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   Advance Praise for
The Moon Represents My Heart

   ‘I fell in love with this book and the Wang family from the very first page. A beautiful exploration of family, love and loss across the generations, it gives a fresh, fun spin on the time travel genre combined with a heartrending immigrant story. I didn’t want it to end. Pim has a unique voice.’ 

   Gemma Chan, actor, writer, producer

   ‘Poetic, beautiful, and moving, The Moon Represents My Heart is unforgettable.’ 

   Louise O’Neill, author of Idol

   ‘Bold, experimental, and beautiful, The Moon Represents My Heart might break your heart, but it’ll also put it back together again. A sweeping tale across the fabric of time, countries and cultural borders, and family ties, this book is a rumination on how grief can keep you trapped in the past, but there’s always the hope to move forward once again.’ 

   L.R. Lam, co-author of Seven Devils

   ‘As propulsive as it is moving, The Moon Represents My Heart is an enchanting tale of family and heartbreak.’  

   Jing-Jing Lee, author of How We Disappeared

   ‘The Moon Represents My Heart…was an immediately compelling, unusual story with a totally fresh voice – a fascinating story of love and time travel, full of mystery and heart.’ 

   Jennifer Saint, author of Ariadne

   ‘Masterfully plotted, poetic, and captivating, The Moon Represents My Heart establishes Pim Wangtechawat as a rising star from South-East Asia’s rich literary heritage.’ 

   Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai, author of The Mountains Sing

   ‘An utterly mesmerising and poetic debut filled with characters that feel like family, that shatters your heart and pieces it back together beautifully. The Moon Represents My Heart is truly an exceptional piece of literature.’ 

   Elvin James Mensah, author of Small Joys

   ‘An extraordinary debut. Pim Wangtechawat creates a magical tale of love, loss and yearning, full of poetic prose and powerful insight. This novel breaks your heart yet gives you hope – and it features the best Bruce Lee cameo in contemporary fiction!’ 

   D.V. Bishop, author Ritual of Fire

   ‘In The Moon Represents My Heart, Pim Wangtechawat paints an emotional and panoramic portrait of a family as united by their gift as they are tested by it. Intimate, tender, and imaginative, this novel takes the reader on a time-traveling adventure while imparting the wisdom of how cherished and truly priceless time is.’ 

   Katherine J. Chen, author of Joan

   ‘A tender and transformative debut, with the Wang family as its beating heart. Wangtechawat captures love in all its many forms.’ 

   Grace D. Li, author of Portrait of a Thief
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   For my father and grandfathers,
who gifted me this story.
And for my mother and grandmothers,
who gave me its wings.
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   You ask me how deep my love for you is,
how much I really love you.
My affection does not waver,
my love will not change.
The moon represents my heart.

   Teresa Teng, 
‘The Moon Represents My Heart’

  

 
  
   
‌Part One

   万事开头难

   All things are difficult at the start

  

 
  
   Everyone who time-travels describes their experience differently.

   For a scientific and extremely logical man like Joshua Wang, it is merely ‘a dark, swooping sensation’ – a ‘blip’ in time in which your body is simply uprooted from the ground before appearing somewhere else. His wife Lily, more artistic and romantic by nature, compared it to the feeling you get when you realise for the first time that you’re falling in love – ‘a kind of thrill’, ‘a rush of adrenaline’. Like when you’re hurtling towards the ground on a roller-coaster ride, terrified, but incredibly, wonderfully alive. Their son, Tommy, compared it to an exquisite football goal – a volley from outside the penalty box or a curving strike delivered from halfway down the pitch when the goalkeeper is off his line. His twin, Eva, did not use words at all. She painted instead: a gorgeous sunset over a rippling blue ocean, a dark rainforest, with shadows lurking everywhere.

   But despite these differing descriptions, all time travellers seem to agree on one thing: the experience comes with a sense of profound vulnerability. A loss waiting to happen. As Lily liked to put it, ‘You are holding something precious in your hands but are afraid that one day it will slip through your fingers. And that no matter how hard you try, you can never have it back.’

  

 
  
   Joshua, Lily, Tommy and Eva

   1972 / 2000

   The last time the Wangs travelled back in time together as a family, the twins, Tommy and Eva, were eight years old. Joshua, their father, and Lily, their mother, were both thirty-one.

   The trip was to Hong Kong on 21 March 1972, to meet Joshua’s idol, Bruce Lee, the night before the premier of his film Fist of Fury.

   At around five in the evening, precisely as planned, in a narrow, secluded alley by the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Kowloon, the Wangs appeared out of thin air, quiet as a breeze. Not one by one, but together, holding each other tightly by the hand.

   They were all dressed in the seventies-style clothes that Lily had meticulously prepared over several months so that they would resemble ‘the sort of wholesome, upper-class Chinese family that wouldn’t look out of place in a fancy hotel’.

   For a while they stood conversing with each other in low voices, the parents bending down to make sure that there was colour in their children’s cheeks, that their hands and legs weren’t shaking or trembling from the trip. After all, they were still new to time travelling. How are you feeling? they asked over and over again in hushed whispers. Are you okay?

   Eventually, the four of them made their way to the hotel’s entrance. After a nod from Joshua, they walked through the double doors as if they were guests there, passing the doorman, who doffed his cap at them, and the two concierges guarding the lobby, and headed straight into the restaurant.

   The children, who were told to act natural, stared at their feet the entire time.

   Sit up straight, Eva, don’t slouch, said Joshua, looking at his wristwatch.

   Darling, should we order? asked Lily, flipping through the menu. It will look strange if we don’t. Did you bring the money?

   Of course I did.

   Can we have the ribs, Mum? asked Tommy.

   Yes, the ribs! cried Eva.

   And barbecued pork!

   And garlic fried rice –

   Also those beans with minced pork –

   Mantou!

   Quiet, said Joshua. Tommy, Eva – we’re not here for the food. It doesn’t matter what we order.

   Lily lifted an eyebrow. So does that mean you don’t want the duck?

   The duck?

   You always want the duck –

   It doesn’t matter if we get the duck –

   Mum, the ribs – said Eva.

   You always want the duck so I just assumed –

   Tommy asked, Can we also have what Dad brought from –

   The food is only for show –

   The ribs!

   But we have to eat the food –

   Get the fucking duck then!

   Silence.

   Lily flattened the menu against the tabletop. Eva covered her face with her hands. Tommy, who was play-fighting with his chopsticks, dropped them onto the plastic plate as though they were hot.

   Joshua, said Lily, in a voice that said, Joshua, this will not do.

   But he looked down at his wristwatch once more. It’s almost time, he said.

   Their glances strayed to the door… Still no Bruce.

   Lily, order whatever you want. Tommy. Eva. Joshua looked at his children with that gaze that made Eva burn red and Tommy squirm. What’s the sentence I taught you again?

   The two children chanted together under their breath in clipped, rehearsed Cantonese: We are big fans of yours, Mr Lee. We watch your movies all the time. Please, may we have your autograph?

   Lily scoffed, leaned back in her chair and lit a cigarette.

   When Joshua glared at her, she shrugged and said, One of the perks of the seventies.

   Joshua turned back to his children. Say it one more time.

   We are big fans of yours, Mr Lee. We watch your movies all the time. Please, may we have your autograph?

   Good. Again.

   We are big fans of yours, Mr Lee. We watch your movies all the time. Please, may we have your autograph?

   One more time.
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   The trip had taken nearly a year to plan, during which Joshua lost his temper multiple times and Lily abruptly left the house to take many long walks by herself. Tommy burst into tears four times (he kept count himself), Eva only once, but the number of shouting matches she had with her father nearly reached double figures.

   In Joshua’s office, the mountains of books, documents, diagrams and black-and-white photographs continued to grow taller and taller. Every inch of the blackboard at the far end of the room was covered with numbers and scribbles. Post-it notes glared down from windows and lamp shades, saying things like, ‘1971 or ’72?’, ‘What about Linda?’, ‘Find safe place for arrival’ and ‘Turn of the millennium – effect??’

   In February, three months before the trip, in addition to the vintage clothes strewn all over the place, a huge piece of paper was stuck to their living room wall. At the top was Lily’s handwriting: rules for hong kong 1972 bruce lee trip.

   The rest was written in Joshua’s untidy scrawl:

   
24 HOURS IS THE LIMIT. CONSULT YOUR WATCH OFTEN. IF YOU START TO FEEL UNWELL, LET MUM AND DAD KNOW IMMEDIATELY.

STICK TOGETHER. IF LOST, TRY AND FIND YOUR WAY BACK TO ARRIVAL POINT.

WHILE TRAVELLING, DO NOT, UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES, LET GO OF EACH OTHER’S HANDS.

DO NOT TELL ANYONE WHO YOU ARE OR WHERE YOU’VE COME FROM!

MEMORISE YOUR FALSE IDENTITIES AND FOLLOW THE PLAN!



   
   
   
   
   The twins, who had only travelled once or twice before by themselves, were tasked with remembering these rules word for word. Particular attention was paid to the first one. Years ago, during many of their earlier trips together, Joshua and Lily were able to prove their theory that the body can only endure a limited time in the past before beginning to deteriorate. The children were told that any signs of illness – whether it be a fever, a headache or even a slight cough – should be flagged at once. This meant every Saturday and Sunday evening, the entire family would go down to the South Bank for what Joshua called ‘required physical preparation’, which was, in reality, an exhausting, energy-sapping run from the National Theatre to the Globe Theatre and back again. Watching Bruce Lee movies after dinner also became part of the ‘education’ and Cantonese lessons were increased from twice a week to three times a week.

   The night before the trip, having sent the children to bed, Lily found her husband sitting on the floor in their living room, sheets of paper surrounding him in a wide circle like a halo.

   She poured herself a glass of wine (Joshua had stopped drinking years ago) and joined him on the floor, squeezing into a little space next to a photograph of Bruce Lee and his blonde-haired, blue-eyed American wife, Linda.

   It’s her birthday tomorrow, you know, said Joshua, pointing to Linda.

   Tomorrow, of course, would be 21 March 1972, as well as 2 May 2000.

   Lily rested a gentle hand on the woman’s face: And what a present she’s getting – us.

   If all goes according to plan, that is.

   It will go according to plan, said Lily, sipping her wine.

   How do you know?

   She leaned against his shoulder as he turned sideways to scribble down some calculations on a piece of paper.

   Confidence, she said. Experience. Intuition. Fate. I don’t know.

   Arrogance?

   She chuckled. Yes, that too.

   The only sounds in the room were of pencil against paper and the ticking clock.

   Above the fireplace was a painting Lily had done: a magnificent stag against a green background. The creature’s head was turned away so you couldn’t see its eyes, only the back of its head, ears and antlers. Lily sipped her wine and stared at it, remembering the day in Richmond Park when she’d painted it and thinking about how she should have made the green much darker.

   Later, Joshua spoke, breaking the peaceful silence.

   We’re the first family to travel back in time together, he said, not for the first time.

   The very first that we know of, she corrected him.

   That we know of, yes. But still. He let himself smile a little. A pioneering feat.

   I love you, she said, quite unvarnished.
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   The Big Moment came just when the duck arrived at the table: Bruce Lee walked into the restaurant with Linda and his studio head, Raymond Chow, the door swinging shut behind them to block out the noise of hurried footsteps, screaming and frantic whispering.

   Every waiter in the room snapped to attention. Lily put out her cigarette in the ashtray while Joshua uncharacteristically jumped to his feet.

   Later, Tommy and Eva would not be able to recall much of what happened next. But they would remember the feel of their father’s hands on their shoulders, how heavy and firm they felt as he guided them to stand in front of the iconic actor. They would also remember how their mother reached forward to shake Linda’s hand, and then how Bruce looked down to grin into their stunned faces.

   Joshua and Bruce conversed in Cantonese as if they were old friends. Then Joshua said, Tommy. Eva. And the practised sentence dropped from their lips, easy as anything: We are big fan of yours, Mr Lee. We watch your movies all the time. Please, may we have your autograph?

   Bruce laughed and the sound was bigger than life itself.

   You look just like my daughter! he said to Eva in English. Did you really see my movies?

   Yes, sir! Eva went into her kung-fu stance, sending Bruce into more raucous laughter.

   And what about you, young man? He ruffled Tommy’s hair. Any moves for me?

   Tommy found himself shaking his head mutely. Bruce beamed and crouched down so that they were level in height.

   You look just like your father, he said, glancing up at Joshua, who was standing right behind Tommy.

   Bruce was right: father and son did look remarkably similar. The same slight build, angular cheekbones, a sharp nose.

   Does your son look like you as well? Tommy blurted out.

   Not as much as the two of you. Bruce ruffled Tommy’s hair again. Now…you say you want my autograph?
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   After they had gone back to their table and finished their meal, after they’d returned to their arrival point and travelled back to May 2000, Eva would not be able to stop talking about how she made Bruce Lee laugh, and Tommy would go on and on about how ‘cool’ he looked. Even after being told to go to bed, Eva sneaked into Tommy’s room, and they spent nearly an hour whispering to each other excitedly about what else Bruce had said and done.

   Joshua, however, remained silent for the rest of the evening.

   When husband and wife went up to bed, Lily finally asked, Josh, is everything alright? You can tell me if it’s not.

   At first he did not answer. Then he took her hand under the covers.

   The sun’s coming out tomorrow, he said.

   The sun?

   If we wake up early, we can drive to Ruislip and give the kids a day at the beach.

   There was so much about the trip that Lily wanted to discuss with her husband. All sorts of things, from technical calculations to bell-bottom jeans, Hong Kong high rises, other men’s wives and how much she’d missed smoking; but she knew him too well. So she kissed his cheek and told him a beach day sounded nice.

   The next morning, Joshua woke just after the crack of dawn.

   When the rest of the family eventually came downstairs, woken by the smell of fried eggs and garlic, they found breakfast ready in the kitchen: congee with fried mushrooms and thin slices of ginger, and omelette stuffed with minced pork and onions.

   We’re going to the beach, Joshua declared to his children in a tone that brooked no argument.

   And so an hour and a half later, the Wangs were at Ruislip Lido, west of London.

   Joshua and Lily, in shorts, loose-fitting T-shirts, flip-flops and sunglasses, sat on separate towels as the sun glared down at them, casting harsh shapes on the sand. He had his newspaper in his hands, she a hefty history book about female spies in World War Two. Occasionally, they would look up from their pages to make a comment on what they had just read or to look over at Tommy and Eva in the shallows.

   The twins were jumping over waves – giant, powerful ones that sometimes knocked them off their feet and sent them plunging under for a few seconds. They always re-emerged spluttering and laughing, red-faced like babies. Other times they held hands and leaped as one, and from where their parents sat, it would momentarily look like two small figures suspended in mid-air, flying.

   This is nice, Lily eventually remarked, watching them.

   Joshua glanced up from his book. What’s nice?

   Today. Today’s nice.

   And yesterday?

   Yesterday too.

   He allowed himself a smile. What do you want to do for dinner?

   Do you have something in mind?

   Much, much later, when all the years had become indistinguishable to all four of them, this would still be the day they would remember as ‘a good day’.

  

 
  
   Tommy and Eva

   November 2004

   Aside from the same black hair, Tommy and Eva at twelve no longer look very much alike.

   She has started to grow into a shape some people might call ‘chubby’, her cheeks and chin fuller, her arms and legs thicker than they used to be. She wears glasses now (she can’t see at all without them). When not at school, she spends most of her time drawing, reading, journaling, drawing. Her go-to spot is the sofa in the living room, where she sits curled up with a novel or a sketchbook, her knees drawn up nearly to her chin, utterly engrossed in another world.

   He has started to elongate into a shape some people might call ‘athletic’, his cheeks hollowing a little, his arms and legs more muscular than they used to be. He wears cool clothes now (fashionable trainers and T-shirts with hip slogans or graphics emblazoned on them). When not at school, he is at the nearby football ground, playing for a local youth team as a left winger. Or he is on the sofa in the living room, where he sits next to his sister, his long legs stretched out, playing FIFA on the PlayStation as though he doesn’t have a care in the world.

   But then, of course, in November, The Experiment happens.
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   One early November evening at five o’clock, when it is already pitch dark outside, Eva looks up from her copy of The Secret Garden. Her eyes on the clock above the fireplace, she remarks in a puzzled, surprised tone, ‘They are two hours late.’

   Tommy assumes an unbothered expression and directs Michael Owen towards the Chelsea goal. ‘So? They’ve been late before. Remember when Mum took Dad back to Liverpool?’

   ‘They were an hour late then.’

   ‘Or that time when Dad took her to the Walled City?’

   ‘That was an hour too.’

   ‘They’ve been late before.’

   ‘Yes, but –’

   ‘– but not two hours, yeah, I heard you the first time.’ He pauses the game. Flicks his eyes up to the clock. ‘They’ve never been in the nineteenth century for longer than a few seconds before. This is a first. Of course they’ll want to stay as long they can.’

   ‘Should we let someone know?’

   ‘Who? Our neighbours?’ He laughs and resumes the game. He puts on a whiny, childish voice. ‘I’m sorry, but we’re time travellers, and our parents are late coming back from their trip to the Victorian era and we’re afraid something bad might have happened to them. Oh, yes, that would go down well.’

   ‘Don’t make fun!’

   ‘I’m not maki–’

   ‘Yes, you are!’ She snaps her novel shut and looks around the living room, her eyes wide behind her purple-framed glasses. ‘Should we call Ah-ma?’

   The woman they call Ah-ma is Grandma Carol, their mother’s mother. Ever since the twins were little, they have called her Ah-ma – the word for ‘grandmother’ in Teochew, the Chinese dialect their mother’s family speaks. Lily’s father passed away before the twins were born, making Ah-ma their only close relative living in England. She, however, does not know The Secret of what they can do; Lily has always been adamant that she shouldn’t.

   ‘They’re only two hours late,’ Tommy says again. ‘Give them time.’

   ‘But, Tom –’

   ‘Give them time.’

   But an hour later and still nothing.

   She slips away from the living room. He, still captivated by his game, ignores her. A few minutes later he hears chopping noises from the kitchen. Later the sound of the hob switching on and then the sizzle of garlic in hot oil. The scraping of the spatula against the frying pan. The familiar scent of home.

   A short while later she pokes her head into the room. ‘I made dinner,’ she says.

   He pauses the game and follows her into the dining room to find two bowls of rice, two pairs of chopsticks, a plate of stir-fried cabbages and the rest of the barbecued pork their father had bought from Chinatown yesterday.

   He mumbles his thanks and sits down. They eat together in silence, trying not to look at the clock.
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   The next day is a Sunday.

   Having gone to sleep at four in the morning, they both wake at noon and come down to sit in the kitchen together, he on the countertop and she on a high stool, buttering toast and sharing swigs of orange juice from the same carton.

   Ideas and theories are thrown out. Maybe something’s happened. Something’s definitely happened. Perhaps they’re stuck. Perhaps they’ve travelled to the wrong era. Or they haven’t travelled at all and they are trapped somewhere in the space between now and then, lost in that weightless darkness they have all experienced. But neither one of them wants to voice or even think about the implications of the fact that the body cannot cope with spending much longer than twenty-four hours in the past.

   ‘We can try and go get them,’ she suggests.

   He shakes his head. ‘We can try, but I don’t see how it will work.’

   ‘We can try,’ she says again.

   He shakes his head and slips off the countertop. He grabs a plate for his pile of toast.

   ‘We wait,’ he says.
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   Sunday bleeds into Monday, Monday into Tuesday and Wednesday, and neither of them has left the house or acknowledged the fact that they haven’t been to school or, in Tommy’s case, football practice, or, in Eva’s case, their local bookshop.

   When they’re not sleeping (and waiting), they spend their time on the sofa. He plays FIFA and she, avoiding journaling, begins sketching a picture of a peacock with two heads. They take turns heating up leftovers or cooking meals from whatever is left in the fridge – four-day-old lemon chicken, stewed pork in brown sauce, morning glory stir-fried with oyster sauce, omelettes stuffed with tiny pieces of spiced sausages. After they run out of rice and groceries, they turn to their supply of instant noodles.

   On Thursday, while Tommy is frying the last of the sausages with two packets of noodles, he suddenly stops. Eva puts down her detailed sketch (the peacock with the two heads now has a plumage full of eyes, hearts and lightning strikes) and raises an eyebrow. ‘Do you have an idea?’ she asks.

   ‘It’s time we tried to find them,’ he says.

   After dinner, they make their way into their father’s office, which is in an even messier state than it was during their Bruce Lee family trip four years earlier. The entire floor and all four walls are covered with documents, photographs, paintings and huge books. Somehow the lights are not working, so he throws open the curtains, but it is already dark outside so it doesn’t make much difference.

   The twins stand facing each other in the middle of the room. A nod from him and they reach out to grab each other’s hands.

   Heads bowed. Eyes closed. Concentrate.

   Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. One, two, three, just like always.

   The beating of their own heartbeats. Boom, boom, boom.

   Almost silence, but not quite. Not quite.

   After what feels like days, he says, ‘Open your eyes.’

   From the tone of his voice she already knows: they are still in the same place. And when she opens her eyes to look into his, she sees tears glistening there.
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   Tommy wakes first on Friday. It is three in the afternoon and outside the sun has already begun to set when he crashes on the sofa, exhausted from sleep.

   For a moment he looks as though he might reach for the remote and the joystick. But then he changes his mind, runs his hand through his hair and tips his head back against the cold brick wall. He stays like that for a few minutes, looking up at the ceiling. At the empty fireplace. At the ticking clock. At his mother’s painting of the stag with its face hidden from view.

   Eva joins him later with the last of the instant noodles separated into two bowls with two pairs of chopsticks. He moves to make room for her and they sit facing one another, each with their back against an armrest, their toes almost touching. Their warm bowls of noodles, seasoned with processed chilli and coriander, are cradled in their hands.

   Her eyes are red. ‘It’s time we called Ah-ma,’ she says.

   And this time he nods.
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   There is no funeral. (There is no point.)

   They tell everyone that it was a car accident. (Easier and simpler to explain to those who don’t know.)

   Lawyers in expensive suits show up at the house. (Ah-ma meets with them in the living room.)

   Tommy’s football coach comes to check up on him. (He doesn’t go back to training.)

   Their father’s colleagues from the university send flowers and a card. (Eva puts the flowers in vases but forgets to water them.)

   Ah-ma goes to their school for a meeting with their teachers. (‘Take as much time as you need’ is something they hear over and over again.)

   Ah-ma goes shopping for groceries and the fridge is stocked again. (But the food tastes a little bit different now.)

   Their father’s office is tidied up overnight: all the papers are stacked neatly into envelopes and small paper boxes, the few vinyl albums he treasures stored in the attic. (But their mother’s studio is left as it is, with her paintings and brushes and colours, and the fairy lights draped around the windowsills.)

   The word ‘dead’ is never used. (They are just ‘gone’.)
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   Ah-ma says, ‘I lost a daughter and a son-in-law to stupidity.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘I cannot believe that no one has ever told me about any of this.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘I cannot believe that you all lied to me.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘I cannot believe that this is real.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘I cannot believe that this is real.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘I cannot believe that this is real.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘This will never happen again.’

   Ah-ma moves in on a Tuesday. Her house in Primrose Hill, the one Lily grew up in, is rented out. She takes over Joshua and Lily’s master bedroom. Black-and-white photographs of her loved ones who’ve passed away begin to appear on the walls: her mother, Mary, and her husband, Henry. Lily as a little girl in pigtails stares at her children whenever they make their way up the stairs.

   Ah-ma hangs up the paintings her husband had bought at auctions to impress his white lawyer colleagues whenever they came around for a visit – paintings of mountains and lakes done with Chinese brushes, every line curved so exquisitely, Eva is left enraptured. Chinese characters adorn the edges of the frame.

   ‘What do they say?’ Eva asks.

   Ah-ma clicks her tongue. ‘Your grandfather and I have never known,’ she says.

   Ah-ma moves the sofa to a new spot.

   The Chinese calendar their father had hung up in the kitchen now hangs in the living room.

   She brings her own armchair and sets it next to the window where their mother’s bookcase used to be.

   She does not let them sleep in beyond ten o’clock.

   She does their laundry and folds their clothes on the kitchen table instead of in their bedrooms.

   She does not cry.

   Eva wonders: How can you not cry when you’ve just lost your daughter?

   How can you not howl and tear your hair out like a madwoman?

   Isn’t that what all of us are meant to do?

   She doesn’t know.

   But Ah-ma cooks for them every day without fail.

   Ah-ma says, ‘I’m here for both of you if you need me, but things are going to be very different around here.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘This is all very unfortunate, but other people have had it worse.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘Look around. You still have a good life.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘You can’t stay in the house all day.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘You can’t not talk to anyone all day.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘It will get better with time.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘You will learn to live and get on with it.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘You will learn to get on with it.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘You will get on with it.’

   Ah-ma says, ‘We all will.’

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   It’s been four weeks, three days and infinite minutes.

   It’s one in the morning,

   with the rain falling down steadily outside in a humdrum rhythm.

   Tommy sleeps with his curtains open and the moonlight and streetlights keep making strange shapes on his wall:

   a bear, Eva says, a moose, a dolphin, a knight with a heart-shaped shield. A tower, he says.

   ‘Do you want to sleep in here tonight?’ he asks.

   ‘Just for a little bit,’ his sister says. ‘If you don’t mind.’

   ‘I don’t mind.’

   He turns just in time to see her rub her eyes with the back of her hand.

   ‘Are you crying?’ he asks.

   ‘No. I’m just angry. Do you think they’ll come back? One day?’

   He stares hard at the shifting shadows. ‘I don’t know.’

   ‘A fire-breathing dragon,’ she says. ‘An alligator with a severed tail, a rose, a sleeping kangaroo.’

   ‘A nose,’ he says. ‘A glass knocked over with the water spilling all over the tablecloth.’

   Although it feels a little bit childish, she takes his hand over the covers.

   ‘I can’t believe,’ she says, ‘that it will be Christmas soon.’

  

 
  
   Joshua

   1977

   Even years later, when he was a grown man of particular status and stature, Joshua Wang would still dream of the Kowloon Walled City and the path he took every Saturday morning as a little boy from his parents’ restaurant – ground level, with direct access to the streets of Hong Kong – to the flat that belonged to his paternal grandmother, Fang.

   He would not remember much else about his childhood home. Not the sound of rain against zinc rooftops or the position of his mother’s favourite chair in their cramped living room. But he would remember this: the path.

   Left after leaving the restaurant, along the path packed full of low-level office and construction workers sitting on small plastic chairs, with chopsticks spinning in their hands, and loud voices raised to match the clinking of bottles, the spatulas rattling against frying pans, the two hired waiters shouting orders to his father in the kitchen.

   Then right up a flight of stairs, past a dental clinic with its arrays of false teeth – gold, silver, black – displayed in a red-coloured tray in the shop window.

   Walk to the end of the almost pitch-black corridor with the corner shop, the way before him lit dimly by white fluorescent bulbs that hung from the ceiling. The owner of the shop was a stick-thin man with a large mole on his upper lip who would take a broom to children who came in to steal sweets and alcohol.

   Up two flights of stairs. Duck past the thin stream of water dripping down from the ceiling, past the path his mother took every morning to fetch their drinking water and do their laundry.

   Turn right at the junction. He had never gone down the dark corridor to the left, where women in kimonos sometimes peered out from dimly lit rooms, with smoke unfurling from their cigarettes like strings of silk.

   The old man. Curled up against the damp wall, smelling of piss, twitching, often with a needle sticking out of his forearm. In his dreams, Joshua might stop and feel the man’s forehead. There were times when his dream-self would even embrace the man, hold him close as if he were his own flesh and blood, while both of them wept like children. Other times he would walk right past him. (All of these encounters would make him wake, much later, with a deep pain in his chest.)

   After the old man, a flat with a pretty little girl who gave him his first toy, his first kiss.

   A flat with an old woman who would look at your palm and tell you when you would fall in love and how many children you would have.

   A flat with a lanky boy his own age whom he used to be friends with as a very small child. Later, they pretended not to know each other, not since the boy’s older brother returned from jail.

   A flat with an English lady who never walked past the old man with the needle without stopping to offer a kind word.

   A flat that always remained empty.

   Then his maa-maa’s.

   For as long as he could remember, there was a picture stuck to her front door: three smiling fat men, shirtless, sitting under a bamboo tree with a tiger curled around their feet, done in the Chinese style with a fine, sharp painting brush.

   It used to make him laugh. But he never once asked his maa-maa what it was supposed to mean. He always assumed it was from a magazine or a calendar, and his maa-maa, finding it funny, had cut it out long ago and pasted it to her door as though it was her unique way of saying to him: This is so you’ll always remember where to find me.
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   His maa-maa was a very small lady, white-haired and extremely wrinkled. After her husband died and her children moved out, she continued living in this flat by herself, except when they were able to find a tenant for her very small, windowless second bedroom.

   Every Saturday, whenever Joshua came around, she would kiss him on the cheek and beckon him to sit down at the wooden dining table her husband had built for her when they were just newly-weds. Joshua’s father, her eldest son, would only visit once a month. And that’s already too often, Joshua heard his father grumble to his mother one day.

   The rice, his maa-maa would say. And Joshua would produce the small, still-warm plastic bag his father had pushed into his hands earlier that morning. Their restaurant had a big rice cooker, while Maa-maa had only a stove.

   Sit, she would say next, handing him a bowl for him to put the rice in. Then breakfast, usually dumplings and stir-fried morning glory or pork in brown sauce. Then tea that was always too scalding.

   In his memories she was the best cook he had ever known. He sometimes wondered if this was actually true. Or if it was just because he was a child at the time, and everything one loves as a child tends to endure into adulthood as one intact, perfect thing.

   His favourite dish of hers was the pork ribs, fried in bubbling oil with garlic until the skin turned golden brown. He recalled how, when he picked one up with his chopsticks, the meat was so tender it would fall off the bone. But he would later forget the taste of it. He had tried to recreate the dish himself numerous times over the years, though it never turned out exactly the way she used to make it.

   Eat up, she always told him, so you can grow up as strong as your je-je one day.
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   Eat up so you can grow up to be as strong as your je-je one day. This was something Maa-maa said often and fondly, for stories about Joshua’s grandfather were, besides her grandchildren, one of the few joys she still had left in her life.

   Your je-je was the love of my life, Maa-maa said. I miss him every day. But like the sun and the moon we are always together, even in spirit. Some people can go through their entire lives without finding someone they love this much. I hope your karma is good and you will be as lucky as me one day.

   Joshua, being a child, never quite understood what she meant, but he would smile because he could tell that she was very sad every time she talked about Je-je; her lips would tremble and she would blink more often than she usually did.

   Je-je was born in mainland China, Joshua knew. One day, when he had grown into a young man, Je-je smuggled himself into Hong Kong on a fishing boat. He made his way to the Walled City, where he had heard that the rent was cheap and where he, as an undocumented immigrant, could disappear.

   It was here that he first laid eyes on Maa-maa. She was the young daughter of his landlord, who always poked her head into his room, asking if he wanted to join her and her family for meals. She made fun of him and made him laugh. He could make her blush. There was a sweetness there, she told Joshua, the first time they locked eyes.

   I sewed dresses with my mother for a living, Maa-maa said. And every day your je-je would go into a room with no windows that smelled of chemicals and cut big sheets of plastic into smaller pieces of plastic so that we could earn enough money to buy our own flat.

   Did he have lots of friends? asked Joshua, who did not have many friends.

   Yes, he did, Maa-maa replied, proud. The people who lived in these flats along this corridor, they’re all gone now, but he used to know all of their names. We would have big parties and cook together in each other’s kitchens and sit down for meals or mah-jong every week.

   Sometimes she would dab her eyes with a napkin. He had a twinkle in his eyes, your je-je, she liked to say. He could make everyone laugh. It makes me sad that he never got to meet you.

   When Joshua turned eight and thought himself grown enough for serious topics, he asked her how Je-je died.

   Maa-maa put down her cup of tea, then ran her right hand over her left as though remembering another person’s hand there. Her voice shook a little. A heart attack, she said. While playing pool. He made a shot, put his hand on his chest, laughed, and then…that was that.

   She went into her bedroom and came back a few seconds later with a photograph. This is us the day we moved into this flat, she said quietly, pushing the photograph into his hands. You have his smile. Have I told you that?
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   That night Joshua stared at the photograph for a very long time until he could recall every single detail with his eyes closed:

   
The very same flat he had visited that morning, but with the furniture in different places, the wooden dining table in front of the small TV instead of the sofa.

A window to the left of the picture, overlooking a rooftop filled with clothes lines.

The wallpaper, cream-coloured and dotted with flowers, old and peeling, left behind by the previous tenant.

His maa-maa, young and smiling, in a rose-coloured dress.

The young man with his left hand around her waist, hair slicked back and wearing a smile that looked very much like the one Joshua himself saw every time he looked in the mirror.



   
   
   
   
   He clamped his eyes shut tighter. Breathed in. Out. In. Out.

   First the sensation began

   in his fingertips,

   raising goosebumps on his arms as it travelled up to his shoulders, his neck,

   until his lips began to tremble.

   It spread to his head.

   A cold, refreshing feeling, as if someone had

   splashed him with a pail of freezing water.

   His toes seemed to dance.

   A peculiar heaviness, not unpleasant, settled on his chest.

   Should he scream? Cry? Laugh?

   No. He curled his fingers into fists and

   spoke the photograph into existence in his mind’s eye.

   Darkness.

   Or was it…

   light

   in a different kind of universe?

   Silence.

   Water. Dripping.

   The sharp smell of something charred.

   White fluorescent light tapped on his eyelids.

   Then…

   a voice:

   Hey, boy! Boy! Move, will you? You’re blocking my way!

   He opened his eyes.

   And saw eyes that were similar to his own.
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   Once upon a time there was a boy who watched the Kowloon Walled City change.

   He would loiter on stairs, sometimes on rooftops, at junctions where paths led down to

   dark and damp corridors that twisted and turned into each other like one big giant maze.

   The boy learned how to breathe through the smells of fumes, rubbish, unwashed bodies,

   food cooked over fire that was cranked up much too high.

   Was he an orphan? A thief? A ghost?

   No. A traveller, perhaps.

   A visitor.

   Just a boy.

   The boy moved like a monkey: quick, light-footed, fleeting, as though

   the world could never catch up.

   No one knew his name; not many even knew he was there.

   Those that did, however, grew old before his eyes, then grew young again.

   And there was that one question the boy would always ask,

   as Hong Kong turned from decade to decade

   and the people in the Walled City turned with it:

   Please. Where can I find a man named Ah-Li Qiang?
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   Sometimes the boy would meet the man with

   eyes similar to his own, with a smile almost identical.

   The man with the smile never seemed to take the boy seriously when they talked.

   If they ever talked much at all.

   What is this nonsense? The man said, laughing. Oh, you’re my grandson, are you?

   He poked his friends in the ribs. Clasped a hand on their shoulders.

   What do you make of this boy, eh, brother? He says we are related.

   Personally, I don’t see a resemblance. I am much better-looking.

   And what is it that you just said? That I shouldn’t play pool?

   The man laughed uproariously. Do you hear that, brother?

   We have a comedian on our hands. I shouldn’t play pool? Pah!

   Who are you, little one? Telling me not to play pool!

   Me? Dying from a heart attack?

   You can predict the future now, eh?

   The man laughed some more.

   So the boy simply stood and pleaded.

   But like most pleas made by children like him,

   they went unheard.
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   There was a Saturday when Joshua did not come to Maa-maa’s flat in the morning with rice. Instead, he came late, close to noon, and did not even utter a single word after she had scolded him for his unexplained tardiness.

   He stared at the food she had heated up for him as though not really seeing it: his favourite, fried pork ribs, with a small side of stir-fried cabbages that she told him his je-je used to have every day with congee for breakfast.

   What is wrong, child? she asked him when he simply sat there, staring.

   Nothing, he said. He picked up his chopsticks and tried to give her a smile.

   It had been three months since she had given him that photograph. He had become obsessed with it, asking her questions about his je-je almost every day. Most of them, she began to notice, were about the day he died. What was he wearing? What day and year was it, could she remember? What was the weather like outside? Where was the pool game? At Ah-yan’s? Who was Ah-yan?

   She told him everything she could recall, which wasn’t a lot, and it left him disappointed. As much as she loved her grandson, she could not bring herself to tell him that what she remembered most was not the event itself, but how she felt when she heard what had happened: like life had ended. Like the sky would always be dark and rainy for the rest of her existence.

   She began to notice dark circles under his eyes. His skin had become pallid, almost tinged with grey. She did not take her seat opposite him like she used to, but walked over and touched his cheek as though checking if he had a temperature. Child, what is the matter? she asked again.

   He shook his head. Nothing. He turned away from her touch and picked up a rib with his chopsticks, thinking that if he could just eat her food, she would believe nothing was wrong. But to his horror, tears sprang to his eyes. A betrayal by his young, untested body.

   Oh, my love. Her arms came around his shoulders, and then he was weeping uncontrollably, like he had never wept before or since. What is it? You can tell me.

   No matter what I do, he cried, he stays dead.
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