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This book is for anyone with a complicated origin story.

I feel you.






“We all have some experience of a feeling, of what we are saying and doing having been said and done before, in a remote time—of our having been surrounded, dim ages ago, by the same faces, objects, and circumstances.”

—CHARLES DICKENS

“As far back as I can remember I have unconsciously referred to the experiences of a previous state of existence.”

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

“I saw that.”

—KARMA
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Author’s Note

My first concert was Van Halen in 1984 (yes, I’m of a certain vintage). I wedged my scrawny fifteen-year-old self through the tube-topped crowd, all the way to the barricade. Packed in like a sardine, I watched David Lee Roth in leopard-print spandex toss his bleached mane all over the stage of the Seattle Center Coliseum. The evening was hot, sweaty, redolent of weed, and so loud that some days I swear my ears are still ringing from “Ain’t Talkin’ ’bout Love.”

So, imagine my surprise when decades later my twelve-year-old son, Taylor, asked, “Have you ever heard of this band called Van Halen?” I’d never played any classic rock for him (we listened to a lot of Radio Disney in those days) and he somehow bumped into the quartet on YouTube and declared them the best band ever.

At least until he discovered Genesis. Not the chapter in the Old Testament, but the prog-rock group fronted by Peter Gabriel and later Phil Collins. Genesis was another band I was into as a kid and within weeks my son anointed this group the best band ever.

At the time, I thought this was a strange and humorous parent/child coincidence. But years later, while reading about transgenerational epigenetic inheritance, I wondered if something else was going on. Something in the genes—or rather a lot of somethings—creating a genetic proclivity for a certain kind of jam. I mean, he inherited my hairline and my overbite, why not my questionable taste in music?

Epigenetics combined with the philosophical idea of Determinism made me wonder if free will is—if not an illusion—a bit of a mirage. That, in addition to the environment we grow up in, the contour and texture of our lives are shaped—in part—by some form of genetic predetermination.

One way to see this is with identical twins since they have identical genomes. Take the uncanny case of the Jim Twins. In 1940, they were separated at birth and put up for adoption, each finding new homes three weeks later. It would be nearly four decades before the brothers crossed paths and discovered some startling similarities. Both had a dog named Toy, both enjoyed woodworking, both married women named Linda, divorced, and then both married women named Betty. Both had sons, named James Alan and James Allan. Both were plagued with migraines. Both worked in law enforcement. Both vacationed on the same Florida beach. The list goes on…

Granted, not all identical twins have patterns of behavioral similarity, but when they do, it seems preternatural.

You see where I’m going with this?

The idea of epigenetic inheritance has long been embraced in many communities. Native Americans have talked about living with generational trauma for as long as I can remember and a hotly debated study of Holocaust survivors appears to show a higher percentage of PTSDs, depression, and anxiety in their children and grandchildren.

But the most captivating example was a study of laboratory mice that were exposed to a cherry blossom fragrance as the floor of their cage was electrified. (I’m so sorry, mice.) The mice were quickly conditioned to panic whenever they smelled that scent. But generations later, the descendants of those mice would have the same fear reaction to that smell. Even though they had never experienced that pain and discomfort in their own lifetimes.

They had inherited that trauma.

Take a moment and think about your own family, their joys and calamities. Do you see similarities? Do you see patterns of repetition? Rhythms of good and bad decision making? Cycles of struggle and triumph?

For purposes of fiction, I based this novel around an iconic woman who made front-page headlines in nearly every newspaper in the country, only to later disappear. I wanted to give her descendants, and an epigenetic legacy as broad and tragic as her own.

In 1834 that woman set her tiny, bound foot upon the dirty streets of New York City. She was—whether she wanted to be or not—the first Chinese woman to come to America. Identified in the press as Julia Foochee Ching-Chang-king, Miss Ching-Chang-foo, and Miss Keo-O-Kwang King, she would eventually go by the name Afong Moy. Though most simply referred to her as The Chinese Lady.

Her early life in China is undocumented, but her middle years are a combination of fame and exploitation. Patrons paid fifty cents each to watch her perform in New York, Philadelphia, Richmond, Charleston, New Orleans, and Boston, and while on tour in Washington, DC, she traveled to the White House at the behest of President Andrew Jackson. Racehorses were named after her. Men wrote poems about her. The public was caught up in speculation about her prospects for marriage.

Her later years, however, involve P. T. Barnum, being discarded in favor of another, younger, Chinese performer, and eventually being relegated to a poorhouse in New Jersey, forever hobbled by her bound feet. In 1850, she vanished from the headlines forever and existed only in rumor: that she was touring Europe, that she finally returned home to China, that she had died on the street, homeless and alone.

When it comes to epigenetics, the transmission of trauma makes headlines because its manifest symptoms are more easily observed and reported. But the hopeless romantic in me couldn’t help but wonder if other things are passed down genetically, like stratums of empathy, levels of limerence, and even the capacity (or incapacity) for love.

The more you think about it, if the genetic circuitry of trauma is intertwined with the genetic circuitry of wellness, together they form an intergenerational feedback loop. Where a parent’s output is used as input for a child’s future behavior. And while there is the latent possibility of cycles repeating themselves, if we understand who and where we came from, genetic destinies can be altered, hopefully for the better.

Or to put it in classic rock terms. If Van Halen’s albums were generations, the first generation’s songs were “Ain’t Talkin’ ’bout Love,” but six or seven generations later it was all “When It’s Love,” “Why Can’t This Be Love,” and “Love Walks In.”

Don’t get me started on “Jamie’s Cryin’.”
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1 Faye


(1942)

Faye Moy signed a contract stating that she would never marry. That’s what the American Volunteer Group had required of all female recruits. Though as she sat in the bar of the Kunming Tennis Club, Faye thought that perhaps there should have been an exception made for older nurses. Not that she had any immediate prospects among the thirty young officers who made up the Flying Tigers. It was just that a notarized statement of marital exclusion seemed to hammer home the fact that she’d never been in love. She’d come close once, back in her village near Canton, amid the wilted lilies of her youth. Since then she’d felt many things for many people, but always more yearning than devotion, more appreciation than passion. There had even been an awkwardly arranged marriage proposal a lifetime ago, at the Tou Tou Koi restaurant, where a dashing young man got down on one knee, with a ring, and too much pomade in his hair.

Wasted. That’s what her father said when she turned him down. “Fei-jin? Why do you have to be this way? No one likes a stubborn girl.”

She’d tried not to roll her eyes. “Why can’t you call me Faye like everyone else?”

“Because I’m not everyone else. Look at you. You’re not getting any younger. You should be happy someone still wants you at your age.”

She’d been twenty-seven.

But as much as Faye had wanted to share her life with someone, to watch a sunset in the arms of somebody who wouldn’t leave before sunrise, even then she knew that want was not the same as need. She’d refused to settle for convenience, or to abet her aching loneliness. She went to Lingnan University instead. She told herself that if she stopped looking, eventually the right person would come along.

That was decades ago.

Now she felt like the jigsaw puzzle of her life had long been completed, the picture looked whole, but there was one piece missing.

That’s my heart, Faye thought, something extra, unnecessary.

Now well into her fifties, Faye still couldn’t forget how in nursing school, Chinese mothers used to point at her as she walked down the street in the evening. They’d turn to their daughters and say, “Don’t be disobedient or you’ll end up like her,” or “That’s what happens when you’re too proud—too foolish. No one wants you.” Faye would pretend she didn’t hear. Then she’d run home and curl up in bed, crying herself to sleep. In the morning, she’d light a Chesterfield and stare at the tobacco-stained ceiling, aching inside, as tendrils of smoke drifted upward like unanswered prayers.

To her parents and those mothers on the street, Faye was mei fan neoi zi. Though she didn’t feel like an old maid. Even after she arrived in Kunming, where she was twice the age of the American nurses who followed. On the bustling streets of Kunming, Faye was treated differently. Perhaps because she’d served longer and now hardly noticed the suffocating humidity of typhoon season. Or because she didn’t scream when field rats crawled their way into her dresser and chewed the buttons off her clothing. Conceivably it was because she was fluent in English thanks to Lai King, her American-born mother, and could quote poetry by Li Bai as well as Gertrude Stein and Oscar Wilde, yet also spend an entire afternoon playing canasta and whist while drinking tiger balms and not let the rum cocktails make her sick for days. Faye learned early on to avoid not only the whiskey the natives made, but especially the gin concocted by Jesuit missionaries.

“You want another?” Faye shook her glass tumbler.

Lois, the latest nursing recruit, a comely blonde from Topeka, looked back, bleary eyed. “Am I supposed to say yes? What is this, some kind of initiation?”

Faye noticed that Lois was slurring her words, so she peered over the recruit’s shoulder and made eye contact with the bartender. Faye shook her head, almost imperceptibly so Lois wouldn’t catch on, then nodded as the barkeep put his bottle away.

“I don’t know why everyone around here drinks so much,” Lois said, waving broadly at everyone in the club. “And why do they have to play such sad music?”

Faye listened to the jukebox as Frank Sinatra sang “I’ll Never Smile Again.” She thought about the flashes of light on the horizon each night, the peals of thunder. Followed by the rumble of pony carts on cobbled streets in the morning and the wailing of widows as refugees flooded through the city’s arched gates.

“It comes with the territory,” Faye said as she worried about her parents, whom she hadn’t heard from in two years.

She finished her drink, leaving only a mint leaf.

The mountains will protect us, Faye had been told when she first arrived, even after Shanghai, Nanking, and Hankow fell. Then word spread that the defenses around Chunking had collapsed and the wind began carrying the malodorous smell she’d learned to recognize as the fetor of burning bodies. Japanese bombers killed thousands of civilians in last week’s raids, along with six American pilots. President Roosevelt, who had sent planes and men, publicly denied US involvement in the war between China and Japan. But after Pearl Harbor there was no need for the pretense, and now everyone in Kunming knew who the Americans were.

“I can’t believe they made all the nurses swear we’d never marry,” Lois said as an aviator walked by with eyes like Gary Cooper and a smile like Jin Yan.

Faye shook her head, grumbling, “They should have made the men swear an oath as well.” Faye felt invisible compared to Lois, who was so young and fetching and her periwinkle blouse so tight its buttons seemed ready to burst.

“Why would you want that? It would lessen our chances,” Lois said. “But I guess at your age you could probably care less that the AVG is run like a seventh-grade church dance—after all, you must be close to retirement.”

Faye cringed inside. She wished she’d cut Lois off two drinks ago.

“But for the rest of us girls, we’re still in the game,” Lois yammered. “You’re so lucky. I always wondered what it would be like to live alone. To be able to choose how to spend my evenings and my days.”

“I thought you had a boyfriend back home in… Kansas?” Faye asked.

Lois shrugged. “What if I do?”

Faye tilted her head and raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, please, don’t Mother Hen me,” Lois laughed. “We could all die over here at any moment. From bombs or malaria or sheer boredom.”

Faye understood that all too well. Orders arrived like the tropical rains along the Burma Road—all at once, or not at all. When the downpour of wounded came, the nurses gave up wearing white shoes because they were standing in so much blood. Those long days were followed by an idle stew of melancholy, lassitude, and homesickness.

Lois kept talking. “If I’d wanted to settle down I wouldn’t have traveled halfway around the world to take this job. It’s not paradise, but it’s more exciting than watching the tumbleweed races back home. Besides, you only get one life, you know?”

Faye remembered feeling just as eager, years ago. Restless and weary of her parents’ disappointment, she left her hospital job and sailed from Canton to Rangoon aboard the Jagersfontein, an ocean liner with a swimming pool and an orchestra. That’s where she met and was hired by Dr. Gentry, a US army flight surgeon who was traveling with a group of pilots and aircraft mechanics. All of them with fake IDs in case they were stopped by the Japanese. Faye had been excited, but also nervous to join the Americans, especially when she heard the Japanese had issued an order to kill all Chinese doctors and nurses caught fleeing the occupied cities. Once she stepped off the ship, however, she felt at ease, as though the broken compass of her heart was now working. She traveled with Dr. Gentry’s team on the Burma Road over the Himalayas to Yunnan Province. There her magnetic north led her on muddy roads, past water buffalo and roadside statues of the Buddha, toward something unknown, but oddly hopeful. Here in Kunming she almost felt complete, even as the world around her was on fire, falling to pieces.

“I thought you were gonna buy me another drink?” Lois said.

Faye cocked her head, eyes toward the ceiling.

“Fine,” Lois said. “I’ll go get one myself. Or maybe one of these handsome young fellas will come to my rescue…”

“Wait.” Faye grabbed Lois’s arm. “Do you hear that?”

“I don’t hear a thing.”

Faye watched as the bartender quickly unplugged the jukebox, which elicited a round of groans and complaints from drunken patrons. Their protests diminished, however, as one by one they heard the sound of a distant air raid siren.

“Oh God, not again.” Lois knelt down, nearly tipping the table over in the process.

As pilots and crewmen began running for the door, Faye listened for the sound of explosions. Or the heavy thud of passive bombs filled with yellow wax and maggots designed to spread cholera. Instead, she heard the wail change into a long blaring tone.

“Let’s go! Let’s go!” Faye urged Lois, pulling her up and toward the exit. “That’s the all clear. It means we’re safe, but a plane is inbound.”

Outside the club and into the street, villagers and merchants, beggars and monks all searched the late afternoon sky. Faye looked as well, hearing the all-too-familiar roar and sputter of a damaged P-40 engine—one of theirs. Then a shark-nosed fighter-plane sailed overhead, leaving a contrail of black oil smoke in its wake. The underbelly was painted sky blue with white stars, the colors of Nationalist China, but Faye knew the man trying to land the burning plane would be an American.

She sprinted in the direction of the new airstrip, a large clearing of land that used to be a sugarcane field, which sat beneath a slope of rolling hills covered in acacia trees. Lois stumbled behind, pausing and muttering as she removed her high heels.

As Faye ran she didn’t feel her age or the alcohol, she felt needed.

When she arrived at the edge of the airstrip, out of breath, the smoking plane had swung around, dropped its landing gear, and was rapidly descending on an open runway.

Lois caught up and swayed next to her as a crowd of mechanics and pilots gathered, some praying, some cursing. Faye had seen this before, damaged planes making emergency landings anywhere they could, clipping treetops or crashing into nearby hangars. The last airman to attempt an emergency landing at Kunming died for his efforts, his body burned beyond recognition.

Faye took Lois’s hand as the pilot shut off the engine on descent.

“It’s going to be okay,” Faye told Lois. Her words felt like a wish as the nose of the aircraft pitched upward to slow its silent approach. She watched the smoking plane glide above the ground for a breathless moment before its landing gear kissed the surface of the runway. The men around her erupted into cheers.

The plane was still smoking and the front of the fuselage was black with soot, the cockpit a web of broken glass. There were so many bullet holes, Faye wondered how the pilot had managed to survive, let alone land. When he threw back the canopy she saw his face, covered in blood. The young pilot climbed out, his flight suit slick with oil, and his wet boots squished on the runway as he limped toward them. Faye felt the crowd surge forward. She became a rock in a stream of people flowing past her, everyone laughing, cheering, until the cockpit burst into flames. The plane exploded, sending a billowing cloud of debris into the air that made a tinkling sound as hot metal rained down around them. The wounded pilot looked at her, dazed, as .30- and .50-caliber rounds from the plane’s mounted guns began cooking off in the flames, shooting in all directions. The crowd dispersed in a frenzy, shouting, ducking, running. Faye heard the chirping sound of bullets piercing the air. She froze as the young man waved at her amid the mayhem, staggering in her direction. Faye could see his bloody, oil-soaked flight suit, the flammable grime that blackened his hands. She could smell the petroleum as he approached and could feel the heat of the burning wreckage. She watched in horror as the pilot tucked a crumpled cigarette into the corner of his mouth and fished out a Zippo lighter. Faye dashed toward the wounded stranger as Lois called her name, as men screamed, “Get down!”

She heard the pilot striking his lighter again and again and again, until a curl of fire flickered on the breeze, a wagging finger, orange and blue. Faye snatched his wrist and blew out the flame as the cigarette dangled from the pilot’s mouth. His face lit up with a quivering smile as their eyes met. He looked like he was trying to fight through the pain, unsteady, his mouth moving as though he were about to speak.

Then he collapsed in her arms.

Faye felt the weight of his body, the warmth of his blood, the stickiness of oil on her skin as she held on tight, yelling for a stretcher.



For a nurse, Faye surprisingly hated the smell of ether. But Lois, who was still learning, seemed to relish the sickly sweet aroma. Faye caught a glimpse of the recruit’s eyes and knew she was grinning from ear to ear beneath her surgical mask. Faye tried to remember if she was ever that enthusiastic during her own training. If she had been, seeing the cost of war, paid in the currency of young bodies, had tempered her zeal.

“That was quite a thing you did out there, Miss Moy,” Dr. Gentry said, without looking up from the pilot’s abdomen that had been cut open. Lois gently pulled back folds of muscle and soft tissue with a retractor while Faye handed the doctor a pair of forceps. “I heard all about it. You saved this man’s life.”

Faye always felt uncomfortable whenever someone called her miss, though it was only slightly less awkward than being called Mrs. Moy, leaving her to explain that she was unmarried. She watched as Dr. Gentry used the forceps to retrieve another bullet fragment from the man’s gut. The doctor dropped it into a tin pan, pinging as it joined a growing collection of jagged metal.

“It was nothing,” Faye said with a shrug. “You’re the one saving his life, Doctor.”

“She’s being overly modest,” Lois said. “There were bullets flying everywhere. You should have seen it, doc. We’re all running and screaming, diving for cover. And here he comes, walking straight toward her, and she meets him halfway.”

“I had my uniform on. He was in shock and saw a nurse.”

“Okay, so he was limping like a dead man on his feet,” Lois said. “But you—you just went right out there, calm as can be. What were you thinking?”

Faye paused. She remembered the blood that ran down the pilot’s face. How he felt in her arms. That she didn’t feel panicked or scared. “I wasn’t thinking.”

She handed the doctor a scalpel.

“Well, everyone’s been talking,” Dr. Gentry said as he kept working, searching for more fragments. “You saved this young man, giving me a chance to try to undo all the trouble he got himself into. Now he just has to make it through post-op. Either way, after what you did out there, I think it’s only right that I recommend you for the Distinguished Service Medal. It’s the best I can do for a civilian contractor. You deserve it. You did what needed to be done when everyone else ran. Just don’t go rushing toward the bullets anymore. I need you here, on your feet, not on my table.”

Faye nodded. She looked down at the pilot and realized she was holding his hand, which felt cold. The doctor had given him curare.

Faye wondered why the pilot landed here in Kunming. Someone figured out the call sign on what was left of his plane and looked him up. His name was John Garland and he’d flown out of Toungee, six hundred miles away. His squadron had completed a pursuit mission, but he’d been shot up badly. There were other airstrips readily available to make an emergency landing, but he found his way to Kunming. Maybe he couldn’t find those other places. Or maybe he was delirious from the pain. Whatever the reason, he was here. Even though he was unconscious, Faye couldn’t help but brush aside a spit curl of hair from his brow with a surgical sponge.

Then Dr. Gentry dropped his forceps and scalpel in a pan with a clang and began wiping off his soaked gloves. “Let’s close him up.”



The sun was down and Faye sat in an airplane hangar that once a week was converted into a theater outfitted with charcoal heaters and a projector. There, members of the AVG gathered to watch one of three movies. Tonight’s feature was The Ghost Breakers. With only three movies to choose from, everyone had seen it at least a dozen times. Some of the men had even memorized the words and would stand up front, pantomiming everything happening on-screen. Bob Hope and Paulette Goddard usually helped on nights like this, but Faye didn’t feel like laughing.

Since her arrival she’d treated scores of young pilots and soldiers as well as locals—men, women, and children—some with severe burns, others riddled with bullets and shrapnel. She’d seen so much carnage, she simply regarded death as a byproduct of war. It was unavoidable and with it the feeling of being perpetually detached.

That’s how you keep from going mad, Faye thought as she tried to focus on the movie. You simply can’t let yourself care too much.

“There you are,” Lois whispered as she took an empty seat next to Faye and offered to share her popcorn, which was slightly burned from being cooked in a small coal-fired cannon that local street vendors used.

Faye politely declined. “How’s the new pilot doing?”

“Hard to tell,” Lois whispered. “Doc says he might be out for a day or two. Or he could come around as soon as the anesthesia wears off. Who knows?”

“Who’s reading to him tonight?” As the senior nurse on staff, Faye encouraged the younger caregivers to read to the men in recovery. She believed that bedridden pilots needed the type of escape that could be found only in the latest novels by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, or Agatha Christie that were occasionally included in Red Cross care packages. But Faye also added Chinese novels like The Family by Ba Jin for injured locals, as well as American classics by Charles Dickens and books of poetry, in translation—whatever she could find.

“No one,” Lois said, blinking. “He’s sound asleep.”

“We read to them anyway.”

“Why?” Lois asked.

“Because it’s comforting. Sometimes the men have nightmares, and if they stir, I don’t want them waking up alone in such an unfamiliar place.”

“But… it’s movie night,” Lois argued as she shoved a fistful of popcorn into her mouth, talking as she chewed. “Nurses need care too, you know. We don’t even know if he’s going to make it.”

That’s precisely why we do it, Faye thought as she stood up and walked out. Her silhouette graced the movie screen like a ghost with an hourglass figure, much to the delight of the men, who whistled and catcalled. Faye left Lois to be the object of their attention and walked back to the monastery that had been converted into a field hospital, when the one in the center of Kunming ran out of room. She found her way to the sanctuary, now crammed with twenty beds, occupied by a mix of Chinese officers, Americans, and civilians. She saw a handful of American nurses sitting bedside, quietly reading to their patients. Some read novels, some read comic books, while others read old newspapers from the United States with articles about scrap metal drives, the Yankees losing the World Series, and a movie called Casablanca.

Faye stopped at a vestibule that she had converted to a small library and pulled out a thick, leather-bound volume of poetry. She found John Garland unconscious, propped up slightly, the covers pulled across his chest, arms exposed. An IV bottle dangled from a tall wooden post, dripping fluids into a long rubber tube.

Faye sat down next to him. “You don’t mind a little Edgar Allan Poe, do you?” She waited for a response and then said, “No? Okay, then we are in agreement, John Garland. Just make yourself comfortable. I’m Faye. We met out there on the runway, and as your nurse I must advise you that smoking is very bad for your health.”

Faye was accustomed to the swagger of the cocksure American pilots, young and so eager to prove themselves. The braggadocio required to land that damaged plane, to walk away from the wreckage, bleeding. At twice the age of most of the pilots, she generally regarded the men as mischievous little brothers. Her feelings for them were always a mixture of admiration and annoyance. But there was something different about this one, a familiar feeling, like Ci cang soeng sik—waking from a dream—though the Chinese version of déjà vu generally referred to two people who have met before.

As she opened the book, Faye thought she saw his eyes flutter.

She stared at the unconscious pilot, wondering if his movement was a figment of her imagination. She touched his cheek, the cleft of his chin, his chest, his arm. Then she opened the book in her lap, flipping through the pages, adjusting to the language. She began with “Eldorado,” the tale of a gallant knight. She looked over at John Garland then moved on to “Spectacles,” a comedy about love at first sight. Then she settled on “A Dream Within a Dream,” a poem about the passage of time.

She read each page carefully, pausing, wondering, letting the words fill the air.

Lastly, she read the classic “Annabel Lee.”

She held his hand as she read the poem of love and loss and a kingdom by the sea. She looked over at him, speaking the words from memory, first in Chinese and then in English. “But we loved with a love that was more than love…”

His hand squeezed hers, so tight she thought her fingers might break. Her pulse raced as his body jerked, racked with violent seizures that shook the army bed and brought the IV bottle crashing to the floor, shards of glass fanning out like rice thrown at a wedding. She watched his lips turn purple, then all color drained from his face and she knew he’d stopped breathing. Faye shouted for a doctor and tore her hands away from his grip. She tried to hold him down, keeping the spasms from ripping open his sutures, but she felt spreading warmth across his torso and knew that he was bleeding out. Another nurse hurried over to assist by holding his legs, keeping them from thrashing about while an orderly ran for help. Patients who were awake began shouting, screaming. As Faye applied pressure to the wound, she heard herself pleading, “Don’t you do this, John Garland. Don’t you dare leave.” Then she loosened her grip as his whole body relaxed. As a long gurgling breath escaped his lips, his body seemed to deflate. His eyes opened, staring up at Faye, stormy pools of blue and gray.



An hour later, Faye took it upon herself to make the bed where the American had died in her arms. She changed the sheets and tucked in a freshly laundered wool blanket that smelled of lye. The broken glass had been swept, the old book returned to its place on a shelf. The only evidence of his death was the lingering redness beneath her eyes from when she’d walked outside, sat on the stone steps, and broken down sobbing. Now she wondered why she cared so much and what she might have done differently.

“I’m still going to recommend you for that citation,” Dr. Gentry said when he left the hospital and found her there. “Believe me, you earned it.”

Faye didn’t feel like she’d done anything special. She’d saved him only to watch him die hours later. Hardly an act that was medal-worthy. Why am I even here? She rubbed her forehead. I should be back in Canton looking for my parents.

When she walked back inside, Lois found her and offered a small cigar box. “I gathered up what little he had, his ID, a few personal effects.”

Faye nodded solemnly and took the container with both hands.

Lois opened her mouth as though she were about to say something, then fell silent. She gave Faye a long hug and then left her alone.

Sitting on the nearest empty bed, Faye sighed and lifted the lid. She gently touched John Garland’s dog tags. Then she sorted through a few notes, a faded flight map, a New York subway token, a silver pocket watch, a blue flight pin with a gold bar, a half-empty pack of Camel cigarettes, and his lighter. There was also an old leather wallet. Faye hesitated. The pilot didn’t have a wedding ring, but still, she expected to find a photo-booth snapshot of a stateside sweetheart, some Rita Hayworth–esque girl, all curves and dimples. Instead, she found well-worn photos of smiling siblings and grim-faced parents.

She took his pocket watch, which was old and tarnished, and held the heavy timepiece to her ear. The clockworks were silent. Idle. Dead. As she wound the stem, she felt tension and the spring-hinged cover popped open.

Faye dropped the box.

The room fell silent to her ears, all but the hum of a generator.

Inside the watch was a photo clipped from a newspaper.

The photo was of her, but she looked much younger, almost a teenager. She had no idea where or when the photo was taken. She’d never seen it before.

Faye felt light-headed; she turned the paper over.

Written on the back, in her handwriting, were the words FIND ME.






2 Dorothy


(2045)

Dorothy Moy found herself in the beverage aisle of her neighborhood Safeway, watching two old Korean women fight over the last case of bottled water.

Couldn’t you just share it? Dorothy wanted to ask. Or take plastic jugs and go outside. This is Seattle, we’re not exactly lacking for moisture these days.

Then the lights flickered and the power went out.

Dorothy heard the collective gasps of dozens of last-minute shoppers, followed by worried cries for loved ones and affirmations of “I’m okay” from all around the darkened grocery store. She reached for the light of her phone as monsoon gusts from Tropical Storm Mizuchi made their presence felt, banging and flexing the sheets of plywood that protected the store’s enormous front-facing windows. The sound died down to a rattle and the power snapped back on—along with the lights—which were now only half as bright, leaving the store looking pale and funerary, like a dimly lit basement.

Dorothy left the quarreling women behind. One had snatched the case of water in the brief amnesty caused by the momentary blackout, and they swore at each other in broken English amid the squeal of rusty shopping-cart wheels and the watery squelch of Dorothy’s rain boots on wet linoleum.

She hurried through the aisles looking for powdered milk, duct tape, candles, anything that might be useful, but the shelves had already been stripped bare by locusts in duck shoes and Eddie Bauer raincoats. Gone were the canned goods and bottled beverages, the garbage bags and paper products, the diapers and formula. The produce section reduced to a few soft, overripe pumpkins and an enormous sixty-pound jackfruit that no one even knew what to do with.

Dorothy frowned as she passed a hoggish woman struggling to steer a shopping cart loaded with what appeared to be every bag of rice in the store. Then a man with bloodshot eyes wandered by, happily eating a strawberry Pop-Tart from an open box.

By the time Dorothy made it to a checkout line, twenty worried shoppers deep, all she’d been able to scavenge into her shopping bags were two cans of chopped clams, a jar of instant decaf, a package of tofu, extra firm, and three loaves of dark pumpernickel on clearance. Evidently urban Seattleites would rather starve or wait for the Red Cross to open a mobile kitchen than eat a loaf of stale bread labeled Dark Pump.

When Dorothy stepped outside, rain still poured from the October sky, which was now the color of a day-old bruise, black and blue and horrible to look at. The air felt warmer than when she’d gone in, muggier, pressing on her from all sides. In that blanket of humidity, she felt a whisper of déjà vu, a nudge, a jostle. Something to do with the weather, perhaps, a memory of her gap year in college, when she left Seattle, after a breakup and a breakdown, to spend a rainy winter in Myanmar. Like so many mishaps of her youth, the trip seemed like a good idea at the time.

As Dorothy looked for her partner, violent gusts of wind sent dead leaves, fast-food wrappers, and littered cigarette butts swirling into the air. The gusts nearly blew her into the loading zone where Louis said he’d wait, but their Tesla SUV was nowhere to be found. Neither was their five-year-old daughter, Annabel, who had been in the back seat. Dorothy frantically composed a text, chewing her lip, then realized there was no signal. Curtains of rain washed over the city, and she imagined cell towers being scraped off the tops of buildings like barnacles from a ship’s hull.

He just left me. Something must have happened. He had to get Annabel home. Dorothy tried to convince herself, but she remembered how, when they were first dating, Louis used to drop her off at the entrance of restaurants and theaters. He’d leave to find parking wherever he could, often blocks away, then walk back through the downpour to join her. That seemed like a lifetime ago.

Dorothy found the nearest subway stop, but metal pylons blocked the entrance. She remembered that during Typhoon Ebisu, two hundred people—including forty-seven children—had drowned in the train tunnels while trying to evacuate the newly established flood zone. Since then meteorologists had stopped calling these new weather patterns ARkStorms. While technically correct, since they were cyclones hijacked by the arctic jet stream, that unfamiliar term had not elicited sufficient concern.

As pedestrians ran by, Dorothy looked up and down Western Avenue, which was quickly becoming more river than road. She felt sorry for motorists still stuck in traffic, idle as the salt water kept rising, a ticking clock to when they might have to abandon their electric cars, which floated surprisingly well. So well that during that previous storm, four years ago, dozens of extended-range vehicles—with passengers still inside—extended their range into the middle of Elliott Bay. Most were rescued by the Coast Guard the next day. An unlucky few were never found.

She tried not to worry as she flipped up the cowl of her jacket, wrapped her arms around her reusable shopping bags, and began the mile-and-a-half-long journey home.

As she walked, Dorothy saw flashes of lighting reflected in the steely glass of skyscrapers as businesspeople poured out, hastening past college students who were soaking wet in basketball shorts and Sounders hoodies. Dorothy smiled. She admired their joyful innocence, envious of their indifference as they took selfies, bracing against the elements. Then she stepped into a puddle that was hiding a deep pothole, tripping, falling, scraping her knee and flooding her boots.

She cursed amid the thunder.

In her frustration, Louis came to mind again. Being stood up by him or left behind was nothing new. In fact, to Dorothy, him leaving her to walk home in a torrential downpour was the cherry on top of the melting sundae of their six-year relationship.

She felt a strong hand on her arm.

When she looked up, she wasn’t sure which was more depressing—how her heart raced for thinking it might be Louis, or how she knew it wouldn’t be him even before she saw the tall police officer helping her to her feet.

“You know, I find it quicker to walk to where I’m going,” he shouted above the sound of the rain. “Though they say swimming burns more calories.” His smile was comforting even as the sky’s underbelly lit up with electricity hiding somewhere within. “You know, you look somewhat familiar. Have we met before?”

No. Yes. Dorothy nodded, then shook her head. Maybe.

“I’m fine,” she snapped as she pulled her arm away. “I don’t know.”

She felt like crying, and maybe she was, it was hard to tell. The last time she’d spoken to a police officer was June of last year. She had a bad fight with Louis and dissociated so badly that someone found her asleep a day later in an alley near Rainier Avenue. The police report said that she thought she was in Baltimore, a place she’d never been. Her shoes and socks were missing and she had no recollection of how she got there. Local newsfeeds about Seattle’s Missing Poet Laureate were gentler than Bellevue College, which gave her a leave of absence for the last month of the semester. Then failed to renew her contract, citing budgetary concerns.

The officer picked up her bags and handed them to her. “Hey, tofu. My favorite. There’s always room for tofu.” He smiled again, trying to calm her down. “Look, I know it’s a mess out here, but take your time, okay? It’s just rain. God-awful buckets of rain. Some nasty wind. Maybe some scary lightning. But the worst of it won’t make landfall until tomorrow. Until then just get to high ground and stay put, okay?”

Dorothy nodded again, sniffling, wiping her eyes and nose. She thanked him but barely heard herself. The rain now sounded like static on an old radio as heavy drops pounded the pavement, drowning out her voice, her occasional sob. She continued up the busy sidewalk past trash cans overflowing with the broken and tattered remnants of cheap, touristy, gift shop umbrellas. She wondered how Annabel was handling all of this.

When Dorothy thought about her daughter—scared of the lightning, the booming thunder, the howling wind—she stopped feeling abandoned, or angry, and instead felt like the worst mother in the world.



When she made it to the elevator of the Smith Tower, Dorothy was so wet—so completely drenched—the mirrored doors began steaming up as soon as they closed. She wiped the glass with her hand and saw her swollen eyes, red cheeks framed by watercolor streaks of mascara, strands of long black hair clinging to her face.

“Chinese women look ugly when they cry,” Louis had teased, more than once, even though Dorothy didn’t find it funny and her father had been mixed-race. “And what have you got to cry about, anyway? You were a little trust fund girl.”

He never failed to mention the reason she had the money in the first place. She would dump it all into the sea to have her mother back, if only for a day.

Dorothy began to shiver. She was so sodden, she hoped he wouldn’t notice or that the weather would distract him and he wouldn’t care that she was having a moment. She didn’t want to reenact old battles. Not tonight. She didn’t want to reload the shooting gallery of her relationship, with him always taking aim, always keeping score, especially with the storm bearing down on them. She just wanted to hold Annabel and ride out the worst of it, like she’d done so often over the last few years, even on sunny days.

“Welcome home, Ms. Moy,” the elevator said as it began the thirty-eight-floor journey to the executive apartment she shared with Louis. Dorothy stared into the mirror and practiced smiling. Louis sometimes spoke of her blue moods, her despondence, her pensiveness, as a convenient excuse for her not working enough, or a regrettable side effect of being a poet. He was too dismissive of her work to see that she was the most creative, the most productive, during these times.

“It’s good to be home,” Dorothy said to the elevator, whose simple reactive programming wouldn’t care or even notice if she was lying. Or be bothered by her silence as she reflected on how strained her home life had become.

At first, dating Washington’s poet laureate was an asset for Louis Green Analytics. Dorothy’s esoteric ethos softened the sharp corners of his successful data-mining firm. But shortly after she’d lost her teaching job, she was asked to step down from her two-year term representing the state. Within a year, the qualitative value of their relationship began suffering because of the quantitative way Louis regarded her. In the beginning the tension was simple chiding, joking, teasing, like at the firm’s annual holiday party, where Louis proclaimed, “Being a poet is a condition, not a profession,” and everyone had a good laugh at her expense. But the jokes became arrows that pierced her in soft, vulnerable places, like her value as a woman or her ability to function as a mother. His words became hammers and everything she did looked like a nail.

“Are you certain you should be here, Ms. Moy?” the elevator asked.

For a moment Dorothy thought the lift had somehow read her mind.

“The National Weather Service predicts that Tropical Storm Mizuchi will make landfall near Ocean Shores at six forty-seven a.m., Pacific Standard Time, with a forty percent chance of continuing all the way up to British Columbia before slowing,” the elevator said. “There are several evacuation routes I could recommend.”

“Thank you,” Dorothy replied. “I’ll be okay.”

She drew a deep breath and sighed, realizing her words were a wish and, like most wishes, if you say them out loud, you diminish their chances of ever coming true.

“Then have a pleasant night.” The elevator chimed softly and the doors opened to her one-of-a-kind home, an airy loft tucked into the neoclassical pyramid atop what was once the tallest building west of the Mississippi. Dorothy stepped off the elevator and heard music, a remake of a remake of an old song called “Splendid Isolation.”

A woman sang passionately, “Don’t want to wake up with no one beside me, don’t want to take up with nobody new, don’t want nobody coming by without calling, don’t want nothing to do with you…”

Dorothy saw Louis standing with his back to her, taking photos of the ornate Chihuly chandelier that dominated the center of their tapered ceiling. The chandelier was the size of a commercial freezer and looked like a giant sea anemone, with tendrils of red and orange glass. It looked gorgeous at sunrise but absolutely monstrous after dark.

Dorothy hated it.

“You’re late,” Louis said, without turning. “I was almost starting to worry.” He didn’t bother looking up from his phone as a drone the size of a hummingbird flitted about the chandelier. “You’ll be happy to know that I’ve found a potential buyer for this thing. Now would you mind stepping to the left, babe? You’re in the picture. I need to get these photos taken so I can get them sent off before we lose power.”

Dorothy set her grocery bags down and stripped off her coat and scarf, then stepped out of her boots and peeled off her socks. She doffed the damp sweater that clung to her body, and her pants were soaked below the knees where her raincoat ended and bare denim began. Her cuffs dripped on the parquet flooring.

Through the apartment’s windows—great triangles that matched the shape of the walls—the dark sky was a featureless void fulminated by flashes of lightning. The brief moments of luminosity revealed hail piling up on the sills.

Dorothy felt a touch of vertigo, but realized the movement was from the building gently swaying in the baleful winds. She immediately regretted letting Louis talk her into staying and waiting out the storm. He’d argued that the Smith Tower had been built like a battleship. It was true the building had only suffered minimal damage during last year’s typhoon season—the first time the rainy months of late summer in the Pacific Northwest had officially been called that. But nearby residences and businesses all had their windows blown out. Homes and offices were ravaged by wind and rain. Dorothy tried to calm herself by remembering there had been a precedent of safety, even if in all likelihood they would soon be atop a very tall building without a working elevator.

“Some idiot investment banker in Singapore offered ninety thousand in Bitcoin,” Louis said with a derisive chuckle. The drone made the click-whir sound of a camera shutter as it took image after digital image. “Can you believe that?”

“Where’s Annabel?” Dorothy asked.

Louis had once left their daughter in the parking garage, fast asleep in her booster seat. She was sleeping so peacefully, I didn’t want to wake her up. Dorothy recalled his excuses. I locked the car doors. Turned the monitor on.

“She’s fine, she’s in her room playing some stupid game.” Louis took another photograph, then put his phone away as the drone auto-landed atop a bookshelf. When he turned and saw Dorothy, his face looked as though the roulette wheel of his mind was still spinning, the gamble of their relationship unresolved, the ball of his opinion skittering between pockets of red and black, frustration and disappointment.

“Jeezus. What happened to you?” Louis walked over and kissed her on the forehead. He refrained from hugging her when he realized how wet and cold she was. “You look like you tripped and fell down a well and then the well went over Niagara Falls,” Louis said, teasing, but his worried eyes, his body language, seemed to be groaning, Great, it’s happening again, isn’t it?

“I walked home,” Dorothy said, sniffling. “Sixteen blocks.”

“Why on earth would you walk home in this weather? Why didn’t you just take the subway like I told you? I sent you a text. Let me guess, you forgot to charge your phone again…”

Dorothy ignored him and scuffed off to check on Annabel.



Dorothy peeked into her daughter’s bedroom and saw her, still in her little yellow raincoat, sitting in front of a wide touchscreen, engrossed in an immersive program designed to teach art and Spanish at the same time.

On the monitor, an avatar in an embroidered dress bore a striking resemblance to Frida Kahlo, complete with rouged cheeks, a unibrow, and bougainvillea in her hair. She looked serious as she touched her paintbrush to a palette covered in oils and said, “El azul es mi color favorito.” She pointed to a canvas with her chin. “¿Cuál es el tuyo?”

“My favorite color is red,” Annabel answered in the chirpy voice of a preschooler, hardly noticing the lightning and thunder outside her window, much to Dorothy’s surprise and relief. The program offered faint outlines to trace or color, and Annabel chose a new template then set to painting on-screen with her finger, as a cannonade of hail pelted the windows, rattling across their slanted roof.

While relieved that her daughter was safe, Dorothy worried about both of their futures. Especially after she came home early from teaching a class two months ago and walked in on Louis imploring Annabel to eat her vegetables by saying, “Finish your peas. You don’t want to grow up crazy like Mommy, do you? She hates peas.”

He didn’t apologize.

Instead he said he was joking, that he needed to vent. But that unguarded moment confirmed Dorothy’s worst fears: that she wasn’t getting any better, that Louis had little patience for her erratic behavior, and that he too worried that her unresolved malady—borderline personality disorder, manic depression, anxiety, whatever mysterious misdiagnosed ailment that had plagued Dorothy for most of her life—might be passed down to their daughter. It didn’t help matters that Annabel, while only half-Chinese, looked and acted so much like her mother. Annabel had the same stoic moments where she seemed lost in thought. The same restless creative yearnings as Dorothy. The same quiet yet stubborn rebellion, often in the face of reason or convention.

In the aftermath of that night, Dorothy felt hope slipping away. She thought through clouds of melancholy that if she wasn’t around, perhaps she could somehow spare her daughter the same mental tribulations. That’s when Dorothy began romanticizing what it would be like to climb over the railing of their balcony and plummet 462 feet to the city below, crashing through some rooftop in Pioneer Square. She spent hours, then days imagining herself printing out her favorite poems by Anne Sexton, cutting those lines of poetry into strips, and then falling backward. My friend, my friend, my life has been a reference work in sin, and I was born confessing it. She fantasized about staring up at the sky as she plummeted through the cool air, fistfuls of poetry drifting from her fingertips. This is what poems are: with mercy for the greedy. They are the tongue’s wrangle, the world’s pottage, the rat’s star.

But then, Annabel.

As storm winds howled outside, Dorothy took a plush bath towel that was hanging from a bedpost. She dried her hair and wiped mascara from her cheeks as she watched her daughter draw. Even when Annabel strayed from the lesson plan, for instance, creating a bird when the program asked for a cactus flower, the digital art instructor clapped her hands and said, “¡Excelente! Eres una gran artista.”

“Good job, Baby-bel,” Dorothy added.

“Ah-ma!” Annabel shouted. She jumped up and ran into Dorothy’s arms.

Dorothy smelled the familiar lilac shampoo in her daughter’s hair, felt the softness of her warm cheeks as she kissed them again and again. As she held her daughter, Dorothy felt an updraft and downdraft of emotion at the same time, a swirling tornado of happiness and guilt. Happiness and elation from seeing Annabel’s sweet, innocent face, and spiraling guilt and shame for having thought, even for a moment, that she could hurt herself and leave her daughter without a mother.

“Sit, Ah-ma, sit,” Annabel pleaded, tugging her mother’s arm with both hands. Then she tapped the screen and called up a gallery of drawings, swiping through them. “Look, Ah-ma. I drew them all for you.”

“For me?” Dorothy asked as she tried to appraise the drawings one by one. “Slow down, Baby-bel.” If a voice could smile, hers would be beaming with parental praise. “Are these all yours?” Dorothy couldn’t help but notice how Annabel ignored all the tracing assignments and created her own artwork instead.

That’s my girl.

Annabel nodded vigorously, the pride on her cherubic face mimicking that of her digital instructor. Then the program and Annabel both crossed their arms and said in unison, “Un artista debe ser un inconformista.”

The program tipped her head in a moment of stern confirmation.

Dorothy caught herself nodding in return as though the program were a real person, the two of them quietly acknowledging Annabel’s nonconformity. Dorothy remembered being forced to write metrical poetry in college and how she too refused to comply. The free-verse poems she wrote instead earned her a D from her professor, but were among the first Dorothy had ever published, many of which were still in print.

Besides, a lesson plan for toddlers is like a swimming plan for cats.

Annabel swiped back and forth through her drawings and Dorothy could see the faint guidelines of a house, a tree, a simple mountain with clouds—the images that children were supposed to follow—but Annabel’s were different. She’d ignored the outlines and instead had drawn a face that looked like a monkey, a strange shape that looked like either a tobacco pipe or maybe a fat golf club, and a ship at sea.

“These are wonderful,” Dorothy gushed. “I wish I could draw as well as you. At your age, I was finger-painting all the colors of the rainbow into a muddy mess.”

“I remember their stories, too,” Annabel said as her smile vanished.

“Really?” Dorothy flipped through the drawings, then pointed at two figures on the ship. “Who is this? Is this Mommy and Daddy?”

Annabel shook her head. “That’s me. And a boy. A very sick boy.”

Storyteller, indeed. Dorothy stared at the drawings. She looked at the strange shape, the one she couldn’t quite figure out. “And what’s this?”

Dorothy watched as her daughter pressed her palm to the screen, which flashed twice, allowing Annabel to continue working on the drawing.

“This is an unfinished obra maestra,” the program scolded in Spanglish. “You interrupted her before mi estrella could finish her masterpiece.”

Dorothy ignored the program. She felt spellbound as she watched Annabel add two vertical triangles to her drawing, long and slender, top and bottom. As her daughter worked furiously, Dorothy was reminded of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and how he wrote his classic poem “Kubla Khan” in an opium-induced delirium, but his flow had been interrupted and the poem was never finished. Legend had it that Coleridge fell asleep atop a book called Purchase His Pilgrimage, a tome that chronicled his travel to faraway places. Dorothy felt in strange communion with Coleridge, especially since last month she’d exhausted the capacity of her longtime therapist, who recommended Dorothy for some kind of new, bleeding-edge epigenetic treatment.

While Annabel continued drawing, Dorothy watched the golf-club pipe-thing transform into something else. Something familiar. Something she herself drew as a toddler, almost obsessively. So much that Dorothy’s teacher had been concerned, thinking she had OCD or was somewhere on the autism spectrum. But that was years ago and Dorothy never kept those drawings, let alone shared them with Annabel.

“Ahhh,” the program said. “Very nice. It’s un avión.”

“It’s not an airplane,” Annabel said and pointed to the mouth and jagged teeth. “It’s a sky tiger. Or maybe a flying shark.”

Annabel added a figure of a man on top.

Dorothy froze, unblinking. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, goose pimples rising on her forearms. “Who’s the man riding the sky tiger?”

“Not a man. That’s the boy.”

“Boy?” Dorothy asked.

Annabel pointed. “That’s the boy who’s looking for me.”

Before Dorothy could ask her daughter more questions, the lights flickered once, twice, and then the entire building went dark.






3 Afong


(1836)

Afong waited backstage listening to the audience while her eyes adjusted to the darkness. As the first Chinese woman to set foot on American soil, she had grown accustomed to being stared at by people on the street and fawned over during one of the many intimate salons hosted by her new manager, Henry Hannington. But nothing could prepare her for three thousand people packed into the plush seating of the Baltimore Athenaeum for fifty cents apiece to see her in person and marvel at her tiny, bound feet.

Set foot is a strange phrase, Afong thought, as Mr. Hannington introduced her to the crowd and the red velvet curtains were drawn while a twelve-piece orchestra played in earnest. Afong felt the warmth of the gas-lighting and could not help but stare blindly at the shapes of the audience beneath an enormous crystal chandelier that looked like an upside-down carousel made of ice and fire.

She straightened her back as the audience clapped, her tiny frame enveloped by the rosewood chair that had been made by craftsmen in Hoiping. The chair—which was more of a throne—sat atop a gilded riser, and her feet, in lotus shoes, rested on a matching footrest. The New York press had described her as cold and taciturn, “an antipode of the modern American woman,” but her stoic appearance and lack of movement were beguiling to the gathering of Baltimoreans. In truth, she guarded her motions lest the weighted headpiece made of silver, inlaid with pearls and kingfisher feathers, topple from her head. That mishap happened only once, in Philadelphia, but she could still hear the clang of the metal, the laughter of the crowd, and the sound of a horsewhip cutting through the air. “If you ever embarrass me that way again,” Mr. Hannington had said through clenched teeth, as he held the whip to her face.

When the orchestra stopped playing, Afong rose to her feet and carefully descended the steps. She shuffled downstage, balancing on the four-inch soles of the silken footwear she had made with her ah-ma on her fourteenth birthday.

Afong had been saving the bright red shoes, embroidered with flowers and songbirds in golden thread, to wear on her wedding day, but when she learned who her husband would be, whose household she would join, she hid them away.



For most of her childhood Afong thought that she must have been a horrible man in her previous life to have been reborn a woman. She must have been cruel, to be reborn powerless. She must have been greedy to come back as property. She must have been shiftless, to have had her feet bound in this life. She must have been vehement to have been forced to marry an old man whom she had never met, never seen, unable to forget the young man she cared for, dreamt about.

“Afong,” her ah-ma called to her.

Afong walked carefully in her lotus shoes into her mother’s room.

“I have news about your wedding.” Her ah-ma pressed her lips together as though she did not want the words to escape, like horses that she could not rein in.

It was in these moments that Afong had learned to not show her distaste for her arranged marriage. To not wear her doubts about the old matchmaker who wore court necklaces strung with fat pearls, fingers of jade and gilt silver, gifts that everyone knew had been encouragements for her to favor the marital interests of the Yu family.

When Afong was younger she had heard stories of how the Yu were so powerful they could realign the stars. But in reality, the stars did not move for them. Celestial beings did not whisper in the matchmaker’s ears. For if they did, they would have chastised her for taking bribes and upbraided her for placing Afong and her sisters in Yu homes as servants and concubines.

“Dei Yu is gone,” her ah-ma said.

“Gone?”

“He was killed in a mudslide. They found his body two days ago.”

Afong felt something inside that had not been there before: hope. But she held her breath. She remembered the same feeling when her yin yin had died two years earlier. During her vigil, Afong sat with her grandmother’s body, and when she touched her arm her grandmother’s eyes opened. Afong ran to the window and shouted for her ah-ma, who came running, but by the time she arrived the old woman’s eyes had closed halfway and she continued to stare at the spot where Afong had been. That is when she learned that the dead never really leave.

Now as she listened, she pictured a funeral procession for Dei Yu. His wives wailing and rending their clothing, a tearful competition to see who could profess the most grief and curry favor with their mother-in-law. Yet she still feared him, still saw him reaching for her, snatching her wrist, grinding his yellow teeth.

Her ah-ma looked pale. “The wedding will proceed in two days, as planned.”

Afong imagined her aa po’s eyes, staring up at her, her lips moving, silently telling her to run. “But who will I marry?” Afong’s voice trembled and her thoughts found their way into the arms of Yao Han, whom she had hoped to wed since she was eight, even though he was poor and his father had gambled away his meager inheritance. Yao Han had excelled in school and was chosen for the wui si, a version of the Imperial Exam taken by young, gifted students. It was a rare honor, despite his father who was now a bondservant in her family’s orchard. Yao Han was gentle and wrote tales about their spirits meeting on the dot of a unicorn’s horn. How if their hearts were gold they should fear no fire. He always said, “We have many lives, Afong, but this life begins when we realize we only have one.”

“You will marry Dei Yu.” Her ah-ma closed her eyes, as though seeing Afong’s reaction was too much to bear. “Your father has already spent your bride price. You will be delivered and married as planned. Then you will enter the Yu home as a widow.”

Afong opened her mouth but could not speak.

“Two days from now you will wear white instead of red,” her ah-ma informed her. “I will use the time we have left to teach you how to mourn properly.”

Her ah-ma spoke, but they both knew she did not need a lesson in grief.

She had been born a woman.



Afong sat in the red sedan chair that would carry her to the threshold of her new home and longed for her three older sisters. Each of them had their fates decided by the matchmaker, each left to become a member of someone else’s household. They never left the homes of their new families, they were never seen again in public, and even if their parents died and they were allowed to attend their funerals, they would do so as strangers, members of another family, paying their respects.

When servants from the Yu household lifted her up, Afong looked down at her ah-ma through the stringed veil of the beaded headpiece that her mother had made for her. Her ah-ma did not cry. She did not say a word, but her eyes betrayed her. When Afong looked down at her father he merely looked away. In her fourteen years of this life, he had rarely spoken to her or to any of her sisters, except to yell, or complain that “daughters are as useful as rocks in soup.” Afong knew that to him she was a living reminder of his failure to have a son. Living echoes of the laughter she heard from villagers, how they had called him sa hok behind his back. She could not comprehend why they called him a sand crane or why that was humorous, until Yao Han explained that male cranes sit on the female’s nest. Then she understood.

When the Yu servants carried her away, there were no gongs or drums or firecrackers to mark the occasion, to scare away evil spirits. All Afong heard was the memory of her father yelling at her ah-ma, that she failed him, that her bride price had been used to obtain a second wife, one who might bear him a son. Her father was the eldest, but his younger brother had two heirs and would take over the family business.

Instead of a little boy running ahead of the procession to symbolize the son Afong would soon be expected to give her husband, there was only an older woman in white.

She looked back and said, “I am second wife. First wife is in mourning. You will do everything I say. You will speak only when spoken to. If you are obedient and show proper respect, eventually we might forget how you brought death into our household.”

Afong noticed the people on the street, men and women, farmers and officials, merchants and beggars alike, all had stopped what they were doing to silently watch them pass. That is when she noticed Yao Han, sitting on the thick branch of a willow, a tree that symbolized eternal life, but also eternal grief. He did not wave and she did not acknowledge his presence. Though her heart raced and she wanted to jump down from her chair. She wanted to run to him, but she could not. She did not know how. She could only shuffle on the shriveled flowers her feet had become.

As Afong looked over her shoulder, back toward her old home, there were no musicians following, no men and women of the Yu clan carrying signs and banners of boastful celebration. All she saw was her ah-ma, in the distance, on her knees, her mouth open, in so much pain that sound could not escape.



When Afong arrived at the gates of the Yu home, white banners of mourning hung from the outer walls and the trees. The entire household staff stood waiting on either side of the circular entrance. There was fabric stretched across the ground. She was no one of consequence, but even the Yu could not allow her feet to touch dirt upon entry.

Servants helped her from the sedan chair as second wife watched. They led Afong to a courtyard where an iron stove sat on the stone walkway. She could feel the heat, smell the burning wood. She stood in front of it, waiting, her dress blowing in the wind.

“A member of the Yu family will help you step over the flame, to cleanse you of bad luck before you enter their home,” her ah-ma had told her.

Afong felt the woman’s hand squeezing the back of her neck, long slender fingers, the legs of a spider. “Stop shaking,” second wife snapped as a servant stoked the coals. With her other hand, she gripped Afong’s elbow. “Grand Mother did not want you here. When tradition dictated that you join our family as a widow, she said you should be disfigured, burned, robbed of your beauty so you cannot seduce Dei Yu’s brothers and cousins. She said you must remain virtuous so Dei Yu can properly deflower you someday in the spirit world.”

She pushed and Afong stumbled forward, tripping over the stove, flame scorching the fringe of her dress, a river of smoke flowing up into the charcoal sky. For a moment, the warmth was Yao Han, her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat quicken as he read poems that he had written for her. Then his words turned to ash and floated away.

“I changed Grand Mother’s mind. I convinced her to send you far away, to America,” second wife whispered in Afong’s ear as she tried to stand. “I told her Dei Yu’s spirit would rather have a beautiful whore than an ugly virgin.” She caressed Afong’s cheek. “Only time will tell what you become.”



Afong found her mark upon the apron of the Baltimore stage as the chair was removed and unseen ropes were pulled. Great canopies of dyed silk draped down, flowing, spilling on either side, creating a giant proscenium of fabric. Then the black curtain behind the silk rose into the rafters, revealing a colorful, panoramic painting of the Chinese countryside, complete with pagodas and cranes in flight.

As Afong began to sing “Mut Lei Faa,” a song about the jasmine flower, the audience gasped as the scenery behind her started to move. The canvas, which was really many painted canvases sewn together, traveled by means of a clever mechanical cranking system, creating the illusion of motion as it scrolled from right to left. Afong sang and the images framed behind her gave way to cascading waterfalls in painted relief, to sharp mountains in winter, then villages with paddies of rice, and onward to a colorful facsimile of Canton harbor at sunset, with junks and fishing boats bobbing on the waves. When the harbor gave way to a scene of a flower garden, jasmine petals began to gently fall from the loft, like snowflakes, upon the stage and the rapt audience as well—red and pink, white and yellow—matching the colors of her embroidered silk tunic and pantalets.

The crowd cheered wildly as Afong sang the last bars in English, “Let me pick you with tender care, sweetness for all to share, jasmine fair, oh jasmine fair.” She smiled but knew this moment of happiness was as fleeting and artificial as the painted scenery behind her. She knew later, as always, she would spend the night alone, as she had for two long years, seven hundred and thirty days, ever since a dead man’s family gave her to the men from New York who brought her to this country.

The curtains fell as the song ended, but the orchestra continued playing. Afong remained still, listening to applause as stagehands removed her headdress and handed her an ornate cane with an inlaid, mother-of-pearl handle. She did not need the cane to walk, but Mr. Hannington thought it looked more dramatic. When the curtains opened again, Afong walked from stage right to stage left then back again to center, careful not to slip on drifts of flower petals as the audience stood and raised their opera glasses to get a better look at her feet. She understood the morbid fascination. Whenever she met a woman whose whalebone corset had been cinched so tight the poor lady could hardly breathe, she felt the same way, wondering how they ate in such condition.

“For more than one thousand years, girls of the Celestial Kingdom have undergone this strange and ungodly ritual,” Mr. Hannington bellowed. His tailcoat smelled of stale sweat, tobacco, and rye as he put one hand on her shoulder, squeezing while he pointed at her shoes with the other. “Binding their feet in strips of cotton, tinged with herbs and soaked in animal blood, which constricts like a nest of serpents as it dries, a bondage which crushes their bones into the shape of a water flower as they lie helpless in their beds. All because a loathsome empress with a clubfoot grew tired of being different, being looked down upon by her own subjects, and thus she dictated that all women of that godless empire be crippled just so. I ask you decent people, what foul human could be so cruel to such a lovely creature?”

Afong stepped to the edge of the stage so theatergoers could get a closer look. She wondered if they would still think she was lovely if they saw her crying at night.

What would my mother think?

Afong displayed her bound feet and the audience chattered, in delight or disgust, awe or bewilderment; in the cacophony of voices it was hard to tell. Though a woman cried out, “God save that poor child,” as a man in the back yelled, “Heathens, all of ’em!”

Even though she learned a fair amount of English during her travels in America, it took a while for Afong to understand that Mr. Hannington was what some considered a member of the shoddyocracy, a fabulist, prone to saying whatever would hold the audience spellbound. She had tried to explain that many years ago, a dancer named Precious Thing performed on the tip of her toes, like ballerinas in America. A noble prince, Li Yu, was so smitten with her performance that other women adopted the fashion. But her manager concocted his own fable.

“Don’t get too high for your nut, girl,” he had said as he chewed on a cigar while counting the night’s receipts. “Your history is whatever I tell them. In America, a lie becomes the truth with sufficient repetition. I merely tell the crowd what they need to hear to be satisfied.” He smiled. “Because every crowd has a silver lining.”

To Afong, Mr. Hannington spoke in riddles and parables, like Confucius, if the great philosopher were drunk, greedy, and indolent.

“But the Chinese Lady does have her unique skills and refinements,” her manager said to the audience, removing his top hat. “As you will soon see.”

It was in this moment that Afong caught a glimpse that took her breath away, a young Chinese man waiting in the wings. She wanted to run to him, talk to him, she could not stop staring. She heard that Mrs. Hannington had found a new interpreter, but Afong expected a bald old scholar with an abacus, a round belly, and gray hairs growing from his ears. Instead this fellow, perhaps in his late twenties, was remarkably handsome, though she was unsure if her heart was racing because of his looks or simply because she had not seen another Chinese person in months and those had been bald old men, merchants and importers. This young man, however, did not have a queue and wore a Western-style suit. He was buttoning his golden waistcoat, when he looked up and caught Afong’s eye. He smiled and she looked away as she turned her attention back to tonight’s patrons.
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