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			To Jenny and Renée,

			A month apart would be too long
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			DEEP IN THE CLOSET OF the master bedroom, buried beneath piles of winter blankets and heavy coats, was an old leather trunk. It might have been bright red once upon a time. But the years had patched it with stains and lighter portions where the leather had worn away. 

			Mia helped Aunt Lin lug the trunk from the closet, each of them grabbing a dark metal handle. The trunk was heavier than it looked, and Mia was already noodle-­armed from jet lag. She’d arrived in China less than twenty-four hours ago, and most of that time had been spent in transit—taking the train from Shanghai to Fuzhou, and then the taxi here, to this apartment. Her eyes kept slipping shut, trying to remind her that while it was midafternoon in Fuzhou, it was the middle of the night back in America.

			Once the trunk was out in the open, Mia saw that it was nearly large enough for her to climb inside. An image came to her—a snapshot of her curled in the trunk like a sleeping fairy, waiting for someone to wake her. Or maybe bound like a prisoner, straining at the rope around her wrists. That was the more exciting story, the kind Mia usually liked. But right now, sleeping for a hundred years sounded like the better option.

			“Lost in your head again?” Aunt Lin smiled and brushed a strand of hair from Mia’s face, bringing her back from her imaginings. “Come, let’s see what’s in this thing.”

			She rummaged around the nightstand until she produced an ancient-looking key. Mia was surprised her aunt still knew her way around. Aunt Lin and Mia’s mother had grown up in this apartment, but it had been years and years since they’d been here last.

			Mia had expected them to feel like she did—a puzzle piece that didn’t fit. 

			Glum again, she pulled her knees against her chest. This month-long visit to China was supposed to be a Great Opportunity for Mia and her older brother, Jake, to see where their family had come from. The last time they’d visited, Mia had been so little she barely remembered it.

			You loved it, Mia’s mother had said. You had so much fun.

			But back then, Mia hadn’t met Thea and Lizbeth yet. She hadn’t cared that the trip would rip her from home for a third of summer vacation. The three of them hadn’t spent a summer apart in years. Mia would make it back just in time to celebrate her twelfth birthday, but that wasn’t much consolation.

			A month was a long time to be apart from your best friends. 

			Anything might happen.

			Aunt Lin sat and tucked an arm around Mia so they sloped against each other. “Do you want to open it?” she said, holding out the key. She grinned, like they were explorers—or maybe adventurous archaeologists, having just unearthed a treasure. She knew how much Mia enjoyed mysteries.

			The lock turned with a satisfying click. Mia opened the lid slowly and peeked inside.

			The first thing she saw was a big, square book. It wasn’t until she laid it open in her lap that she realized it wasn’t a book at all, but a photo album. Inside, the photos weren’t slipped into plastic pockets, but pasted onto black paper pages, like a scrapbook. 

			“Can you recognize your mother and me in any of those?” Aunt Lin said. She was lifting other things out of the trunk—a small frame of embroidered silk, a slender, cloth-wrapped vase. For a minute, Mia was too distracted to look at the album. 

			But she couldn’t keep her eyes away for long. She squinted at each picture. Some were tiny, barely bigger than a postage stamp. Others were the size of her palm. All were black-and-white, though a couple looked like someone had tried to color them in afterward and hadn’t done a very good job. 

			“That’s Mom,” Mia said, pointing at a family photo. 

			Her mother and Aunt Lin bookended a collection of four children, Aunt Lin the eldest, Mia’s mother the baby. In the photograph, all four siblings gathered in a solemn huddle around the seated forms of Mia’s late grandmother and grandfather. Her mother was barely more than a toddler, but she had the same sweet, round face she had now. 

			“And that’s you, with the braids.” This time, Mia pointed at the eldest child. The girl was maybe fourteen—­around Jake’s age. There was a familiar glint in her dark eyes, as if she were thinking of a joke. 

			On the next page, Mia found a picture of just the two of them—her mother and Aunt Lin holding hands and laughing at the camera. This time her mom looked to be four or five. 

			“That was the first day of my senior year of high school,” Aunt Lin said. “One of your grandmother’s friends borrowed a camera from someone.”

			She smiled and took the photo album in her careful, life-weathered hands. “Life-weathered” was a term Mia had learned from Aunt Lin, since no one but Aunt Lin used it. Her aunt liked to mash English words together, or substitute one word in a common phrase for another that suited her better. You understand what I mean, she’d say, and Mia always did.

			The two of them weren’t like the rest of the people in Mia’s little family. They weren’t like Mia’s mom, who was always punctual, and loved to-do lists, and never let her thoughts wander off when they were supposed to be pinned down. They weren’t like Jake, who did well in school without even trying, who always had people inviting him over to play basketball, or soccer, or tennis. 

			They weren’t like Mia’s dad, who’d left one day when Mia was little and never came back.

			They were only like each other. Cotton-candy-headed, as Mia’s mom sometimes teased; Weird, as Jake always complained. They loved stories and history and make-believe—­and the exciting places where those things blurred into one another.

			“Look,” Aunt Lin said. “This is a picture of me during the Chinese New Year. I was nineteen—it was my first time home after being sent down to the countryside.”

			Mia studied the picture. It was hard to tell in the black-and-white photo, but her aunt looked heavily tanned. Her hair was still in braids, her smile secret and winking. 

			When a younger Mia had first heard her aunt’s stories about her years in the countryside, she’d thought they sounded pretty exciting. Mia didn’t have a head for school. She daydreamed through math and English classes alike, distracted by every passing noise in the hallway. Her teachers were always telling her to sit still, to keep her eyes forward. 

			To think about something that wasn’t fantasy.

			She thought she would have preferred tramping around outdoors every day, planting baby rice shoots, or hand-making bricks, or threshing wheat. She’d helped out at Thea’s horse barn before, and that had been fun, the two of them giggling through their tasks and getting straw in their hair. 

			But she knew Aunt Lin had wanted to go straight to university after high school. She’d dreamed of becoming a history professor—not of being stuck doing farm work in rural China. She’d been there nearly three years before being allowed to come home again. Only then had she applied for university. 

			“Were you homesick?” Mia said. “When you were down in the country?”

			“Of course,” Aunt Lin said. “I missed my old friends. I missed my family—especially your mother! She was my little darling.”

			Mia always felt funny when she tried to think of her mother as a child—small enough to be someone’s little darling. She was so grown up now. 

			“Ah! Here it is.” Aunt Lin had gotten to the bottom of the trunk, and she lifted something swathed in layers of cloth. Mia pressed closer as her aunt undid the wrappings.

			It was a Chinese brush painting of two black-and-white cranes. One had its wings lifted wide, as if in a dance. The other stared at the sky, its long neck curved in a sinuous S. Both bore a flash of red at the crowns of their delicate heads. Behind them stretched a rolling landscape of mountain peaks and valleys, cut through by a winding stream.

			Aunt Lin sat back on her knees, the painting in her lap. “I haven’t seen this in a long, long time. It was your grandmother’s favorite painting. She used to hang it in her bedroom, right there—” She pointed to an empty spot on the wall by the closet door. “That way, she could see it every morning when she got out of bed.”

			Mia’s grandparents had passed away long ago. She’d never even met them. Sometimes her mother or Aunt Lin would bring them up—say things like, Oh, remember what Mom used to do? or Dad always liked those, but mostly, Mia’s grandparents were a mystery to her. The majority of her extended family was. 

			She tried to picture the woman her grandmother had been once upon a time. Someone who’d loved these dainty cranes so much she’d hung them in her bedroom. Someone who’d breathed and hummed and walked through this apartment, her feet pressed against the same floors Mia sat on now. 

			“Did Uncle take the painting down after she died?” Mia asked. Only her uncle still lived in this apartment. Aunt Lin and Mia’s mother had moved to the United States long ago, and their remaining sister lived hours away, in another city. 

			Aunt Lin shook her head. “Your grandmother took it down herself. I think I was in middle school then, or maybe high school. This painting is a family heirloom—it’s very old and very precious. It’s a piece of history.”

			“Was she afraid someone would break it?”

			There was a beat of silence before Aunt Lin answered. “There was a time when no one in China wanted anything to do with things that were old, and precious, and pieces of history,” she said. “Or if they did—they kept quiet about it.”

			The room grew still. Mia got the shivery, unsettled feeling she always did when her aunt’s mood dipped. Aunt Lin was seldom sad, but when she did get that way, it felt like doors closing in Mia’s face. Like her aunt withdrew somewhere deep inside herself, where Mia couldn’t follow. 

			Mia hated that more than anything. Even more than when Aunt Lin got overly excited about something and wandered off. At least then Mia could think of her aunt as a daredevil traveler—a swashbuckling heroine like those in Mia’s favorite books. Besides, Aunt Lin always warned Mia before leaving on one of her sudden journeys, even if she forgot to tell anyone else.

			The one time she hadn’t, Mia had cried every day Aunt Lin was gone. Your aunt has always been like this, her mother had said in an attempt to comfort her. She gets hooked by something—a new exhibition on tombs, a talk about ancient kings—and forgets everything else. Don’t worry. She always finds her way back.

			But this had happened only months after Mia’s parents had divorced; Mia had been very little. She hadn’t believed that anyone who’d leave so abruptly would come home again.

			Once she returned a few days later, Aunt Lin had sworn up and down that she’d never again take off without leaving Mia a message. That she’d never be gone when Mia needed her.

			In all the years since, she’d never broken that promise.

			Mia rested her chin against her aunt’s shoulder and racked her brain for something—anything—helpful to say. Something that would bring her aunt back to her. “Can we take the painting with us when we leave? If your brother doesn’t want it? You could hang it in your bedroom at home.”

			To her relief, Aunt Lin laughed. “Maybe we can. But it’s far too early to talk about leaving—we’ve only just arrived. Did you want to see where my school used to be? Or the park where your mother liked to play when she was little?”

			Mia just hugged Aunt Lin even tighter. “Will you take me?”

			“Of course,” Aunt Lin said. She kissed the top of Mia’s head. “We’re going to spend this whole trip together. I promise.”

		

	
		
			2

			SOMETHING ELSE FROM AUNT LIN’S past showed up later that afternoon: not a painting, but a man. He was powerfully built, his shoulders so broad they barely fit through the door, his fists as solid as oak. Despite his size, he seemed to take up very little room. Even less than Mia’s uncle, who boisterously ushered him into the apartment and called out, “Sis, look who’s come to see you!”

			Mia’s mom had left to buy groceries. Mia and Jake sat sprawled on the couch, trying to understand a Chinese historical drama, because Jake refused to watch cartoons. Their uncle caught Mia’s eye and grinned. Mia looked away, her mouth forgetting how to smile back. 

			She and her uncle had met once, the last time Mia had visited China. But really, they were strangers. The man didn’t seem like he should be intimidating—he had a soft, roundish feeling about him, like a laughing ­Buddha statue come to life. And so far, he’d been nothing but nice to Mia. 

			But still.

			She’d never had an uncle before. He’d always existed, of course. But it was one thing to be home and know that a nebulous uncle lived across the ocean. It was a whole other matter to stay here with him. To see the way her mother and Aunt Lin chatted with him and laughed with him and seemed to expect Mia to do the same. As if she could just turn on some “family” switch inside her and pretend she’d known him her whole life.

			Well, she couldn’t. She avoided him, uncertain how to treat family who didn’t feel like family.

			Aunt Lin hurried out of her bedroom, her arms full of half-unpacked clothing. When she saw their visitor, she seemed so shocked she almost dropped all her blouses. 

			“Ying,” she said. 

			Mia and Jake looked at each other. Even Jake had heard enough of Aunt Lin’s stories to know about Ying—or the boy Ying had been, once, when Aunt Lin had been a girl. Like Aunt Lin, he’d shipped off to China’s countryside on government orders after high school. The two of them had ended up at the same village. There, they’d become close friends—for a time.

			As far as Mia knew, they hadn’t parted on good terms. 

			But Aunt Lin looked happy to see him now. Ying’s smile back was barely a smile at all—more like an unpracticed twitch of his lips. His fingers fidgeted at his sides. Mia’s stranger-uncle excused himself to put the kettle on for tea, and beckoned for Jake to help him.

			Which left Mia alone with Aunt Lin and Ying.

			“She looks like you,” Ying said, his gaze resting on Mia. His heavily lidded, downturned eyes made him look tired and dreamy. Unlike Mia’s stranger-uncle, he still boasted a thick head of wavy hair. It puffed like a black cloud above his face. 

			He loomed over Aunt Lin, who was a small woman—several inches shorter than Mia’s mother and nearly a whole head shorter than Jake. Only Mia remained smaller still. 

			Aunt Lin hugged Mia sideways against her. “She looks even more like her mother.” 

			“Does she speak Chinese?” Ying said. 

			Mia’s feathers ruffled. She’d gone to Chinese school every Saturday since she was four years old. She’d memorized the characters, and practiced reading from the textbooks, and she was more fluent, certainly, than Jake, who’d decided when he was ten that he no longer wanted to go. He wanted his Saturday mornings free for basketball and sleeping in. 

			Mia understood. In the United States, Chinese sometimes seemed like a burden. An extra rock she had to drag around when none of her friends needed to. But right now, staring up at Ying, those years of classes suddenly seemed like a badge of pride. 

			“Yes, I can,” she said, a little huffily. “How do you do?”

			Aunt Lin laughed. Ying just looked down at Mia. This time, his mouth didn’t even twitch. 

			“Come, sit down,” Aunt Lin said quickly.

			While they moved to the table, Mia slipped her aunt a glance behind Ying’s back. It was an I don’t know about him sort of glance. She couldn’t imagine a dour, solemn man like this ever being close with Aunt Lin. It was like asking a hummingbird to befriend an oil slick. But Aunt Lin just smiled back at Mia. Don’t worry, she seemed to say. He’s all right.

			Mia wasn’t so sure. She perched herself next to Aunt Lin at the table, so they faced Ying together. 

			At first their conversation was boring—a lot of How have you been? and It’s been so long and When did you move so close by? Aunt Lin asked after Ying’s family, and he asked after hers. They spoke of Ying’s wife, whom Aunt Lin had never met. She teased that Ying should have brought her, then grew solemn when Ying admitted that the woman was ill and not doing well.

			Finally, talk turned toward the years Aunt Lin and Ying had spent in the remote Fujian village. The two reminisced about waking up to roosters crowing and sleeping on straw-stuffed mattresses. 

			“Do you remember,” Ying said casually, “our treasure hunt?”

			Aunt Lin’s eyes brightened. “Of course.”

			Me too, Mia almost said, but she bit the words back, embarrassed. Of course she didn’t actually remember the Great Treasure Hunt, as Aunt Lin sometimes called it. She hadn’t been born yet—her parents had still been little kids, their meeting a faraway glimmer in the future. But Mia lived stories the way other people lived their real lives. So in a way, she remembered.

			Something in Ying stirred at this new topic—gave a flush of color to his drabness. His fingers tapped an uneven beat on the tabletop. “I hadn’t thought about it in a long time. Not until I heard you were coming back to visit.”

			“Oh, I still talk about it all the time,” Aunt Lin said. “Mia here probably knows everything by heart.”

			“Does she?” Ying’s black brows drew together.

			It made the contradictory part of Mia flare up. “Shouldn’t I?” she said. She looked to her aunt. “It’s our treasure.”

			Aunt Lin laughed. “In a way.”

			“You told me it was,” Mia said stubbornly. “Remember? You said our ancestors knew Zhu Yunwen.”

			Zhu Yunwen had been a young emperor more than six hundred years ago, during the Ming dynasty in China. He’d ascended the throne as little more than a teenager, but hadn’t stayed there long. Less than four years into his rule, his jealous uncle attacked the capital city and drove him away. Then he declared himself emperor, saying that Zhu Yunwen had been killed. 

			But the only proof the new emperor could produce was a charred body. Legends said that Zhu Yunwen actually escaped his uncle’s clutches and fled the capital city disguised as a monk. He then settled into a quiet, anonymous life in the Fujian region of China, but never gave up his hopes of reclaiming his throne—or having his descendants do so for him.

			To this end, he hid a great treasure somewhere, hoping to one day fund his return to power. But Zhu Yunwen never saw the perfect opportunity to retake the throne. And over time, the treasure’s location faded from memory.

			It’s still out there, Aunt Lin used to say, curled up beside Mia at bedtime. Someday, someone will find it.

			They’d lie there whispering in the darkness, dreaming up things the treasure trove might contain: jade bracelets as clear as mountain ice, golden statuettes in the shape of charging horses, piles of jewel-encrusted rings. Mia’s voice would grow fainter and fainter until she dozed off and Aunt Lin crept from the room. 

			Aunt Lin’s In a way hurt deep in Mia’s chest. She sat there on the couch, unsmiling. If it had been Jake beside her, or even her mother, they might not have noticed. But Aunt Lin and Mia were so close that they could sometimes read each other’s minds. She noticed.

			“Of course I remember,” she said, squeezing Mia’s hand. “But it’s been a very long time since Zhu ­Yunwen hid that treasure. If anyone found it, it would be an ­archeological triumph. Something the whole world should share in, and not just us, don’t you think?”

			“Sure,” Mia said, mollified. Like Aunt Lin, she’d never been interested in the treasure’s monetary value. Zhu Yunwen’s riches were exciting because they were undiscovered, and because they had a wonderful story attached to them. Mia could see no better ending to their journey than the spot of honor in some lovely museum. 

			Sometimes she dreamed about her and Aunt Lin finding the hoard. Their names would go down in history. That would be better than any number of precious vases or golden coins. 

			Ying’s eyebrows were still bunched up. He stared into his tea.

			This had been where he and Aunt Lin had disagreed, all those years ago. He hadn’t envisioned Zhu Yunwen’s treasure ending up in a museum—he hadn’t cared about history, only money. He’d wanted to sell the pieces off one by one, keeping the treasure’s location secret while he and Aunt Lin got wealthy. 

			Neither of us had much money growing up, Aunt Lin had explained to Mia. You can’t blame him for dreaming about a better life.

			Still, the arguments they’d gotten into over it had been bad enough to split up a friendship.

			The doorbell sang out. Jake let their mother in, the woman weighed down by shopping bags. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, but her eyes shined. “Mia, Jake,” she said, “you should have come with me. There’s so much you haven’t seen before—oh, we have a guest?”

			Then, of course, introductions had to be made, and snacks brought out, and conversation shifted back to things like travel itineraries and the rising cost of housing. Mia stayed at the table as long as she physically could. Then she caught Jake’s eye, and they snuck back to the couch. 

			The television still blared the same historical drama. A beautiful actress floated across the screen in flowing robes, her head perfectly straight to balance an elaborate headdress. Serving maidens bowed before her, their hands fluttering to one hip.

			Mia turned against the couch cushions and nudged at Jake with her toes. “What would you do if you found an emperor’s treasure?”

			“Shh,” he said, shoving her foot away. Mia should have known better than to ask Jake something so fantastical, so unrealistic. “I’m trying to understand what they’re saying.”
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			MIA’S STRANGER-UNCLE TRIED TO INSIST that Ying stay for dinner, but the man shook his head and said he needed to visit his wife at the hospital. Aunt Lin made him promise he’d return sometime for a meal and for more remembering. He left her a phone number and his new address, then slipped away—very much, Mia thought, the way a shadow leaves a sunny room. 

			Aunt Lin didn’t seem to share Mia’s opinion. She tucked Ying’s address into her notebook with a pleased little smile and a faraway look. 

			Mia put this down as an example of strange adult behavior she didn’t understand. Then she put it out of her mind. There were other things to worry about. Her messenger bag, for example. 

			She’d lost it somewhere in the apartment earlier that day, and assumed it had fallen beneath Aunt Lin’s bed or something. It was a raggedy, beat-up old thing, pieced together from dark green canvas and easily forgotten in dusty corners. Mia’s mother had been trying to get rid of it for months.

			So Mia’s heart jumped when she saw the bag in her stranger-uncle’s hand. He and Mia’s mother were making up a bed for Jake on the living room couch, and must have found the bag tucked beneath a cushion. 

			“Is this yours, Jake?” he called before Mia could interrupt him. 

			Jake poked his head out of the bathroom, his hair still damp from the shower. He laughed. “No, that’s Mia’s bag of explorer essentials.”

			Mia flushed. She darted forward and took the messenger bag from her stranger-uncle’s grip, hoping against hope that he’d let it go.

			He gave her the bag readily enough. But not without saying, amused, “Explorer essentials?”

			All three of them were staring at Mia now, of course—Jake with his stupid grin, their mother with a long-suffering sigh, and Mia’s stranger-uncle with his eyebrows raised. If Aunt Lin were there, she might have intervened on Mia’s behalf. But she’d insisted on washing the dinner dishes while everyone else prepared for bed.
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