all shared the same little cabin. Li took the side of the bunk nearest the wall while I got the outside, the result of much haggling—we were both afraid of falling off the edge—and as at home, we slept back-to-back. Li had his nose pressed against the wallpaper, so tight was our space.

My fortune was free, I consoled myself, my path uncluttered. The stars blinked their affirmation through the murky porthole, instigating the wild patter of my innocent heart. Before long, exhausted with anticipation and lulled by the waves, we all fell asleep.


 



To my surprise, Father had brought with him English language instruction books. The very next morning, he began giving Li lessons in the third-class cafeteria; I was not included—apparently I wasn’t important or clever enough. Father was no expert himself. Embarrassed to be seen struggling through the language alone, Li was clearly his alibi. Unsurprisingly, father and son became, through their shared new lingo, a colony of their own. Li gave me the cold shoulder, knowing that in the power dynamic of our new family unit, he’d better choose wisely.

“We have no choice,” I overheard Father say as they stumbled along, learning the alien alphabet. “Where we’re going, we’ll need to know English.”

“Where’s that?” Li asked.

“The Black Isle.”

The Black Isle! Until he uttered those words, I hadn’t even known where we were headed and somehow never found the inclination to ask. The Black Isle, where they spoke English! I pictured hairy Englishmen wearing sarongs and living in grass huts. Horrified, I covered my ears. I didn’t want to know any more.

I walked off my rage. But the farther I wandered from Li, Father, and the rest of the passengers, the more closed doors and deserted hallways I encountered. Unlit hallways in the windowless depths of an ocean liner are unfriendly indeed. Father had not exaggerated—most of the ship was empty. Paying customers were relegated to the drabbest portion of the ship while pretty stairways and exquisite promenades gathered oceanic dust. I ran down promising corridors lined with doors numbered in gold only to find each and every one of them locked. I kept expecting to run into someone who’d scold me for being where I shouldn’t be and spin me toward whence I came, but no such person ever materialized, not even a crew member on an unauthorized smoke break. All I heard was the low hum of the ship’s tireless engines chugging along and the wooden floorboards creaking beneath my feet. These sounds became my constant companions.

I hoped to find the peacock dining room Father had walked us through, but every door I tried refused to budge. Was that area now closed, too? Were all the nice parts of the ship locked away? The third-class cafeteria was a teeming lunchroom, the air dense with tobacco smoke and recycled grease, the windows frosted with the dew of communal sighing. Diners stood in line for food served in trays, just like at school, except most of the passengers were grownups, many with children in tow who were older than me. What a humiliating arrangement. What a far cry from the peacock room.

Finally, deep inside the belly of the ship, a couple of floors below the observation deck, a pair of heavy steel doors gave way. There were words in English above the door frame, in what I would come to know and love as Art Deco script. I couldn’t read them, but I detected a smell I recalled from a class excursion to a swimming club. Chlorine. A funny place for this smell. Curiosity got the better of me and I pushed through the steel double doors. Sure enough, a pool.

It was cold in the room, probably because every surface in it was tiled. The walls were ivory, pierced with horizontal striations of turquoise, and the pool itself was done in mosaics on the aquatic theme of blue. Ribbed chrome sconces flickered, and the stripes they cast on the water gave it an atmosphere of high drama, like a stage set anticipating the entrance of gloomy players. Lounge chairs lined the pool, all empty, their long, gray silhouettes peopling the room with silent spectators.

“Hello?” I called. My voice echoed loudly through the cavernous chamber. I heard water splashing. Someone was swimming laps, freestyle. A young girl in a red swimsuit with a matching red cap, about my age. Odd that I hadn’t noticed her first thing. She barely lifted her head. I had to think twice about disturbing her—she seemed so intense. I watched her swim a couple of more laps and when she didn’t pause to breathe, I called out again, louder. “Hello?”

“Hello,” a voice answered behind me. I jumped. It was a man in a Western-style suit. His face was in the shadows but his Shanghai accent was unmistakable. I wondered how long he’d been standing behind me.

“So this part of the boat is open?” In my nervousness, I’d slipped and called the ship a boat again. Thankfully, the man didn’t mock me.

He stepped into the light, revealing thick brows and dark European features. “It’s open,” he said in perfect Shanghainese. “To you and me, everything’s open.”

His words confused me, so I changed the subject. “Are you that girl’s father?”

He smiled. “Do I look that old to you? No, that’s Rachel,” he said, as if it explained everything. “Come, let’s not disturb her. She’s very…serious.”

He guided me to the other end of the hall, where there was another set of doors, identical to the ones I’d entered. I watched the swimming girl while we walked toward these doors, hoping she’d finally lift her head and let me see her face.

“Oh, don’t stare,” the man said in a friendly voice. “Rachel can be awfully shy.”

In his gentlemanly fashion, he allowed me to enter first, unlike Father, who always rudely pushed ahead. I found the smell of his cologne delightful. His hair was so long that its curly ends brushed his collar. Had Mother seen him, she’d have sent him straight to the barber. To me he was the very picture of masculine grace. Here was a complete stranger who was kind, gracious, well spoken, who took enough of an interest in me to show me around, while my own father cowered like a scared sheep in his third-class ghetto, incurious, unquestioning, passively believing the lie that the rest of the ship was closed. I decided then that I would never share my findings with Father or Li.

The doors led directly to the peacock salon. It was as if the man had read my mind.

I gasped and raced in, the flimsy soles of my shoes immediately buffered by luscious, endless carpeting. Nobody was here, not a soul. A hundred tables were set—starched white napkins atop expensive china, no fewer than three wineglasses per diner. Strains of watery music emerged from the next room. My flesh tingled. Somebody was practicing the harp. The gas-lit chandeliers flared on together at this moment—puff!—and the mahogany pillars glistened with fresh polish. A huge banquet was certainly in the cards for some lucky passengers tonight.

“How do you know where everything is?” I asked. “We’ve only been at sea one day.”

“I’ve made this passage many times and know how dull it is if you confine yourself to one area. My wife lives on the Black Isle.”

“And you live in Shanghai?”

“Mostly.”

“Don’t you miss your wife?”

He smiled ruefully. “I never stop missing her. Even when she’s standing right before me.” He walked to one of the large windows on the sides of the hall.

It was nearly evening. Stars were rehearsing their twinkles, and a blushing band of peach light lingered at the end of the horizon, fading slowly down the waterline.

“Look at the water,” said the man.

As the sky dimmed, the black ocean came alive. Fairy lights, maybe thousands of them, bobbed up and down with the waves, each flashing pink, blue, and silver at different intervals. They formed a dense garland around the ship, their colors unsynchronized, yet harmonious, even hypnotic—​pink, blue, silver, blue, pink, pink—like a soft electric glove easing the ship through the dark water.

“Jellyfish. They light the paths of ships at night so the ships don’t collide with whales or the sunken galleons on the ocean floor. These jellyfish are the seeing-eye dogs of the marine world. They’re possibly the cleverest creatures on earth. People underestimate them because they don’t make any noise, but they have their own way of speaking. Whenever they flash like this, you know things are going to be all right. I wanted you to see them so you’d know that things are going to be all right.”

I nodded vaguely.

“It’s late now. You better run along back to your family.”

Needles of panic. “But I don’t know how to get back.”

The man pointed to an elegant mahogany door with an inlaid anchor done in red cherry. I ran to it and placed my hand on the brass handle; then I looked back, sorry to have to abandon my handsome newfound friend.

“See you tomorrow?” the man asked. My mood lifted. “Shall we meet again at the swimming pool?”

I beamed. “What time?”

“The same time, after lunch. I could give you English lessons.”

My heart leapt. “You know English?”

“And Hebrew and French and Russian. Not by choice. History forces some of us to learn a little of everything.” He waved good-bye. “Au revoir, mademoiselle. ’Til we meet again.” He turned back to view the water.

I bit my lip, then asked, “What’s your name?”

“Odell.” He smiled, charmed that I would ask.

“See you tomorrow, Mr. Odell.”

As I ran toward our inelegant cafeteria, guided by the cloying scent of pork trotters being drowned in fat, I thought it odd that the man never asked me my name.


 



After the peacock room, everything felt even more inferior. The cafeteria floor was covered in cheap third-class linoleum to catch the spills from clumsy third-class hands. The silverware was third class, lightweight and malleable; when our aluminum forks scraped the bottoms of our aluminum trays, they made the harsh squawks of dying parrots. Everybody huddled over their food like ragamuffins guarding their rations. There were teachers, clerks, and shopkeepers among us, yet they were all behaving so disgracefully, as if third class was a state of mind and not simply a ticket price.

Li nibbled at his undercooked yam, prodded the congealed fat around the overboiled pork, and told Father he felt sick. His complexion was green, as if his blood vessels had been eclipsed by those foul wallpaper vines.

The following morning, I skipped lunch and smuggled my unsupervised self back to the swimming pool. The girl, Rachel, was already doing her laps. Odell sat in a lounge chair, as if he’d been expecting me for some time. As promised, he walked me through the ship—the ballroom, the hairdressing studio, the squash court and gymnasium, and the wood-paneled galley where first-class dinners were prepared, with its army of gas rings and railcars of humming iceboxes. He told me the names of everything in English. Parquet, pommel horse, aperitif—how grand those words felt on my tongue!

In the depopulated shopping arcade, elaborate cut glass panels unfolded across two facing walls like parallel comic strips. The tableaux were vivid with monsters and men whose near nakedness made me blush.

“They’re Greek,” explained my guide. “The weather’s very warm there.”

He went on to narrate the two tales inscribed in those panels. In one, a young hero named Perseus went on a quest to slay Medusa, a deadly Gorgon with snakes for hair who turned men to stone at a glance. Aided by special gifts—sword, shield, and flying sandals—Perseus emerged triumphant, Medusa’s head wriggling in his hand. In the other panel, another hero, Theseus, faced off against the Minotaur in its labyrinth. Also aided by a gift—a ball of string—Theseus survived and laid rest his beast.

The pictures were luridly exotic—Medusa’s head dripped blood—but I was struck by a glaring imperfection. “Isn’t it cheating,” I asked, “if the heroes had outside help?”

Odell laughed. “Have you tried slaying a Gorgon? You need all the assistance you can get.” He pursed his lips. “Actually, you remind me of another Greek character, a stubborn young girl who never wanted any help. Pandora.”
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