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      Chinese Naming Conventions

      Chinese names place the family name before the given name, highlighting the importance of family heritage. When adapting to Western naming customs, many Chinese people not only reverse this order but also adopt a Western given name, creating a bridge between two cultural identities.

      Additionally, women typically keep their family name after marriage—a tradition that often remains unchanged within immigrant communities.

      

      Cast of Characters and Other Names

      In the U. S. and Japan

      Alice Zhu (Chinese name: Zhu Aining), a patent attorney.

      Peter Korhonen, Alice’s boss.

      Fei, wife of Deckard Shen

      Jessica, daughter of Fei and Deckard

      Henry, Alice’s husband

      Leo, Alice’s oldest son

      Casey, Alice’s daughter, twin sister of Zander.

      Zander, Alice’s youngest son, twin brother of Casey.

      Beppu Hikaru, Deckard’s graduate school roommate.

      Sachiko, Hikaru’s wife

       

      In China

      Present

      Deckard Shen (Chinese name: Shen Weiguo, sometimes referred to as Shen Zong (Boss Shen) by his employees), CEO of Danyang Corporation of Shanghai, China. Alice’s client and childhood friend.

      Lao Mo, a Chinese worker.

      Dr. Chang Huichun, a Cameroonian immigrant to China; a traditional medicine doctor.

      Duan Lili, a young woman who worked at Danyang.

      Kaipeng, in-house counsel at Danyang.

      Tong Zhengjian, financier.

      Geda, Tong’s son.

      Zuomu, a young man who guided Alice and Lili.

      Bagan, son of a Yi village chief.

      Zeng Dongxuan, a man supposedly sent by Lili’s brother.

       

      From Childhood

      Tao Nainai, Alice/Aining’s grandmother.

      Zhu Yeye, Alice/Aining’s grandfather.

      Xiao Lao Da (Little Big Shot), a woman who lived in the same faculty housing compound as Alice and Deckard’s families.

      Liu Penglai, Deckard/Weiguo’s Mama (mother), Liu Ayi (Auntie Liu) to Alice.

      Shen Guyong, Deckard/Weiguo’s Baba (father), Shen Shushu (Uncle Shen) to Alice.

      Shen Jianguo, Deckard/Weiguo’s brother.

      Wu Ying, Deckard/Weiguo’s high school crush.

      Gao Junhu (English name: James), a high school friend.

      Gong Lemiao (nickname: Cat), a high school friend.

      Other high school friends: Xuehui, Yeyou, Song Zhimian, Wang Xi, Meiling, Kunyun, Ruan Hong.

      Qian, manager of a video club; truck driver; later became an artist/maker.

      Teacher Mike Woods, an American exchange teacher at Deckard and Alice’s high school.

      Uncle Ni, Deckard/Weiguo’s stepfather.

      Professor Gu, a retiree who lived in the same faculty housing compound as Alice and Deckard’s families.

      Teacher Zhang, a high school teacher.

      Professor Zhu, Alice’s father.

      Old Lai, old man who took the kids in after their truck broke down.

      Guihua, Old Lai’s niece.

      Dr. Huang Qingcheng, Cat’s mother.

      Du Xian, Xue Fei, TV anchors.

       

      Political Figures

      Mao Zedong, Chairman Mao, Chairman of Chinese Communist Party until his death in 1976.

      Hu Yaobang, Chairman and General Secretary of Chinese Communist Party in the 1980s.

      Xi Jinping, current president of China, also referred to as Xi Dada (Daddy Xi) by some.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice is pouring tea when she hears the knocks. She sighs.

      While she doesn’t consider herself a woman of rigid habits, if there’s one thing Alice Zhu Aining abides by, it’s this: She must finish drinking her first cup of tea in peace. Spring water heated to 80 degrees Celsius. High Mountain Oolong sprinkled into the purple sand teapot and steeped for two minutes. During this time, she would contemplate the mellow glow of the teapot’s patina. The teapot is an antique from a close friend with a penchant for giving lavish gifts. What can be a better celebration of their decades-long friendship than using this treasured object daily? As for the cup, she isn’t picky. Anything clean from the kitchen will do. Small sips while reading the news or perusing emails until the aromatic liquid is all gone. She needs these precious few minutes to herself before the onslaught of job responsibilities and family duties. Call it superstition or self-fulfilling prophecy, but the first cup of tea in the office not only charts the trajectory for the rest of the day, it practically steers it: a smooth, productive day when things are under control or a bunch of rattled, distracted hours for which she can only bill a fraction of her time. The first cup of tea is the weathervane and the yoke of her workday.

      But not answering the door isn’t an option. At this hour, it can only be one person.

      “Morning, Peter. Come in,” Alice says.

      In walks the silver-maned Peter Korhonen of Thornbury, Roberts, Korhonen, and Wasserman LLP, carrying a blast of ivory soap scent in with his six-and-a-half-foot frame. Alice’s boss and mentor—and soon-to-be partner, as she’s up for consideration this year—is the only person in the office who arrives earlier than her. If the army does more before 9 a.m. than most people do all day, Peter Korhonen does more before 9 a.m. than the army. He hits the gym before biking into the office at dawn because, as he likes to joke, he has to be crepuscular due to the lack of melanin cells. Peter is as close to albino as anyone Alice has ever met.

      By now, Peter has showered and has probably had conference calls with the East Coast and Europe. Boundless energy, plus a wife who stays home, is what it takes to have one’s name on the marquee, something Alice aspires to but cannot imitate. There’s a limit to how much she, a first-generation immigrant, second-career attorney, and mother of three, can still achieve at the age of forty-nine.

      After a quick exchange of pleasantries, Peter asks without preface, “So, how’s DANY?”

      Client codes are based on the first four letters of the company name, so DANY is Danyang Corp, a client headquartered in Shanghai. Most of Alice’s coworkers call it “Danny,” except Peter, who insists on pronouncing it as “Dah-nee” ever since Alice told him it sounds like “hitting you” in Chinese. Ordinarily Alice might have answered something arch like, “I’d rather not,” but Peter’s face is drawn, his brows knitted like two hairy caterpillars charging at each other. He’s not in a jokey mood today.

      “Pretty good,” Alice says. “It’s been busy—they had quite a burst of activity a while back. The team worked hard; we got everything filed on time.”

      The DANY account is Alice’s pride and joy, the brightest feather in her cap. The lead came from her because Alice and the company’s CEO, Deckard Shen Weiguo (also the gifter of the teapot), have been friends since they were babies. When Deckard’s company was in need of a Chinese-speaking patent attorney with a solid technical background, Alice was a natural fit. Thanks to Peter’s support, Deckard and his engineering team’s inventiveness, and of course Alice’s own hard work over the years, it has grown into her biggest account, bringing in ample billing each year and putting her on the partnership track.

      “Has Nadia talked with you about their invoices?” Peter asks.

      “No, what about them?”

      He comes closer, drumming a finger on the edge of Alice’s desk. “Apparently, they haven’t been paying.”

      Alice twists her mouth. Not again. “That’s the MO of their accounting. They have this habit of batching up the invoices for several months and then paying them all at once. Always waiting for a better exchange rate or the beginning of a new fiscal year or something. I’ll ask Nadia to send out a reminder.”

      “She’s sent several already but gotten no response.”

      “She needs to make sure Deckard Shen is CC’ed.” He always took care of the bill right away whenever he was CC’ed on the reminder emails. He would give Alice at least that much face.

      “She has.”

      “That’s kind of unusual.”

      “Unusual, and a little worrisome, given the size of the outstanding invoices.”

      “How much is outstanding?” Alice asks as she takes a sip of the tea. It’s too hot still.

      “About $450k.”

      It’s the kind of moment, had this been a scene from a sitcom, Alice would be spewing tea from her mouth like a breaching dolphin. But she manages to swallow the hot liquid down, burning her throat in the process. “That is… a lot,” she says, trying yet failing to keep the croak out of her voice.

      “I’m trying to figure out how it got to be so high.”

      Because you haven’t been reviewing the bills each month like you are supposed to? But she can’t say that to Peter, who does that when he gets busy, and when is he not busy? Alice puts the cup down and hides her quivering hands under the table as she forces her thoughts into some coherent sequence. Surely there are lots of possible reasons for this. It’s best to keep the explanations simple.

      “They’ve got a large portfolio. We’re answering maybe twenty office actions a month, plus some new cases and foreign filings.” Which is a good thing in this economy, she wants to add. She remembers something else that should help with her defense. “And I did tell accounting to get prepayments when we had to do all those new filings a while back.” As soon as the words exit her mouth, however, her heart sinks. She never heard back from accounting, who were all working remotely. She recalls a birth announcement from Erin. Nadia was taking care of her mom. Wasn’t there also someone—Frank?—who moved to Utah, and someone else with long Covid problems? Alice, struggling to keep up with the crush of work and looming deadlines, forgot to follow up. Plus Peter’s own negligence in reviewing the bills. It’s like a plane crash, where a series of things have all gone wrong at once. Except this isn’t as bad as that. Nobody has died. It’s just money. And it’ll all get straightened out eventually.

      “Prepayments would have helped,” Peter says mildly. “It’s kind of odd; they’ve always been good about paying in the past. Can you call your cousin Deckard to find out what’s going on?”

      It would be past 11 p.m. in Shanghai, too late to call any ordinary client but not her “cousin Deckard,” who is not her cousin at all. Although Alice doesn’t know how Peter got that notion, she has never bothered to correct it. A microaggression, perhaps—does he think all Chinese people who know each other must be related somehow?—but if she took offense at this, there would be no end to the things she could be offended by. Besides, she and Deckard have known each other for so long, they might as well be cousins. That doesn’t make her like the spot her pretend cousin has put her in.

      “I will.” Alice nods, a tad too firmly.

      Peter nods back, satisfied for now. On his way out, he asks, “When was the last time you visited them?”

      “Never. Deckard comes here, or I do disclosures with them over video conference.” They were ahead of the curve on remote work, even though it meant many late-night meetings for Alice.

      Peter’s blue eyes blink rapidly. “Not even when you visit your family?”

      Whether he means it or not, the question is a double accusation that sends Alice smarting. Unlike Peter, who visits his folks in Orlando at least twice a year—even during the pandemic—Alice is an only child with few living relatives. She hasn’t gone back to her home country since she left as a teenager. Also unlike Peter, who has always been a big proponent of on-site visits with clients and lamenting the damage to personal relationships Covid has brought, Alice is a fan of social distancing from clients. With the return-to-office, however, Peter is repeating his old saw of “get to know the inventors better—they’re your future referral sources.” Alice agrees with him, but only in theory, as flying is difficult for her. All of this is too much to explain. So she says simply, “No.”

      “Maybe it’s time to pay them a visit? I hear they’ve finally lifted the Covid restrictions over there.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Alice says, non-committal. Her whole family is going to Southern California for spring break next week, so her calendar is already clear. An impromptu business trip in this window would have the least impact on her schedule. But how could she do that to Henry and the kids? She can already picture their upset faces.

      “Think of it as more than making collections; it’s also a business development opportunity. Find out how they’re doing, what they’re up to, how we can help.” Peter’s face is pink with earnest excitement at the prospect. “Remember, if you don’t go, you don’t know.”
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      Sirens. Distant yet so close. Are they coming for him?

      Deckard Shen Weiguo opens his eyes to darkness. His head is crushed into the crook of his right arm, which has fallen asleep, too. The desk phone next to him is bleeping.

      He sits up, raising his arms in surrender to the attack of pins and needles. The display on the screen shows 7:05 a.m. When he started to compile the updated code around 4 a.m., he closed his eyes for just a sec. That’s more sleep than he’s been getting recently.

      He slowly cranes his neck from side to side, working out the kinks. The phone keeps on ringing with a juvenile persistence; they’re not going to hang up until he picks up.

      Such is indentured servitude, he thinks, reaching for the speaker button, his eyes on the computer screen. Compilation and installation all went without a hitch. The unit tests passed. The new feature of selectively enhancing a specific memory is ready for testing. Finally. A current of excitement surges through his whole body, jolting him awake.

      Lao Mo’s smarmy voice comes on. “Good morning, Shen Zong (Boss Shen). We finished the cabling of Module 7 late last night.”

      Deckard grimaces at being addressed by that honorific when he’s a hired gun like the rest of them, without any real authority. “Good,” he says as he launches the new version. The Neuromersion helmet beeps, ready to go. He needs to stall Lao Mo so he can try this out before heading to work.

      “So, the systems are ready to be brought online,” Lao Mo says with a clearing of his throat.

      Deckard shakes his head at the pathetic pea brains on the other side of the line. His captors—he’s come to think of them as such because that’s essentially who they are—treat bringing up a server farm like rocket science when anybody with half a brain and two fingers can do it. A junior IT guy. A high schooler. A smart chimp. But that’s not the point, is it? That’s the bargain, that he would be the one to personally push the buttons and tap the keys to make it happen, module by module. What a slog it has been and really getting in the way of his more important work on Neuromersion.

      “You woke me up,” he says, making sure Lao Mo can hear his yawn. “I’ll need a few more minutes.”

      “Sure, take your time. We will wait for you right here.”

      “Fine.” He hangs up.

      He rubs his face, thinking about the test. He would start with the earliest memory he has. What he remembers: being inside a tunnel, with a square of light ahead and a bright spot on the wall. Watching the spot, touching it, as it jumped onto the back of his hand. Trying again with his toy horse and the spot jumped on top of the horse, too. When he was tired of the game, he crawled toward the light but was held back by something. A plunging sensation and very bright light rushing toward him. The end. With the enhancements from Neuromersion, plus understandings he gleaned as an adult, the memory would be much richer now.

      He puts on the helmet and pushes Start.
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      After Peter leaves, Alice sends Deckard an email telling him she needs to speak with him urgently. It’s late night in Shanghai, but if he sees her email, he will surely respond; his impulse to answer every electronic message approaches knee-jerk. After fifteen minutes, when no reply has come, she calls his mobile, only to be told by a Chinese woman’s voice that the voicemail box is full.

      They last saw each other over Zoom around December for a patent disclosure. He mentioned that his wife, Fei, and daughter, Jessica, had moved back to the States in the fall, which was good timing because China was in the middle of a Covid surge at that time. With so many taken ill, the government had finally thrown up their hands at the quarantine measures. “I’m looking forward to getting infected along with everybody else,” he said, “then we can finally go back to normal life.” He did, and they did.

      Where can he be now? What if he’s sick or been in an accident? She shakes her head at such unlucky thoughts. Stop obsessing already. Maybe he’s just out on the town, watching a late movie, or working out at the gym, living a normal life in post pandemic Shanghai. No. The younger Deckard she grew up with would do that, but the business man of today would be too busy to be chilling on a week night. Most likely he’s traveling, or too swamped to pick up the phone. It’s also possible he’s simply misplaced his phone—he can be spacey like that. She shoots off an email to Deckard’s assistant, Jenny, although she doesn’t expect a reply until later in the day.

      It occurs to her to check WeChat. Alice shuns most social media because for someone who bills by the hour, a waste of time is a waste of money. Years ago, however, at Deckard’s insistence, she had downloaded the WeChat app, which is as important to a Chinese person as air. She found herself liking it, as it has allowed her to get in touch with some of her old high school friends and provided a portal to the goings-on in China. She logs on now. When she tries to message him, the system says the account has been locked. Odd, but perhaps he too has finally seen the light and gotten rid of the time suck?

      Alice reaches for her tea, now gone cold—just like in that song “Thank You” by Dido. No, she doesn’t have the luxury of wondering why she has gotten out of bed at all and let the day get away from her. She has cases to work on, examiner interviews to conduct, and many loose ends to tie up before her vacation. She needs to focus.

      Yet her attention drifts to when Deckard had just moved back to China to start his company more than a dozen years ago. What a hopeful time that was. The tech market in China was just starting to boom. He had a few ideas and ended up sticking with what he knew—data centers. The Chinese Internet market was exploding and demand for data center services was massive. Big players dominated but there was room for startups, too. Deckard had ambitions to eventually expand the business overseas—U.S., Japan, Europe, maybe later South America. International patents were important, and the company needed representation by a Chinese-speaking patent attorney with a strong technical background. Alice could only think of one person who fit the bill: herself. Except at that time she was only a second-year associate and couldn’t call the shots. She asked the partners whether anyone was interested in helping her bring Danyang on. A few expressed reservations: The firm had no precedent representing a purely China-based client; what if this small account conflicted them out of other work?

      Peter, however, saw the company’s potential in the same way he saw the potential in Alice. I will support you, he told her. After Danyang came on board, Peter supervised her closely, taught her everything she needed to know, and eventually gave her full rein to manage the client. Over the years, the firm has built a great working relationship with the company. She’s confident that all this billing fuss has to be just noise, people falling behind on paperwork.

      By 5 p.m.—a perfectly respectable Beijing time of 9 a.m.—Alice calls Deckard, then Jenny. She’s unable to reach either. She occupies herself with bits and pieces for another hour then tries again. Still no answer. She looks up Danyang’s main number and calls there. Nobody picks up.

      Who else can she call? She works through her contacts: Lin Kaipeng, the in-house counsel at Danyang; a couple of inventors she had worked with. How come nobody is answering the phone? What if their telecom system has broken down? She checks the news just to be sure there hasn’t been some trawler severing the undersea intercontinental fiber optic cables. What if, God forbid, the company is out of business? She tells herself not to be ridiculous. Danyang isn’t some fly-by-night startup. It has a solid growth record as a data center operator and runs multiple sites across China. Pretty solid, if staid, for a technology company. There was even talk of an IPO a few years ago, although given the current market conditions that’s been postponed indefinitely. They can’t just fold without any notice, can they? To be sure, she checks the news again and finds nothing alarming associated with the company. Their website is operating normally. She has to stop being such a worrywart. They must be either screening calls or too busy with deadlines or in meetings right now. If she sends out enough emails, she’s bound to hear back from someone. And failing that, she can always call his wife—as much as she hates to mix business with personal relationships. She just needs to give it a day.

      She stares out the darkening window and catches her own reflection—the ordinary, amorphous face of a middle-aged Asian woman. A boring person. Perhaps that’s why she’s stayed friends with Deckard—because he’s interesting, and she feels a little more interesting herself when she’s with him. Creative and restless, her childhood friend is always dabbling in various technical areas and coming up with new ideas in his “copious free time.” His latest interests are in memory and neuroplasticity. A few years ago, he started a company called Neuromersion, which seems permanently stuck in the prototyping stage—no surprise, as he decided to fund it with his own money and has been working on it solo. Yet he is liberal about filing patent applications on methods and systems for transcranial magnetic stimulation. Deep down, Alice finds the subject a bit cuckoo and has always advised not to overspend on patents. But Deckard is confident the technology has wide-ranging applications and these intellectual property assets will turn out to be valuable someday.

      A thought strikes her cold.

      She dials Nadia: “Peter came to me earlier to talk about the overdue invoices for Danyang. What about the NEUR account?”

      Turned out it’s overdue as well. $140k is not yet high enough to trigger Nadia’s alarm for “trouble worth the partners’ attention” but sends Alice into hyperventilation just the same. All told, the tab is now close to $600k.

      As she passes Peter’s office on her way out, she considers going in to deliver the worsening news, but he’s on the phone. She breathes out. Just wait one more day. It will get resolved.
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      Memory #1, Shanxi, China, 1975

      The dank, smoky smell. The little cupboard where the enamel bowls were stored, most of them dented, one of them holding some leftover cornmeal buns, hard as rocks and needing to be moistened with water to be edible. The unlit oil lamp hanging on the wall, the poster of Chairman Mao tacked next to it, its yellowing edges curling.

      He was inside a yaodong, a cave room dug into the hillside, which housed his family. His parents, like many educated young people at the time, were sent down to the countryside to work alongside the peasants and be reeducated through hard labor.

      The door was closed. A square of light fell through the small window beside it, casting a spot on the wall—its source a mirror his parents had placed outside the window to brighten the dark interior. His family had gone off to work in the field and left him behind. Mama could no longer carry him on her back as she now had to carry his baby brother. It never occurred to Baba to carry him; he was weaker in physique, and besides, it simply wasn’t done. Knowing he couldn’t be left to roam freely, Mama jammed a wooden post behind the bed. She tied one end of a rope to the top of the stick and the other end to his waist. It was just long enough for him to reach the edge of the bed without falling off. She would come to check on him every couple of hours.

      In this enhanced memory, he could see, like in a dream, his twenty-month-old self jostling the post loose, causing it to topple sideways. He rolled around, getting tangled up in the cord. There was enough extra slack such that when he crawled to the edge of the bed, he fell off—that was the plunging sensation. A length of rope tightened around his neck. He dangled, feet still off the ground. The binding bit into his skin, cutting off air and tearing at his neck, delivering a searing pain he’d never felt before. Along with the pain, flowers and birds of the most glorious purple colors burst forth in his vision. Instead of feeling terror, he was fascinated by the sight and tempted to follow a tunnel of light framed by the purples.

      The temptation was quickly washed away by a surge of remorse unbefitting his age. Was this all there was? All he would get? Too little, and too soon. A desire to hang on burned from the top of his skull to his toes. He struggled, only the more he struggled, the tighter the noose became. His body went limp. Slowly, he began to rotate in the opposite direction. The pressure eased, and the rope unwound from his neck. He coughed once. He could breathe again. The visions disappeared. And he began to wail.
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      “Hi, Fei. It’s Alice. Long time no talk. I’ve been trying to reach Deckard for some work-related stuff but can’t get hold of him. Do you know where he is? Give me a call when you get a chance. Bye.”

      Alice hangs up and stares at the phone, willing Fei to call her right back. She’s running out of options, having called everyone else she knows at the company and gotten no response.

      Deckard’s wife, Fei, lives with their daughter, Jessica—or rather, lived with—now Jessica is attending boarding school in Connecticut. Fei raising Jessica in the States with Deckard working in Shanghai is a difficult but common enough arrangement among Chinese couples of a certain generation—the husband makes money and flies back and forth, while the wife and kids enjoy the clean environment and more relaxed lifestyle during the school year and visit China over the breaks. Alice can’t imagine living like that, but to each their own. Fei has endured her largely single parenthood with good cheer—or great resignation—for years.

      When Deckard was still working in the Bay Area, the two families used to get together often. Before Deckard left for China to start his company, he had asked Alice to lunch one day. Over dessert, he solemnly requested that Alice check in on his wife and daughter from time to time while he was gone. It would give him great comfort, he said, to know there was a trusted friend whom they could rely upon in case of emergencies.

      Alice readily agreed to this. She even calendared a time each month to call Fei, who would sound happy to hear from her and chat about a whole bunch of nothings for half an hour. Whenever Alice proposed a get-together, Fei would accept, then usually had some excuse to cancel: a last-minute appointment with the plumber; car in the shop; Jessica being under the weather. Life got in the way. After a while, Alice quit trying, being so busy with work and family herself. Only when Deckard came back in town and got the families together would Alice find out how badly she had neglected her duties: Someone broke into Fei’s garage and stole a couple of bikes; tree roots intruded the sewer line at their house and caused backups; Jessica suffered various childhood mishaps: a concussion at the playground; a fever that spiked to 105 degrees; head lice. Fei never mentioned any of these crises to Alice while they were happening. She just handled them single-handedly, a superwoman wielding designer bags.

      Why did she do this? Why would a single mother living in a foreign land reject a helping hand? Alice tried to analyze it with her husband, Henry, time and time again. Was it because of envy—of Alice’s career? Fei was a graduate of the London School of Economics and a former management consultant. She too could have continued to develop her career and had more standing in the world. Instead she quit her job once Jessica came along. Or was she jealous of Alice and Deckard’s lifelong friendship? Even though they might as well be cousins and there had never been any romantic attraction between them, perhaps Fei didn’t believe true friendship could exist between a man and a woman. Or was she simply resentful of Alice’s family of five, cacophonous and chaotic as they may be, but at least living together under the same roof?

      Maybe there was a simpler explanation, Henry said. Maybe Fei was an independent introvert who just didn’t like to trouble others.

      In early summer 2020, while the U.S. was fumbling with its pandemic response but China had gotten things under control through draconian measures, Fei and Jessica went back to China. It turned out to be a smart move as lives in Shanghai were more or less normal for nearly two years. Then came the two-month-long lockdown in the spring of 2022. After that, Fei and Jessica returned to the U.S. Zero-Covid finally ended that December. Jessica is now in boarding school, but Fei still hasn’t gone back to China to join her husband. Fei’s WeChat account shows off photos of her travels: Alaska, Canada, New Mexico, Costa Rica. Alice can’t help the twinge of jealousy whenever she thinks about Fei’s life now. Sometimes, on her drive home from work, she imagines taking a solo trip like that. It’s a ridiculous fantasy, of course. Even if she didn’t have trouble flying, she could never leave her family behind. She usually ends up at the grocery store instead.

      So, please, Fei, give me a call back, Alice begs. You have all the time in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice is now in despair. It’s already Friday over in China. No one has called her back, and she’s losing hope that anyone will. What in the world is going on?

      At least Fei is local. Alice gets in her car and heads to the hills.

      Fei and Deckard bought their house years ago after the startup Deckard was working for was sold to Microsoft. The price tag—1.8 million dollars, Alice had looked it up—was an astonishing sum back then. It’s probably tripled by now. Financially, however, he would have come out ahead had he kept his Microsoft stock, which has gone up more than tenfold in the same time. Only in America.

      “Never imagined I could live in a house like this,” Deckard told Alice at the housewarming party as they looked out from the patio at the view of Silicon Valley below.

      “Yeah, quite a step up from Apartment 209,” she said, and they both laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Apartment 209 was where they’d met when Alice Zhu was still Zhu Aining, and Deckard Shen was still Shen Weiguo. It was one of her earliest memories, polished to a shine from repeated retelling.

      The year was 1976, near the end of the Cultural Revolution. Educated young people like their parents were mostly sent to the countryside to be “reeducated” through hard labor. Aining’s parents decided to leave her with the grandparents in the city where food was more plentiful and there was running water.

      It was a snowy afternoon, back when it still snowed regularly in Nanjing. Snowy days were indoor days for Aining and her nainai (grandmother) when they huddled by the coal stove and listened to the radio. When the Little Trumpet Show came on, they heard a knock on the door. A curious thing, as they didn’t get many visitors.

      Nainai opened the door to a family of four on top of the stairs. Aining peered out from behind Nainai’s legs. She saw an auntie carrying a sleeping child on her hip, an uncle whose face was very long and thin, and a boy with a bowl haircut holding a hat in his hand. They were all dressed in heavy winter clothes. Flakes of snow clung to their heads and shoulders. Suitcases at their feet. Did they come here to play? She let go of Nainai’s legs and took two steps toward the boy, but Nainai scooped her up.

      “Are you looking for somebody?” Nainai asked.

      “Hello, Auntie, I’m Liu Penglai. This is my husband, Shen Guyong, and our two boys. We just joined the university. We have been assigned to live in this apartment.”

      “What do you mean, ‘assigned to live in this apartment’?”

      “This is Building 16, Apartment 209, isn’t it?”

      Nainai held Aining tighter. “Yes, but there’s got to be some kind of mistake. We live here. Just moved in a month ago.”

      “I understand. Can you show her the letter?” The auntie nodded at the uncle, who dutifully produced a letter from the pocket of his padded army coat. It was written on university stationery, bearing an official red stamp. He pointed. “Says right here: ‘Due to the housing shortage, you will be sharing the apartment with another family.’”

      Nainai put Aining down. She took the letter, held it at arm’s length toward the light, and read it carefully, turning the pages over several times. While Nainai studied the letter, Aining studied the boy. He was a little taller than her, his face red from the cold, his eyes fixed on the flurry outside the stairwell window. Two shiny streams of snot were coming out of his nose, which he licked from time to time. A pair of mittens dangled on a string over his neck. Nainai always warned Aining not to take her mittens off when it was cold so she wouldn’t get chilblains. Aining wondered if the boy might have chilblains, but his hands were behind his back.

      Then the boy turned his gaze to Aining and showed her something in his hand. It was a small oblong-shaped snowball. Aining extended her hand and he gave it to her. She gently squeezed—the snowball felt so cold that it was almost hot, and it had just a little bit of give, like a ripe fruit. Aining squealed with delight at the unexpected gift—she was suddenly very excited to go out and play. Perhaps Nainai would let her go with the boy, who had known she would want to play with snow before she herself did?

      “I’ll need to go talk with my husband. He’s at work,” Nainai said, giving the letter back.

      Nainai made Aining give the snowball back and helped her put on winter gear: padded coat, hat, scarf, gloves, and an extra pair of wool socks. Then she brought out the rain boots and the big umbrella. What fun! They would go out and stomp in the snow! Yet Nainai’s mouth was puckered, her face set in what Aining was learning to be a worried look.

      Nainai brought out some chairs for the visitors and asked them to wait outside while she locked up. Aining understood this to be out of an abundance of caution—as Nainai always said, thieves and robbers never wrote that on their faces—though she doubted this family were actually thieves or robbers. She hoped the boy would stay so they could play thieves and robbers together. And make a snowman.

      Aining and Nainai went across the campus and found her yeye (grandfather) in a group political studies meeting, which was essentially a roomful of men smoking and yakking and drinking tea from enamel mugs. Yeye had no idea what Nainai was talking about. He trudged off to look for the person in charge of faculty housing, leaving Nainai and Aining to make small talk with his colleagues.

      He was gone for so long that Aining had fallen asleep in the smoke-shrouded room. When she woke up, Yeye had returned, and his face was grave. There was no mistake; the apartment was indeed too big and above grade for Associate Professor Zhu Hanshun and his wife—and their granddaughter, who didn’t actually have residency rights in the city, therefore, might as well not exist. They would be sharing it with another family because there was a housing shortage.

      The other men in the political studies group offered sympathetic looks. The housing shortage, of course. Name anything useful and there was a shortage of it.

      Nainai glowered at Yeye on their way home. “I can’t believe you didn’t even put up a fuss about it,” she fumed.

      “What could I have done?” Yeye sighed. “Those two, they probably have people in high places. Backstage supporters.”

      Nainai went quiet for a while, her grip on Aining’s hand growing tighter. When Nainai spoke again, she sounded amazed. “No wonder. A young couple both getting jobs at the university when our own children are stuck in places birds don’t even stop to poop. I guess we are lucky not to have the apartment taken away from us!”

      Yet Liu Ayi (Auntie Liu) and Shen Shushu (Uncle Shen) didn’t act superior in any way. They made their beds on the floor of the bedroom that was vacated for them and went to work the next day. The boys, to Aining’s disappointment, were sent to day care. Henceforth, after work, Liu Ayi cooked and cleaned and busied herself like a spinning top while Shen Shushu caught up on sleep in their room—he needed a lot of sleep, almost as much as baby Jianguo. And at the month’s end, they counted their meager wages and ration coupons and sighed at the lack of everything like everybody else. Aining’s grandparents never figured out who those supposed backstage supporters were.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At that same housewarming party, Deckard had asked Alice what she was going to do with her life.

      “I don’t know,” she said, taken aback. No one had asked her that since she graduated, not even her own mother. The world—and herself—seemed content she had a job and was paying off student loans. She’d been working in quality assurance for several years now. The job was steady but dull. She was living with her boyfriend, who was similarly steady but dull. She wanted to take some time off, maybe travel around the country, then figure out the rest.

      “Have you thought about going back to school?” he asked.

      “Well, I’ve already got a master’s in engineering, and I don’t love it enough to do a Ph.D. I don’t have the prerequisites for medical school. And I’m not that into business.”

      “Law school, then.”

      “To sue people? I don’t think so.”

      “But you might make a good patent attorney,” he said. “I know someone who works at the law school careers office; I’ll introduce you.”

      So, in a way, Alice owes her career to Deckard, who is only two months older but way more intelligent, way more worldly, and somehow seemed to know what she ought to do better than herself. She thinks of him as the elephant in the story of the elephant and the mouse, who lifted her, the mouse, from the pit of aimlessness.

      Now, perhaps the elephant is in trouble, and the mouse can do something for him.
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      When Alice pulls up to Fei’s Mediterranean, the first thing she notices is a shiny black Harley in the driveway. A new hobby for the empty nester? Except the bike seems too massive for the pint-sized Fei.

      Alice waves at the camera doorbell as she rings it. Five minutes later, a short woman sporting long straight brown hair with golden highlights opens the door. She has pancake makeup, fake eyelashes, big hoop earrings, and a low-cut top. For a second, Alice takes her to be one of Jessica’s friends. She does a double take—it’s as though some trashy teenage alien has body-snatched the Chinese housewife who favored vicuña sweaters.

      “Hi, Alice. What are you doing here?” Fei chirps.

      They hug. Over Fei’s herbal shampoo scent, Alice smells booze.

      “Sorry to come here unannounced. Did you get my message?”

      Fei pouts and takes out the phone from the back pocket of her ripped jeans. “No, sorry, I haven’t checked.” She taps the screen with a jazz hand, her rhinestone-studded acrylic nails being more than an inch long.

      Alice’s eyes sweep across the bay window of the upstairs bedroom. Is it her imagination or is the shade moving slightly, like someone is watching from behind? It’s none of her business, and since Fei is making no motion to invite her in, she’ll just get her questions over with quickly.

      “I called because I was having trouble getting hold of Deckard.”

      “Mm…”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “Shanghai, I’m guessing.”

      “I’ve called him several times, also everyone I know from Danyang. And sent emails. Nobody’s gotten back to me. It’s a total communication breakdown. When did you last talk to him?”

      “Early February.”

      Alice’s eyes widen. “That was more than two months ago!”

      “Yeah. Hasn’t he told you? We’re separating.”

      “Separating?”

      “Yeah. I mean, we’ve always been separate, but we’re getting a divorce.”

      Alice is floored. When she spoke with Deckard back in December, he never mentioned any of this. “Why?” she asks. The answer, of course, is blowing in the wind: Marriages are hard. A long-distance one harder still. A long-distance marriage to a high tech CEO, hardest of all.

      Fei flits her bovine eyelashes and says with flat valley-girl affectations, “Like, irreconcilable differences.” Having gone to grad school in London, Fei still speaks English with a posh British accent. What’s gotten into her? And irreconcilable differences—what differences would matter when Jessica is grown and they could finally be together? Perhaps that’s the problem. Too much togetherness over the pandemic when they were used to having their own space.

      Alice can’t help but ask. “Such as?”

      Fei frowns at this request for specifics. She’s probably done that too many times with the divorce lawyers. Alice fully expects her to deflect or remain silent. This, however, is no longer the old private Fei who wraps herself in a secretive cocoon but an inebriated woman bursting out. The question is apparently triggering. Hands aflutter, spittle a-flying, eyes ablaze, she starts to tick off a litany of complaints: Way too much time at work. Always distracted when he got home. Perpetually wasting time and money on impossible technical projects and far-fetched political ideas. Moody. Messy. Forever losing things. And on top of all that, delusional.

      But that’s how he is, Alice wants to say. Haven’t you always known that? Haven’t we all long accepted that such were the trade-offs for his talents—the brilliance, the drive, the insight, the unexpected fun?

      “I was constantly having to buy him stuff. I could live with all that, just go on replacing sunglasses and umbrellas and wallets and cellphones. Then he lost his wedding ring! And ninety million dollars!” Fei squeezes her eyes shut and shakes her head back and forth as if trying to rid herself of a migraine.

      “What!”

      “I know! Whatever was he doing taking his ring off in the first place?”

      “I mean, losing ninety million dollars? How did he do that?”

      Fei’s smile is sardonic. “Don’t you get it? It wasn’t real. Just something he made up. Another one of his delusions.”

      So Deckard isn’t the only successful person Alice knows who is given to puffery from time to time. He might boast a little, stretch the truth, paint a brighter picture, as CEOs are wont to do. But she wouldn’t go as far as calling him delusional. “There’s usually some basis to what he says, isn’t there? That’s a shocking amount of money. What exactly did he say happened?”

      “Does it matter? Why would you believe him? He feeds off people like you—fixated on money, willing to indulge him in those grandiose delusions.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it anymore, okay?”

      “Okay, I’m sorry… for everything.”

      “Don’t be. Love is just a bag that holds two people together; the world keeps cutting at it from the outside, and if you keep cutting at it from the inside, too, it’ll break faster, and that’s how people fall out of love. Then you just have to get over it and live your best life.”

      You’re a tough broad, Alice thinks, and a philosophical one at that. But you can’t fool me—your wound is still raw, and I might have just ripped the bandage off and seen the blood ooze. Alice wants to be out of there, to avoid being drawn into the mess. She doesn’t want to take sides, not right now. Yet she has to get to the bottom of things for her own sake. “When you talked last, did he say anything unusual?”

      Fei narrows her furry eyes.

      Alice blushes at her clumsy phrasing. They were discussing a divorce; of course everything they said was unusual. She tries again. “About work, I mean. Did he mention anything unusual about Danyang? Any difficulties there?”

      “No. Should he have?”

      “No, it’s just I haven’t heard from him, which is odd. Might Jessica have talked with him more recently?”

      “I wouldn’t know, but probably not. She’s really upset at both of us over the divorce, so do me a favor and leave her alone.”

      “Of course,” Alice says hurriedly. She’s all too familiar with the fragile, furious state of a teenager in the middle of a divorce battle, for she had been there herself. “Who else can I call?”

      “I’ll give you his lawyer’s number. And his brother Jianguo—do you have his contact?” Fei jazz-hands her phone and sends Alice the contact info, then says, “I’ve got to go. I was just getting ready to go out when you came.”

      “You’re not driving?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Call me if you ever want to talk—I know it’s hard, with Jessica gone and the whole divorce thing.”

      Fei nods again and doles out a thin smile. “Thanks. I appreciate it. I mean it.”

      They hug again lightly. Alice gets into her car. Instead of going straight, she makes a U-turn and parks a few houses down the street so she can watch Fei’s house through the rearview mirror. She’s the mother of a teenager and two tweens; trust and verify is her motto. What would she do if Fei got into her car? She would call her. Would she call the police if Fei didn’t pick up? Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

      A few minutes later, Fei comes out, this time in full leather. A lanky guy, also clad in leather, follows behind her. He turns on the ignition of the bike and revs the engine. As the bike starts to slide away, he stands on his left foot on the foot petal, then swings his right leg over the bike seat in a swift motion like mounting a horse. Fei runs a few steps and jumps onto the seat behind him. She hooks her arms around his waist, then presses her cheek against his back. As they blast out of the driveway and speed past Alice’s car, Alice catches a flash of blue-green above the man’s collar.

      Neck tattoos, of course. At least they’re both wearing helmets.
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      Deckard Shen Weiguo returns to his office, having finally completed the bring-up of Module 7 for the data center. It took much longer than he anticipated because of some bad cables. He can’t believe he’s wasting time on this secondhand crap. But he has to tamp down his anger—he’s just a peon here; he would keep his head down and do what he’s told so he can work on Neuromersion on the side. It’s the only good thing about this deal. At home, he can never give his pet project enough time and attention.

      He’s surprised to see Dr. Chang waiting for him outside, then remembers the appointment. The doctor has become his favorite person here. Like Deckard Shen/Shen Weiguo, the doctor also has two names. Daniel Nganang in Cameroonian and Chang Huichun in Chinese. The doctor, however, is a more committed immigrant, having studied then worked here for over thirty years, married a Chinese woman, and raised two children.

      Was there discrimination, Deckard asked the doctor once, in this country where over ninety percent of the population are Han Chinese? An African doctor is as rare as a panda—rarer, perhaps, as there are thousands of pandas.

      Yes, at first, Dr. Chang said. When he started out at the hospital, he had no patients for weeks. But then he went to the waiting room where all these patients had been waiting for hours for an appointment with the senior doctors and told them he could see them right away. A few brave souls took him up on it. Those whose pains were immediately alleviated by Chang’s acupuncture and moxibustion brought family and friends, and the rest is history. The Chinese are a practical people. The hospital ran on meritocracy.

      Nowadays Dr. Chang holds a faculty position at a teaching hospital in Chengdu and volunteers for a month every year at the local clinic where Deckard went for acupuncture treatment a couple of days ago. Being the sole medical provider in the area at the moment, the doctor has clearance to come inside the compound for house calls.

      “Your neck still bothering you?” Dr. Chang asks.

      “It’s much better, but I’m still having trouble sleeping.”

      “I’m surprised you can sleep in here at all—a few minutes in this place and my ears are going crazy with the sound of my own heartbeat.”

      “That’s the nature of an anechoic chamber. I need all the noises to originate from me. It’s so Neuromersion can process signals more cleanly.”

      “Mm.” The doctor smiles tolerantly without comprehension. He checks Deckard’s pulse and tongue and asks him to take off his shirt. Retrieving a set of acupuncture needles from his medicine bag, he pauses and points at the helmet. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a precision transcranial magnetic stimulation device.”

      “I’ve heard about those—for treating depression and such?”

      “Yes, the conventional ones do. This one is a prototype, designed to, well, as a first step, help enhance memory.”

      The doctor’s eyes go wide. “Really? Does it work?”

      “Yes, though it’s early days yet. Ultimately—” He stops himself.

      The doctor waits.

      Deckard has always been vague when discussing his vision for the device, not so much out of fear of sounding like a madman but because he prefers getting some results first. With Dr. Chang’s large black hands touching his shoulders and placing needles so gently and expertly, however, he feels he can let the man in on it. “Ultimately, it will be able to implant memory.”

      “Wonderful!” The doctor laughs heartily. “Let me know when you get it working; there are a few memories I’d like for my wife and kids to have.”
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      Memory #39, Nanjing, September 9, 1976

      There must be hundreds of memories like this one of the four of them—Weiguo, his brother Jianguo, Aining, and Aining’s nainai—going to Wuchaomen Park. They did that nearly every afternoon when the weather was good, and weather in early fall was always fine. This particular day sticks out because of what happened.

      The brothers had gone to the on-campus day care initially. In two months, they took turns succumbing to pink eye, whooping cough, and colds which led to an ear infection for Jianguo and bronchitis for Weiguo. The sick one always got locked inside the room because Mama was worried about passing the sickness to others, especially Aining. Whenever that happened, the child howled and pounded the door while the parents pleaded for him to quiet down. On top of the misery, it was becoming an unsustainable situation for Mama, who spoke fearfully of her boss questioning her having already taken so many days off work.

      Finally, Tao Nainai came over one day with an offer: As soon as the boys were no longer contagious, she could watch them while the parents went to work. For the long term.

      Baba was hesitant. “We don’t want to impose too much,” he said to Tao Nainai. But Mama gave him a hard look and said, “You stay here and look after them next time they are sick, then.” That settled it. So here they were, headed to the park with Nainai.
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        * * *

      

      Wuchaomen Park was about a ten-minute stroll from the faculty compound through a wooded path along the avenue. The park, as the kids would learn later, was the site of the old palace of the Ming dynasty. After Emperor Zhu Di moved the capital north, the old palace fell into disuse. All the wooden structures were either burned up or torn down eons ago, leaving behind only stone—enormous plinths wider and taller than an adult, slabs of thick granite from collapsed walls, carved alabaster screens with dragons and phoenixes, curved bridges overlooking duckweed-covered ponds that were essentially huge uncovered wells, all behind a section of thick, five-arched old city wall.

      Whenever they approached the city wall, Weiguo was always overtaken by nervousness. Goosebumps, standing hairs, racing heart. He had no words for the sense of trepidation back then, but looking back, he now understands—his young self thought the three deep gateways in the middle somehow resembled the empty eye sockets and gaping mouth of a monster. At four years old, Weiguo had somehow intuited the mirthlessness of the ancient brick structure, for they had borne witness to six hundred years of turbulence: the conspiracies, the usurpations, the abandonments, the invasions, the rapes and pillages, the rebellions, the suppressions, the destructions and reconstructions, the deaths and births, the hollowing out and filling back in—things he wouldn’t learn or comprehend until years later. Yet, he already knew he loved the whole complicated mess and wanted to be a part of it, for his four-year-old body bristled with energy. He combated his fear by charging ahead, yelling and laughing louder than usual, straight into the echoey orifice of the monster.

      They did their usual rounds at the park. First, they climbed—with a little boost from Tao Nainai—onto one of the stone lions at the entrance and stuck their hands into the lion’s mouth to roll around the stone ball inside. The ball moved freely yet did not fall out, a kind of magic that impressed the children every time. Tao Nainai claimed that the lion tried to swallow the ball, then got turned into stone, but Weiguo had figured out how the ball was actually made: They must have chipped away the rock inside the mouth bit by bit until the ball was all that was left. “Of course you are right, you little genius,” she said to Weiguo, tapping him on the tip of his nose.

      Next, they played hide-and-seek behind the rocks. Jianguo was always the first to get caught because he would only hide in the most obvious places. Since he was too young to ever find anyone, Tao Nainai took his place whenever it was his turn to be the seeker. After several rounds of this, when Weiguo was finally spotted, instead of surrendering, he began to run and the rest gave chase, and they switched to playing tag instead.

      When the kids became exhausted, they sought out their favorite resting spots. Jianguo sprawled out on the biggest sloping stone slab in front of the carved screen. Aining curled up in a half-moon-shaped piece, perhaps once an arched doorway now turned upside down. Weiguo rode on a quartz block with splashes of orange and red colors. Much later, he would learn it was called the Bloody Stone because an insubordinate court official was allegedly cut in half on it, and the splashes were supposedly his blood.

      Soon the elementary school next door was let out and the park was filled with screaming school children. The young ones watched, mesmerized, as the older children tore off the red Young Pioneer scarves from their necks and whipped them, making cracking noises, shooting pebbles at trees with homemade slingshots, and playing horse as they rode on each other’s shoulders and rammed into others.

      Aining and Weiguo followed a group to the pond, where they all laid their bodies down perpendicular to the edge of the railing-less bridge, their heads and shoulders over the precipice, their arms and legs thrashing in the air so they could “practice swimming.” Before any of them fell into the water, Tao Nainai came and snatched them away. Playtime was over, she said. It was time to go home.
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        * * *

      

      As they approached the gate of the faculty housing complex, something felt odd. Usually around this time of day, exercise music was broadcast over the speakers hung all over the complex. Today, instead of the rhythmic music with chants of one-two-three-four, there was some kind of announcement. They couldn’t make out the words, even though the announcer was speaking very slowly, like he was saying something so very important he wanted to be sure people understood every word he uttered. When they finally got close enough to hear what was being said, Weiguo caught only “Finally, he passed away at 00:10 Beijing Time on September 9, 1976.”

      “Passed away” meant “died,” Weiguo had learned recently. But who?

      They waited for the announcer to repeat, but that must have been his last cycle. “Well, I hope it’s the university president,” Tao Nainai muttered. When the kids got older, they would learn the source of Tao Nainai’s vindictiveness. Years ago, Tao Nainai had a job lined up at the university day care center. It was everything she wanted: close to home, with decent benefits, and allowed her to work with children. She’d bought herself a new shirt, had her photo taken for the work badge and everything, so eager and ready she was to get started. Then something happened and the job evaporated. She found out later she’d been replaced by the president’s own niece. Such blatant nepotism, such corruption! But to whom was she to complain? Who would listen? So she sneered every time the man’s name was mentioned and cursed him with every misfortune.

      After a pause, the announcer said, “Let us pay our respects with three minutes of silence.”

      People stood still, their heads bowed and eyes closed, as if unable to absorb the shock. Was this what people did when the university president died? Weiguo wondered. Before he could ask, Tao Nainai bent down and held them in her arms.

      “Shhh, be quiet. We are playing the quiet game,” she whispered.

      They played the quiet game whenever Baba needed to rest during the day, which was more and more frequent lately. It was a simple game—they all had to stay quiet; the first to make a sound lost, and the winner might get a few raisins or a piece of candy. Baba needed his quiet rest as he suffered from poor nerves. Besides, being able to stay quiet is a very useful skill, Tao Nainai told them. Back in the day, when she was fleeing the Japanese with her family, they had to hide in a cave and stay very, very quiet. The stakes were much higher then. One cry from a baby and they could all be killed. Weiguo always pictured Japanese soldiers lurking with their bayonets, waiting to pounce, so he would stay very quiet and take only shallow breaths. He usually won.

      When the silence was finally over, a woman on the sidewalk suddenly kneeled and started sobbing. She would have lost the quiet game.

      “Oh, no, it’s Xiao Lao Da (Little Big Shot),” Tao Nainai muttered, shaking her head.

      Weiguo recognized that nickname, as Tao Nainai and Zhu Yeye had gossiped about her with his parents, warning them she was someone to watch out for. Over the years, he would eventually piece together Xiao Lao Da’s story. Daughter of the university’s former Communist Party Secretary had gained notoriety as the ring leader for the campaign to “Destroy the Four Olds”—old ideas, customs, habits, and culture. She and other Red Guards went around faculty apartments to smash up old vases and furniture and tear up old books and photos. She also organized denunciation meetings where they dragged various professors, including Zhu Yeye, on stage and proceeded to humiliate them in public for being “Counterrevolutionary Intellectuals.” Zhu Yeye showed them the permanent scar on his neck, left by the wire of the heavy sign he’d had to wear during the denunciation meetings. There was some justice in the world, he said, when the woman’s own father was later labeled as a “Capitalist Roader” and struggled against. But then Xiao Lao Da had “drawn a clear line” with her family and somehow avoided becoming an outcast herself. She even got herself a job at the university’s propaganda department.

      “Chairman Mao,” Xiao Lao Da cried now, beating the ground with her fists, her shoulders heaving. Her voice, emitted from the diaphragm, was high and hoarse with grief. “Our beloved leader, great teacher, our helmsman, the guiding light of our nation, you cannot leave us!” The man standing next to her, presumably the husband, was flustered by the outburst and didn’t seem to know how to react. He looked around at all the eyes on his wife and reddened, and bent down to say something to her, perhaps begging her not to make a scene. The woman shook her head back and forth like a rattle. With tears streaming down her face, she started belting out:

      Sailing the seas depends on the helmsman,

      The growth of all living things depends on the sun.

      Rain and dew nourish young seedlings,

      Conducting revolution depends on Mao Zedong Thought…

      It was a familiar tune, often played on the radio, very upbeat, and demanded a chorus. The kids started to squirm—they wanted to sing, too, but the other adults were frozen as if a spell were cast on them. What were they waiting for? Weiguo wasn’t sure but decided not to wait any longer himself. “Fish cannot leave the water, melons cannot leave the vine,” he started. Aining and Jianguo joined in, slurring their words. “The re-vo-lu-ten masses cannot do wee-out the Gummist Partee!” Together, they twisted their hands in the air and stamped their feet joyously.

      “Oh, dear,” Tao Nainai said, reaching to grasp as many of the little hands in her own as she could, as if catching fistfuls of butterflies. “Come along. Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      The kids were still singing as they climbed the stairs, and Tao Nainai chuckled, clapping along. She unlocked the door. It was dark—the shade of the window at the end of the hall was drawn, and the door to the Shen family’s room was shut, which meant Baba was home and sleeping again. It would have to be the quiet game all over if they were to stay indoors, so Tao Nainai sent the kids to the balcony to play while she began fixing supper.

      Soon the skies turned pink, and Mama returned from work. The kids ran to her with the day’s news: “Chairman Mao died! We all sang a song for him!”

      “I know! How sad,” she said, without sounding the least bit. She darted a look at the closed bedroom door, then let out a breath and put on her apron to help Tao Nainai in the kitchen.

      When dinner was ready, Mama asked Weiguo to wake Baba up.

      He went into the room. Baba was lying in bed. There was something unnatural about the way he faced the wall, with his back arched. A funny smell was in the air—did somebody pee in here? Maybe Jianguo did it before they left for the park?

      “Baba, it’s dinner time,” Weiguo said. He expected Baba to say something—Baba was a light sleeper, and more often than not, Weiguo would find him not to be sleeping at all, just staring straight at the ceiling or the wall. Weiguo sometimes crawled in bed with him and they’d cuddle for a few minutes before getting up—that was the only physical affection Baba ever showed him, as normally he was so reserved.

      But on this day, Baba didn’t seem to have heard Weiguo.

      Weiguo went over and shook his shoulder. There was something odd in the touch—no resistance. Weiguo tried again. This time, Baba fell over face down. Something was definitely wrong. He went to fetch Mama.

      Mama came in and took Baba’s wrist. She then laid a hand on his neck. Weiguo watched her trying to turn Baba face up on the bed with effort and went to help her, but she stopped him and yelled at him in a shrill voice to leave the room and close the door. He hated that voice. Mama rarely used it except when he had done something really bad and deserved a spanking, like when he’d shattered Tao Nainai’s flowerpot. But what had he done now? Nothing. It seemed unfair to be yelled at. Yet something told him he ought to do what he was told. So he obeyed.

      A moment later, Mama came out, her face drained of color. Without a word, she shut the bedroom door behind her, headed into the kitchen, then shut the kitchen door, too. Weiguo turned his head left and right, looking at the two closed doors, wondering if he should open either one. Would Mama be mad if he did?

      Before he could act, Tao Nainai came out. She looked as severe as Mama did. “We are doing a special dinner tonight,” she said to the kids, pulling them close. “You’ll eat in my room.”

      “We will sit on the floor like a picnic!” Aining cried. “I’ll go get the blanket.”

      “What about my baba and mama?” Weiguo asked. There was a strange sound coming out of the kitchen that sounded like someone was hiccupping. Or sobbing.

      “Your mama has to take care of your baba. He is”—Tao Nainai’s voice took on a sudden lilt—“not well.”

      “Has he…” He looked at his brother, who had gone rooting around with Aining for the blanket. He was afraid of what he was about to say. Then he thought of the monstrous city gate and felt the same urge to press ahead. “Has he passed away?”

      Tao Nainai didn’t answer. With something glittering in her eyes, she gave Weiguo a long look, then pulled him into an embrace.
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