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			Language Note

			When Sleeping Women Wake takes place between 1941 and 1945, during the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong. To capture the linguistic diversity of the period, I have incorp­orated dialogue in Cantonese, Mandarin, and Japanese, reflecting the sociocultural nuances of the time. 

			Cantonese words and phrases have been romanised using the Jyutping system (e.g., ‘Nei5 hou2,’ meaning ‘hello’). Mandarin follows the Pinyin romanisation system, which spells words out phonetically, while Japanese words use the Hepburn system.

			Although the story is set before the development of Pinyin (late 1950s) and Jyutping (early 1990s), I have chosen these systems over older ones, such as Wade-­Giles, which is often criticised for inaccurately representing pronunciation.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To my ancestors.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			She wasn’t a bird in a cage. A bird in a cage, when the cage is opened, can still fly away. She was a bird embroidered onto a screen – a white bird in clouds of gold stitched onto a screen of melancholy satin. The years passed; the bird’s feathers darkened, mildewed, and were eaten by moths, but the bird stayed on the screen even in death.

			 

			Eileen Chang, Love in a Fallen City
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			Prologue

			Shanghai, 上海, 1906

			In the depths of winter, a girl, no older than eight, trailed behind a woman on the frost-­laden banks of the Huangpu River. Even the temple bells, ordinarily a grounding presence, seemed to tremble in the unforgiving cold. With each step, white streaks of mist flowed from the girl’s lips, the cold biting her cheeks. She longed for the warm fire her mother used to tend with such care. In her arms, she clasped a bundle of possessions wrapped in weathered brown fabric – a pair of thin trousers, a tattered tunic and a wooden brush she had found in a public bathhouse days before. The girl, orphaned and without kin, pressed on with determination.

			The city was a tangle of commerce and life as merchants, swathed in wool and fur, darted along the streets. Vendors urged passersby to purchase sticks of candied hawthorn cakes. Their shouts were loud, and the aroma of freshly brewed wūlong chá that emanated from the teahouses sent a pang to the girl’s stomach.

			

			Turning a corner, she walked along a narrow footpath. The throng of the main street was replaced by imposing rows of grand houses, and the chatter of merchants dwindled into silence. She came to a halt, standing alongside the woman, who had proceeded to knock on a large red door decorated with bronze handles.

			The woman nudged the girl’s shoulder, prompting her to straighten her back. As the doors swung open, she was greeted by the most beautiful courtyard she had ever seen, boasting interconnected buildings, lush gardens and plum trees dusted with snowflakes. The noble house, a sìhéyuàn, belonged to a distinguished scholar and his wife, a testament to his privileged position within the literati.

			The girl followed the woman along a stone path until they passed the ancestral hall. Its doors stood open, tempting her to peek inside. Within, the scholar and his wife kowtowed on silk cushions. Intricate altars and gold carvings filled the space, while the heady scent of aloeswood and medicinal herbs permeated the air. Ancestor portraits hung behind the altar, their solemn gaze falling onto the couple. The wife, heavily pregnant, patted her stomach, her slender face glowing.

			The woman pushed the girl forward, guiding her towards the rear of the compound to the servants’ quarters. Inside one of the rooms, she goggled at ten single beds, neatly aligned. The thought of sleeping so high from the ground seemed unnatural for someone of her status. Quickly, the girl changed into her new uniform – dark-­umber wool trousers and a matching long-­sleeved tunic. Excitement tickled her stomach at the fine quality of the soft fabric. As she adjusted the mandarin collar, the older woman came over and began detangling her matted hair. The feeling of someone running their fingers across her scalp made her a little uneasy, but as she looked at her reflection in a small mirror, hope began to stir. Perhaps, in this new place, she could find a fresh start.

			

			Once ready, she was escorted to the kitchens where she helped the cooks prepare snow fungus soup and suspend salted huángyú from wooden rods across the ceiling for drying, its briny odour seeping into her fingertips.

			The rest of the day passed quickly, and she eventually collapsed into her bed, exhausted. Her sleep was deep but short-­lived as a woman’s scream jolted her awake.

			Another maid had already bolted out of bed, and their eyes met in the darkness. ‘The baby is coming,’ she whispered.

			In the ensuing chaos, a midwife and a nanny were immediately called upon. The girl, alongside other maids, climbed over a dozen sizeable ceramic wine jars and peered over the wall into the wife’s private courtyard.

			Together, they watched the scholar pace. During the hour of the Rabbit, a newborn’s cries cut through the air. The scholar ran to his wife’s door, robes billowing behind him.

			‘Have the heavens blessed me with a son?’ he called out.

			The nanny hurried out, her head low, eyes locked to her feet. ‘A daughter,’ she said, almost inaudibly.

			

			The maids retreated to their quarters, murmurs of the scholar’s misfortune trailing behind them, but the girl remained, leaning closer to peer within the wife’s chambers, the dim candlelight casting shadows. As the scholar entered, she studied his silhouette, visible through the screen doors. He hovered over the nanny, who was cradling the baby for his inspection. She heard him muttering about the child being born in the year of the Fire Horse – a year considered too spirited and independent for a female.

			When dawn broke, splashing a persimmon halo over the sìhéyuàn, the household bustled with whispered conversations and hushed footsteps, the announcement of the newborn daughter spreading like wildfire through the corridors.

			Outside, beneath the branches of an ancient camphor tree, the head maid gathered the staff. The air carried a crispness from the lingering night chill. As the assembled servants rubbed their hands together for warmth, she asked for a volunteer to take on the role of personal maid for the newborn.

			Silence greeted her enquiry, broken by the rustle of leaves overhead and the gentle cooing of spotted doves. No one wanted to take on such responsibility. Yet, amidst the hesitant glances and shuffled feet, the girl stepped forward. She had only entered the household less than one day earlier, but she would prove her worth as the newest member of the Yue family. And so, the girl became the daughter’s personal maid.

			 

			

			As the years unfolded, the maid and the daughter grew close, sharing a bond that sisters bound by blood could only dream of. Eventually, the daughter won her father’s affection with her passion for the written word. Touched by her enthusiasm, he took it upon himself to teach her. As the maid stood quietly in the corner each day, she listened to the gentle scratch of the scholar’s calligraphy brushes against parchment, soothing as the patter of summer rain. Secretly, the maid pretended he was her father, too, as she had never known her own.

			At the same time, the mother introduced her daughter to the Four Books for Women, and the maid marvelled at her discipline, at how she etched each passage into her memory akin to a warrior preparing for battle. The daughter learned how to sit, stand and speak; how to ensure that every word that fell from her lips was always assured, careful, yet calculated.

			In the evenings, the maid sat with the daughter, reading and writing together by the open window in her chamber, the moonlight flooding her room.

			Time marked its passage through the changing seasons, until a particular winter arrived, when destiny came in the form of a matchmaker. The daughter stood before her parents, clad in a red silk gown trimmed with golden threads that reminded the maid of the vibrant plumes of a phoenix. Bowing deeply, the maid spotted her concealing beneath her robe a precious copy of Dream of the Red Chamber – a parting gift from her father. The mother, teary-­eyed, slid a jade bangle from her own wrist onto her daughter’s. It was a symbol, she said, of their eternal bond, that despite the distance, their souls would always be intertwined, even as they parted ways in this lifetime.

			

			Then, the maid helped the daughter ascend the horse-­drawn carriage. Lifting the corner of her veil, the daughter stole one final glance at her parents. The carriage moved forward, carrying the two girls away from the comfort of home. One hand clutching Dream of the Red Chamber, with the other, the daughter reached for the maid, the cool jade touching both of their wrists.

		

	
		
			

			Part I

			British-Occupied Hong Kong, 英屬香港, 1941

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			In the heart of the family library, Mingzhu turned the page of her copy of Dream of the Red Chamber. As the characters moved, she imagined their silk robes flowing, their whispering touch caressing her skin. A ceiling fan, crafted from polished wood, rotated above her, emitting a soft hum, providing relief from the torrid discomfort of July.

			When the words began to blur, Mingzhu shifted her focus towards the windows. The afternoon light filtered through the glass, cascading over neatly arranged bookshelves that reached the ceiling. Having fled Shanghai and settled in Hong Kong three years earlier, Mingzhu found solace within the walls of the library. Few ventured into its depths, leaving it mainly for Mingzhu and her daughter, Qiang, as a sanctuary from the ceaseless noise of the outside world and the overwhelming presence of her husband’s concubine, Cai. When guests did visit, the men retreated to the downstairs drawing room, accompanied by her husband, Wei, and the women gathered on the terrace, their conversations punctuated by glimpses of the sparkling blue expanse of the South China Sea beyond the mountains. Despite rumours of Japanese forces looming over Hong Kong, the library remained a haven where the echoes of war, which often haunted Mingzhu, felt somewhat distant.

			

			A knock struck the door, and Dream of the Red Chamber slipped from her grasp. She retrieved it quickly and tucked it between the velvet cushions of the couch. Ignoring her qípáo’s creased and dishevelled state, she hastened to a bench near the window and reached for a threaded needle and silk handkerchief.

			‘Come in.’ Mingzhu shifted on the seat, beginning to sew.

			A woman tiptoed into the room, and at the sight of her maid, Biyu, Mingzhu relaxed.

			Biyu bowed and her long braid, tied up neatly with a ribbon, slipped over her shoulder. Her tunic and matching trousers were a spotless white. ‘Good evening, First Madame.’ She stepped further into the library, her eyes skimming the room before settling on the couch. ‘You might want to find a better hiding place.’

			Mingzhu wrinkled her nose. ‘Too obvious, isn’t it?’ she conceded, rising from her seat and tossing the needle and thread back onto the bench. She recovered the book from between the cushions and returned it to its rightful place on the shelf. Outside the window, a spotted dove alighted on a branch of a willow tree several feet away.

			Biyu began clearing a porcelain teacup and saucer from the low table. ‘Master Tang allows you to read. Why do you hide it?’

			‘Allows . . .’ Mingzhu fixed her eyes on the dove. For a fleeting moment, she was transported back to her childhood, seated by a window, breathing in fresh ink and watching spotted doves land on towering camphor trees. ‘I wasn’t hiding the book from my husband.’

			

			‘Then you must be hiding it from the Second Madame.’

			‘You know how she can be.’ Mingzhu brushed her hands over her qípáo. ‘She doesn’t think it’s proper for women to read anything but the latest fashion trends from Europe.’

			‘But you’re the primary wife. A concubine cannot dictate what you can or cannot read. It’s already a compromise that you allowed her the title of “Second Madame”. Frankly—’

			Her maid pressed her lips together, refraining from the tangent she had been about to start. Mingzhu gave a small laugh, noting Biyu’s flushed cheeks and protective stance. At forty-one, Biyu had charcoal-black hair, tidy brows and a gentle countenance, bearing a striking resemblance to Mingzhu. Some days, strangers even mistook them for sisters.

			‘You know her incessant carping does my head no good.’ Mingzhu sighed.

			‘It is nice when she speaks less,’ Biyu agreed thoughtfully.

			Mingzhu laughed, then asked, ‘I assume you have come to tell me my husband is home?’

			‘Master Tang returned not long ago. He has requested the presence of both wives to join him in the dining hall.’

			‘Can he not make do with Cai? What difference does one less wife make at the dining table?’

			‘You’re the main wife. It would be—’

			

			‘Yes, I know, I know. Come on then.’

			Mingzhu looked back at her bookshelves, knowing her peaceful evening had been interrupted. Why couldn’t her husband have stayed in his office in the city for one more night? Perhaps two? She left the library with Biyu close behind.

			 

			A long rosewood table occupied the centre of the grand dining hall, the flicker of glass sconces intensifying the already hot room and painting shadows on all assembled. A knot of annoyance and concern coiled within Mingzhu’s stomach as she noticed Cai comfortably seated in her own customary spot. Had Cai forgotten the tenets of family decorum, or did she believe birthing a son allowed her to flout such traditions?

			Mingzhu raised an eyebrow, and Cai let out an indignant scoff before pushing her chair back and walking off to her assigned seat at the far end of the table. ‘How considerate of you to finally join us,’ Cai said through clenched teeth.

			Her words stung, yet Mingzhu remained poised. It was as if Cai had already forgotten the times Mingzhu had sat tirelessly by her side when they’d first arrived in Hong Kong, how Mingzhu had held her hand and provided solace during those darkest moments. She chose to ignore the provocation, redirecting her attention to Wei. ‘Good evening, husband,’ she said.

			Wei merely nodded in acknowledgement, focusing on his plate of roast beef, potatoes, and sautéed vegetables. Since leaving Shanghai, he had insisted on adopting British dining customs, and the days of savouring mouth-­watering braised meat and bowls of pillowy rice with chopsticks had become distant memories. Although the flavours were less thrilling, Mingzhu knew they fared better than those stranded back on the mainland, even if the sustenance lacked the familiar tastes of home. Though Mingzhu didn’t love her husband, she knew that without his swift actions, transferring their finances from Shanghai to Hong Kong before the Japanese invasion, they would not be living in such comfort.

			

			With the Peak District Reservation Ordinance of 1904 still firmly in place, many had raised their eyebrows, pondering how a Chinese family could acquire such a grand estate on the hill. But, as Wei always said, money and connections can buy anything. It was a cruel irony that Mingzhu herself had no wealth to claim. When her parents had passed years earlier, the sìhéyuàn she was born and raised in was handed over to a distant male cousin – a person whom Mingzhu had never known existed, let alone met.

			Over time, Mingzhu grew accustomed to the snobbish expressions of her neighbours – elegantly dressed European women who regarded her with contempt every time she ventured outside. The British had always justified the zoning law by citing the third bubonic plague pandemic. But you’d have to be a fool not to recognise it for what it truly was.

			‘Did you spend the morning in the ancestral hall, Wife?’ Wei asked.

			

			Mingzhu nodded at the nonsensical question. Since she had married into the Tang family, there had only ever been one day she missed performing ancestral rites, and that was the day Qiang was born.

			‘You lit joss sticks, too?’

			Another redundant question. Mingzhu almost mirrored Biyu’s eye roll, but she refrained. She replied, ‘I did. I lit more than usual to pay respect to those who died in the typhoon a few days ago, too.’

			‘Good,’ Wei said, chewing loudly. ‘These are benevolent traits to have as a wife.’

			Cai stabbed her fork into a piece of carrot and shoved it into her mouth.

			‘You will follow First Madame’s example, Second Wife,’ Wei said, taking Cai by surprise. ‘Even though you’re a concubine, there is no harm in burning extra spirit money for my ancestors in the underworld.’

			Cai almost choked. ‘Surely your ancestors have reincarnated by now! Besides, the British don’t partake in such rituals. I thought we were trying to be more like them?’

			There was a hint of audacity in Cai’s voice that Mingzhu found enviable. Cai wasn’t entirely wrong: if Wei wanted to embrace a British lifestyle, performing ancestral rites seemed contradictory. But speaking as freely as Cai did was not a privilege Mingzhu possessed. This concubine had produced a son for the Tang family, while Mingzhu had but a daughter.

			With a sturdy jawline and well-­defined cheekbones, Cai projected an aura of majestic command. At least five strings of pearls decorated her neck, and her nails were brushed with the darkest shade of red, adding a striking contrast to her powdered-­white skin. She pressed her lips together, forming a subtle expression of disapproval, her authoritative presence causing unease. If Cai’s circumstances had taken a different turn and she had become the primary wife in the family, she could have wielded substantial influence. To Mingzhu, the fact that Cai found herself as a concubine in this lifetime seemed a bitter jest.

			

			Mingzhu noted the subtle flare of Wei’s nostrils, a telltale sign of simmering anger. Maintaining eye contact with Cai, she subtly tilted her head, silently conveying the message of their husband’s rising temper.

			‘Join me tomorrow, Second Madame,’ Mingzhu said cautiously. ‘Perhaps afterwards, we could venture into the city and buy the shoes you have been talking about for the past few days?’

			It was a strategic move, of course. Wei would have his concubine perform ancestral rites, and in return, Cai would finally obtain the shoes she had longed for since the beginning of summer. Once again, Mingzhu had skilfully defused tension and maintained harmony. How utterly exhausting.

			Finally, Cai agreed, and the atmosphere lightened. But not for long.

			‘So,’ Cai began. ‘Is this our life now in Hong Kong? Constant rain and subpar food?’

			

			‘What’s wrong with the food?’ Mingzhu asked, maintaining a light-­heartedness in her tone.

			Mingzhu oversaw the daily menu, and she always ensured that the cooks had enough funds to purchase the freshest produce from the markets. She spared no expense in this regard, and it was in Cai’s best interest not to insinuate otherwise.

			‘The food was better in Shanghai, that’s all,’ Cai said. ‘Honestly, First Madame, there’s no need to get defensive. It’s not as though you cooked the food yourself. Or did you?’

			‘You’re most welcome to take charge of the menu next week, Second Madame,’ Mingzhu offered, tightening her grip around the silverware.

			Cai laughed. ‘I see what you’re doing, trying to shift your duties onto me. Am I not already in charge of organising weekend luncheons? And now you want to burden me further?’

			Mingzhu stifled a scoff. It was common knowledge that Cai remained utterly idle in every aspect of her life, with her personal maid bearing the responsibility of arranging luncheons and weekend events.

			‘I have a son to raise, you know,’ Cai continued. ‘I’m not as fortunate as you, having only a daughter who roams freely all day and does as she pleases.’

			Mingzhu’s eye twitched as she forced herself not to say anything. Her head began to hurt. Wei coughed, hastily picking up a copy of the South China Morning Post as a shield to hide behind, and Mingzhu’s attention caught on the headline:

			

			 

			Japanese Forces Launch Major Offensive

			Against Chinese Defenders in Shanghai

			 

			Her throat tightened. A cold sweat broke across her back as the memory of a bayonet pointed at her stomach resurfaced.

			‘Do you actually know where Qiang is at this moment?’ Cai asked.

			Mingzhu’s lips thinned, the memory retreating. ‘Of course I know where my daughter is,’ she said. ‘What a question to ask, Second Madame.’

			‘I heard some of the servants talking earlier,’ Cai said, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘About Qiang spending time with that young gardener, Ah-­Long. Don’t you think you should exercise more control over your daughter?’

			Cai had always been quick to criticise, but this crossed a line. Wei, useless as always in such situations, continued to hide behind the paper. Just as Mingzhu was about to speak up to defend her daughter, Biyu stepped forward, teapot in hand, and spilled hot water onto Cai’s lap.

			With a cry, Cai leapt from her seat, the chair legs scraping loudly against the wooden floor. She raised her hand, poised to strike Biyu, but before she could, Mingzhu slammed her hand onto the dining table, causing the silverware to clatter. Biyu quickly retreated against the wall, keeping her head low.

			

			‘Your dress is ruined, Second Madame. You should go and get changed,’ Mingzhu said.

			Cai glared between them, her face flushed with rage. She knew chastising Biyu would be akin to disrespecting Mingzhu. With no other recourse, she promptly left.

			Wei continued to read the paper, never making eye contact with his wife, and Mingzhu resumed eating in silence. She pictured herself sitting beside her parents, sharing a meal, her mother affectionately placing the juiciest hóngshāo ròu pieces into her rice bowl. The more she thought of them, the fuller she became.

			 

			After dinner, Mingzhu stole a look through a jasmine bush past the cobblestone path leading to the garden. Qiang sat deep in conversation with Ah-­Long at the pavilion near the pond, her smile warm and joyful. Her sharp features and full lips reminded Mingzhu that her daughter was no longer a child but a young woman, exuding confidence and charm. How had seventeen years passed so quickly yet so slowly?

			She had loved Qiang from the moment she conceived her, and she had believed Wei would hold the same affection. Mingzhu thought the days of desiring sons were a thing of the past, yet her husband remained a constant reminder that some mindsets, like history, have a way of repeating themselves.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Qiang closed her eyes, feeling the cool touch of the wrought-­iron bench beneath her. As she sat beside Ah-­Long, the melodies of crickets tickled her ears and a warm breeze, carrying the scent of magnolias, gently toyed with her hair.

			Quietly, Ah-­Long sounded out English words from the textbook she’d lent him. For a while now, she had been teaching him English, despite the disapproval of her father’s concubine. But she cared little about what Cai thought – a sentiment shared by most people in the house.

			At seventeen, Qiang excelled in languages. She had won the top student award in Chinese, English and French at McTyeire School in Shanghai four years in a row. But it wasn’t until she moved to Hong Kong that she began learning Japanese – a language her mother was already fluent in.

			Ah-­Long huffed, and Qiang opened her eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’

			‘This word,’ he said in English, pointing to the page. ‘This I not know.’

			‘Let’s see.’ Qiang leaned closer to him. ‘Oh, that’s easy. Vexation.’ Ah-­Long furrowed his thick brows and focused on Qiang, who pointed to her mouth. ‘Vex . . . a . . . tion.’

			

			‘Vex . . . ah . . . shon,’ Ah-­Long repeated, his stare still set on her lips. ‘Vex . . . a . . . tion.’

			‘Yes! Well done,’ Qiang praised, and his cheeks flushed.

			‘When I can read many words like you, Young Miss?’ he asked, glancing back at the book.

			‘You’re a fast learner, so not long, I’d say. Besides, there’s no hurry.’

			Ah-­Long shook his head. ‘Big hurry. I learn more to get job.’

			‘You don’t like your job now?’

			‘I like,’ he said. ‘But I learn more to get better job, like Master Tang.’

			The wind picked up, and loose strands of hair tickled her brows. She looked at Ah-­Long thoughtfully. In her eyes, he was already twice the man her father could ever be.

			Ah-­Long posed another question, interrupting her thoughts. ‘Vex . . . a . . . tion . . . meaning what?’

			Qiang straightened. ‘Ah, well, it can be described as a state of increased annoyance or frustration, you know?’

			‘You say in sentence for me.’

			She pondered for a moment, then pulled up the sleeve of her satin blouse and pointed to a pink dot on her elbow. ‘The vexation caused by mosquitoes can ruin a lovely evening in the garden.’

			‘I see. This good sentence!’ He smiled. ‘You is right, Young Miss. Tonight very lovely in garden.’

			

			Qiang pouted. ‘Ah-­Long, how often must I tell you not to call me that? It makes me feel old.’

			‘But I say Young Miss, not Old Miss,’ he said, and she laughed. ‘House rules, I must say Young Miss. I not say your real name.’

			‘But I call you by your name,’ Qiang countered. ‘It’s only fair for you to address me by name too. It would make us more equal.’

			‘We not equal, Young Miss. You are you, and I am me.’

			The words stung. His eyes held a deep, piercing gaze. His skin bore the gentle touch of the sun, freckles dotting his cheeks, and his nose was wide, lacking the defined contours of her father’s or any other man she had seen before.

			‘You look me funny. What you think?’ Ah-­Long said. Qiang didn’t answer. Revealing that she was studying his features seemed inappropriate. A beat of silence passed, and Ah-­Long pointed to her sleeve. ‘Pull down before more bite.’

			‘Oh, yes,’ she said, tugging at her sleeve. ‘Anyway, it’s your turn now. Use the word “vexation” in a sentence.’

			Ah-­Long tapped his fingers on the book, deep in thought. After a minute or so, he closed the book with a smile. ‘I have good one,’ he said. ‘Second Madame vexation the First Madame!’

			Qiang burst into laughter, and Ah-­Long chimed in, and for a moment, the world around them faded into the background.

			‘I’m sorry to interrupt all the fun.’

			

			Startled, Qiang and Ah-­Long stood, and the book fell to the ground with a soft thud. Her mother was making her way towards them, smiling.

			‘Good evening, First Madame.’ He bowed.

			‘Good evening, Ah-­Long,’ she replied, her focus shifting to the fallen book – a hint of amusement in her eyes.

			He picked up the book and bowed again. ‘I’ll leave. Goodnight, First Madame. Goodnight, Young Miss.’

			Qiang watched Ah-­Long disappear back into the house.

			‘You don’t have to worry about him, you know,’ her mother teased.

			‘Worry?’ Qiang laughed nervously. ‘I’m not worried, Mama.’

			‘If you say so.’ Mingzhu clicked her tongue and took Qiang’s hand, leading her to sit back on the bench. ‘My dear, there have been some more reports on recent Japanese movements. It’s in all the newspapers. You remember what I said about talking to the Japanese, don’t you?’

			‘Of course,’ Qiang confirmed. ‘I remember everything you teach me. You look concerned, Mama.’

			‘I just wanted to make sure you don’t forget, that’s all.’

			‘I know to avoid the Japanese at all costs. That should I ever find myself in their presence, I should find a way out immediately. That I should never speak to them, befriend them, trust them or be alone with them. I was in Shanghai too, Mama. The things we saw there—’

			‘Don’t think about it,’ Mingzhu interjected. ‘There’s no need to bring up painful memories. I’m just glad you remember what I said.’

			

			‘But . . . Do you honestly believe them all to be bad, Mama?’

			‘Oh, Qiang.’ Her mother sighed. ‘When a majority of a particular nation has demonstrated an incapacity for humanity, it becomes difficult to believe otherwise . . .’ She paused, her expression conveying a touch of contemplation. ‘Think of it like the moon. Even on the darkest of nights, there’s always going to be a glimmer of light – of hope. So, no, I do not believe that all Japanese are shrouded in darkness. But in the current circumstances, being alert is the best course of action.’

			‘I understand,’ Qiang said.

			Deep down, she wanted to believe that there was more good than bad in the world. If the Japanese were all monsters, then what kind of world would this be?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Wei slept deeply under their silk blankets, his snores loud. Morning light pierced the blinds. In the reflection from the dressing-­table mirror, Mingzhu noticed the subtle changes in him – his once thick hair now thinning and streaked with silver strands, his deep frown lines softened in sleep. Reaching for her lipstick, housed in a sleek gold-­toned bullet, she smoothed it across her lips. Its cerise hue, reminiscent of a budding rose’s delicate blush, suddenly took her back to the morning of her wedding day.

			The journey to Wei’s home had been long. She’d held on to Biyu’s hand inside the carriage, unsure if she wanted to live or die. The edges of Dream of the Red Chamber pressed against her thigh, a reminder of the parents she had left behind.

			Her pearl-­and-­emerald crown had shimmered like constellations in the night sky, straining her neck. The veil, matching the red of her lips, concealed her face, masking her uncertainty and fear.

			‘If I’d been born a son, I wouldn’t have to leave my parents,’ she had said.

			

			Biyu’s hold on her hand strengthened. ‘Son or daughter, it doesn’t matter in the end. The parents ordain marriage. It has been this way for centuries. Even if you were a son, you’d still have no say in who you married.’

			Mingzhu pressed her lips together. ‘If I ever have a daughter, I will let her marry whoever she wants.’

			Biyu chuckled. ‘You swear?’

			‘On my life.’

			When they had finally arrived at Wei’s house, Ming­zhu was ushered out of the carriage by the matchmaker. As she stepped across the threshold, her heart hammered in her chest like a frantic bird trapped in a cage. The air was heavy with the scent of sandalwood and the mustiness of old furniture. The whispered conversations of unseen guests brushed against her ears and her breath came in shallow gasps as she moved forward, her steps slow and uncertain.

			She finally came to a standstill to perform the customary three bows in front of the Double Happiness Altar. Trembling, she offered the first bow to Wei’s ancestors, acknowledging a lineage that held no power to bring her happiness. Her movements were stiff and awkward, and she could feel the eyes of the guests upon her like a weight pressing down upon her shoulders. The second bow, suffused with a deep sense of resignation, was directed to Heaven and Earth. Then the third and final bow was to Wei’s deceased parents, represented by two large wooden tablets on empty chairs. Mingzhu bowed three times, not to symbols of love and devotion, but to the ghosts of tradition and the hollowness of an unfulfilled heart. Feeling dizzy, she rose to her feet, fighting back the urge to run away.

			

			Following the ceremony, Biyu assisted Mingzhu to a secluded bridal chamber, where she sat like an ornament on the edge of the bed, awaiting Wei’s arrival. Time passed with agonising slowness until, at last, her new husband stumbled into the room, his breath thick with the scent of báijiǔ and his movements heavy. In a display of callousness, he tore away her veil, and her golden headpiece slipped from her head, shattering into fragments on the floor.

			That night, Mingzhu became a wife.

			A light touch on her shoulder snapped her back to the present. Biyu stood behind her. ‘He’s here, madame,’ she said quietly, so as not to wake Wei, who was still snoring.

			‘Who?’

			‘Mr Beaumont, Qiang’s new tutor.’

			Mingzhu stood, quickly slipping her feet into brocade heels before leaving the room. Before entering the library, she checked her reflection in a mirror on the hallway wall. She appreciated the meticulous work executed by Biyu, who had pinned her hair into a neat bun and combed strands into waves across her forehead. Her green silk qípáo boasted hand-­stitched embroidery with golden threads that caught the sunlight streaming through the windows. For a moment, she worried about how the hem of her dress flared out, revealing a flash of her ankles, but it was too late to change.

			

			Standing by the library window was a tall, lean man, dressed impeccably in a pewter-­grey suit, crisp white shirt and navy tie. His brown hair was neatly combed, and his cut jawline and sharp features were softened by a pair of wire-­rimmed spectacles perched on his nose. But what intrigued Mingzhu most was that he was reading her copy of Dream of the Red Chamber.

			‘You read Chinese?’ Mingzhu asked, walking further into the library.

			Startled, he looked up and replied, ‘Not very well, I’m afraid. I know some characters here and there. I have the English edition of this novel.’

			‘I see,’ Mingzhu responded, her interest deepening. She had never known a báirén – a white person – to have an affinity for Chinese classics. It was an opportunity to test him. ‘Then I suppose you wouldn’t mind quoting a passage for me?’

			He seemed amused by her request. Closing the book, he locked his meadow-­green eyes with hers. ‘Of course not, but let’s make it more interesting, shall we?’

			‘How?’

			‘Let’s see . . .’ he said, tapping on the book. ‘Ah! How about I quote the first part of my favourite passage of this novel, but you finish it?’

			Mingzhu nodded in acceptance, inclining her head just low enough to conceal the fleeting excitement. This was hardly a challenge.

			

			He cleared his throat. ‘Upon oneself are mainly brought regrets in spring and autumn gloom . . .’

			Mingzhu smiled. ‘A face flowerlike may be and moonlike too, but beauty all for whom?’ she finished.

			‘I’m impressed.’ He returned her smile.

			‘Likewise.’

			‘I’m Henry Beaumont,’ he said, returning the book to its place on the shelf before approaching her, strides long and confident, hand extended.

			Biyu let out a small gasp at the breach of protocol, and Mingzhu instinctively stepped back, declining the handshake. Instead, she offered a slight bend of her head.

			‘Nice to meet you, Mr Beaumont. I’m Ming—’ She halted, realising her lapse in decorum. What was she thinking? Why had she almost introduced herself with her first name?

			Henry withdrew his hand at her hesitation. ‘Madame Tang, I presume? Qiang’s mother?’

			‘Yes, that’s right.’

			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he replied. ‘I recognise your voice from our telephone conversation last week. I understand that our societies may have different customs regarding names, but please call me Henry. I’m not one for formalities.’

			Mingzhu’s cheeks warmed, and no suitable response came to mind.

			‘But . . . I suppose a bit of formality here and there can’t be too bad,’ Henry concluded.

			

			He had just turned twenty-­six, which Mingzhu had asked him about during his telephone interview. She couldn’t stop looking at him. How could a man seven years her junior intrigue her so much?

			Biyu stepped between them, inviting Henry to sit on the armchair in the centre of the room. With a gentle nudge, she signalled for Mingzhu to sit opposite him.

			‘I’ll prepare some tea and snacks,’ Biyu announced before leaving the room.

			They sat across from each other as the clock on the wall ticked, both briefly scanning the room until their eyes met again. To her relief, he broke the silence.

			‘I have always been interested in Chinese literature. Have you read the four classics?’ Henry asked.

			‘Of course,’ Mingzhu said stoutly. As an afterthought, she added, ‘Though I didn’t enjoy them all equally.’

			‘How interesting. Which impressed you the least?’

			Leaning forward, Mingzhu propped her chin on her palm. ‘I took issue with Romance of the Three Kingdoms,’ she began, her voice filled with passion. ‘The way Luo Guanzhong portrayed women was dismal. You’d think a novelist of his skill could have shown more depth.’

			Henry’s eyes softened, and his face flushed ever so faintly. ‘You’re a passionate reader. In what way could Luo have done better?’ he asked.

			Noting the gentle admiration in his gaze, Mingzhu folded her hands in her lap and leaned back with a composed smile. ‘Well, firstly, other than Lady Sun, Luo scarcely wrote about women and their strength at all.’

			

			‘Lady Sun?’

			Mingzhu raised an eyebrow. ‘You have not read the four classics, I see.’

			‘I have not,’ he admitted. ‘But I will.’

			‘You must,’ she enthused. ‘Lady Sun, otherwise known as Sun Ren, is described as a fiery, heroic woman skilled in martial arts.’ Henry leaned forward, mirroring the same attentive posture that Qiang used to adopt when she listened to comparable stories. ‘She is the youngest sister of the ruler of Wu and is married off to Liu Bei, a warlord who later establishes the Shu Kingdom.’ Mingzhu grew animated as she continued to tell the story. ‘She’s strong and is fiercely loyal to those she loves. A woman with such strength should not be overlooked.’

			‘The saying is true, then.’ Henry cupped his hands together and looked intently at Mingzhu. ‘Behind every great man is an even greater woman.’

			Mingzhu gaped at him, then snapped her mouth closed as Biyu returned, carrying a tray of English tea and almond biscuits. Instinctively, she tapped the cool jade bracelet on her wrist, finding solace in its touch against her skin. She caught Henry stealing a glance in her direction and maintained her focus on the vibrant green of her bracelet, which mirrored the colour of his eyes.

			‘Perhaps I may tidy your poetry collection for you this afternoon, madame?’ Biyu suggested.

			

			‘That would be most welcome, Biyu,’ she replied. ‘So, Mr Beaumont, have you delved into the world of Chinese poetry? Beyond what is featured in Dream of the Red Chamber?’

			Henry picked up a biscuit and took a bite, his response quick. ‘Not enough, I’m afraid. Teaching has taken up much of my time. But when I used to work as a journalist in Japan—’

			‘You have lived in Japan?’ Mingzhu asked.

			‘Yes. Only for a year.’

			‘A short time,’ she said, bringing a teacup to her lips.

			‘With the current political climate, there was only so much I could write as a journalist. Besides, teaching pays far better.’ Henry smiled.

			‘I see,’ she said. ‘Well, if you have time to spare in the coming days, I’d happily offer my recommendations on some poetry.’

			‘I would like that very much. Who is your favourite poet?’ he asked, sparking a new conversation.

			The next hour slipped away unnoticed as they immersed themselves in the world of literature and poetry. Henry’s insights on education and his effortless charm captivated Mingzhu; each word he spoke stirred something deep within her. Looking at the clock, she realised how time had escaped her, and when he excused himself to begin his lesson with Qiang, loneliness washed over her – a sensation she had never before encountered amidst the library’s serene confines.

			

			Later, in the ancestral hall, Mingzhu went about the ritual of ancestor worship, but with every kowtow, her mind was not on the age-­old words, or on the scrolls painted with the solemn faces of her husband’s ancestors. Rather, her thoughts were firmly placed on Henry Beaumont.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Through the open windows of the study, willow branches swayed against the soft melody of Cai’s gramophone. The music was distant but clear, forcing Qiang to pay closer attention when Henry spoke. Her father had had builders refurbish the study, but his patience had waned over the weeks as workers came and went. He had eventually leased an office in Kowloon and worked away from home, which meant that Qiang could now call the study hers. The freshly painted maroon walls gave off a chemical tang which stung her nose, but she didn’t care.

			The grandfather clock chimed, marking the end of her lesson. Henry closed his copy of The Elements of Style and clapped his hands together. ‘I think we did quite well for the first lesson, Qiang. Do you have any questions?’

			She smiled and shook her head, content with her mother’s choice of such a good tutor.

			A rustle sounded near the study door as her mother strolled past with Cai. Qiang glanced at the grandfather clock again. It was lunchtime, and she had promised her mother she’d stay at home today instead of going to the city to meet her friend, Camille.

			

			‘Your mother must have many friends visit,’ Henry mused.

			‘Friends?’ Qiang shot him a quizzical stare. ‘That woman is my baba’s concubine.’

			‘Ah, my mistake. I forgot about that,’ Henry said.

			Qiang clutched her books to her chest. ‘Actually, I do have a question, teacher. May I?’

			‘Of course, Qiang,’ he replied, busying himself with gathering his books. ‘And please, call me Henry.’

			‘Henry.’ Qiang nodded. ‘Do you think a friend of mine could sit in on our lessons, starting tomorrow?’

			‘A friend?’

			‘He’s learning English,’ she explained. ‘I’ve been teaching him, but he’s ready for more, and it would mean the world to me if he were allowed to sit in and listen.’

			Henry contemplated her request. ‘I see no issue with having someone join us. Another person brings different opinions and views that we can all share. If your mother approves it, then I have no objections.’

			‘Mama won’t have any concerns. Ah-­Long and I will greet you tomorrow. Good day, Henry!’

			Excitement bubbled in Qiang, and she skipped out of the study, quickening her pace through the kitchen and bursting into the garden, where Ah-­Long was watering the hibiscus plants. Mindful of the other staff, she tapped him on the shoulder and whispered the good news before retreating into the house for lunch.

			

			Strolling into the dining hall, she kissed her mother on the cheek and greeted Biyu warmly before taking a seat.

			‘Your manners have escaped you, Young Miss,’ Cai scorned.

			Her mother gave Qiang a telling pinch under the table. Reluctantly, Qiang smiled at Cai. ‘I apologise. Good afternoon,’ she said.

			‘Good afternoon . . .’ Cai pushed.

			‘Good afternoon, Second Madame,’ Qiang replied, her smile tinged with displeasure.

			A couple of kitchen maids delivered an English-­style lunch of prawn cocktail, roast chicken with vegetables and a side of Waldorf salad. Qiang’s mouth began to water, and she quickly tucked into the prawns – then paused, noticing her mother push her plate aside, face pinched. Qiang couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mother eat lunch. Back in Shanghai, she never skipped a meal.

			Between bites, Qiang mentioned the topic of Ah-­Long joining her lessons with Henry. Her mother agreed without hesitation, even saying it was a promising idea.

			‘Don’t you think you’re overstepping your bounds, Qiang?’ Cai asked.

			‘I hardly know what you mean, Second Madame,’ Qiang replied, never once looking away from her food.

			‘A young lady of your social standing should know better than to mix with servants.’

			‘Ah-­Long is just as deserving of an education as anyone else. It’s a shame you can’t see that,’ Qiang retorted.

			

			From the corner of her eye, Qiang saw her mother and Biyu exchange a knowing glance, but they remained quiet. Cai mocked, ‘Don’t be foolish, Qiang. Ah-­Long is a servant of this house – a gardener at that. What use could he have for education? It was already a stretch for your baba to grant you one.’

			Her condescending tone was like a punch to the gut. Qiang glared across the dining table at Cai. ‘Even those who serve are not devoid of aspirations and dreams, no matter how humble their station in life may be.’

			‘What would your baba think of your behaviour towards the servant boy? He wouldn’t be pleased to see his daughter associating with such people.’

			‘My baba doesn’t need to know about everything I do. And even if he did, I wouldn’t let his opinions dictate my actions, let alone yours.’

			‘Why, you little . . .’ Cai slammed her palm on the table and turned to Mingzhu. ‘I can’t believe you let her speak to me like that. What sort of mother are you that you cannot control your own flesh and blood!’

			‘Second Madame,’ her mother said smoothly. ‘Every woman has her unique approach to motherhood. I have no desire to diminish your influence on Jun’s upbringing, just as I expect you to respect my role in raising Qiang.’

			Cai’s mouth dropped, but before she could respond, the bone-­chilling wail of air-­raid sirens filled the house, causing Qiang and her mother to freeze in terror. Biyu’s eyes bulged, and Cai released a piercing shriek, collapsing from her chair and hurrying for refuge under the table.

			

			The siren echoed again, and Qiang could hardly breathe. She clamped her eyes shut and her thoughts spiralled back to Shanghai. She was running barefoot across the boardwalk of The Bund, bombs detonating around her as she fled with her mother, Biyu and Cai close behind. The horrifying explosions muffled their frenzied steps. They sprinted down the boardwalk, splinters puncturing her already wounded feet, towards the boats, where the screams of children and desperate cries of women filled the air.

			When they reached the dock, Qiang watched her mother speak to a Japanese soldier, his bayonet pointed at her stomach. Her mother’s voice, taut with fear but steady, presented him with a set of papers. She pleaded with him, claiming they weren’t locals but visitors from Hong Kong with British ties.

			Another bomb dropped, shaking the wooden planks beneath them. Miraculously, the soldier yielded. Qiang had gripped her mother’s hand and followed her onto the boat.

			‘Qiang? Qiang, can you hear me?’ Her mother’s voice pulled her back to the present.

			Qiang opened her eyes. Two maids ran into the dining hall and scrambled to join Cai under the table. They huddled together, rank forgotten, clasping each other.

			The siren wailed once more, and another knot burned in Qiang’s stomach. Her mother cupped her cheeks.

			

			‘Stay calm, Qiang,’ she said. ‘Everything is fine. Just stay calm. Find something to distract yourself.’

			Qiang nodded dutifully, digging her fingers into the flesh of her palms, and forced herself to concentrate on the dinnerware in the centre of the table. She began counting the petals on each painted flower of the prawn cocktail glass, one by one.

			One.

			Two.

			Three.

			‘My Jun!’ Cai wailed. ‘Somebody, get my Jun!’

			Mingzhu’s jaw stiffened, and she turned to Biyu. ‘Jun is in the nursery with the nanny. Go and bring him to the Second Madame.’

			‘Yes, First Madame.’ Trembling, Biyu hurried away.

			‘Qiang,’ her mother said. ‘It’s a drill. It must be. And please, stop clawing at your hands.’

			‘A drill?’ Cai screeched, her tone as piercing as the siren’s shriek. ‘How can you know? We haven’t had a drill in weeks! What if the Japanese have finally penetrated Hong Kong? We’re doomed. Oh, we’re doomed!’

			The words hit Qiang hard, the panic rising into her throat. Was Cai right?

			Qiang watched as her mother crouched next to Cai and patted her back. ‘This must be a drill.’

			‘We said the same for Shanghai and look at how that ended.’ Cai pushed Mingzhu away. ‘Or have you already forgotten the number of dead bodies we climbed over to get here?’

			

			‘Zhùkǒu!’ Mingzhu commanded. ‘Pull yourself together, Second Madame.’

			At that moment, Qiang’s father walked into the dining hall, scanning the room. ‘Where is my son?’ he shouted.

			‘Biyu has gone to fetch him,’ Mingzhu answered, rising to her feet.

			‘You should have gone yourself.’ Wei shot an accusing finger at Mingzhu.

			‘Jun is not my responsibility,’ Mingzhu said bluntly.

			‘You’re responsible for every woman and child in this household. That is your only role!’

			Mingzhu’s lips thinned.

			Qiang got up and stood between her parents. ‘Mama was busy trying to soothe Second Madame—’

			‘Tang Qiang, hold your tongue,’ her father snapped. ‘Your opinions in this matter are neither required nor desired. What if the Japanese did come? What then? Jun’s safety is paramount. He must be protected at all costs!’

			Qiang’s cheeks burned with shame and fury at her father’s blatant favouritism. A multitude of words simmered within her, but they remained clogged in her throat.

			Her mother pulled Qiang closer to her side, shouting over the siren at Wei, ‘Why such concern, dear husband? The British are stronger than anyone else. The Japanese would be crazy to attack the colony. Isn’t that what you always tell us?’

			Wei narrowed his eyes.

			‘Surely we are beyond the reach of the Japanese here,’ Mingzhu persisted, undeterred, ‘and Jun should be secure within any corner of this house.’

			

			Qiang pulled at her mother’s hand, silently urging her to give up. She watched her father’s eyes grow redder and his forehead veins bulge. Thankfully, Biyu’s entrance with Jun broke the growing tension.

			‘My precious Jun!’ Cai rushed to hold her son, resting her cheek against the little boy’s forehead and whispering soothing words to calm him. The siren stopped, leaving only Jun’s wailing to puncture the silence.

			 

			That evening, the family discovered that it had indeed been just a drill. After the siren’s wail had ceased, Qiang sought the sanctuary of her room for the rest of the day, staying there until Ah-­Long showed up with a plate of osmanthus jelly cakes. She invited him to accompany her to the library, where they found her mother writing by the window. Upon hearing them enter, she hastily stowed the paper into Dream of the Red Chamber and returned it to the bookshelf. She bade them goodnight and cautioned Qiang not to be discovered by the others.

			Ah-­Long and Qiang lit a small candle in the corner of the room and sat on the floor with the cakes between them. He asked Qiang about Shanghai and she recounted her experiences, first of their escape, then of her childhood. He listened attentively as she described the thriving streets, the pungent yet alluring fragrance of the street-­food stalls, and the colours of the city she had once called home.

			

			‘And what about you?’ Qiang asked self-­consciously. ‘Tell me something about your childhood. In English, too. It’s good practice.’

			Ah-­Long scratched his chin and began to speak, his hands forming dancing shadows on the walls.

			‘I was born in fishing village in Jinshan. Everybody know everybody there. There is big lake and in summer, there is many lotus flower. I have big family. We not have much, you see. But we happy. My father? He was how you say . . . yúfū. I learn from him.’

			‘A fisherman,’ Qiang said.

			‘Yes. Yúfū. Fish-­ar-­mun.’

			‘Fish-­er-­man.’ Qiang pointed to her lips.

			‘Fish-­er-­man,’ Ah-­Long repeated, and she nodded. ‘Every day, I wake with my father, the fish-­er-­man. We fix the net to catch fish. Many fish on good day. The smell of the sea is inside my head. We work very hard.’ He looked at his hands. ‘Life not easy but we happy. Happy like you and First Madame.’

			Qiang smiled. Her mother meant the world to her. She was glad he had noticed.

			Ah-­Long lapsed into quietness, lost in his memories. ‘I not talk of past too much,’ he finally admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘My life now is good. I like here. I like you.’

			Qiang held back a laugh. Surely, he didn’t mean it that way. His English was still not proficient enough. Yawning, she replied, ‘I like you too, Ah-­Long.’

			 

			

			Later, Qiang stirred awake on the library couch. Ah-­Long had laid a shawl over her, and the candle had been snuffed out. Heavy curtains hung over the windows, and she could barely discern the outlines of the furniture. She snuggled deeper into the shawl, appreciating the tranquillity of this secluded space. It was no wonder her mother favoured it so much. It was almost enough to make her forget about the echoes of sirens, still ringing in her mind, like wind chimes jangling in the presence of lonely ghosts.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			As summer turned to autumn, the air-­raid drills became more frequent, and although Wei remained dismissive of any threat of Japanese invasion, secretly, Mingzhu had doubts. But any such danger seemed quite distant in the tea parlour where she now sat, marvelling at the Parisian décor – chandeliers, plush suede chairs and floral motifs. Around her, gracefully dressed women chatted, enjoying tea and pastries. The company, however, did little to inspire her admiration. There were five wives present today, herself included, and Mingzhu had coined nicknames for them – London Wife, California Wife, Mississippi Wife – as she had never invested much effort into getting to know them better. Francine was the sole other Chinese woman in the group and the only one who had shown genuine interest in her.

			Mingzhu assumed a posture of quiet observation as the women discussed the latest scandalous gossip. Allegedly, an absent wife was having an affair with her tailor, provoking a flurry of whispers. London Wife boasted of her daughter’s early admission into Château Mont-­Choisi, while Mississippi Wife recounted how she’d threatened her husband with divorce if he persisted in his dalliance with an American singer from a gentlemen’s club in Kowloon. The conversation, though mind-­numbingly superficial, demanded Mingzhu’s participation. So she played her part, punctuating their dialogue with nods, intermittent laughter and the occasional exclamation. A divorce? How shocking!
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