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For Anna, Florentine, Theresa, and Jonathan



PROLOGUE



I’ve ended up in hell. Not of my own making. Not my fault. I must have lost my way. There’s no other explanation. At some point in the maze of life, I took the wrong turn without noticing. Wasn’t paying attention, for once. Took the left instead of the right fork. Or the other way around. I saw no sign, nothing that could have been a warning to me. I simply walked on without stopping. Just like I’ve always done in my life. Onward. Always onward.

I am not alone here. Hell is a crowded place. That is not a comfort.

Life is falling away from me; with every breath there is less of it. Like an old ruin being cleared away. Stone by stone. Every day there is another piece missing.

My body has become a cave. It is dark inside, so dark that not a single ray of light reaches me. And cold. And damp. I am cold at night and cold in the daytime.

The world outside has been extinguished before my eyes. The colors disappeared first, from the house, the fields, the village. A life in black and white. Everything looked like it did in the old films that we used to love watching. Then the shapes went; everything went blurry around me; I was looking at the world through a wall of water. Soon after that the darkness fell.

I cannot taste anything.

I cannot smell anything.

Nothing is left of the order and the beauty that once surrounded me. Apart from you and the music. You keep me alive. I hear and see you all day. Your tender hands with the long, slim fingers. Your laughing eyes. Your lips. The way you sit bent low over a bowl of rice. Without you I would not be able to bear the pain any longer.

Musical scores also appear in the dark before my eyes. I see them quite clearly: five thin inky-black lines on a blossom-white piece of paper. Small black dots with strokes. Like tadpoles in a pond. Allegro. Moderato. Adagio. I listen to every note, the high and the low, the slow and the fast. I hear the little hammers striking the strings. I hear the lightest touch of the bow on the violin. Fugues, études, sonatas. I hear orchestras. The violinists, the wind section, the percussion section. I hear entire operas. Mimi, Alfredo, Figaro, and the Queen of the Night are my loyal companions. I came to them late, so have never been able get enough. The greed of the hungry. Forgive me. I have music in my head. It eases the pain. It chases away dark thoughts, as the wind hustles the clouds along in front of it on a fall day.

CAN YOU HEAR ME, DARLING?

Oh yes. I can’t move. I can’t reach my hand out to you whenever I want to; I can’t turn my head toward you; I can’t thank you, but I can hear you. Every step. Every sigh. Every sound. Every breath. When you do the dishes. Sweep the floor. Push a chair back. Empty the pan of my excrement into the toilet. When you lie next to me and give me some of your warmth. When I feel less cold. Like before. Those are the moments in which even a life like this one is worth living.

CAN YOU HEAR ME? WHERE ARE YOU?

There is nothing I wish for more than to be able to answer you. But I can’t. I am trapped in this useless body. I want to pound my fists against the walls with all my might; I could scream as loudly as I wanted—no one would hear me down here. I . . . looooove . . . yoooou. Not so long ago I tried one more time to make the shapes with my lips, to put my tongue against the roof of my mouth, place it behind my teeth and push the air out. Just three words. Only three. You did not understand them. You brought your ear right up against my mouth and asked me to repeat what I had said. Shhhhhhh . . . shhhhhhh . . . shhhhhhhh. I couldn’t get any further than that, no matter how often I tried. I had become a shhhhhhh. Just for a few hours. Then the silence finally captured me and led me away. All that is left is the gurgling, the rattling breaths and the grunting that I now produce. What agony for me, when I love the human voice so.

Now my tongue lies useless in my mouth like a rotting old dumpling. My lips are dumb. But I feel your warm breath on my cheek when you carefully kiss me good-night. The unmistakable breath of my darling old husband. The breath of the life we have lived.

Though I have been in darkness for so long now, it is the nights that are the worst. It is the silence around me that I find difficult. The house and the village are suddenly silent. Now and then I hear a truck passing in the distance. A dog barks every so often. In the hours after midnight it is only the drawing of breath that binds me to the rest of the world.

They tell you that I am only an empty shell. A crumpled old doll with no soul. They let themselves be deceived by the way things look from the outside. As so often happens. As so many do. They wear uniforms, white coats; I know that, even though I can’t see them. I can tell by their voices. The voices of people who wear uniforms, no matter the color, always sound the same. They know. They are sure. All the tests prove it. There is no hope. I do not hear any uncertainty in their voices. There is no hope. No hope. That is only possible in the realm of the dead, which is closed to us. Ah, all the things in our lives that we have to hear from men and women in uniform. Don’t believe a word they say. They know nothing. They have no music in their heads.

No one must pity me. I don’t want to complain. Not as long as you are with me. When I think about it properly, I am really only in the forecourt of hell. Hell for the living is reserved for lonely people. I am not one of them.

Not as long as I feel your breath at night.



I



You are someone who is hungry for love. This was the first time that a woman had said this to him. He did not know whether it was a criticism or a compliment. Aren’t we all? he replied, without giving it great thought.

She smiled. Some are more so than others.

What about me? More or less?

More. More, more, more.

He took her in his arms. The delicate body that he was sometimes afraid he would crush. That could fill him with desire and render him helpless through long, sleepless nights like no one else in his life had done. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

More. More, more, more.

Hungry for love. There had been people in his life who would have meant to hurt him with these words. And there had been times when they would have succeeded. He would have taken the words as an insult, and rejected them as an outrageous accusation.

Not today. Although the words “hunger” and “love” did not fit together in his head. For him, at least with Christine in his arms, love was abundance, happiness, and fulfillment. Hunger, on the other hand, was a need. Hunger had to be satisfied, at any price if necessary. Hunger knew only oneself; love, only the other. People who were hungry were weak, but people who loved were strong. If hunger and love had anything in common, it was that they were both immeasurable.

He asked her what she had meant by it. If he should take her words as a complaint or a compliment.

Neither one nor the other, she said. It’s just something I’ve realized.

They left it at that.

Maybe, he thought, she was right. Perhaps the previous three years had left deeper traces than he was aware of. Three years in which he had wished for nothing more than to be alone. Three years in which a day when he had not exchanged a word with a single person had been a good day. A period in which his world had shrunk to the size of one house and a small, barely inhabited island with no cars in the South China Sea. Maybe a person who had had to withdraw himself so much, who had lived in the past and on memories, who had loved nothing and no one on this earth more than someone dead, was a person who was in more trouble than Paul wanted to accept.

Hungry for love. It was the neediness in the description that he did not like, although he could not say exactly why. We are all needy, he wanted to say out loud, but he knew what Christine would say.

Some are more so than others.

What about me?

More. More, more, more.

He said nothing and kissed her on the forehead. He trailed his long fingers up her neck and massaged her head with gentle rhythmic motions. She closed her eyes, and he stroked her face and her mouth. He could feel that his touch was arousing her; he heard her breath quickening. Not a lot, but enough to show him that they would not stop. He kissed her on the throat, and she whispered that she wanted to make love to him. Here, on the terrace.

He heard the hum of the cicadas, the loud chirping of the birds, and, from a distance, the neighbors’ voices, and wanted to say that someone might see them, shouldn’t they go up to his bedroom instead? But she was kissing him so passionately and holding him so tight, showing him how much she desired him, here, now, that he said nothing.

She pulled one of the garden chairs over, pushed him down gently but firmly onto it, and straddled him.

She was wearing a skirt; she did not waste any time. She dictated the rhythm, and was more vigorous and abandoned in loving him than he had ever known her to be. At the end she let out a short cry, loud but not light and full of relief as usual. It was dark and deep, expelled with force, almost despairing. As though this were the last time.

They held each other tight for a long while, clinging to each other silently, listening to their breathing gradually returning to normal.

Before she got up, she took his head in her hands and looked him in the eyes. Did he know how much she loved him? What he meant to her? He nodded, a little surprised. Did he promise never to forget that?

He nodded again, too tired to ask any questions.

Later, when he brought her to the ferry, she was unnervingly quiet. It was a warm and humid tropical evening; they walked down the hill to Yung Shue Wan, and the bushes around them were full of rustling, chirping, and cheeping noises. He asked her what she was thinking.

Nothing in particular, she said.

Is everything okay?

She waved his question away.

They had to run the last few yards. Christine could not miss this ferry; she had promised her son and her mother to be home by dinnertime.

He hated rushing. The next ferry left in forty minutes, and Paul found it an intolerable imposition to be forced by a timetable into hurrying. He was often to be found walking in measured steps toward the quay while other passengers rushed past him panting, responding to the ringing that announced that the gates were slowly closing, leaving him the only one who missed the boat. Instead of cursing, he sat down calmly on a bench under the shade of the pine trees in front of the bookshop and gazed at the sea. Or he crouched by the edge of the water and looked at the spray beneath him. Even as a child he had liked to watch the drops of water moving through the air; he had been fascinated by how they separated themselves from the sea, took shape for a couple of seconds, whizzing through the air, before disappearing almost immediately into the expanse of the ocean. People were like these little drops of water, he had thought then, they rose from and disappeared into the same infinity they came from. They stopped existing but still remained part of the whole. Somehow this thought had been comforting to him as a ten-year-old. His father had liked it too, but he thought instead that people came to an end like drops of water falling onto a hot plate. They disappeared into nothing with a quick hiss. The young Paul had found that comparison anything but comforting.

He loved looking at the waves, the way they played with the fishing boats and lapped the rocks in front of him. He heard the voice of the sea. Sometimes he even missed the next ferry while he daydreamed away like this.

But you don’t have a son waiting for you, Christine had said when he told her about this before.

No, he did not. His son was dead.

She had apologized immediately. She had only meant to say that he did not have any familial or professional obligations: no boss, no business partner insisting on punctuality, no one waiting for him apart from her. And, if there were any doubt about it, she would forgive him if he were late.

Christine said a hurried good-bye with a quick kiss. He watched her walk up the gangway without turning back to look at him, and she disappeared into the belly of the ship a few seconds later. He stood on the pier, waving in the darkness and watching the ferry until it disappeared around the tip of the island.

It was a dark evening. The sea was a deep black in front of him, and the lights of Cheung Chau and Lantau twinkled in the distance. A junk full of day-trippers hove into view, close to Lamma. He could hear the monotonous thump of its diesel engine, children shrieking and parents admonishing them. The sound of voices and laughter floated over from the seaside promenade in Yung Shue Wan. He strolled along the pier, relishing the mild, warm, and humid air, soft as silk. At the Green Cottage restaurant he got a table right by the water and ordered a freshly pressed apple, carrot, and ginger juice. He was the only lone diner. He missed Christine already, even though her ferry was only just arriving at Hong Kong harbor.

Four weeks ago he had sat at that very spot, looking at the fishing boats bobbing up and down on the water, the red lanterns reflecting in the sea, and wondered if Christine should move in with him. Her son could take the ferry to school, and she could take a slightly later ferry to work. There was enough space in the house. Square footage, at least, but would he be able to stand seeing another child in Justin’s room? The idea of it was as terrible as it was tempting. An attempt at having a family, at age fifty-three, after the first one had failed.

The thought of it had stayed with him since, and he had wanted to talk about it with Christine today. But she had avoided his questions and had been very quiet all day, withdrawn. Hungry for love. What made her think that? He tried to remember how she had sounded when she said it. Tender, he thought at the time; now he began to doubt it.

She rang him every Sunday evening before she went to bed, to tell him she had arrived home safely, she had enjoyed the time with him, and that she missed him already. And he said that he felt exactly the same way. It was their Sunday ritual, and rituals had come to mean so much.

He paid attention to the little things now.

He had begun to pursue beauty into her hiding place. For the first time in his life.

The death of his son had been his teacher. A terrible, merciless teacher that had not forgiven any mistakes or tolerated any objections. Paul had learned one of the most important lessons in life from it: never to take anything for granted again.

He used to think that it was just a matter of course for babies to become children, children to grow into young people, and young people to become adults.

He had thought that bruises on a child’s body came only from a fall or a push.

He had thought that children who fell ill got better.

The fragility of happiness.

The randomness of unhappiness.

Nothing was the matter, of course. Anyone who understood that—no, Paul thought, anyone who had experienced those banal words, so often said glibly, as an existential truth never, ever forgot it; he was an outsider forever, someone for whom home was an impossible concept. He could make plans, father children, buy houses, make decisions about the future, and know at the same time that he was submitting himself to an illusion, that the future was only a promise and that you could never rely on it, that security could never be permanent, but could exist only for short, infinitely precious moments.

Was all the happiness in this world not hanging from a thread stretched tight, to the breaking point? It was so thin that most people did not even notice it.

I’m sorry to have to tell you. With these words, the doctor had snipped Paul’s thread. Forever and ever, as his son might have said. There was no going back. Paul had reconciled himself to this thought. Until he met Christine.

As if trusting was only for fools. As if we had a choice. Those were the first words she had said that he had remembered. He had not taken them seriously at first. He had been secretly a little amazed that a grown woman was so naïve. Until then, he had been convinced that being skeptical was very useful, that it protected us, and in sufficient measure, kept us from great disappointment. He knew they came from two very different worlds: Christine Wu, the dreamer, and Paul Leibovitz, the realist.

How was a person to trust when the most important thing in his life had been taken away? Overnight, through no fault of his own, and for no reason. Someone who had had to witness white blood cells multiplying relentlessly, watch their numbers rise and rise as no medicine in the world could stop them. What could he rely on now? What, Christine, what?

She had not answered this question with words. She had stayed by him even when he pushed her away. She had trusted him more than he had trusted himself. Trust can be infectious, she had warned him. And she had been right.



It was just after midnight. In Yung Shue Wan the voices of the evening had long died away and the lights of most of the restaurants had gone out. Lamma had given itself over to peace. Paul opened the large sliding door to the garden and stepped outside. How loud the night was in the tropics. The cicadas chirped away tirelessly and the shrill croaking of the toads in a nearby pond filled the air. The bush in front of him rustled loudly; probably a snake hunting down a rat. The bamboo canes bent slightly in the gentle breeze. He had listened to this regular creaking and groaning so often, and fallen asleep to it.

Christine would normally have rung him long before this time. To wish him good-night. He had checked several times that his telephone was switched on, that the volume was on, and that the battery did not need charging. He could not remember a Sunday when she had not called. Perhaps she had simply lain down on her bed for a moment and fallen asleep in exhaustion. He missed hearing her voice and had thought a few times about calling her. But that would not have been the same. He needed the gesture.

Hungry for love. Maybe she was right.

He decided to send her a text message.

My love, my darling,

Why have you not been in tou

No, he did not want to make any accusations.

My love, my darling,

Where are you? I was really looking forward to yo

Not even veiled ones.

My love, my darling,

Sleep well. Thank you for today. Thank you for everything.

I love you. More and more.

He hesitated. Added “I need you and I miss you.” And deleted it. He did not want to sound needy.

Paul read his text message a few times. He was not used to writing text messages and did not want to risk any misunderstanding. Finally he sent it, switched his phone off, and immediately felt better. Tomorrow morning she would reply with a few tender lines, and the incident would be over.



It was a dreamless night. He slept well, longer than usual, and when he woke, his first thought was of Christine. What a gift it was to wake next to her while she was still sleeping. To feel the warmth of her body. Her regular breathing.

How little it took now to find happiness in its hiding place. How often we simply walk past it.

He reached for his phone next to the bed and switched it on. No new messages. Paul suddenly felt the same unease that had plagued him the previous night. It was too early, he told himself. At this hour she was taking a shower and getting ready for a long day in the office. She normally only texted him once she was on the MTR train on the way to Wan Chai.

He got up, tied the mosquito net in a knot, went down to the kitchen, and put some water on to boil for tea. The air had cooled only slightly during the night; the weather gauge by the window displayed 77 degrees Fahrenheit and 88 percent humidity, and it was not even eight a.m. yet. Paul had to hurry. The sun would be shining on the roof terrace shortly, and it would soon beat down so fiercely that he would have to seek protection from it, and be forced to do tai chi in the shade instead. The exercise always took exactly one hour. It helped him start the day after bad nights and gave him, at least for that hour, the feeling of almost cheerful ease.

Not today. His movements were imprecise and strangely clumsy; his hips were much too stiff and his shoulders tense. He even started the “single whip” and “white crane spreads wings” moves from the beginning, but was not able to achieve a harmonious flow of movements.

By evening he finally made contact with her. They spoke only briefly by phone. It was busier than usual in Christine’s office, and in the evening her son had a high fever and needed his mother.

Of course Paul understood. She didn’t have to explain or apologize.

On Tuesday morning came a text message; Christine told him that she would not be able to come to Lamma that Sunday. He rang her three times. All three conversations were unusually short. Their first call was cut short because a customer stuck at the airport in Jakarta was complaining, then Cathay Pacific was canceling flights, then Christine had the pediatrician on the other line. Each time, she did not call back as promised.

Her silence. Paul tried to ignore it. He cleaned the house even more thoroughly than usual. Dusted the books, wiped down the shelves, and mopped the floor. He rubbed the old Chinese wedding chest with new wax polish until it shone again. He cleared out the fridge and washed every compartment with soapy water. Immune system weakened. Make sure everything is especially clean. In the whole house. A minor infection can be life-threatening.

There are sentences, he thought, that follow us around all our lives. Justin would soon have been dead for four years. Nevertheless, to this day, Paul could not bear to have even the shadow of dirt in his house.

He went for a walk to Pak Kok, at the tip of the island. He left his phone at home. He did not want to be waiting for a phone call with every step he took.

He thought about the last two days and tried to think logically. What was he so upset about? That Christine had not found any time in the last forty-eight hours to exchange a few sentences with him in an unhurried way? It was unusual, but she was a very busy woman. That her voice sounded less tender than it usually did? What was he? A teenager in love for the first time? He knew how much pressure she was under. Her mother made demands on her that he could not understand, but had to accept. The more he thought about it, the more he understood that it was not Christine who was making him feel insecure. He was the one doing it to himself.

She had asked him not long ago if he lived on Lamma in exile. The word had moved him strangely. “Exile.” Exilium in Latin, if he remembered correctly. A sojourn in a strange place. Banishment. No, he had replied immediately. No one has banished me. He was not a refugee, not fleeing persecution. He could not be spending time in a strange place, because only people who had a home could do that. Paul did not have a home. His parents were dead. Nothing bound him to the country he had been born in. He remembered barely anything about Germany apart from the many ships in the harbor at Hamburg and, strangely, the deep and loud horn of the steamer that had brought them to America. His early years in Munich and his memories of his grandparents had faded with time.

He was an American citizen. His blue passport was proof of it. But it was a travel document, nothing more. After his mother died when he was nineteen, he had left the country forever. He did not have relatives anywhere in the world whom he knew personally.

Before, whenever people asked him, as they did from time to time, where his home was, he always said, On earth, more or less. Most of them thought he was joking.

He had lived in Hong Kong for over thirty years, but not in exile. If there was anywhere on this earth where he felt at ease, it was in this city. He was grateful to it. It had taken him in and never forced him to belong to any particular place. That suited him.

When he had told Christine what he was thinking, she had replied that she had not meant her question that way. She had been thinking more of how he had withdrawn after Justin’s death. Had he voluntarily gone into exile because of it?

Paul had never asked himself this question; he owed it a reply.

A kind of self-imposed exile, fleeing life because he could not bear the pain and grief over his son? Perhaps. If that were so, then it was because of Christine that he had found his way back. Her patience, like an angel’s, in the first few months. Her strength, which had borne with his moods. Her ability not to expect more than he could give.

She had brought him back to life and made him realize the simple truth of an old Chinese saying: “A human being alone is not a human being.”

Was it any wonder that he was sometimes oversensitive in his reactions? He was surely not the first exile who found the return to a world that he had left, from one day to the next, difficult. There was a lot at stake. The short breath of happiness. As though fear needed a reason.

Once he returned from his walk, his cell phone showed a missed call. Christine. He called back but she didn’t answer. A busy tone. He tried again, with no luck. She would see on her phone display that he had called. She would ring back as soon as she had time.

He circled the telephone the way Justin had done with a bar of chocolate that he was not allowed to have. He picked up a book and put it down again a few minutes later. He tried some music. Brahms didn’t work. Neither did Beethoven. Puccini only intensified his longing.

He rang her shortly after eleven p.m. He wanted to sound relaxed. Calm, cheerful, casual, everything but hungry for love.

“Is something wrong?” she asked immediately.

“No. Why?”

“You sound so—”

“How do I sound?”

“Down.”

He hated talking about important things with the small device pressed to his ear, asking questions and then hearing nothing but a hissing noise, not knowing when it would end. Waiting alone for answers that could be of meaning to him. He had to see who he was talking to in order to reassure himself that what was being said was reflected in the gestures and the body language, that it was consistent with what was in the person’s eyes. How much simpler it was to tell untruths on the telephone. The wrong tone of voice or a tiny, unimportant misunderstanding was enough to unsettle him, to cause a moment of doubt that could flare quickly into an argument. For him, the telephone magnified a person’s mood. It made the secure feel more certain and the fearful more frightened. Right now, he was one of the fearful. How was he to understand the harsh tone of her voice without being able to look into her eyes? He had no idea what to ask or what to say. “I just wanted to hear your voice,” he said quietly.

“You woke me up.”

“I’m sorry.”

They were silent.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

He wished he could hang up. Her words and her voice were making him feel the opposite of what he needed. If he weren’t careful, the conversation would not end well. How sensitive needy people were. It was not her fault.

“We’ve barely spoken since Sunday. This morning I received a text message in which you simply—”

“Paul, you have no idea what I’ve had to deal with these last few days. Josh is sick and is ringing me five times a day. My mother has a pain in her chest and won’t go to the hospital on her own for an examination. All hell has broken loose in the office. It’s May and I’m almost twenty percent down for the first half of the year. Do you know what it means if we don’t catch up?”

“I know, Christine. I just don’t understand—”

“You have too much time on your hands. That’s the problem,” she interrupted again. “If I spent all day cleaning the house, cooking, and going for walks, I would also think stupid things.”

What was he supposed to say to that?

“I’m sorry,” she said after a long pause. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“You don’t have to apologize.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Paul felt empty and exhausted, as if they had fought for two hours. “You mean it’s nothing more than that?”

“ ‘More than that’?” Her voice sharpened again. “Haven’t you heard what I said? That’s all a great deal, if you ask me.”

“Of course. That is all a great deal for you, but I didn’t mean that.”

“What, then?”

“I’m worried.”

“About me?”

“Yes. About us.”

She gave a deep sigh. “Paul, it’s late. I can’t sleep in tomorrow. My alarm is set for six thirty a.m. Could we talk about it another time?”

Now he could hear how tired she sounded. “Of course. But when?”

“Soon. Very soon.”

“I love you. Sleep well.”

“I love you too. Good-night.”

“You too. Always and for—”

She had hung up the phone.

I love you too. That was all he had wanted to hear. Like a child.

Paul thought about Justin. I love you. He had said that to him every night after he turned off the light. I love you too, a tired child’s voice had whispered back in the darkness.

She was absolutely right. He would go to Hong Kong tomorrow, ask her out to lunch, and apologize to her.

As if trusting was only for fools. As if we had a choice.

He would have liked to have fallen asleep with these comforting thoughts. Something kept him awake. A feeling that he did not dare himself to put into words.



II



She had hesitated for a moment. The office was very busy. It wasn’t a good time. Tomorrow would be a better day. But when she heard that he was already on the ferry, she agreed. Paul went straight from the pier to the IFC mall to buy a small box of her favorite pralines and a deep-red long-stemmed rose.

They met in World Peace Café, a restaurant on Tai Wong Street East in Wan Chai. It was on the ground floor of a Buddhist center barely five minutes from Christine’s office. They entered a high-ceilinged room with floor-to-ceiling windows. By Hong Kong standards, there was a wasteful amount of space between the tables. Three vegetarian dishes had been written on a chalkboard. Quiet jazz music came from the speakers on the wall, and several statues of Buddha, in different sizes, rested on the shelves around them. Every table had a small vase of flowers and a lit tea-light on it. It was the opposite of the crowded and noisy restaurants in which Christine normally had lunch.

Paul noticed she seemed uncomfortable.

“Do you not like it here?”

“I do, I do.”

Her voice betrayed to him that she was not telling the truth.

“Should we go somewhere else?”

“No, no.”

They ordered beet soup with tofu, two eggplant stews, water, tea, and a freshly pressed juice for Paul.

“The chef lives on Lamma,” he said, to get her mind off things. “He told me that the waiters, cleaners, and kitchen staff are all volunteers.”

“They must all have rich husbands,” Christine said.

They sat opposite each other in silence, and he felt the inner unease rise again. Something was not quite right with her. She had managed to cover it up on the phone but not now, sitting opposite him. He saw it in her eyes. The way they avoided his, the way she stared down at the table or looked past him at the wall. He saw it in her face: the lips were too thin and the small lines around her mouth too deep. This was not the way she looked when she was well.

He was afraid to ask. He was afraid she would say that everything was fine. He did not want to be lied to.

“Christine?” He hoped that the way he said her name would be question enough.

She looked at him without replying.

As the seconds passed, the silence made him feel more and more uncomfortable. “What’s wr—”

“Nothing,” she interrupted, then paused. “No. Quite a lot.” She took a deep breath, and buried her face in her hands. “I don’t know how to explain it to you.” She suddenly had tears in her eyes.

Was this the moment? Paul had the feeling that he had to hold on to something. He felt heavy, as if someone had put a leaden vest around him. Had she fallen in love with someone else? Had her husband returned? Or had she been to see a doctor and heard the terrible, comfortless words “I’m sorry to have to tell you . . .”?

“I need time,” she said after a pause that seemed endless. “I need a little bit of space.”

This sounds like the beginning of the end, Paul thought.

“What has happened between us?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” He had raised his voice. The diners at the other tables turned to look at him. “Four weeks ago we sat on my terrace and talked about whether we should move in together and now you suddenly need space. Why . . .” He wanted to get up and go to the ferry, to Lamma. Just get away.

“Please don’t go,” she said quietly, reaching for his hand.

Paul hesitated. He closed his eyes and tried to calm himself. He felt his heart racing.

“I love you, Paul.” Her voice. Far away. Despairing. “It’s not what you think.”

“What do I think?”

“That I’m in love with another man.”

He opened his eyes. “How do you know that?”

“Because that’s always the first thought that comes to men.”

He was silent for a moment. “With a woman?”

“No.”

“Why are you saying that you need space then? Am I too much for you?”

She shook her head, saying nothing.

“Am I too hungry for love?”

“No.” A smile flitted over her face.

“Why do you want more space then?”

“For your sake.”

“For my sake?” He looked at her uncomprehendingly.

“I’m frightened, frightened that I could . . .” She didn’t go on.

“Hurt me?” he said, finishing her sentence.

“No.”

“Leave me?”

“No. Kill you.”

“What did you say?” He thought he had misheard her.

She repeated the word.

Paul was on the verge of losing it.

“What do you mean by that?” he finally asked.

“Exactly what I said. I’m afraid I will kill you.”

“What makes you think that?”

“It’s a risk. I know it. Isn’t that enough?”

“No. How do you know it?”

“Someone told me.”

“Who?”

“An astrologer,” she whispered.

“A what?”

“Must you shout? I went to see a fortune-teller. A Chinese astrologer. A man who can see the future. Call him what you will.”

Paul could not suppress a laugh. The fear of the past few days, his insecurity, all because Christine had been to see an astrologer. He had lived in Asia for almost forty years, more than thirty of those in Hong Kong, and he knew how superstitious the people here were. Christine was no exception. She always wore something red: panties, stockings, or a scarf, or simply a thin strip of fabric around her ankle. She always had a small turquoise jade fish in her bag. In her tiny travel agency there was an altar on a sideboard; every morning, she lit incense sticks to it and made offerings of a couple of biscuits, a tangerine, or a banana. In February, at the beginning of the Chinese New Year, she had given Paul her new phone number and told him that those were her lucky numbers for the year. He had thought then that she probably visited a soothsayer from time to time, but had not asked about it. He would never have thought that she would ask for advice about her love for him.

“You can’t be telling me that you love me less because I’m bringing you bad luck, can you?”

“I don’t love you less. It’s not about me, Paul. It’s about you.”

“How am I to understand this? Are you bringing me bad luck?”

She nodded and said nothing.

“I’m sorry, Christine, but this is ridiculous. How long have we known each other?”

“One year, three months, twelve days, and”—she looked at her watch—“twenty-two hours.”

The waiter brought them tea, water, and the soup. They ignored him.

Paul kissed Christine’s hand. “In that time I have felt happier than I have for a long, long time. The past few months have been some of the best of my life.”

“It’s not about the past. It’s about the future.”

“In which you’ll be seized by insanity and murder me?” He had not meant to sound so smug.

“If you won’t take me seriously we can’t talk about this anymore.”

“I’m taking you seriously.”

“No you’re not.”

“I am. The person I can’t take seriously is someone who claims to be able to predict the future.”

“Why not?”

“Because . . . because I can’t imagine the stars having any influence on our destinies.”

“But I believe in it.”

Paul took a deep breath and exhaled. He wished her bon appétit, took a couple of spoonfuls of soup, and wondered how he could end the conversation. He did not have the slightest desire to discuss superstition and horoscopes. But it was clearly important to Christine.

“What exactly did he say?” he asked finally. “What makes him think that you could kill me?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

She put her spoon down. “It’s the year of the pig. He predicts that I will get a big surprise. That it will be a difficult year for me. For the business, and even more so for my personal life. That my mother will fall sick and that I will have problems with my son.” She paused and gave him an expectant look.

“And?” Paul asked.

“And what? What do you mean? That has all come true!”

He wanted to say that you didn’t have to be a fortune-teller to tell a woman in her early forties that her mother, who was at least sixty, if not older, would have health problems. And if this woman had a child, which Christine had probably told this man already, it was very probably going through puberty, or just about to. A time when all parents have trouble with their children.

“What did he say about your father?”

“That he is dead.”

The waiter put the eggplant stew on the table and cleared away their half-eaten soup.

He would have liked to say to her that this statement had a high likelihood of being true, given the low life expectancy of men of that generation, but he hesitated, decided to simply nod instead, and said nothing.

Christine took his silence as an invitation to tell him more. “He said that a man would enter my life. This man would be very important to me and would get closer and closer to me.” She paused again and looked at him. Her voice had dropped to a whisper. Paul had to lean quite far across the table to hear the next few words she said.

“It will not be good for this man. He will not survive this year.”

Paul shook his head. “That doesn’t mean that you’ll kill me.”

“I didn’t mean that I would murder you. It is being close to me that will kill you.”

“How long is this supposed to last?”

“For the year of the pig, until the Chinese New Year, the next nine months.”

Paul leaned back and gave Christine a long look. He wished he could laugh out loud. Or take her face in his hands and kiss her gently on the forehead in the hope that that would be the end of her fears. But the way she was looking at him, the way her dark-brown eyes rested on his, left no doubt that she was serious about this.

“I didn’t go to one of those booths in Wong Tai Sin Temple and get my palm read for a hundred Hong Kong dollars,” she said, as though she had not yet given up hope that she could convince him. “I went to Wong Kah Wei, one of the most highly respected fortune-tellers in Hong Kong. Every year, rich Europeans and Americans come to the city just to see him, and they pay a fortune for it. He even went to London once to give a member of the royal family a consultation. The only reason I can afford to see him is because I’ve known him for a such long time I pay a special-reduced fee. I’ve recorded his entire forecast so that if I want to I can listen to it anytime and check if he was right.”

“And if he isn’t? Do you get your money back?”

It was not the right time to make jokes. She gave him a look of irritation and disappointment.

“Do you know the story of Oedipus?” he asked.

“No,” she said curtly. She was clearly expecting him to make another joke.

“It’s a Greek myth. A seer tells a king that his son will kill him and become a lover with his own mother. To prevent this, the king leaves his baby son out in the open to die, but a shepherd rescues the infant. Oedipus is brought up by a childless royal couple but leaves them when an oracle tells him that he will murder his father and marry his mother. On his journey he falls into a quarrel with an old man and kills him. That man is his father, the king of Thebes. Then Oedipus frees the city from a Sphinx and is given the hand of the king’s widow as a reward. She is his mother. If the king had not listened to the fortune-teller, none of this would have happened. The prophecy was fulfilled because the king took it seriously and tried to prevent it from happening. I suggest that we ignore astrologer’s forecast.”

“You don’t understand what I mean,” she said, shaking her head. “Your story only confirms to me that each of us has a destiny that we can only avoid by making certain choices. Don’t you believe that?”

“No.”

“What do you believe in?”

He looked Christine in the eye. He wanted to say something quite spontaneous in reply, something humorous, in a final attempt to stop her taking the situation so seriously, but he couldn’t think of anything. The longer the silence went on, the louder the question echoed in his mind: How should he, Paul Leibovitz, son of a German Catholic and an American Jew, raised in Munich and New York, unmarried, a member of no religion, in the fifty-fourth year of his life, having had many relationships of different depths and durations, and having experienced a failed marriage and the death of his child, reply? What did he believe in?

Paul said nothing.

Christine waited for a reply.

Justin had asked him once if he believed in God.

No, Paul had said. I believe in Miss Rumphius. A smile had flitted across his son’s face. The story of Miss Rumphius had been Justin’s favorite book for a long time. A little girl promises her grandpa to do something “to turn the world into a better place.” When she is an old lady she remembers her promise and uses her savings to buy flower seeds, which she scatters on the ground. The next year, the first plants grow. She gathers their seeds and spreads them over a wider area, and soon the neighborhood is filled with a wonderful display of flowers.

You mean you believe in people who keep their promises?

Yes, Paul had said to his son. And in people who do something to make the world a better place. Justin had understood what he had meant. Christine, he feared, would think that he was not taking her seriously.

“I don’t know what you want to hear,” he said, avoiding a direct reply.

“I don’t understand you. What’s so difficult about my question?”

“Nothing. But the question of what the meaning of life is occurs more to teenagers, doesn’t it?”

“Why should that be? It does no harm to take stock now and then.”

“Okay.” Paul took a deep breath. “I believe in music. In good food. In having a wonderful evening with you—”

“I’m not asking what makes you happy,” she interrupted.

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

“No.” She rolled her yes and looked at her watch.

He hadn’t meant to annoy her.

The more he tried to avoid her question, the more uncomfortable he felt. What did he believe in? Not in a god, whatever people wanted to call it. Not in a power that determines our fate. Not in destiny. If in anything at all, then in coincidence. In the arbitrariness of nature. In its unjustness. I’m sorry to have to tell you.

If Paul was being honest, he had no answer to Christine’s question.

“I’ll have to take my time to think over it,” he said after a long pause. “Could I try to answer your question later?”

“Whenever.”

“And you? What do you believe in? Apart from the stars.”

“You know what I believe in. In feng shui. In yin and yang. In the power of harmony. I see life as a giant mobile on which different weights are hanging. They have to find their balance, otherwise things don’t work. I believe in fate. I’m convinced that it wasn’t just a coincidence that we met. It was destiny.”

She looked at her watch again.

“I could tell you stories about my friends who were told the most astounding things by an astrologer that really came true. But I’m sorry, I just don’t have the time to talk about Chinese astrology with you for the rest of the afternoon. If you want to convince yourself, call Master Wong.” She took a pen out of her bag and wrote a telephone number on a napkin.

“You know his number by heart?” he asked, hoping that Christine wouldn’t notice the hint of disbelief in his voice.

“I’ve been seeing him for years. Ask him whatever you like. He doesn’t know anything about you. Maybe he can convince you.”

She got ready to leave, but Paul stopped her.

“If I go to him and he tells me that it will be a good year for me, in which my body and soul will not be endangered in any way, what happens then?”

“I can’t imagine that will happen.”

“But if it does?”

“The we’ll have to consult him once more together. Now I really must go.”

She got up, took the box of pralines and the rose, and gave him a kiss. “I’ll call you tonight. By the time Josh goes to bed. I promise.”

Paul watched her leave. She turned back one more time at the door, blew him a kiss, and smiled briefly. He could not imagine not being able to see her for the next nine months. All because of a Chinese astrologer’s prophecy. Because the pig wasn’t compatible with the dragon. Or firewood should stay away from water. Or the horse disrupted the flow of the rat. Nonsense. If a visit to Wong Kah Wei was the only way to calm Christine down, then he could submit to the mumbo jumbo.

He called the number. A woman’s voice. No, Master Wong was not free. Not today. Not tomorrow. The next available appointment was in eight weeks. Paul switched to Cantonese, and a spirited bargaining commenced, at the end of which he obtained an appointment for early that evening at three times the normal fee.

In his travels in the previous thirty years, Paul had visited soothsayers, astrologers, and card-reading fortune-tellers, sometimes for fun, sometimes out of boredom, or out of curiosity when someone made an especially strong recommendation. In Sumatra, a blind seer of ghosts had warned him never to travel by boat again. In Bangkok, a former monk had been absolutely certain that the lines on his palm showed that an opulent wedding with an Indian princess was in store for him. A Chinese man in Kunming had prophesied great wealth for him in his fortieth year. Paul had listened to all these stories with amusement and not believed any of them. Quite rightly too. He had not become a millionaire, had not become a member of a royal family, loved traveling by boat, and had enjoyed the best of health to that day. Of course, now and then he had heard tales of friends who had been told things by a seer, fortune-teller, or palm reader that had apparently come true just as predicted. Everyone knew such stories from hearsay. Fairy tales, Paul thought. Stupid, silly fairy tales.

He imagined Master Wong would be an old man with white hair, living in a poky little place somewhere in the depths of Mongkok or Ma Tau Wai. Dim light from a single bulb hanging from the ceiling and a few incense sticks burning in the corner, perhaps with a crystal ball on the table and tarot cards on the side.

The master received his visitors on the eight floor of the Great Wealth Building on Queen’s Road Central, one of the most expensive addresses in Hong Kong. An elegantly dressed woman of around fifty, Ms. Yiu, was at the reception desk. She asked Paul to take a seat and disappeared into a small kitchen to make tea. The office space was unusually large; a fountain pattered in a corner, and on the opposite wall tiny red fish swam in an impressive aquarium, while the shelves next to it displayed several antique Chinese clay statues. Paul could see the day’s closing stock exchange figures for Hong Kong, Shenzhen, and Shanghai on Ms. Yiu’s computer screen. There were plus signs flashing in front of the green numerals; it must have been a good day on the markets.

Suddenly the door opened and a small, gaunt man appeared, looking at Paul in silence. The man’s face looked stern; at first glance, Paul felt that he was facing a bank official who would or would not grant him a loan.

“Master Wong?”

The man nodded and gestured to Paul to follow him into his office.

Stock exchange indices were also lit up on Master Wong’s flat screen. In one corner of the room a set of gold golf clubs was propped against a bookshelf filled to bursting, and on the desk lay books, papers, pencils, a Montblanc fountain pen, and two newspapers, both open. The astrologer had clearly been poring over the results of yesterday’s horse races in Happy Valley. Paul was just about to wonder what he had gotten himself into when he realized that the astrologer was speaking. His voice was quiet, almost a whisper, but it filled every corner of the room. It was firm and piercing, giving the man an almost mysterious authority that did not fit his outward appearance at all.

It was not a voice that one wanted to contradict.

“You know about Chinese horoscopes?” It sounded as though that was a precondition for the consultation.

“Yes.”

“Then tell me what you want to know.”

“What the months to come have in store for me. Whether the year of the pig holds dangers for me or whether it will be a good year.”

“I believe this is about an investment? Property? The right time to invest?”

“No,” Paul replied, annoyed. “Just in general.”

“Then I need your date of birth. The place. And the exact time. Do you know the details?”

“But of course.”

The man wrote everything down on a large sheet of paper. “I suggest that I tell you a few things about your past. If these things turn out to be correct, I will talk about your future. If I am wrong, then something is not right with my calculations. Then we will end the session. Of course you will not need to pay if that is the case. Is that all right with you?”

Paul nodded.

Master Wong started making his calculations. He stood up, fetched a thick, worn-looking book from the shelf, and looked inside it; he pulled out a second book to consult and made further notes. Paul had the feeling that Wong was growing more and more distant from him with every passing minute. He started to feel uneasy. He tried to stop himself from tapping his left foot by crossing his legs and crossed his arms behind his head.

After long minutes of silence the astrologer put his pen down and looked at him.

“You moved when you were a child.”

Paul nodded. Many children did that, he thought, but he said nothing.

“Moved continent, even.”

“That’s right.”

“You moved in early childhood.”

“That’s also right.”

“Your relationship with your family was distant.”

“Yes,” Paul answered, his voice hoarse, his throat dry. He felt like a defendant in court, giving replies to a judge.

“Your parents are both dead.”

“Correct.”

“Your mother died young.”

“Also correct.”

Master Wong smiled briefly. “You don’t have to confirm every piece of information. I’m not recording your personal details. All you have to do is tell me when I make a mistake.” He paused briefly before continuing. “You married between your fortieth and fiftieth year.”

Paul inclined his head in a nod.

“It was your first marriage.”

“Yes,” Paul said, as if in a trance.

“You are divorced. You have a child.”

Paul shifted uneasily from side to side on his chair. He did not want to hear the rest.

“A son.” The man paused for a long time. He consulted more books and scribbled something on a piece of paper, crossed through what he had written, and wrote something else beneath it. Paul could not decipher the Chinese characters upside down.

He wanted to say that he had heard enough, that everything the master had said was right, that he could talk about the future now, that he did not want to hear the next sentence. But no words passed his lips.

The astrologer lifted his head and looked him in the eye. “Your son is dead.”



Paul sat at an outdoor food stall at the end of Stanley Street. It was hot, and his shirt clung to his chest. The sweat was dripping from his chin and trickling down his neck and back. Even his leather belt was damp. He had a plate of fried noodles and a cold beer in front of him. He was still in a daze. Even if he had wanted to, he could not believe the experience he had just had.

If a stranger had told him this had happened to him, Paul would not have believed a word of it. He wanted an explanation, but he had the feeling that he would not find one. Not now. He would have to search for it. For the second time that day he was in turmoil. Unsettled. Alone.

It had grown dark, and the foldaway tables and plastic stools around him were almost all occupied. Several cooks were preparing food in large woks. The smell of fried meat, garlic, and onions wafted over to him. All around were hissing sounds and rising steam, and now and then a rogue flame from the cooking fires flared high into the darkness. Four construction workers with bare torsos huddled at the table next to Paul, sizing him up. One of the men raised his glass and toasted him. Paul smiled briefly by way of thanks.

He pulled his tape recording of what the astrologer had said out of his bag, put it on the table, and wondered what to do with it.

Mr. Leibovitz, I’m warning you.

With regard to the future, Master Wong had at first spoken at length about what his Chinese clients were always most interested in: the financial outlook for the coming months. Paul’s prospects on this front were not bright, but there was also no cause for special concern, though he was strongly advised not to make any high-risk investments that year. What the astrologer said was not very relevant to him, for he had invested his money in secure fixed-interest bonds; the income they yielded was not high, but he lived modestly, and it covered his needs. He had not touched his backup account for extraordinary expenses and emergencies in three years.

Wong had suddenly hesitated after that. He had made further calculations, flicked through two more volumes, and frowned as though he himself could not believe his own findings. He finally leaned back in his chair, peered over his glasses at Paul, crossed his arms across his chest, and said nothing for a long time.

Mr. Leibovitz, I’m warning you.

The principles of his profession forbade him to say everything that the constellations of stars told him. He would waive his fee under these special circumstances. Paul could go now.

Paul hesitated for a few seconds that seemed endless to him. He thought about the story of Oedipus and the power of the self-fulfilling prophecy. But then he immediately felt annoyed by that thought; it meant that he was giving this man’s prophecy far too much importance. Of course he wanted to know everything—what he would do with the knowledge was another story altogether. He sat up straight in his chair and said that he had come to hear what the future held for him; he was a person who could deal with bad news—there had been enough of that in his life.

Wong looked at him intently. No.

In the end, it was Paul’s stubborn refusal to leave the office before he had heard everything, or, more important, the determination he was displaying, that changed the astrologer’s mind.

Listen to these sentences that I am trusting you with. They are only meant for your ears. Be careful with what you are hearing.

You will . . .

Three short sentences. Nothing more. An oracle that Paul had no idea what to do with. He had not believed any other prophecies before, but now he could not deny that he felt unsettled, no matter how hard he tried.

The biggest problem was Christine. She would ask questions. She would want to know what Master Wong had said, but she was not allowed to know. On no account. She would feel that her worst fears had been confirmed and reduce their contact to a minimum. He would have to calm her down with a plausible story. The prospect of having to lie to her made him feel even more uneasy.

He picked up the cassette and fingered it. It was tiny; one stamp of the heel on it would suffice. Or should he keep it, the way Christine kept hers? What for? He would not forget what he had heard about his future. He drank a mouthful of beer, used a toothpick to pull the brown tape out of the cassette, and unspooled it all. He grabbed the bundle of tape, got up, and threw it all in the trash can with the remains of his meal.



III



The letter lay between bills from PCCW Mobile and Hong Kong Electric. Christine marveled at the handwriting. Elegant, swooping script in black ink, written with a fine brush, more a piece of calligraphy than a mere address. No name or return address. She did not know anyone who could write such beautiful Chinese characters. The stamp: People’s Republic of China. She tensed. The first glimmering, which she ignored. She decided to open the envelope anyway.

My dear Mei-mei,

Little sister. Her hands trembled. She lowered the piece of paper.

Her brother was dead. Had died forty years ago. Of starvation. Of thirst. Or had dropped dead in a paddy field. Because his young body had not been able to bear the hardships of the harvest any longer. A victim of the Cultural Revolution. One of millions. Sent to the countryside when he was fourteen to learn from the farmers. By the command of a paranoid Great Chairman, whom nobody had dared to contradict. A sickly, weak young boy, ordered to go to the mountains of Sichuan Province because his father was said to belong to the clique of intellectuals. He had disappeared after that. He had no chance. How often had Christine heard those words from her mother’s mouth when she was a child? Long Long is dead. He had no chance.

Everything rushed back in an instant: The warm and humid fall day in 1968. The flurry of loud footsteps in the hallway. The hysterical voices. The splintering of the door kicked in by the Red Guards. The fear of death on her father’s face. Her brother, where was her brother? Why was he not with them? She did not see him in this picture. She saw her mother, the gaunt woman in her faded Mao suit. The terror on her face. She saw herself. Cowering under the table. The little girl who closed her eyes but opened them again, frightened and curious. Two, three quick, heavy steps. Her father perched on the windowsill. Like a big fat crow that was on the verge of spreading its wings. He jumped before she could grab him. The silence after.

An accident. That was the official version. Until today.

Soon after that, her brother was made to go to the countryside. A few months later, she and her mother escaped to Hong Kong. They swam until they had no more strength. Three of the people in their small group drowned. Coincidence saved them. Or fate, or the stars. Their time had not come yet, her mother later claimed. She had heard her pray in the water. She had not heard anything more about her brother since that time.

Who dared address her as little sister? She turned the page. On the reverse was his name: Wu Da Long. Big Dragon.

My dear Mei-mei,

How should I begin this letter? After so many years. You probably thought I was dead. And I was, or as good as. A slow dying, witnessed by an entire village. No longer one of the living, not yet one of the dead. A young girl brought me back. She is still my wife today. But I don’t want to say too much about myself. I have started to chatter away like an old woman.

Do you remember me at all? They used to call me Long Long. But you were not even born yet. Later on you learned to walk holding my hand. You were so little. But healthy. I was always sick. A nimble girl with a parting in your hair, straight as a bamboo rod, two braids, right and left. That is how I picture you. What do you look like now? Would we recognize each other if we were face to face?

What has happened to you? Are you married?

Do you have a child? You wanted to be a doctor when you were a little girl. A barefoot doctor. They used to walk from village to village in the countryside back then, helping the sick. You admired them very much. I’m sure you have fulfilled your dream though perhaps not visiting your patients barefoot.

You are probably asking yourself why so many years had to pass before I wrote you this letter. And you are right to do so. There are, I assure you, many reasons. I will explain them to you when, if, we meet again. For that is the request that this letter brings: I would like to see you. As soon as possible. I am lucky to be in good health now but who knows how much time anyone has left? Apart from that, I now also—and I do not want to hide that from you in this letter—find myself in the most serious difficulty, through no fault of my own. To be clear: I need help, urgently. Time is not on my side. You wish to know what this is all about? I understand. Unfortunately the situation is so complicated that I cannot explain it to you in a letter or on the phone. Since it is impossible for me to travel, I must ask you, though I do so reluctantly, to come to me. I live about three hours away from Shanghai. I have a son, Xiao Hu, and a daughter, Yin-Yin, in Shanghai. Yin-Yin will meet you at the airport and bring you to us. She knows about this letter, and she will be very happy, I need hardly say, to get to know her aunt. She is a good girl. She is studying music at the conservatory and will soon sit for her final exams. I know that this must all come as a great surprise to you. I am asking a lot. I can do no more at the moment than to ask for your understanding.

A final question: Is Mother still alive? If she is, which I of course hope with all my heart, then I beg you not to tell her about this letter. The joy at the news that I am alive would be clouded by worries about my plight.

I very much hope that this letter has not given you a shock.

Will I hear from you soon?

Ge-Ge

Da Long

Then came an address and Yin-Yin’s phone number.

Ge-ge. Big brother. Christine put the letter to one side. She picked up the envelope again, opened it once more, sniffed it, and ran her fingers over it. As though the folded paper could do what the words could not: bring her brother closer to her. While reading the letter, her agitation had given way to a strange feeling of inner peace. She was not sure if she could trust it.
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