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For my mother and
father, with love and
gratitude
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Those who wish to fight must first count the cost.


—Sun Tzu, THE ART OF WAR
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Kai



THE STREETS ARE DARK, BUT I CAN MAKE OUT hazy silhouettes shifting against the glow of storefront windows. On the concrete, remnants of tear gas send whispering smoke into the night air, mixing with the sour scent of sweat and gunpowder.


I wait, afraid to run, afraid to stay. All I can do is concentrate on holding my baton, as if it were a hand grenade, and if I let it go, the whole world will come crashing down.


At the end of Kwong Yip Road, the crowd closes in on us from all sides. They rustle like a growing storm, muttering behind their makeshift shields of wooden boards and toilet lids and construction cones. One boy on the front line carries a Nerf shield, a child’s toy, but his expression is as solemn as an old man’s. The protests have aged us all—decades, centuries. Time feels borrowed, or in my case, stolen.


How did I end up here, on this street, on this night? I’m supposed to be the pragmatic one, the one who makes all the right choices, who never fails to find the easy way out. You’re like water, Ma used to say, you go with the flow. Well, the river is supposed to lead to the sea, to infinite possibility, but instead, here’s a dead end, a dam.


There’s only one way out.
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Phoenix


THE SCHOOL BELL RINGS. I ELBOW MY WAY INTO the jail-like corridors of Whitney American School Hong Kong, searching the mass of people for a blond head about a foot taller than the rest. Charlie shouldn’t be difficult to find as one of the few expat kids at Whitney, and the loudest one at that. Once, I overheard him asking a question in AP Chemistry, and I’m not even in AP Chem. I’m in normal Chem, which happens to be in the next room over.


Today, Charlie’s making himself scarce, much to my frustration. I take one more cursory scan over the crowd before heading out back to the football field. No sign of him there either. WHERE ARE YOU? I text. Charlie knows patience isn’t one of my virtues. I check my phone again.


Someone grabs my shoulder. “Charlie! Finally, you—” It’s Osprei, my older brother. He raises a cool brow, cocking his head to one side. This is his signature move that makes everyone from middle school girls to old grannies swoon, but his charm has zero effect on me. I fold my arms across my chest.


“You’re not happy to see me,” he notes, using Cantonese slang.


I roll my eyes. “Your powers of inference amaze me,” I reply in English.


He scowls. “Inference?”


I’ve given myself a migraine from too much eye-rolling. “It means ‘teoi leon.’ ”


He still looks confused. Osprei may be a pro with the ladies, but his prowess in dating doesn’t translate to prowess in academia. He’s twenty-one and just barely passed secondary school. He’s now in year two of his associate degree and still trying to get into uni. At this rate, I’ll graduate before he does.


“Some of us don’t spend all our time watching American TV shows,” Osprei retorts, in English now. “Some of us have lives.”


“You should still be scoring higher than me in English,” I point out, “seeing as you were in the States longer.”


Although Osprei and I were both born in Hong Kong, we were raised in Cary, North Carolina, where Osprei got stuck with a southern drawl. (My accent comes straight from the set of Friends.) I spent all of elementary school in the US before moving back to Hong Kong when I turned eleven.


“But I guess my English is better than yours now,” I say with a shrug, smirking.


“Helps to have a white boyfriend.”


“Charlie’s not my boyfriend!”


It’s his turn to smirk. “For now.”


“What do you want anyway?” I ask, wrinkling my nose. “And why are you here? You better not be dating one of my classmates again.” I remember last year’s nightmare when Osprei asked out my badminton friend Melody, then promptly dumped her after a week. Melody hasn’t spoken to me since. (As if I have anything to do with my brother’s frivolity!)


“No way,” he says. “I’ve moved on to a more sophisticated crowd. I like a woman who knows what she wants.”


“A woman who knows what she wants wouldn’t want you.”


He flashes his signature crooked grin at me. God, we go to the same dentist, but I swear his teeth are whiter than mine. Another one of life’s injustices.


“You’ll see soon enough.” He yawns, not bothering to cover his mouth. “Mom wants me to drive you home. She needs Uncle Chow for Dad’s airport pickup tonight.”


Uncle Chow isn’t our biological uncle. He’s actually our family driver, but he’s been driving us for years, since as long as I can remember, so he’s more family to me than my real uncle. Than my real dad, even.


“Wait.” I perk up. “Dad’s coming home?”


Osprei presses his lips together, dismayed at my excitement. “He’s staying at a hotel tonight. He said he’ll stop by for dinner tomorrow.”


“Dad’s in Hong Kong and he’s staying at a hotel?” I shriek. Two pigeons and a football player turn their heads my way; I lower my voice. “Why doesn’t he just stay at home like normal? He can stay in the guest room if Mom doesn’t want . . .”


“Because nothing is normal, okay?” Osprei says through his teeth. “He said he doesn’t want to disrupt the family schedule. He’s probably heading off to New York the day after.”


It’s been a month since Mom and Dad filed for a divorce, and Osprei’s right, nothing’s been normal since. Mom’s been using the fake-polite voice she usually reserves for customer service 24/7. She also spent two thousand dollars on Zen meditation crystals, but that’s another story. Meanwhile, Dad’s disappeared off the face of the earth. He’s a businessman in the shipping industry, so although this isn’t new, the complete radio silence is disconcerting. It shouldn’t surprise me to learn that Osprei, the only and eldest son, has been receiving updates, while I, the middle child, have gotten nothing. Not even an obligatory “How are you” text. Not even a question re: my SAT scores. (Shitty. Don’t ask.)


Osprei’s phone chimes. “Let’s get outta here,” he says, scrolling through his texts. “Suki’s meeting us out front.”


I scan the schoolyard one last time to check whether Charlie’s materialized. No such luck. I guess he doesn’t need to know that I’ve just failed my SATs. On that matter, does Mom really need to know either? I shake my head and force myself to think of something else. “Who’s Suki?” I ask as we cross the atrium. I recognize some of my classmates gossiping on the front steps, probably comparing SAT results.


“You’ll see,” Osprei says, an annoying lilt to his voice.


Sure enough, when we get to the curb, there’s a girl waiting for us near Osprei’s car, leaning against the door holding a cup carrier with three bubble teas in one hand. She has pink and blue streaks in her hair and wears no uniform; instead, she’s in ripped jeans and Converse. She hands a jasmine milk tea to Osprei, who answers by kissing her on the lips, effectively answering all my questions in half a second. (At least he’s efficient?) I don’t bother introducing myself to her; all his girlfriends pass with the regularity of the seasons.


“Do you want one?” Suki asks in Cantonese. She offers me a taro milk tea, which I accept with bewilderment.


“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I say, though taro is my favorite flavor.


Suki shrugs. “I work at a boba store. It’s free.” She shows me her gap-toothed smile, which is oddly charming. “My name’s Suki. I go to the University of Hong Kong but work down the street at Sharetea. Osprei offered to give me a ride to my afternoon class, if you don’t mind.”


“Of course not,” I respond, before sipping my milk tea. Suki seems more mature than Osprei’s usual sort. For one, she actually attends uni, and two, she hasn’t called Osprei any pet names in front of his sister, a courtesy his previous exes didn’t afford me.


Suki turns to Osprei. “Make sure you’re on time tomorrow. The Guardian reporter said she’ll meet me at Starbucks at four o’clock sharp. I can’t be late.”


My head shoots up. “Did you say ‘the Guardian’?”


Suki pokes at the dregs of her boba with her straw and nods as if this is perfectly ordinary. “They’re doing a story on the pro-democracy protest movement.”


“But . . . what does that have to do with you?” I wince, and soften my tone. “I don’t mean that you’re not qualified—”


Suki laughs. “I get it. Why would some random first-year with pink hair be getting interviewed by the Guardian?”


So she is getting interviewed. I bite my lip, unable to mask my brimming curiosity.


“I’m helping organize the HKU student protest movement,” she says. “You should come by. We’re demonstrating this Sunday against the extradition bill. You might’ve heard of it?”


A few classmates have mentioned it, but truthfully, I haven’t paid the news much heed, what with my SATs coming up. “I know something about a man getting tried in China and that people are annoyed,” I say, flushing.


Suki gives me a wry smile. “Annoyed is an understatement.” She leans in. “People are fucking furious.” She tilts her head and points at me in a conspiratorial manner, and suddenly I understand why Osprei likes her. “And you should be too. Come on Sunday and learn more. It’ll be . . . educational. Your brother’s going.”


I turn my incredulous gaze on Osprei. “You are?”


“Why not?” he says nonchalantly. “Besides—”


“Nix!” Charlie runs toward us at last, his long legs taking the stairs two at a time. His blond hair is tousled and windswept, and his uniform collar creased and turned up. Charlie is just sixteen like me, but already six foot. It’s unfair, really. When we first met, we were the same height, but then I stopped growing, and he didn’t. I think he leached my growth spurt from me, like a tree that saps nutrients from its neighbor’s roots. (Charlie tells me my theory has no scientific basis. He’s clearly in denial.) “Sorry I’m late,” he pants, out of breath. “Mr. Yim held me back.”


I narrow my eyes. “Why?”


“Never mind,” he says in a rush, avoiding my gaze. “It doesn’t matter.” I’m about to press him further when he asks, “How’d your SATs go?”


“Well,” I adjust the strap of my backpack. “I—”


“Nix,” Osprei interrupts, jerking his head at the car. “Suki’s class starts soon.”


“Come with us?” I plead to Charlie. I need him as an emotional air bag for when Mom inevitably hears my test results and explodes. “I can tell you in the car.”


“Where are you going?” he asks. “And nice to meet you, I don’t think we’ve met.” He offers a hand to Suki. “I’m Charlie Henderson, Phoenix’s classmate.”


“Kwan Suki,” she replies. “To answer your question, they’re dropping me off at HKU. We’re also going to a rally on Sunday. You should come along.”


I nudge Charlie, jumping onto this subject change like it’s the last lifeboat off the Titanic. “Let’s check it out. It sounds interesting.”


Charlie looks reluctant. “I don’t know,” he hedges. “I’m taking my SATs soon, and there’s college prep. . . .”


I really don’t want to talk, listen, or even think about college prep right now. Not when it’s uncertain that I’ll even get into college. “This will be good material for your personal statement,” I tell Charlie. Suki snorts. “You can talk about having a life outside your grades.”


“Good point,” he acknowledges, though I was mostly joking. (Mostly.)


“So that’s settled,” Osprei says. “Let’s move.”


“Hey,” Charlie says after getting in the car, looking around at all the half-finished drinks in the cupholders. “Where’s my bubble tea?”


Suki suddenly seems not to understand English.
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Kai


THE APARTMENT IS CLUTTERED AND BARE AT the same time. Cluttered with outdated newspapers, unrecycled beer bottles, rusted picture frames, convenience-store ramen. Bare of proper furniture, a dining table, even a lamp. It’s dim inside despite the scorching Hong Kong sun. The curtains are drawn, and dust accumulates on the sill, as if my father hasn’t bothered to crack a window in months. Years, even.


I set my solitary suitcase down by the front door, then remove my shoes. I dread the thought of living here alone with my father for the next day. For the next year. For the rest of my life.


So I just won’t think about the future.


The past still holds Ma, and Shanghai. It is hard to believe that I boarded a plane and left behind the mainland only yesterday. It is harder to believe that only a year ago, my mother still smiled at me, still told me she would never give me up. Well, Ma lied. I don’t blame her. These things run in the family.


According to my passport, I’m a Hong Kong citizen, born in Tung Wah Hospital a few blocks from this apartment. But by all other definitions, I’m Chinese. I’m reminded of this fact about every other second I spend on this island. From the traditional fanti characters stamped on the street signs, to the Mong Kok shopkeepers shouting at me in incomprehensible Cantonese. I barely understand it anymore.


I thought I could snap my fingers and go back to full fluency just like that. It was my mother tongue, after all. Strange that I grew up here when I have no memories of this place. Strange that I’m supposed to believe I’m a Hong Konger, that I belong here.


That the man in the picture frame is my father.


I glance back at the old photograph by the front door. As I stare at my father’s face, searching for some ounce of familiarity, all I recognize are those eyes, deep set and wide, dark as charcoal. I realize: It’s not because I recognize my father’s eyes. It’s because I recognize my own.


My bedroom is the size of a storage closet. I can barely fit my suitcase through the door. My few belongings—a wardrobe of monochrome shirts, a collection of sketchbooks and ink pens—are shoved in the bin under the bed. I don’t have much stuff. What I did have, I left behind in Shanghai.


Like Ma. I left her behind.


I sink down onto my new bed and pull out my phone, which was an expensive gift from Ma before she got sick, before the hospital bills went into the thousands. Mindlessly, I open WeChat. I go to my most recent chat thread, which features an avatar of a hedgehog. Ma.


Flew to Hong Kong today and moved into Father’s apartment, I write. His life looks quite lonely and sad. He’s definitely still a bachelor, as you guessed. At least he has an extra bed.


My message goes out into the void. I know it will never be read, and yet, pressing send relieves the weight on my chest.


From the plane, Hong Kong looks so small. It’s tiny compared to China. Now I think I get why you left. It’s the size of a prison cell.


I hunt through my photo gallery and send the picture of the sketch I made on the plane. It’s the first drawing I’ve attempted since Ma passed. The picture’s rough, with loose, sloppy lines, but Ma always liked my panoramic drawings. “You need to think bigger,” she would say, studying each piece with narrowed eyes. “Don’t get too bogged down in the details.”


Ma was always the real artist, the one with vision. I just like to copy things, to capture on the page what I see in real life. That way I don’t have to let it go. That way it will last forever.


But nothing ever does.
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The hedges outside the police academy are perfectly coiffed, like the wigs of rich ladies. I hesitate before the glass doors, but they slide open for me easily, soundless in their judgment.


Inside, I wait for the elevator. My ears are hypervigilant; so are my eyes. At any moment, I could run into my father—for the first time in twelve years. He was too busy to pick me up from the airport, too busy to give me the key code to his apartment, which Neighbor Tao gave me instead. Work is his life; his life is work. So I guess it’s only natural he expects the same from me.


The elevator arrives and I wipe my sweaty palms on my trousers before pushing the button for the third floor. Seconds before the doors close, a hand shoots through the crack. I straighten, wondering if I will see my father at last.


Instead, a stocky, moon-faced boy with a silver earring shoulders in. “Sorry, in a hurry,” he pants in Cantonese. He presses floor three, never mind that the button is already lit. “You heading to the recruitment office too?”


I nod.


“Don’t be nervous, bud,” he says. “Oral interview’s a joke. The physical exam is where they weed out the losers.” He gives me a blatant once-over, appraising me like a car salesman. “Something tells me you won’t have trouble in that department, though.”


I tip my head but don’t respond.


“You don’t speak Canto?” he asks in Cantonese.


I shrug, still not facing him. “I prefer Mandarin,” I say in Cantonese.


“But your accent’s perfect! You must be a natural.” He grins and thumps me on the back. “Where’d you move from? Macau?”


“Shanghai.”


His grin fades. He removes his hand. “The mainland.”


The elevator chimes; I’m the first out.


In the recruitment office, there are two dozen other candidates sitting in neat rows like passive chess pieces. I’ve barely taken my seat to fill out the paperwork when an officer appears in the doorway.


“Marco Tsun Hei Wong?”


“That’s me,” the moon-faced boy says, tugging at his earring. The officer frowns at it before ushering him down the hall.


I look down at my application, filling in the appropriate boxes. Secondary School Graduation Date: 2019. Age: 17. Height: 1.83 meters. I hesitate before Name, the easiest of questions. Do I spell my name in traditional or simplified? Do I pronounce my name in Mandarin or Cantonese? Do I claim to be a native, or do I tell the truth about where I’m from?


“Zhang Kai En?”


A female training officer smiles at me, motioning for me to follow. I match her quick strides down the carpeted corridor, passing several rooms with interviews in progress. We cross through a common area, where I hear hushed voices issuing from the kitchen. One voice gives me pause.


I see him as we round the corner. His face is cast in shadow, but I can make out a defined jaw, salt-and-pepper hair. He’s tall, and there’s something about the way he carries himself, a slight tilt to his stance. . . .


My heart drops. I feel a swooping sensation in my stomach and remember I haven’t eaten anything today.


“We’re planning to send some of the trainees undercover,” the man drinking coffee next to him says. “The ones who can pass for uni students.”


My father says something so low I don’t catch it. His voice, a gravelly rumble, sounds like it does in my dreams.


“It’ll get worse before it gets better,” his companion responds. “Those protesters are like spoiled kids. They don’t know how to take no for an answer.”


My father turns toward the watercooler, toward me. He is a handsome man, there’s no doubt about it. Strong brow, deep-set eyes, high nose bridge. My hands itch to draw his profile on paper, render it with acrylics, or maybe oils if I could afford them. I want to use color for his lips, which are thin and curved and dark, so dark they’re almost purple. His skin is tan, weathered and darkened from sun. There’s a scar on his neck, and his veins are greenish blue. Yes, I think, I would use color for this portrait.


Then I recall my mother’s face, the memory trailed by a stab of guilt. I always thought Ma was beautiful, in the way every child admires their mother, like sprouts turning toward the sun. She was called homely by most, even my grandmother, but she never minded much. She thought looks were only useful in what they got you, never of any value in themselves. I remember a nosy shopkeeper who kept eyeing us together, who claimed Ma was lucky for having such a handsome son.


“Where did he come from?” the shopkeeper asked. “He looks nothing like you.”


Ma didn’t answer. But now I know: I look like my father.


The interviewer taps me on my shoulder. “Zhang Kai En?”


Father hears my name and turns. I watch the cool appraisal in his face, the lowering of his brows. It’s an expression I can’t place until I’ve walked into the interview room. That’s when I realize what it is. Indifference.


He doesn’t give a fuck about me.


Numbly, I sit in the lone folding chair before a panel of four officers. I can barely see their faces through the blur of their matching caps and uniforms. In my clouded vision, they all look the same. They all look like my father.


“Let’s start with an easy one. Why do you want to become a police officer?”


Heat creeps up my neck. Why do I want to become a police officer? It’s a stable income, I guess, solid health insurance, a way to pass the days. It’s also what my father asked me to do. “Asked” is a misnomer. He didn’t exactly leave me a choice, did he?


“My father is an inspector with the Police Tactical Unit,” I say, my voice hoarse.


The man on the left leans forward. “Who’s your father?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” the woman says. “Look at him. He’s the spitting image of Officer Cheung.”


Murmurs go around the panel. I can tell by their eager expressions that Father is respected here, revered even. Oddly, I envy them. I wish I could respect my father too. But I don’t know him. “He’s always impressed upon me the importance of the police force.” My father and I have never had a real conversation. “So I’ve always wanted to become a police officer, like him.”


The lies feel like sandpaper on my tongue, rough and abrasive. I wanted to be an artist, like my ma. But Ma wasn’t an artist, not really. She was a public restroom cleaner, a sanitation worker, a waitress when times were good. She worked three jobs to put me through art classes. After she passed, Grandma admitted that Ma used her medical stipend for my art supplies. So I guess she died so I could make a stupid surrealist oil painting that explores the nuances between adolescence and the uncanny. And I was naive enough to think that stuff actually mattered.


So I grit my teeth and lie. I lie and I lie and I lie.
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Marco finds me after the interview. “Kai, is it?” he asks. His silver earring has disappeared. “How’d your interview go?”


I start for the exit; he follows me. “How do you know my name?”


“Everyone’s talking about you. Your dad’s one of the big shots, right? Officer Cheung.” He grins. “He’s a celebrity around here, but of course you already know all about that.”


The elevator’s stuck on floor two. “We’re not close.”


“Hmph,” Marco says. “Well, he took down a human trafficking ring a decade back. It’s practically legend. That’s how he got the—” He motions to his neck. “One of the triad bosses tried to strangle him with a chain. They say he doesn’t back down, ever.”


I decide to take the stairs. Of course, Marco follows.


“Maybe with your dad’s connections, you could even get us the undercover gig,” he continues, panting as he keeps pace with me. “Apparently, they’re selecting the top trainees to go undercover as uni students. How fun would that be?”


I shove open the exit door at the base of the stairs, squinting against the afternoon light. Even the sun feels brighter here than in Shanghai, though maybe that’s only due to the lack of smog. It’s a beautiful day, and I resent Hong Kong for its beauty. I wonder—would Ma have lived if she’d stayed here? She would’ve had health insurance at least.


“I took acting classes back in primary school, you know.” Marco is still rattling on next to me, but I find my irritation subsiding. As we leave the police academy, the tension in my shoulders dissipates. “We could pretend to be intellectuals, studious nerd types,” he says, laughing. He clearly sees himself as the opposite.


“You could start by running your mouth less,” I tell him.


He snickers. “Touché. Maybe you’ll be the nerd on your own. I’ll be the jock, what do you think?” He flexes his bicep. “All the ladies will come running.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s illegal.”


“You’re right,” he sighs, sounding rueful. “Rule number one about undercover: no getting involved with your marks.”
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Phoenix


“NIX!” I WAKE TO AN EARTHQUAKE, WHICH I realize blearily is Robin pounding on the door. “Are you awake yet?”


“Now I am!” The door crashes open and I groan. Recently, my younger sister, Robin, has learned to pick the locks on all our bedroom doors using only a bent paper clip. She’s also an International Math Olympiad medalist, but that’s a less crucial detail. I throw a pillow at her as I bury my face back under the covers, hiding from the noonday sun.


She jumps on my bed. “I think you’ll want to get ready.”


“Why?” I didn’t sleep until three am because I was watching Friends reruns and avoiding life’s responsibilities. Mom’s signed me up for a retributive SAT boot camp, which starts tomorrow, in order to get me into ninetieth percentile scores by the time college apps roll around.


“Charlie’s downstairs, and Mom’s asking him about his SAT study tips.” Robin pauses. “She also asked him if he’s dating now.”


I throw off the covers so violently I nearly take Robin with them. “Mom needs to mind her own business!”


“You know she wants the two of you to end up together. She thinks he’ll help you get into Yale, and then you guys can keep each other company in America.” Robin pouts, following me to my bathroom. “You’re all leaving me behind.”


“Don’t worry,” I say, splashing water on my face. “With Osprei’s grades, he’s not leaving anytime soon.”


I tie up my hair in a messy bun. My eyes are droopy from lack of sleep, and my left eye’s developed a triple crease, giving me a raccoon-chic look. I remember we’re going to the demonstration today in Wan Chai and smear on some sunscreen.


“You should wear makeup,” Robin advises me. “Charlie’s wearing a button-down. No tie, though.”


I sigh. That’ll make Mom happy—too happy, as if we’re getting ready to go to afternoon tea, when the reality is far less glamorous. If Suki shows up here with her dyed hair and ripped jeans . . .


The doorbell rings downstairs.


Robin squeals with excitement and rushes out of my room. I hear her light footsteps tripping down the stairs like an off-kilter drumbeat, but it’s just Uncle Chow delivering more of Mom’s meditation crystals.


I open my closet. Today’s Sunday, and I don’t have to wear my school uniform. I pick out a sunflower dress because it’s unseasonably warm for April. Then I grab my camera from my desk and run downstairs, very, very late.


“Morning,” I call through the kitchen archway. Charlie’s sitting at the island countertop, eating sliced dragon fruit. Mom’s washing her smoothie machine. (She’s been on some sort of juice cleanse since forever.) Robin is digging into her congee with her left hand and spilling it all over the table. Lately, she’s been trying to teach herself to be ambidextrous; she keeps saying it’s just a matter of mindset.


Charlie grins at me. “You look nice.”


Mom swerves to catch my reaction, her eyes widening as if her favorite movie star, Tony Leung, just walked through the front door. Ignoring her, I pull Charlie up by the arm and haul him toward the door.


“Where are you going?” Mom calls, trailing behind us.


“We’re studying!”


“Really?” Robin asks, like she’s the next Detective Conan. “Where’s your backpack, then? And why are you bringing your new camera with you?”


I look skyward as Charlie covers for me: “We’re trying out my study materials today. I told Mrs. Lam we’d try Princeton Review instead of Kaplan.” He pauses. “As for the camera, I asked Nix if I could see it. Neat birthday gift, Mrs. Lam.”


Mom smiles so big her eyes practically disappear. “Do you want to bring oranges with you?” she asks quickly. “I can pack some for you.”


“No, it’s fine—”


“What about grapes—”


“We’re fine, Mom. Bye! Aan di gin!” I slam the door before she can argue.


“It’s like she thinks your place is some barren wasteland,” I complain to Charlie as we walk down the driveway.


He wrinkles his brows. “Does she not like it when you come over?”


I shrug. “It’s not just your place. She suspects I’ll starve every time I leave the house. I wonder how she’ll survive me going off to the States.”


Charlie laughs. “Maybe she’ll sabotage your SAT results.”


I frown. “At this rate, she doesn’t have to. I’m doing that myself.”


“Hey.” He takes me by my shoulder. “You can retake the exam.” He eyes me. “Do you know what happened last time?”


I try to swallow the lump in my throat. Mom asked me the same question; so did Robin. “I don’t know,” I say, my voice small. “Well, that morning Osprei did let slip that Mom and Dad were filing for a divorce.”


Charlie swears. “Sorry, Nix,” he says. “I’m sure it was kind of a shock.”


I snort. “I wasn’t surprised. No one was. That would be like being surprised that your hundred-and-twenty-year-old grandma just croaked.”


“Hey,” Charlie says. “My grandma’s only in her seventies.”


“Hypothetical grandma.” I scuff my sneaker against the concrete. In truth, it wasn’t the shock that got to me but the apathy. I felt a little sick then, sick with myself. I just thought, What’s the point? I wasn’t doing any of this for me. I don’t care about getting into an American university; I care about pleasing my parents. I care about keeping my family together.


But no matter what I do, everything falls apart.


“Mom expected me to go abroad this summer for the Yale merit program,” I say. “Now I won’t qualify with these fiftieth percentile scores. I’ll be stuck here in the city.”


“Will that be so bad? I’ll be here too.”


“Interning with your godmother.”


“Yeah, but we’ll hang out weekends.” He squeezes my arm. “Don’t take it so hard. You’ll improve with practice. And if you don’t, there are other ways. . . .”


I sense he’s about to tell me why Mr. Yim held him back after class the other day. “C,” I cut him off. “I’m not interested in cheating.”


“It’s not cheating!” he exclaims. “It’s gaming the system and using the resources we’ve been given—”


“Are we interrupting something?”


We spin around. Osprei and Suki emerge from the hedges, both covered with leaves and dirt. Osprei is grinning like he caught us red-handed.


“Did you just roll out of a bush?” I ask, in the rude voice I reserve for my brother.


“Sort of,” Suki smirks. “I slept over.”


“You what?” Mom was so oblivious this morning. “How did you get out?”


“We took the window,” Osprei explains, dusting leaves off Suki.


Charlie looks impressed as he eyes the distance from the lawn to the second-story window.


Suki yawns. “Honestly, your house is a mansion. I don’t think your mom would hear a thing even if we conducted a taiko drumming ceremony.”


“You’d be surprised,” I tell her. “I don’t think my mom sleeps at night.”


“She did seem a bit . . . tense,” Charlie admits. “The divorce must be hard on her.”


“Where’s the protest happening?” Osprei asks, changing the subject with the bluntness of a dull ax.


“Wan Chai.” Suki checks her phone. “We better head over now.”


As we head down the block toward the MTR station, Charlie keeps pace with me. Flashing Suki a suspicious look, he asks me, “Are you sure about this?”


I tilt my head at him. “Aren’t you curious, at least?”


“About what?” He looks miffed. “We should be following the law, Nix. We don’t want to screw things up now, during college apps. You know how admissions looks carefully at your whole record. Your criminal record too.”


I roll my eyes. Protesting isn’t illegal. Only rioting is. “Chill, C. We’re not getting arrested. We’re just taking a look. It’s Southorn Playground. It’s not illegal to take a walk in the park, is it?”


He sighs, uneasy but acquiescing. The truth is, I know if Mom heard about this, she would not be happy, but Mom wouldn’t be happy with a lot of things. A little civil action should be the least of her worries.


When we get off the train at Wan Chai, the atmosphere feels charged. There are more people than usual milling about, which says a lot because Hennessy Road is famous for its epic crowds. Charlie latches on to my wrist as we fold into the throngs of people gathering at Southorn Playground, our little group merging with many. I feel bodies press in from all sides and cling closer to Charlie as we thread our way through the park, Suki taking the lead.


Within the crowd, the temperature rises several degrees, all our bodies pressed together like folded paper-doll chains. Most people are young, like us—students mainly, by the looks of them. They’re dressed in black T-shirts and black jeans, with black baseball caps to match. I feel awkward in my sunflower dress, as if I’m a guest who missed the dress code, crashed the wrong party.


Suki spots a tall boy waving a green Hong Kong University flag like a tour guide and waves at him. She hurries forward, quickening her strides, and it feels like Charlie’s going to dislocate my arm in his efforts to keep pace. The HKUers have guarded their own coveted spot beneath the shade of an oak tree, just off the football field.


“Ming-lai.” Suki nods at the boy with the HKU flag. “Haa lo.”


Ming-lai greets her quickly, handing her a rolled-up poster. We all lean in as she unfurls it.
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LIBERATE HK—REVOLUTION OF OUR TIME.


“What does it mean?” Charlie asks in English.


Ming-lai scowls at him. “Who are you?”


Suki raises her hands in a conciliatory manner. “You’ve met Osprei already, and this is Phoenix, and Charlie,” she says, introducing us to Ming-lai in Cantonese. “All students. They’re here to . . . learn.” She gives us her fiercest grin, which leaves me both relieved and uneasy.


Ming-lai studies us, scrunching his mouth to one side as he thinks. He has a sincere face, and I can tell Osprei feels amicably toward him by the way his posture relaxes. (Osprei is easy to read, like a puppy.)


Meanwhile, Suki digs around in the boxes by the tree, and I’m expecting her to pull out sticks or rocks to throw, but instead she passes around a few plastic water bottles. (Maybe I watch too many movies.) “So here’s the deal,” she says. “I hope most of you have at least heard of the extradition bill, right?”


Charlie raises his hand as if he’s still in the classroom. “The bill was proposed a couple months ago. Because that Hong Konger murdered his girlfriend in Taiwan, but got arrested for it here, so he couldn’t be sent back to Taiwan for trial. Then the government came up with the bill so our city doesn’t become some sort of criminal haven.”


“That makes it sound all fine and dandy, but it’s a lot more complicated in reality.” Suki crosses her arms over her chest. “If this law gets passed, it allows anyone who pisses off China to be extradited out of Hong Kong and tried on the mainland. Think of what happens to political organizers and activists.”


“People like you,” Charlie says.


“People like all of us!” Ming-lai interjects. “Everyone should be an activist.”


Charlie bristles. This conversation is rubbing him the wrong way. “Some people just want to live normal lives . . . and get a real job, you know?”


I nudge Charlie’s shoe, but he doesn’t get the memo.


“A normal life?” Ming-lai narrows his eyes like an attack dog. “This is the new normal, kid. Look at what’s happening around us. China is taking over. And if you want to just ‘get a real job’ and ignore the writing on the wall, soon there will be no Hong Kong. There will only be China.”


“I get it, that sucks.” Charlie presses on. “But we’re just a little island compared to a huge nation that’s been around since, well, since the Qin Dynasty. There’s not really any hope that we’ll . . .” He falters, sensing Suki’s dark glower.


Osprei steps in. “Charlie,” he says, in a friendly tone only I can tell is false. “No one’s forcing you to be here. If you want to head home, no hard feelings.”


Charlie looks from Osprei to me. I step closer to him, but before I can speak, Suki leans forward.


“Look, I know how you feel. I was there once,” she says in a gentler voice. “You’re thinking short term—what to eat tomorrow, how you’ll score on your exams. I was that same four-point-oh kid. The one who only cared about studying and surviving.” She glances at Osprei, eyes solemn. “But there comes a time when you realize there’s more to life than this. And if you want a future, an actual future, then you have to stop keeping your head down.


“They want you looking at the ground, focused on putting one foot in front of the other, so focused you don’t notice you’re near the edge of a cliff. That’s what it is. That’s what Ming-lai means by the writing on the wall. That’s what he means by no more Hong Kong.” Her voice strengthens with conviction. “So, yes, you can head home now, if you want. But pretty soon you won’t have a home to return to.”


My heart is thudding in my chest. Her words have a magnetism to them, brought alive by the resonance of her voice. I’m caught in the magnitude and urgency of her ask, so much so that I barely hear the whistle blowing overhead and the rally speaker shouting through the megaphone.


When I think of my own future, I think of what Mom and Dad want for me. I think of what would disappoint them and what would make them proud. But that kind of thinking has never given me anything more than a brief, momentary relief—the sense that I’ve put off an inevitable anxiety for a little while longer. I don’t know what I’m hoping for, what I’m moving toward. All this time, I’ve just been . . . moving.


The others have turned their backs to listen to some famous barrister giving a speech. I tug at Charlie’s sleeve. “Just stay and watch,” I whisper. “Please?”


Around us, the crowd cheers and picks up a chant. “No China rendition! No China rendition!” Suki starts jumping up and down, waving her poster, until Osprei boosts her up on his shoulders, locking his arms around her legs.


Slowly, we march down Hennessy Road, cars honking from the highway above us. I can’t see an end to the sea of people ahead of or behind me. Though we move at an ant’s pace, sweat trickles down my back. The air is sticky and wet for spring, and the crush of bodies traps all heat. Still, I don’t mind. Inside the crowd, I feel . . . safe. Protected.


I wonder how many people are here. It feels like thousands, even tens of thousands, mostly students but working professionals and old folks too. Hong Kong, famous for its apolitical, indifferent citizens, is actually coming together, uniting in a common front. I uncap my camera lens and start shooting.


“Nix, stay with us!” Charlie calls.


I nearly get whacked in the face by a grandma flapping her fan as I try to push through the crowd. “Nei mou si aa maa?” she asks me. I give her a thumbs-up. “Be careful,” she adds. She points at the cops, all stoic as statues, standing guard near the restaurants and shops bordering the road.


I wrinkle my nose. “It’s not illegal to protest.”


The grandma gives me a cynical look. “For now.”


I catch up to Charlie as someone starts unfurling a giant white banner. Ming-lai grabs on to one edge and motions for me to do the same. I take hold of the cloth, along with a dozen others, all hanging on to keep the banner from crumpling to the ground. The characters are so big I can hardly read them.


“Tung sam zat sau,” Ming-lai explains, seeing my expression. Tung sam zat sau is a singyu, a traditional four-character idiom. It translates directly to “heartbroken.” But it also implies betrayal, devastation. It implies a self at war. He points at the drone overhead. “So they can read it from up there.”


I follow his gaze. There are cameras everywhere, I realize. Photographers taking pictures from the skybridge, journalists interviewing protesters inside the mall, even cameras zooming overhead, suspended on drones. All this is for media attention. Because Hong Kong doesn’t have a chance of standing on its own. Its only hope lies in getting other people around the world to care. But it doesn’t matter if there are a thousand people out here today, ten thousand, a million—it’s still not enough. Because China is so much bigger.


Against all the fanfare, Charlie edges closer to me, so that his voice is in my ear. “They have an agenda, Nix.”


So he’s just put it together too.


“Everyone has an agenda,” I say. “You study politics. You know that.”


He sighs. “It’s not that I don’t agree with them,” he says. “It’s valid, what they’re saying. But also impractical. What are they going to do? Pick up Hong Kong and move the whole island like a chess piece?”


I try to smile. “If it were a chess game, we’d win.”


“But it’s not,” he says darkly. “It’s real life, and we’re on the losing side.”
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Phoenix


OUT OF POLITICAL PURPOSE OR OBLIGATION TO his girlfriend, Osprei volunteers all of us to help move and store the leftover rally materials. Cleanup duty takes us almost four hours, so we’re all equally starving and comparing stomach growls by the time we’re finished. It’s around ten thirty pm when we finally drag the last boxes to Ming-lai’s uncle’s van.


Mom hasn’t texted yet, which is both a relief and a worry, but at least she thinks I’m still at Charlie’s, memorizing English verb conjugations.


“I’ll treat you to a siu je meal,” Ming-lai tells us, decidedly more agreeable now that the demonstration was a success. “As thanks for all your help.”


Suki laughs, wiping her dusty hands on her jeans. “Don’t bother. They’re all filthy rich. They should treat us as apology for tax evasion.”


Charlie looks up from his phone. “Are you accusing our families of embezzlement?”


I shove Charlie. “C’mon, C, you know she’s joking!” He’s not normally this sensitive, but something about Suki and Ming-lai sets him off. It’s like he’s asking for a fight.


Thankfully, Suki looks amused. To Ming-lai, she explains, “They go to Whitney American School.”


“Ah. International school kids,” he says. “You’re expats?”


I shrug begrudgingly. I hate it when people find out I wasn’t raised here; it immediately makes them treat me differently. Like I’m a representative of the entire North American continent. We moved back to Hong Kong only six years ago, but I barely remember North Carolina anymore. Initially, the reason we came back was school, and then “to work on the family”—but look how well that turned out. Six years later and Mom and Dad are divorced. Now it’s like Dad’s moved out of Hong Kong because we’ve moved back here. Like we’re playing some eternal game of duck, duck, goose.


“I grew up in the States, but I came back for middle school.” Then I add: “And my parents are from Hong Kong.”


“That explains the flawless accent,” Ming-lai says, making me blush.


Osprei groans as he sets the final box of supplies in the crowded van. “Christ, let that be the last one.”


“Your prayers are answered,” Suki replies. “Siu je calls.”


We all cheer at that. Osprei wants lobster, but Suki claims she’s craving claypot rice and really, absolutely needs it because it’s that time of the month for her. . . .


We get claypot rice.


The restaurant is near the site of the demonstration, so it’s overflowing with people, even at this late hour. Siu je is a Hong Kong thing—midnight meal—for when you have that late-night craving and want to eat a second dinner. That’s why restaurants stay open as late as three or four in the morning. Mom always threatens to flay us when we miss curfew, but it’s worth it for the food: crispy glistening Chinese sausage and cured pork belly cooked in a traditional pot made of clay over a charcoal stove with rice and soy sauce and green onions, so that the rice comes out slightly charred on the edges and just delicious.


We pack into the steamy-hot restaurant, then secure a corner of a long, narrow table already crowded with strangers. There’s no such thing as personal space here. Ming-lai goes to hunt for more chairs as I plunk down beside a group of university students.


Osprei, sitting across from me, jabs me in the shoulder. “Hey,” he says, monkeying for my attention. “Isn’t that your friend from school over there? Melanie, was it?”


I look over my shoulder at the table behind us. She’s sitting with other classmates of ours, and they’re all wearing shirts from the rally. “Melody,” I correct him, “the girl you dated for less than a week. She liked you for years, you know.”


Osprei looks mildly regretful, secretly pleased. I have a theory he’s an overgrown peacock masquerading as a human boy. (I like that theory because it means we have no genetic overlap.)


“Melody’s here?” Charlie exclaims, craning his neck to find her in the crowd.


I wave. Melody waves back, though she looks comforted by the distance between our group and hers. Osprei gives her a bashful smile that she doesn’t return. “Orchid and Jiahui are with her,” I say. “Looks like a group of them went to the rally together.”


Charlie’s face is surprised and a little relieved. “I can’t believe even our classmates came.”


Osprei chuckles, but I get what Charlie means. Our snobby international school is not exactly known for being radical.


“There must’ve been thousands of people there with us today.” Ming-lai is back with more chairs. Our group spreads out to make space, and as I move my chair back to open up room for Suki, I knock elbows with the boy to my right. He’s left-handed, and his chopsticks clatter to the floor.


“Aiya! I’m so sorry,” I exclaim, crouching to retrieve them. He leans over at the exact same moment, and our heads bump together just like the chopsticks. Briefly, I see stars.


“Are you all right?” he asks, and his low, raspy voice makes my stomach dip.


I nod, my vision clearing. Beneath the table, I can see that his shoes are scuffed and the soles worn thin. There are Sharpie drawings along the rims, drawn and shaded with remarkable detail. I squint at the melting clocks at the toe of his left shoe, which look three-dimensional and lifelike and somehow also sad.


“Did you draw that yourself?” I ask, impressed.


He shrugs. The lighting is dim, but I can just make out his large, dark eyes, framed by an open brow.


Why is my heart pounding all of a sudden? “You’re—talented.”


“It’s just a copy,” he says bluntly. “The artist . . .”


“Salvador Dalí,” I fill in, gratified to have taken AP Art History last semester, if only for the grade inflation. “But my copy would look nothing like that.”


His eyes flash briefly, but his expression remains unreadable. “You’re an artist too?”
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