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Wednesday’s Child


THE DIFFICULTY WITH waiting, Rosalie thought, is that one can rarely wait in absolute stillness. Absolute stillness?—that part of herself in the habit of questioning her own thoughts as they occurred raised a mental eyebrow. No one waits in absolute stillness; absolute stillness is death; and when you’re dead you no longer wait for anything. No, not death, Rosalie clarified, but stillness, like hibernation or estivation, waiting for … Before she could embellish the thought with some garden-variety clichés, the monitor nearby rolled out a schedule change: the 11:35 train to Brussels Midi was canceled.

All morning, Rosalie had been migrating between platforms in Amsterdam Centraal, from track 4 to track 10 then to track 7 to track 11 and back to 4. The trains to Brussels, both express and local, had been canceled one after another. A family—tourists, judging by their appearance, as Rosalie herself was—materialized at every platform along with Rosalie, but now, finally, gave up and left, pulling their suitcases behind them. A group of young people, with tall, overfilled backpacks propped beside them like self-important sidekicks, gathered in front of a monitor, planning their next move. Rosalie tried to catch a word or two—German? Dutch? It was 2021, and there were not as many native English-speaking tourists in Amsterdam that June as there had been on Rosalie’s previous visit, twenty years before.

She wondered what to do next. Moving from track to track would not deliver her to the hotel in Brussels. Would canceled trains only lead to more canceled trains, or would this strandedness, like ceaseless rain during a rainy season or a seemingly unfinishable novel, suddenly come to an end, on a Sunday afternoon in late May or on a snowy morning in January? Years ago, an older writer Rosalie had befriended inquired in a letter about the book she was working on: “How is the novel? One asks that as one does about an ill person, and a novel that’s not yet finished is rather like that. You reach the end and the thing is either dead or in much better shape. The dead should be left in peace.”

A novel would not get better if all the characters spent all their time wandering between platforms. What Rosalie needed was not a plot twist or a dramatic scene but reliable information. She found a uniformed railway worker and asked about the canceled trains.

The man, speaking almost perfect English, acknowledged her dilemma with an apology. “There was an incident near Rotterdam this morning,” he said.

“An incident,” Rosalie repeated, though she already knew the nature of such an ambiguous term. “Was it an accident?”

“Ah, yes, the kind of sad accident that happens sometimes. A man walked in front of a train.”

Rosalie noted the verb he used: not “jumped” or “ran” or “leaped,” but “walked,” as though the death had been an act both leisurely and purposeful. Contrary to present circumstances—it was summer; this was the twenty-first century—she imagined a man in a neatly pressed suit and wearing a hat, like Robert Walser in one of those photos from his asylum years. Walser’s hat had been found next to his body in the Swiss snow, on Christmas Day, 1956. But even if the man near Rotterdam had worn a hat, it was unlikely to be resting in peace near him.

The railway worker opened an app on his phone and indicated some red and yellow and green squares to Rosalie, reassuring her that the service would return to normal soon.



THERE ARE TWO types of mothers: those who have not taught their children to be kind to themselves, and those who have not learned to be kind to their children.

Really? Rosalie thought. Are you sure there are only those two types? Surely some mothers, having done a better job, fall into neither category? Rosalie did not remember writing those lines in her notebook, but they were on the same page as a couple of other notes that she had a vague memory of having written. One of them read, You can’t declutter an untimely death away; the other consisted of two lines from a nursery rhyme: Wednesday’s child is full of woe, Thursday’s child has far to go. She must have written those lines on a Wednesday. Marcie had been born on a Wednesday, and had died on a Thursday, fifteen years and eleven months later. For a while after her death, every Thursday had felt like a milestone, and every Thursday Rosalie and Dan had left flowers at the mouth of the railway tunnel where Marcie had laid herself down to die. One week gone, two weeks gone, then three, four, five. It occurred to Rosalie then that the only other time when parents count the days and weeks is when a child is newborn.

After some time, however, the counting stopped. No parent would describe a child as being seventy-nine weeks old or a hundred and three weeks old. The math for the dead must be similar. Air oxidizes, water rusts. Time, like air and water, erodes. And there are very few things in life that are impervious to time’s erosion. Thursday again became just another day in the week.

Rosalie carried three notebooks in her purse, but she no longer knew her original intention for each. They had become three depositories of scribbled words in the same category, “Notes to self.” It was a most lopsided epistolary relationship: whoever that self was, she was an unresponsive and irresponsible correspondent. Had Rosalie decided to address the notes to Marcie, there would have been some room for fantasy; nobody could say with certainty that the dead were not reading our minds or our letters to them. Rosalie, however, had not written to Marcie. She had written to herself, notes that she had not read until that Wednesday in June, while waiting for the disrupted Nederlandse Spoorwegen to resume.

The three notebooks read like a record of a chronic disease—not cancer but some condition so slow-building that it could hardly be distinguished from the natural progression of aging. Rosalie remembered reading a novel in which a character seeks advice from an old woman on how best to poison her husband. The most effective poison, which would go absolutely undetected, she is told, is a pear a day, sweet and juicy. A pear a day? What kind of poison is that? the woman asks. Every husband has a finite number of pears allotted to his life, the old woman says. What’s wrong if he doesn’t die on a specific day? There will be that final pear, which will finish him off one day.

What was the title of the novel? Rosalie tried to recollect it, and then laughed, remembering. This was an exchange she had once sketched out, thinking that she could use it in a novel if the opportunity arose. Are you sure you made it up? her questioning self immediately asked. No, Rosalie could not be sure. The longer one lives, the more porous one’s mind becomes, the less reliable. Perhaps Alice Munro had written a story about pears and poisons? Or, more likely, Iris Murdoch?

And you, my dear—the old woman in Rosalie’s imagination says now to the woman with the mariticidal aspiration—you, too, should take a pear a day; it’s a tonic that’ll do you good, and it’ll keep you living longer than your husband. Let that sweet and slow poison do its job properly, won’t you?

Indeed, why the hurry to get in front of a moving train? Why not let a death be timely, rather than disrupting the schedule of a national rail system? Rosalie considered writing these questions down in her notebook, but they would sound as though she were having an argument with Marcie, or with the stranger who had died that morning. “Never argue” was Rosalie’s motto; especially, never argue with the dead.



THE LAST BOOK—BOOKS, in fact, three novels in a single volume—that Marcie and Rosalie had discussed was Ágota Kristóf’s “The Notebook Trilogy.” It was not the last book Marcie had read—what that had been Rosalie would never know. The stack on Marcie’s desk, at the time of her death, included a story collection by Kelly Link, the collected poems of Elizabeth Bishop, a François Mauriac novel, and a book of La Fontaine’s fables. The books, like others before, had been taken from Rosalie’s shelves, with or without her recommendation.

Rosalie had read the Kristóf trilogy during a cultural-exchange trip to Moscow. The narrative labyrinth of the novels had baffled her. Corridors built of metaphorical mirrors, real and fake doubles, reflections of reflections—all those devices that might fascinate or frustrate a reader, though Rosalie had felt neither fascination nor frustration. What she had wanted was to talk with someone about the novels, and so she had asked Marcie to read them.

“I can’t believe you asked me to read these books,” Marcie said when she had finished.

“Are they confusing?” Rosalie asked. “I was confused, too.”

“Confusing? No. But they’re rather, what do you call it, graphic.”

“They’re not pornography.”

“They’re worse than pornography.” Marcie, who by middle school had become a better cook and baker than Rosalie, was carving out balls of cantaloupe with an ice-cream scoop. “I think they may have permanently destroyed my appetite.”

There was plenty of violence in the trilogy: rapes, mutilations, executions. Before Marcie’s remark, it had not occurred to Rosalie that the books might not be age-appropriate. In eighth grade, Marcie had quoted C. S. Lewis in her application to a highly selective prep school—“I fancy that most of those who think at all have done a great deal of their thinking in the first fourteen years”—and then gone on to catalog all the thinking she had done. Might not this come across as a bit … arrogant? Rosalie had asked, and Marcie had replied that if any of the adults dared to judge her so, it was they who were arrogant. They, Marcie had said, instead of you, thus, to Rosalie’s relief, excluding her from the indictment. If those adults judged her, it meant that they had not done their share of thinking when they were young; older now, they felt they had a right to treat children like miniature poodles. “Miniature poodles, I’m telling you!” Marcie had said with a vehement shudder. “Not even standard poodles!”

Rosalie watched Marcie arrange balls of cantaloupe, honeydew, and watermelon in a glass bowl, then squeeze half a lime over them before sprinkling some salt flakes on top. The bowl of melon was Marcie’s afternoon snack. Rosalie had no idea where Marcie had acquired such a demanding standard for everyday living; she herself would have eaten a slice of melon over the sink.

“I think your appetite is going to be all right,” Rosalie said.

Marcie pointed a two-pronged fork at Rosalie. “Sometimes things are all right, until they turn all wrong.”

“Where did that fork come from?” Rosalie said. The fork, slender, with a pinkish metallic hue, was unfamiliar.

“I bought it. The color is called rose gold. I liked how ‘rose gold’ sounded.”

That conversation had taken place the week before Marcie started at the prep school she had applied to with her youthful confidence. Three weeks later, during second period, she walked off the campus to a nearby railway. For some time afterward, Rosalie had replayed their conversation over the tricolored melon balls. She wondered if she had missed something that Marcie had been trying to tell her. Would rereading “The Notebook Trilogy” help her? It occurred to her that at least Marcie had known, just shy of sixteen, that the world had the potential to be as violent and bleak as something written by Ágota Kristóf. The world was not as bland and harmless as it was in those novels with long-haired girls on the covers, which had been devoured by Marcie’s classmates in middle school. “OMG, I CANNOT STAND THEM. STUPID. STUPID. STUPID,” Marcie had said a few times, with such passion that Rosalie could see every word in capital letters. But a girl who read those novels might not so resolutely give up all hope. There were more books with long-haired girls on the covers than had been written by Kristóf.



“SOMEDAY YOU SHOULD reflect on the mistakes you made. I’m not saying now, of course. Now may be too soon,” Rosalie’s mother had said on the phone a few months after Marcie’s death.

“What do you mean?” Rosalie asked. Like many people, she asked that question only when she knew perfectly well what the other person meant. It was more about earning a moment for herself, like a tennis player flexing her legs, bouncing, readying herself to return a serve.

“Any time a child chooses that way out, you have to wonder what the parents did,” Rosalie’s mother, who refused to use the words “died” or “suicide” but was okay with “passed away” or “took her own life,” elaborated.

It was cruel, what her mother had said to Rosalie, but it was far from the cruelest thing she had ever said. Besides, Rosalie knew that her mother was only expressing what other people tried not to, some less successfully than others. The week after Marcie’s death, the mother of one of her middle-school friends texted Rosalie, conveying her condolences and ending the exchange with “I’ve read that there are ways to cure adolescent depression. Didn’t you guys know?”

Parenting was a trial. The lucky ones were still making a case for themselves, with cautious or blind optimism. Rosalie and Dan had received their verdict.



ROSALIE HAD DECIDED to take a trip by herself just as the Delta variant of COVID started to gain notoriety. She often traveled alone for work, but in the past, holiday trips had belonged to the family. Dan had not questioned her decision. He was going to tear down the sunroom, which had been in a dilapidated state for some years, and his plan was to build a new sunroom during his vacation time—well, as much of it as he could; he could spend subsequent weekends on the final touches. To toil in the North Carolina heat—just thinking about it made Rosalie feel exhausted, but since Marcie’s death, Rosalie and Dan had learned that a shared pain was simply that, a permanent presence of a permanent absence in both their lives. There was no shared cure, not even a shared alleviation. There was no point in comparing the risk of traveling during a still rampant pandemic to the risk of his injuring his back with heavy lifting under the hot sun.

One specialty of the Netherlands, for a visitor, is its picturesqueness. “What is the use of a book without pictures or conversations?” Alice asks, sensibly, before going down the rabbit hole. She might as well have asked, What is the use of a life without pictures or conversations? For a week, Rosalie took photographs of canals and windmills, of wheels of cheese and parades of blue-and-white figurines in shopwindows, of museum gardens and market stalls. Amsterdam, Delft, Utrecht, Haarlem—all were picture-perfect, just as she knew Brussels and Ghent and Bruges would be, on the next leg of her trip. Marcie would have jeered at Rosalie’s behavior as a tourist; she would have quizzed Rosalie on the Benelux countries in order to demonstrate to Rosalie her ignorance of the region she so avidly photographed; Marcie would have said, What’s the use of this skimming on life’s surface as though that would do the trick?

How do you know it won’t work? Rosalie would have replied; is this not the same as your baking those cookies with the perfect jam decoration? She then realized that, once again, she was back at the same argument, the one that Marcie had already and definitively won. What’s the use of an argument without the promise of further arguments?

Rosalie sent the best of her travel pictures to Dan. In return, he sent photographic documentation of his progress: piles of rotten wood, pristine planks first stacked and then nailed into the right places, new windows with cardboard wrapped around the corners, paint-sample strips and cans, empty beer bottles in the garage, arranged in groups of ten, like bowling pins. Skimming was preferable to dredging a bottomless pain. Every parent who has lost a child will one day die of that chronic affliction. Why not let the sweet pears do their work?

The train to Brussels arrived. All waiting has an end point, Rosalie thought, and instantly her other self said, All waiting? Surely some waiting will always remain that: waiting.

Like what? Rosalie felt obliged to ask.

Like waiting to be contacted by an ET, waiting to win a Nobel Prize in Physics, waiting to believe in an afterlife.

Oh, you unbending soul. Life is held together by imprecise words and inexact thoughts. What’s the point of picking at every single statement persistently until the seam comes undone?

Rosalie used not to have so many quibbles with herself. Had she developed this tiresome habit because of Marcie’s death? Marcie would have said right away, Don’t you dare blame anything on me. That Rosalie had never, while Marcie was alive, given her an opportunity to speak that line—was that a comfort for either of them? Rosalie wished she had spoken a variation of the line to her own mother, though it was too late. Her mother had died two months earlier. Were there an afterlife, she would have conveyed a message to Rosalie by now, pointing out that her death and her afterlife, both being disagreeable, were Rosalie’s fault, just as her life before death had been full of disappointments caused by having to be a mother to Rosalie, for whom she had abandoned her training in architecture. She had never stopped believing that she had been destined for fame and accolades, all sacrificed for Rosalie.

Would her mother have asked Marcie to give a daughter’s account of Rosalie’s failure in motherhood?



DESPITE THE EARLIER canceled trains, the carriage Rosalie settled down in was not crowded. She counted a family of three, a young couple, and a few passengers traveling alone. A woman, tightly double-masked, looked back and forth several times, checking on each of the other passengers as though assessing the potential threat they posed, before putting herself into a seat across the aisle from Rosalie, her hands supporting her lower back. Thirty-seven or thirty-eight weeks pregnant? Maybe even forty, Rosalie estimated, looking at the imprint of the woman’s navel, protruding unabashedly against her thin white maternity blouse.

Rosalie remembered learning, in a college psychology course, about how pregnant women were likely to think that, statistically, more women were getting pregnant than in the past, but that it was only a trick of their attention. Were it not for the pandemic, would Rosalie have noticed on this trip more young people about the age that Marcie would have been? After her death, a grief counselor had explained to Rosalie and Dan that all sorts of everyday things might devastate them without warning: a hairpin, a ballpoint pen, a girl Marcie’s age walking down the street, with the same hairstyle or in a similar dress. None of these, however, had happened to Rosalie. The whole wide world was where Marcie was not; Rosalie did not need any reminder of that fact.

Marcie would have turned nineteen on her next birthday. Immediately after her death, Rosalie had written in a notebook that her daughter would now remain fifteen forever, and she—Rosalie—would never know what Marcie would have been at sixteen, or seventeen, or twenty-six, or forty-two. What surprised Rosalie—and so few things surprised a parent after the death of a child that this realization had struck her with a blunt force; she would have called it an epiphany had she been religious, or the kind of writer who believed in epiphanies—was that, contrary to her assumption, Marcie had not stayed fifteen. Her friends had continued progressing, going through high school, and they were now about to leave for college. Marcie, too, had aged in Rosalie’s mind. Not in a physically visible manner—Rosalie would never allow herself to imagine a girl who looked any different from the one she had dropped off at the school gate on the final, fatal morning. “I want you to remember the living Marcie,” the funeral director had said gently on the phone, explaining his decision not to allow Rosalie and Dan to view Marcie’s body before the cremation. “I don’t want you to always dwell on her last moments. That’s not what her life was about.”

No, Marcie had not changed physically, but how she felt to Rosalie had altered. She was older now, less prone to extreme passions; she was still sharp, critical, and dismissive of all those people she deemed stupid. Rose gold would be the right hue for Marcie now.

The woman across the aisle gave Rosalie a look: quizzical, if not entirely unfriendly. She must have been staring at the woman’s body. Rosalie nodded in an amiable manner, as though to say she understood the travail of late pregnancy, and then turned her face to the window. She had no intention of causing any concern to the woman, who needed all her energy to focus on her discomfort.

My eyes won’t hurt a single one of your cells, Rosalie’s mother used to say when she inspected Rosalie’s body, assessing every minute change. It used to drive Rosalie into a rage, but she soon learned that the more upset she was, the more calmly and insistently her mother would examine her. What kind of mother would scrutinize a daughter’s body with a collector’s interest? Marianne Moore’s mother, it turned out—or, at least, Rosalie could not shake off that impression after reading Moore’s biography. Poor Marianne had not, it seemed, solved the problem the way Rosalie had: instead of wrapping herself in a bathrobe, Rosalie had carried every single piece of her clothing into the bathroom, where she’d buttoned and zipped and made herself as unavailable and unassailable as possible before stepping out into her mother’s gaze. And her mother, with a cool, ironic smile, would say a few words that made it clear that no matter how well a child hid her body away, a mother’s eyes could always disrobe that child. “You came out of my birth canal, you suckled my breasts—how could you imagine there’s anything I don’t know about your body?” Had Rosalie’s mother spoken those precise words? It did not matter. Not all words have to be spoken aloud to convey their message.

The train entered a tunnel. Pale fluorescent lights flickered on in the carriage. The window returned the inside of the car like a mirror, and between her reflection and that of the woman, Rosalie chose to rest her eyes on the woman’s. She was sitting in a manner that looked nearly unsustainable. The last days before a baby’s arrival! Even the most seemingly restful position—sitting, lying, leaning against the back of a sofa—would not bring relief, though that ordeal would soon come to an end. And then you moved on to the next stage, with newly discovered discomforts: vaginal tears from delivery; cracked nipples and inflamed breasts from nursing; worries about diaper rash and cradle cap, about the right kind of bottle to avoid colic or the right time to start solid food so as not to burden the developing digestive system; about growth percentiles, toilet training, preschool applications. And one day all those things would come to an end, too, whether gradually or abruptly.

The saving grace, Rosalie thought, is that not all pains and not all worries are permanent. Some, time-sensitive, can be desensitized by time. How else could a parent, or anyone, go on living courageously? A character in a Rebecca West novel, before going to France to be immediately killed in the Great War, says to his mother: “I am sure that if you had been told when you were a child about all the things that you were going to have to do, you would have thought you had better die at once, you would not have believed you could ever have the strength to do them.” Rosalie could very well have said that to the woman across the aisle, or indeed to herself as she was twenty years ago.

A memory, long forgotten, came back to her: when she and newborn Marcie had been discharged from the hospital, Dan, carrying Marcie in a baby carrier and waiting for the elevator door to open, suddenly looked alarmed. He placed the carrier gently on the floor, knelt down next to it, and placed one ear next to the baby’s face, holding his breath, listening. Two old women, both wearing blue ribbons that said “Volunteer” on their blouse fronts, stopped to appreciate the sight. “That’s what I call a brand-new dad,” one of them remarked. “Now, this is something I wouldn’t mind seeing every day,” the other woman said. She selected a giant black-and-white cookie from her basket and put it in Rosalie’s hand. “No, no need to pay, dear,” the woman said when Rosalie indicated that she did not have any money on her. “Here, another one for you. That one is for your hubby.”



THE TRAIN PASSED villages with steepled churches, flower farms, and rivers and canals alongside which cyclists rode as though in a movie. Sometimes a passenger or two got off the train, pausing on the platform. Framed by the window, they looked as though they were extras on a film set. All those soldiers, carrying their kits on their backs and riding the trains to their untimely deaths—a hundred years later they existed no more than characters in books and films exist. Sometimes Rosalie allowed herself to imagine a passenger on the train that had cleaved her and Dan’s life into before and after, but that never went far. “Imagination” might be one of the most overrated—or at least overused—words. Imagined scenarios are no more than a mere litmus test of the imaginer’s life.

The woman across the aisle made a muffled sound behind her double masks. Her position in the seat seemed to have changed from discomfort to agony. “Are you all right?” Rosalie asked. “Tout va bien?”

The woman shook her head, and looked back and forth again, with greater difficulty, at the other passengers in the train car. Rosalie knew what had happened before she stepped across the aisle to the woman. Her pants, made of lightweight, oatmeal-colored fabric, revealed a darker patch. The woman’s eyes, looking at Rosalie from above the mask, appeared astonishingly large.

None of the other passengers was yet aware of the emergency. Aside from the mother in the family of three—her child was no older than three or four—none of their fellow travelers seemed qualified to deal with an imminent birth.

How do you know that? That man sitting there might be a doctor.

Oh, shut up, Rosalie ordered the voice.

And how do you know it’s imminent? Her water broke, yes, but it might still take an hour or two, or even half a day, before the baby is born.

Marcie had been born on a Wednesday morning, at a quarter past eleven, but Rosalie’s water had broken almost eight hours earlier. So there was still time, there was no reason to panic. She told the woman not to worry, then walked to the end of the car and pulled the emergency cord.

The passengers were roused out of their inertia, and now they were like actors moving into their assigned roles. The mother of the young child joined Rosalie, while the father carried the child to the far end of the train car despite the boy’s loud protest. Rosalie opened her suitcase and fished out her rain jacket, which she spread out on the aisle floor. Another passenger—she did not see who it was—handed Rosalie a travel pillow in the shape of a plump piglet. The young mother and Rosalie helped the woman out of her seat and onto the jacket. Two young men hovered over Rosalie’s shoulder, one of them making a call on his cell phone, and she could tell he was speaking Dutch, but the seriousness in his voice grated on her nerves. What did he know about such an emergency? The next moment, a railway employee rushed in, joined by a colleague from the other end of the car. Already it was promising to be an exciting day, which would be recounted at dinner parties or in phone calls to friends and family.



LATER, IN BELGIUM, Rosalie would document the country’s picturesqueness and send the photos to Dan, but her primary motive for going to Belgium was to visit Ypres, which had seen hundreds of thousands of deaths during the First World War. Even as she was thinking of those deaths, she could hear her arguing self—or was it Marcie this time?—laughing at her illogic. Any place in the world has seen hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of deaths, if you go back into history, no?

Hundreds of thousands of untimely deaths, Rosalie corrected the statement in her mind.

You can’t be so stupid as to think that people’s deaths were timely because those people did not die on a battlefield.

No, but I know all those deaths on the battlefield were untimely.

So?

There is no so. Not every argument has to have a so in it. I simply want to go to a place where many people lie buried.

Why not Normandy?

No, I just want to go to Ypres.

Do you remember how I used to call Ypres “Wipers”?

Rosalie paused. That question, she now knew clearly, was spoken by Marcie. In middle school, Marcie had read some history books about the two World Wars and one day confessed that she thought Ypres was pronounced “Wipers.” They had both laughed, but later Rosalie read that “Wipers” was exactly what the English-speaking soldiers had called Ypres.

You know, that was what they had called Ypres—“Wipers.” I read it in a story, or maybe in a novel.

By whom?

Elizabeth Jane Howard? Rebecca West? Mavis Gallant? Pat Barker? Rosalie could not say for sure. But what did it matter? The young men in those books went to war. Some returned intact or maimed, some were killed in action, and others went missing forever. They would be where Marcie was now, and yet Marcie would know none of their stories. Sometimes I wish … Rosalie thought, as slowly as if she were writing out each word.

I know. Don’t wish.

That’s right, Rosalie agreed, and yet she insisted spelling out this one wish of hers, for Marcie, or for whatever phantom had remained in this conversation with her all these years. She wished that nature had installed a different system for people to choose their genealogy—not by their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents but by the books they read, a genealogy that could be deliberately, purposefully, and revocably created and maintained.

Don’t you mean irrevocably?

No, revocably.

But that’s impossible. You can’t unread a book.

No, but you can edit out that book, just as in genetics a segment of DNA can be edited out.

What’s the point?

The point was that Rosalie wished that she had not given Marcie “The Notebook Trilogy” to read. She wished that Marcie had taken a longer route to arrive—or, even better, had never arrived—at that bleakness. She wished there had been more time for Marcie to skim on the surface of her life. What’s wrong with being superficial? With depth always comes pain.



THE TRAIN HAD pulled into a tiny station. A one-story building, its yellow facade streaked with gray, looked as though it came right out of an old picture book. A gurney was waiting on the platform; an ambulance, its blue light silently flashing, was parked on the road that ran parallel to the tracks. Three EMTs entered the train car, lifted the woman onto a stretcher, and carried her off; they were now securing her on the gurney, where she lay back in total surrender. From every train window facing the platform there were staring eyes, passengers who watched the drama with goodwill or indifference.

The young mother gathered Rosalie’s rain jacket and returned it to her. They both raised their hands to the ambulance as it sped away, a gesture more for themselves than for the woman, who would now go on to her own battlefield and give birth to a Wednesday’s child. Was it illogical of Rosalie to think that she should have refrained from gazing at the woman’s body for so long? Perhaps her mother had been wrong to claim that her scrutinizing would not harm a single cell of Rosalie’s body. Perhaps Rosalie, by her surreptitious study of the woman’s body, had caused some shift and changed the course of the events—a Thursday’s child born on Wednesday.

Don’t be silly.

It’s just a thought.

Forget about it.

How?

Like that baby song. How does it go? The wipers on the bus go swish swish swish, swish swish swish, swish swish swish …

Not all things, Rosalie thought, can be swishily wiped away. Mothers rarely murder their own children. More often they are vandals, writing out messages in ink both visible and invisible, which can never be entirely erased. Rosalie’s mother, not long before her final decline, had stated her verdict on Marcie’s death. “I call it karma,” she said to Rosalie. What she meant was that, because Rosalie had refused to love her own mother wholeheartedly, it was a fitting punishment for Rosalie to lose a child and feel the greater pain of a more absolute abandonment. Rosalie had not replied; since Marcie’s death she had been anticipating such a remark. Her mother could have surprised Rosalie, and carried her verdict to her grave, but like many people, she could not resist the urge to inflict pain where pain could be felt, to cause wreckage when anything wreckable was within reach.

But now, on this Wednesday, the recollection of her mother’s verdict did not arouse any acute feeling in Rosalie. She was on her way to Brussels, and later to Ypres. It was a sad thing that Rosalie’s mother, who had loved her, had loved only with cruelty, but at least Rosalie could take solace in the fact that her love for Marcie had been kinder, and that she had never demanded that Marcie repay her, with love or with kindness.





A Sheltered Woman


THE NEW MOTHER, groggy from a nap, sat at the table as though she did not grasp why she had been summoned. Perhaps she never would, Auntie Mei thought. On the place mat sat a bowl of soybean-and-pig’s-foot soup that Auntie Mei had cooked, as she had for many new mothers before this one. Many, however, was not exact. In her interviews with potential employers, Auntie Mei always gave the precise number of families she had worked for: 126 when she interviewed with her current employer, 131 babies altogether. The families’ contact information, the dates she had worked for them, their babies’ names and birthdays—these she had recorded in a palm-size notebook, which had twice fallen apart and been taped back together.

Years ago, Auntie Mei had bought it at a garage sale in Moline, Illinois. She had liked the picture of flowers on the cover, purple and yellow, unmelted snow surrounding the chaste petals. She had liked the price of the notebook, too: five cents. When she handed a dime to the child with the cashbox on his lap, she asked if there was another notebook she could buy, so that he would not have to give her any change; the boy looked perplexed and said no. It was greed that had made her ask, but when the memory came back—it often did when she took the notebook out of her suitcase for another interview—Auntie Mei would laugh at herself: Why on earth had she wanted two notebooks, when there’s not enough life to fill one?

The mother sat still, not touching the spoon, until teardrops fell into the steaming soup.

“Now, now,” Auntie Mei said. She was pushing herself and the baby in a new rocking chair—back and forth, back and forth, the squeaking less noticeable than yesterday. I wonder who’s enjoying the rocking more, she said to herself; the chair, whose job is to rock until it breaks apart, or you, whose life is being rocked away? And which one of you will meet your demise first? Auntie Mei had long ago accepted that she had, despite her best intentions, become one of those people who talk to themselves when the world is not listening. At least she took care not to let the words slip out.

“I don’t like this soup,” said the mother, who surely had a Chinese name but had asked Auntie Mei to call her Chanel. Auntie Mei, however, called every mother “Baby’s Ma,” and every infant “Baby.” It was simple that way, one set of clients easily replaced by the next.

“It’s not for you to like,” Auntie Mei said. The soup had simmered all morning and had thickened to a milky white. She would never have touched it herself, but it was the best recipe for breastfeeding mothers. “You eat it for Baby.”

“Why do I have to eat for him?” Chanel said. She was skinny, though it had been only five days since the delivery.

“Why, indeed,” Auntie Mei said, laughing. “Where else do you think your milk comes from?”

“I’m not a cow.”

I would rather you were a cow, Auntie Mei thought. But she merely threatened gently that there was always the option of formula. Auntie Mei wouldn’t mind that, but most people hired her for her expertise in taking care of newborns and breastfeeding mothers.

The young woman started to sob. Really, Auntie Mei thought, she had never seen anyone so unfit to be a mother as this little creature.

“I think I have postpartum depression,” Chanel said when her tears had stopped.

Some fancy term the young woman had picked up.

“My great-grandmother hanged herself when my grandfather was three days old. People said she’d fallen under the spell of some passing ghost.” Using her iPhone as a mirror, Chanel checked her face and pressed her puffy eyelids with a finger. “But this is what I think: She had postpartum depression.”

Auntie Mei stopped rocking and snuggled the infant closer. At once, his head started bumping against her bosom. “Don’t speak nonsense,” she said sternly.

“I’m only explaining what postpartum depression is.”

“Your problem is that you’re not eating. Nobody would be happy if they were in your shoes.”

“Nobody,” Chanel said glumly, “could possibly be in my shoes. Do you know what I dreamed last night?”

“No.”

“Take a guess.”

“In our village, we say it’s bad luck to guess someone else’s dreams,” Auntie Mei said. Only ghosts entered and left people’s minds freely.

“I dreamed that I flushed Baby down the toilet.”

“Oh. I wouldn’t have guessed that even if I’d tried.”

“That’s the problem. Nobody knows how I feel,” Chanel said, and started to weep again.

Auntie Mei sniffed under the child’s blanket, paying no heed to the fresh tears. “Baby needs a diaper change,” she announced, knowing that, given some time, Chanel would acquiesce: a mother is a mother, even if she speaks of flushing her child down the drain.



AUNTIE MEI HAD worked as a live-in nanny for newborns and their mothers for eleven years. As a rule, she moved out of the family’s house the day a baby turned a month old, unless—though this rarely happened—she was between jobs, which was never more than a few days. Many families would have been glad to pay her extra for another week, or another month; some even offered a longer term. But Auntie Mei always declined: she worked as a first-month nanny, whose duties, toward both the mother and the infant, were different from those of a regular nanny. Once in a while, she was approached by previous employers to care for their second child. The thought of facing a child who had once been an infant in her arms led to lost sleep; she agreed only when there was no other option, and she treated the older children as though they were empty air.

Between bouts of sobbing, Chanel said she did not understand why her husband couldn’t take a few days off. The previous day, he had left for Shenzhen on a business trip. “What right does he have to leave me alone with his son?”

Alone? Auntie Mei squinted at Baby’s eyebrows, knitted so tight that the skin in between took on a tinge of yellow. Your pa is working hard so your ma can stay home and call me nobody. The Year of the Snake, an inauspicious one to give birth in, had been slow for Auntie Mei; otherwise, she would’ve had better options. She had not liked the couple when she met them; unlike most expectant parents, they had both looked distracted and asked few questions before offering her the position.

They were about to entrust their baby to a stranger, Auntie Mei had wanted to remind them, but neither seemed worried. Perhaps they had gathered enough references? Auntie Mei did have a reputation as a gold-medal nanny. Her employers were the lucky ones, to have had a good education in China and, later, America, and to have become professionals in the Bay Area: lawyers, doctors, VCs, engineers—no matter, they still needed an experienced Chinese nanny for their American-born babies. Many families lined her up months before their babies were born.

Baby, cleaned and swaddled, seemed satisfied, so Auntie Mei left him on the changing table and looked out the window, enjoying, as she always did, a view that did not belong to her. Between an azalea bush and a slate path, there was a man-made pond, which hosted an assortment of goldfish and lily pads. Before he left, the husband had asked Auntie Mei to feed the fish and refill the pond. Eighteen hundred gallons a year, he had informed her, calculating the expense. She would have refused the additional responsibilities if not for his readiness to pay her an extra twenty dollars each day.

A statue of an egret, balanced on one leg, stood in the water, its neck curved into a question mark. Auntie Mei thought about the man who had made the sculpture. Of course, it could have been a woman, but Auntie Mei refused to accept that possibility. She liked to believe that it was men who made beautiful and useless things like the egret. Let him be a lonely man, beyond the reach of any fiendish woman.

Baby started to wiggle. Don’t you stir before your ma finishes her soup, Auntie Mei warned in a whisper, though in vain. The egret, startled, took off with an unhurried elegance, its single squawk stunning Auntie Mei and then making her laugh. For sure, you’re getting old and forgetful: there was no such statue yesterday. Auntie Mei picked up Baby and went into the yard. There were fewer goldfish now, but at least some had escaped the egret’s raid. All the same, she would have to tell Chanel about the loss. You think you have a problem with postpartum depression? Think of the goldfish, living one day in a paradise pond and the next day going to Heaven in the stomach of a passing egret.



AUNTIE MEI BELIEVED in strict routines for every baby and mother in her charge. For the first week, she fed the mother six meals a day, with three snacks in between; from the second week on, it was four meals and two snacks. The baby was to be nursed every two hours during the day, and every three or four hours at night. She let the parents decide whether the crib was kept in their bedroom or in the nursery, but she would not allow it in her bedroom. No, this was not for her convenience, she explained to them; there was simply no reason for a baby to be close to someone who was there for only a month.

“But it’s impossible to eat so much. People are different,” Chanel said the next day. Less weepy at the moment, she was curled up on the sofa, a pair of heating pads on her chest: Auntie Mei had not been impressed with the young woman’s milk production.

You can be as different as you want after I leave, Auntie Mei thought as she bathed Baby; your son can grow into a lopsided squash and I won’t care a bit. But no mother or baby could deviate just yet. The reason people hired a first-month nanny, Auntie Mei told Chanel, was to make sure that things went correctly, not differently.

“But did you follow this schedule when you had your children? I bet you didn’t.”

“As a matter of fact, I didn’t, only because I didn’t have children.”

“Not even one?”

“You didn’t specify a nanny who had her own children.”

“But why would you … why did you choose this line of work?”

Why indeed. “Sometimes a job chooses you,” Auntie Mei said. Ha, who knew she could be so profound?

“But you must love children, then?”

Oh, no, no, not this one or that one; not any of them. “Does a bricklayer love his bricks?” Auntie Mei asked. “Does the dishwasher repairman love the dishwashers?” That morning, a man had come to look at Chanel’s malfunctioning dishwasher. It had taken him only twenty minutes of poking, but the bill was a hundred dollars, as much as a whole day’s wages for Auntie Mei.

“Auntie, that’s not a good argument.”

“My job doesn’t require me to argue well. If I could argue, I’d have become a lawyer, like your husband, no?”

Chanel made a mirthless laughing sound. Despite her self-diagnosed depression, she seemed to enjoy talking with Auntie Mei more than most mothers, who talked to her about their babies and their breastfeeding but otherwise had little interest in her.

Auntie Mei put Baby on the sofa next to Chanel, who was unwilling to make room. “Now, let’s look into this milk situation,” Auntie Mei said, rubbing her hands until they were warm before removing the heating pads. Chanel cried out in pain.

“I haven’t even touched you.”

Look at your eyes, Auntie Mei wanted to say. Not even a good plumber could fix such a leak. “I don’t want to nurse this thing anymore,” Chanel said.

This thing? “He’s your son.”

“His father’s, too. Why can’t he be here to help?”

“Men don’t make milk.”

Chanel laughed, despite her tears. “No. The only thing they make is money.”

“You’re lucky to have found one who makes money. Not all of them do, you know.”

Chanel dried her eyes carefully with the inside of her pajama sleeve. “Auntie, are you married?”

“Once,” Auntie Mei said.

“What happened? Did you divorce him?”

“He died,” Auntie Mei said. She had, every day of her marriage, wished that her husband would stop being part of her life, though not in so absolute a manner. Now, years later, she still felt responsible for his death, as though it were she, and not a group of teenagers, who had accosted him that night. Why didn’t you just let them take the money? Sometimes Auntie Mei scolded him when she tired of talking to herself. Thirty-five dollars for a life, three months short of fifty-two.

“Was he much older than you?”

“Older, yes, but not too old.”

“My husband is twenty-eight years older than I am,” Chanel said. “I bet you didn’t guess that.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Is it that I look old or that he looks young?”

“You look like a good match.”

“Still, he’ll probably die before me, right? Women live longer than men, and he’s had a head start.”

So you, too, are eager to be freed. Let me tell you, it’s bad enough when a wish like that doesn’t come true, but if it ever does, that’s when you know that living is a most disappointing business: the world is not a bright place to start with, but a senseless wish granted senselessly makes it much dimmer. “Don’t speak nonsense,” Auntie Mei said.

“I’m only stating the truth. How did your husband die? Was it a heart attack?”

“You could say that,” Auntie Mei said, and before Chanel could ask more questions Auntie Mei grabbed one of her erring breasts. Chanel gasped and then screamed. Auntie Mei did not let go until she’d given the breast a forceful massage. When she reached for the other breast, Chanel screamed louder but did not change her position, for fear of crushing Baby, perhaps.

Afterward, Auntie Mei brought a warm towel. “Go,” Chanel said. “I don’t want you here anymore.”

“But who’ll take care of you?”

“I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” Chanel stood up and belted her robe.

“And Baby?”

“Bad luck for him.”

Chanel walked to the staircase, her back defiantly rigid. Auntie Mei picked up Baby, his weight as insignificant as the emotions—sadness, anger, or dismay—that she should feel on his behalf. Rather, Auntie Mei was in awe of the young woman. That is how, Auntie Mei said to herself, a mother orphans a child.



BABY, SIX DAYS old that day, was weaned from his mother’s breast. Auntie Mei was now the sole person to provide him with food and care and—this she did not want to admit even to herself—love. Chanel stayed in her bedroom and watched Chinese television dramas all afternoon. Once in a while, she came downstairs for water and spoke to Auntie Mei as though the old woman and the infant were poor relations: there was the inconvenience of having them to stay, and yet there was relief that they did not have to be entertained.

The dishwasher repairman returned in the evening. He reminded Auntie Mei that his name was Paul. As though she were so old that she could forget it in a day, she thought. Earlier, she had told him about the thieving egret, and he had promised to come back and fix the problem.

“You’re sure the bird won’t be killed,” Auntie Mei said as she watched Paul rig some wires above the pond.

“Try it yourself,” Paul said, flipping the battery switch.

Auntie Mei placed her palm on the crisscrossed wires. “I feel nothing.”

“Good. If you felt something, I’d be putting your life at risk. Then you could sue me.”

“But how does it work?”

“Let’s hope the egret is more sensitive than you are,” Paul said. “Call me if it doesn’t work. I won’t charge you again.”

Auntie Mei felt doubtful, but her questioning silence did not stop him from admiring his own invention. Nothing, he said, is too difficult for a thinking man. When he put away his tools, he lingered on, and she could see that there was no reason for him to hurry home. He had grown up in Vietnam, he told Auntie Mei, and had come to America thirty-seven years ago. He was widowed, with three grown children, and none of them had given him a grandchild, or the hope of one. His two sisters, both living in New York and both younger, had beaten him at becoming grandparents.

The same old story: they all had to come from somewhere, and they all accumulated people along the way. Auntie Mei could see the unfolding of Paul’s life: he’d work his days away till he was too old to be useful, then his children would deposit him in a facility and visit on his birthday and on holidays. Auntie Mei, herself an untethered woman, felt superior to him. She raised Baby’s tiny fist as Paul was leaving. “Say bye-bye to Grandpa Paul.”

Auntie Mei turned and looked up at the house. Chanel was leaning on the windowsill of her second-floor bedroom. “Is he going to electrocute the egret?” she called down.

“He said it would only zap the bird. To teach it a lesson.”

“You know what I hate about people? They like to say, ‘That will teach you a lesson.’ But what’s the point of a lesson? There’s no makeup exam when you fail something in life.”

It was October, and the evening air from the bay had a chill to it. Auntie Mei had nothing to say except to warn Chanel not to catch a cold.

“Who cares?”

“Maybe your parents do.” Chanel made a dismissive noise. “Or your husband.”

“Ha. He just emailed and told me he had to stay for another ten days,” Chanel said. “You know what I think he’s doing right now? Sleeping with a woman, or more than one.”

Auntie Mei did not reply. It was her policy not to disparage an employer behind his back. But when she entered the house, Chanel was already in the living room. “I think you should know he’s not the kind of person you thought he was.”

“I don’t think he’s any kind of person at all,” Auntie Mei said.

“You never say a bad word about him,” Chanel said.

Not a good word, either.

“He had a wife and two children before.”

You think a man, any man, would remain a bachelor until he meets you? Auntie Mei put the slip of paper with Paul’s number in her pocket.

“Did that man leave you his number?” Chanel said. “Is he courting you?”

“Him? Half of him, if not more, is already in the coffin.”

“Men chase after women until the last moment,” Chanel said. “Auntie, don’t fall for him. No man is to be trusted.”

Auntie Mei sighed. “If Baby’s pa is not coming home, who’s going to shop for groceries?”



THE MAN OF the house postponed his return; Chanel refused to have anything to do with Baby.

Against her rules, Auntie Mei moved his crib into her bedroom; against her rules, too, she took on the responsibility of grocery shopping.

“Do you suppose people will think we’re the grandparents of this baby?” Paul asked after inching the car into a tight spot between two SUVs.

Could it be that he had agreed to drive and help with shopping for a reason other than the money Auntie Mei had promised him? “Nobody,” she said, handing a list to Paul, “will think anything. Baby and I will wait here in the car.”

“You’re not coming in?”

“He’s a brand-new baby. You think I would bring him into a store with a bunch of refrigerators?”

“You should’ve left him home, then.”

With whom? Auntie Mei worried that, had she left Baby home, he would be gone from the world when she returned, though this fear she would not share with Paul. She explained that Baby’s ma suffered from postpartum depression and was in no shape to take care of him.

“You should’ve just given me the shopping list,” Paul said.

What if you ran off with the money without delivering the groceries? she thought, though it was unfair of her. There were men she knew she could trust, including, even, her dead husband.

On the drive back, Paul asked if the egret had returned. She hadn’t noticed, Auntie Mei replied. She wondered if she would have an opportunity to see the bird be taught its lesson: she had only twenty-two days left. Twenty-two days, and then the next family would pluck her out of here, egret or no egret. Auntie Mei turned to look at Baby, who was asleep in the car seat. “What will become of you then?” she said.

“Me?” Paul asked.

“Not you. Baby.”

“Why do you worry? He’ll have a good life. Better than mine. Better than yours, for sure.”

“You don’t know my life to say that,” Auntie Mei said.

“I can imagine. You should find someone. This is not a good life for you, going from one house to another and never settling down.”

“What’s wrong with that? I don’t pay rent. I don’t have to buy my own food.”

“What’s the point of making money if you don’t spend it?” Paul said. “I’m at least saving money for my future grandchildren.”

“What I do with my money,” Auntie Mei said, “is none of your business. Now, please pay attention to the road.”

Paul, chastened into a rare silence, drove on, the slowest car on the freeway. Perhaps he’d meant well, but there were plenty of well-meaning men, and she was one of those women who made such men suffer. If Paul wanted to hear stories, she could tell him one or two and spare him any hope of winning her affection. But where would she start? With the man she had married without any intention of loving and had wished into an early grave, or with the father she had not met because her mother had made his absolute absence a condition of her birth? Or perhaps she should start with her grandmother, who vanished from her own daughter’s crib side one day, only to show up twenty-five years later when her husband was dying from a wasting illness. The disappearance would have made sense had Auntie Mei’s grandfather been a villain, but he had been a kind man and had raised his daughter alone, clinging to the hope that his wife, having left without a word, would return.

Auntie Mei’s grandmother had not gone far: all those years, she had stayed in the same village, living with another man, hiding in his attic during the day, sneaking out of the house in the middle of the night for a change of air. Nobody was able to understand why she had not gone on hiding until after her husband’s death. She explained that it was her wifely duty to see her husband off properly.

Auntie Mei’s mother, newly married and with a prospering business as a seamstress, was said to have accepted one parent’s return and the other’s death with equanimity, but the next year, pregnant with her first and only child, she made her husband leave by threatening to drink a bottle of DDT.

Auntie Mei had been raised by two mythic women. The villagers had shunned the two women, but they had welcomed the girl as one of them. Behind closed doors, they had told her about her grandfather and her father, and in their eyes she had seen their fearful disapproval of her elders: her pale-skinned grandmother, unused to daylight after years of darkness, had carried on her nocturnal habits, cooking and knitting for her daughter and granddaughter in the middle of the night; her mother, eating barely enough, had slowly starved herself to death, yet she never tired of watching, with an unblinking intensity, her daughter eat.

Auntie Mei had not thought of leaving home until the two women died, her mother first and then her grandmother. They had been sheltered from worldly reproach by their peculiarities when alive; in death, they took with them their habitat, and left nothing to anchor Auntie Mei. A marriage offer, arranged by the distant cousin of a man in Queens, New York, had been accepted without hesitation: in a new country, her grandmother and her mother would cease to be legendary. Auntie Mei had not told her husband about them; he would not have been interested, in any case—silly good man, wanting only a hardworking woman to share a solid life. Auntie Mei turned to look at Paul. Perhaps he was not so different from her husband, her father, her grandfather, or even the man her grandmother had lived with for years but never returned to after the death of Auntie Mei’s grandfather: ordinary happiness, uncomplicated by the women in their lives, was their due.

“You think, by any chance, you’ll be free tomorrow afternoon?” Paul asked when he’d parked the car in front of Chanel’s house.

“I work all day, as you know.”

“You could bring Baby, like you did today.”

“To where?”

Paul said that there was this man who played chess every Sunday afternoon at East-West Plaza Park. Paul wanted to take a walk with Auntie Mei and Baby nearby.

Auntie Mei laughed. “Why, so he’ll get distracted and lose the game?”

“I want him to think I’ve done better than him.”

Better how? With a borrowed lady friend pushing a borrowed grandson in a stroller? “Who is he?”

“Nobody important. I haven’t talked to him for twenty-seven years.”

He couldn’t even lie well. “And you still think he’d fall for your trick?”

“I know him.”

Auntie Mei wondered if knowing someone—a friend, an enemy—was like never letting that person out of one’s sight. Being known, then, must not be far from being imprisoned by someone else’s thought. In that sense, her grandmother and her mother had been fortunate: no one could claim to have known them, not even Auntie Mei. When she was younger, she had seen no point in understanding them, as she had been told they were beyond apprehension. After their deaths, they had become abstract. Not knowing them, Auntie Mei, too, had the good fortune of not wanting to know anyone who came after: her husband; her coworkers at various Chinese restaurants during her yearlong migration from New York to San Francisco; the babies and the mothers she took care of, who had become only recorded names in her notebook. “I’d say let it go,” Auntie Mei told Paul. “What kind of grudge is worthy of twenty-seven years?”

Paul sighed. “If I tell you the story, you’ll understand.”

“Please,” Auntie Mei said. “Don’t tell me any story.”



FROM THE SECOND-FLOOR landing, Chanel watched Paul put the groceries in the refrigerator and Auntie Mei warm up a bottle of formula. Only after he’d left did Chanel call down to ask how their date had gone. Auntie Mei held Baby in the rocking chair; the joy of watching him eat was enough of a compensation for his mother’s being a nuisance.

Chanel came downstairs and sat on the sofa. “I saw you pull up. You stayed in the car for a long time,” she said. “I didn’t know an old man could be so romantic.”

Auntie Mei thought of taking Baby into her bedroom, but this was not her house, and she knew that Chanel, in a mood to talk, would follow her. When Auntie Mei remained quiet, Chanel said that her husband had called earlier, and she had told him that his son had gone out to witness a couple carry on a sunset affair.

You should walk out right this minute, Auntie Mei said to herself, but her body settled into the rhythm of the rocking chair, back and forth, back and forth.

“Are you angry, Auntie?”

“What did your husband say?”

“He was upset, of course, and I told him that’s what he gets for not coming home.”

What’s stopping you from leaving? Auntie Mei asked herself. You want to believe you’re staying for Baby, don’t you?

“You should be happy for me that he’s upset,” Chanel said. “Or at least happy for Baby, no?”

I’m happy that, like everyone else, you’ll all become the past soon.

“Why are you so quiet, Auntie? I’m sorry I’m such a pain, but I don’t have a friend here, and you’ve been nice to me. Would you please take care of me and Baby?”

“You’re paying me,” Auntie Mei said. “So of course I’ll take care of you.”

“Will you be able to stay on after this month?” Chanel asked. “I’ll pay double.”

“I don’t work as a regular nanny.”

“But what would we do without you, Auntie?”

Don’t let this young woman’s sweet voice deceive you, Auntie Mei warned herself: you’re not irreplaceable—not for her, not for Baby, not for anyone. Still, Auntie Mei fancied for a moment that she could watch Baby grow—a few months, a year, two years. “When is Baby’s pa coming home?”

“He’ll come home when he comes.”

Auntie Mei cleaned Baby’s face with the corner of a towel.

“I know what you’re thinking—that I didn’t choose the right man. Do you want to know how I came to marry someone so old and irresponsible?”

“I don’t, as a matter of fact.”



ALL THE SAME, they told Auntie Mei stories, not heeding her protests. The man who played chess every Sunday afternoon came from the same village as Paul’s wife, and had long ago been pointed out to him by her as a potentially better husband. Perhaps she had said it only once, out of an impulse to sting Paul, or perhaps she had tormented him for years with her approval of a former suitor. Paul did not say, and Auntie Mei did not ask. Instead, he had measured his career against the man’s: Paul had become a real professional; the man had stayed a laborer.

An enemy could be as eternally close as a friend; a feud could make two men brothers for life. Fortunate are those for whom everyone can be turned into a stranger, Auntie Mei thought, but this wisdom she did not share with Paul. He had wanted her only to listen, and she had obliged him.

Chanel, giving more details, and making Auntie Mei blush at times, was a better storyteller. She had slept with an older married man to punish her father, who had himself pursued a young woman, in this case one of Chanel’s college classmates. The pregnancy was meant to punish her father, too, but also the man, who, like her father, had cheated on his wife. “He didn’t know who I was at first. I made up a story so that he thought I was one of those girls he could sleep with and then pay off,” Chanel had said. “But then he realized he had no choice but to marry me. My father has enough connections to destroy his business.”

Had she not thought how this would make her mother feel? Auntie Mei asked. Why should she? Chanel replied. A woman who could not keep the heart of her man was not a good model for a daughter.

Auntie Mei did not understand their logic: Chanel’s depraved; Paul’s unbending. What a world you’ve been born into, Auntie Mei said to Baby now. It was past midnight, the lamp in her bedroom turned off. The night-light of swimming ocean animals on the crib streaked Baby’s face blue and orange. There must have been a time when her mother had sat with her by candlelight, or else her grandmother might have been there in the darkness. What kind of future had they wished for her? She had been brought up in two worlds: the world of her grandmother and her mother, and that of everyone else; each world had sheltered her from the other, and to lose one was to be turned, against her wish, into a permanent resident of the other.

Auntie Mei came from a line of women who could not understand themselves, and in not knowing themselves they had derailed their men and orphaned their children. At least Auntie Mei had had the sense not to have a child, though sometimes, during a sleepless night like this one, she entertained the thought of slipping away with a baby she could love. The world was vast; there had to be a place for a woman to raise a child as she wished.

The babies—131 of them, and their parents, trusting yet vigilant—had protected Auntie Mei from herself. But who was going to protect her now? Not this baby, who was as defenseless as the others, yet she must protect him. From whom, though: his parents, who had no place for him in their hearts, or Auntie Mei, who had begun to imagine his life beyond the one month allocated to her?

See, this is what you get for sitting up and muddling your head. Soon you’ll become a tiresome oldster like Paul, or a lonely woman like Chanel, telling stories to any available ear. You can go on talking and thinking about your mother and your grandmother and all those women before them, but the problem is, you don’t know them. If knowing someone makes that person stay with you forever, not knowing someone does the same trick: death does not take the dead away; it only makes them grow more deeply into you.

No one would be able to stop her if she picked up Baby and walked out the door. She could turn herself into her grandmother, for whom sleep had become optional in the end; she could turn herself into her mother, too, eating little because it was Baby who needed nourishment. She could become a fugitive from this world that had kept her for too long, but this urge, coming as it often did in waves, no longer frightened her, as it had years ago. She was getting older, more forgetful, yet she was also closer to comprehending the danger of being herself. She had, unlike her mother and her grandmother, talked herself into being a woman with an ordinary fate. When she moved on to the next place, she would leave no mystery or damage behind; no one in this world would be disturbed by having known her.





Hello, Goodbye


NINA HELD BETWEEN her hands baby-shaped air, her left hand supporting an unseen head, heavy for the supple neck, her right hand patting. She had read somewhere that an infant found it calming when the mother’s patting matched her heartbeat.

“Guitar?” Ethan guessed.

Nina shook her head. She changed her position so the baby would be upright. She had recently begun to pay attention to mothers with infants.

“Burping?” Katie said. “Nursing?”

Nina blinked twice and switched back to rocking the air.

“Baby?” Katie said. “Infant?”

The second word might be easier. Nina waddled around the ottoman.

“Duck?” Ethan said. “Duckling?”

“Baby duckling?” Katie said.

“‘Baby duckling’? That’s what I would call redundancy,” Ethan said. His voice had a grating quality, like sandpaper, but Katie didn’t seem to notice. Perhaps even the coarsest sandpaper would leave no damage on a night smoothed by drinks and youthful optimism, Nina thought. “Ugly duckling?” Katie tried again.

Nina went back to pampering the air. Then waddling. Pampering and waddling.

“Oh, I know, I know!” Katie shouted. “Mother Goose?”

“Yes!” Nina said, making way for the next person. Hickory dickory dock, the mouse went up the clock, she hummed as she took a seat. Nina was twenty-seven, not helplessly young, yet far from being trapped in a mildewed marriage, as she tended to believe many middle-aged women were. Things were going well for her and her friends that year. The Y2K bug had not materialized. The Twin Towers still stood. Everyone had a few ideas for a start-up. Katie and Nina worked in marketing in Silicon Valley, and both were confident that before long they would found the next hot company. They were planning to travel to Prague the following summer. They were impressionable, and therefore predictable, though neither realized it then. They found joy in what they were told contained joy: Birkenstocks, artistically designed CD racks, a new platform for bloggers called LiveJournal, Yo-Yo Ma’s solos in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.

Nina and Katie had met as roommates in their freshman year at Berkeley. Neither was a California native, and they had spent their college years together, becoming Californians. There had never been a doubt that after graduation they would stay in California—returning to where they had come from was not an option. Nina was the daughter of Chinese immigrants who owned a grocery store, East-West Market, in a college town in Kansas. Her father drove a refrigerated truck to Chicago once a week to pick up stock, her mother tended the shop, and her paternal grandmother cooked homemade food, which was sold inexpensively and served in their minimally remodeled garage, to graduate students and visiting scholars from China. Katie had grown up in a small town in Indiana. Her father was a locksmith, and her mother worked in the cafeteria at the high school. A genetic disease that affected only boys ran in her family; Katie, who had no brothers, felt for her male cousins and their parents. She thought her family, with three daughters, was luckier.

They were both girls with some history, but it was history taken on credit from their families. They scarcely had a past, mistaking a backpacking trip in Wales to celebrate their twenty-fifth birthdays together for their past, and, before that, the ordinary heartaches they’d collected in high school and college. They thought about their future as a game of connect the dots: from ideas to IPOs. They were lucky—that much they knew. They both had friends in their hometowns, whose futures, seen through their Californian prism, looked dim, even bleak. They were lucky, but they did not know that theirs was beginner’s luck.



TWENTY YEARS HAD passed since that game of charades. Katie had not married Ethan, who had not reciprocated her love. Nor had she married any of the slew of men after him, all seemingly suitable yet each exhibiting flaws that were intolerable to Katie. Sometimes Nina thought about the Matthews and the Jakes and the Dustins whom Katie had dated, and wondered where they were in their lives. Harmless bores, Katie called them. Nina’s husband, Daniel, a pediatric dentist, fell into the same category, though Katie never pointed that out. She did not have to.

Raymond, the man Katie did marry, was twenty-eight years older than she, and had sold three companies and taken up a semiretired life by the time they married. Raymond was not a harmless bore. Rather, he was a bully and a bore, though Nina had voiced this thought only to herself.

One afternoon, Nina sat on her porch with Katie, who had arrived with four marigolds and several rosemary sprigs from her garden, which garnished the gin and tonics they were now drinking. Raymond was on the road again, this time in a new, extra-deluxe RV. He dreaded flying. Nina had never asked what was behind that, but she wished he were plagued by many more fears. At the beginning of the marriage, Katie had traveled with Raymond in his RV. In recent years, she had been joining Nina and her family on their summer holiday instead.

“The way he goes around as though COVID were fiction, I won’t be surprised if he gets it,” Katie said.

“But you could get it from him,” Nina said. What she really wanted to say was, Well, he’s not that young, is he?

“I’m moving out,” Katie said. “He’s away for more than two weeks. Now’s the perfect time.”

“Oh.” The resolution was not a new one, and Nina did not expect much to come of it.

“I’m serious. I hired that forensic accountant I told you about.”

Until the week before, Nina had not known what a forensic accountant’s job entailed, or that such an expert might be needed to dissolve a marriage. Katie had stopped working in marketing after the wedding and had started a boutique spice shop with two other women, who, like Katie, needed something to do and a reason to get out of the house. For years Katie had been talking about divorcing Raymond. Crying wolf, but now the real wolf was about to show up, in the form of a forensic accountant.

“What do you think?” Katie asked.

“Why now? Don’t you want to wait until the pandemic is over?” Nina said. It was a refrain for her at the moment. Anything that required her attention, anything that demanded a decision, she moved to an indeterminate future time when she would no longer have an irrefutable excuse.

“How long will the pandemic go on?”

“Who knows.”

“Then I don’t want to wait,” Katie said. “Nothing happens now. I need to get something done.”

Was boredom a good reason to divorce Raymond? No reason would be bad, Nina thought. “All right. What can we do to help?” she said. “Do you need a place to stay?” Their house was a quarter the size of Katie and Raymond’s house, up in the hills, but they could make room for Katie. The girls wouldn’t mind, and Daniel had foreseen this inevitability for years.

Katie said that she would think through everything that weekend. They drank more and talked about their canceled trip to Japan. They had been planning to fly to Tokyo after the Olympics. They had gone to Rio in 2016 and London in 2012. Going to a party after the revels were over appealed to both of them: for Nina, it was a financial consideration; for Katie, something akin to a good joke.

“Remember the innkeeper in Dubrovnik? The guy who complained about his wife?” Katie said, recalling another vacation they’d shared, right after Nina got engaged. Katie had said that they needed a holiday to celebrate their last days of freedom.

“Sort of,” Nina said. “Tell me again?”

Nina liked to be told stories, and Katie was good at telling stories. In college, when they watched a movie together, Nina would have forgotten nearly everything about it within days, but Katie could recount the movie, sometimes shot by shot, so that Nina could see it in her mind’s eye once more. Memories—the shared ones and the ones that Katie saved up from her life to amuse Nina—were related as if they were scenes from movies. Even the most mediocre stories became entertaining in Katie’s telling.

The man in Dubrovnik was one of those harmless bores. After taking down their passport information, he had seated himself on the patio, speaking to Nina and Katie in fairly fluent English. Other than the bench and a patch of space around it, the patio was covered by flowerpots. The man complained about his wife, whose biggest sin, he said, was her addiction to buying potted plants.

“But they make the patio look nice,” Katie said.

“Three pots are enough for looking nice. She has thirty-six here,” the man said. He pointed to the courtyard. “There are more down there. And she’s still buying. They cost money. The water costs money.”

The exchange had gone on for a while, Katie talking, Nina listening, the husband complaining, and the wife, who spoke no English, smiling at them while carrying a giant watering can up and down the steps. “You should buy her a garden hose,” Katie said to the man.

“Why should I?” the man said. “I don’t want to make it easy for her.”

On Nina’s porch, Katie reproduced their exchange with the innkeeper, altering her voice and accent and acting out his grudge. Later that night in Dubrovnik, Katie and Nina got lost heading back from a club, and an English couple had tried to help, but none of them could identify where they were on the map, all having drunk a bit too much and having difficulty distinguishing one statue from another. In the end, it was Nina who decided to follow a trickle of water that the night breeze had not yet dried.

“Remember, you said you’d noticed the water running down from the patio into the street when we left the apartment,” Katie said. “Why have you forgotten that? Why is it that some people’s memory is not as good as others’, have you ever wondered?”

There was a difference between forgetting and not remembering. Nina was not as forgetful as Katie thought; it was just that she did not indulge herself by bringing the past into focus. Nina did not believe in the benefit of seeing the past or the future with too much clarity—one could lead to undue nostalgia, the other to unwarranted alarm. The present was another matter. She wanted to be as clear-eyed as possible about the present. But she said none of this to Katie. She liked to imagine Katie revisiting their fairy-tale-like youth, when the water from thirty-six drenched pots had led them back to safety in a foreign city. “Who knew we could do this,” Nina said, taking the marigold out of her glass and swirling it.

“Do what?” Katie asked. “What is ‘this’?”

“Being married,” Nina said. “And being middle-aged.”

“Well, we’ve done more than that, haven’t we? You have your children, and I’ll get my divorce.”

“Children are optional,” Nina said. Of course she loved her daughters, but being stuck in the bungalow since the beginning of March had made the girls at once older and younger. They sounded more like the teenagers they would become in a year or two, and they had also rediscovered their talent for throwing tantrums.

Raymond had had two childless marriages before Katie. He had never wanted children. Katie had offered this up as an argument in support of his candidacy as a husband. A marriage has to start with some consensus, Katie said, as though that could explain away the impulsiveness of her decision. She had seen several aunts devastated by their sons’ inherited illness. She herself did not want any heartache from her marriage, she said. Nina preferred to think that Katie had been spared that.



AT DINNER THAT evening, Nina told her family that Katie might need to move in for a short time. The girls liked Katie, as she did not commit the cardinal sin common among adults: interfering where she had no right to. Daniel, an experienced calmer of squirming and screaming children in his dentist’s chair, was good at keeping his opinion to himself. Even so, he had drawn the line at Raymond, whom he despised. Daniel was a solid and good man. Nina’s two sisters adored him: a family man with an even temper. Her mother approved of Daniel’s profession but not his receding hairline. Her father, making his best effort to tone down his criticism, remarked only that he himself could not see the merit in a man “who would not give out as much as a silent fart even if you beat him with a stick.”

“Will Katie take a COVID test before she moves in?” Ella, the cautious twelve-year-old, asked. Nina had once fretted about Ella’s rigidness, but her habit of frequent handwashing had turned out to be a desirable thing under these new circumstances.

Nina said that for sure Katie would get tested. Paige, who was eleven, asked if her best friend, Cameron, could move in if she, too, took a COVID test. Nina replied that Cameron’s parents might not see that as a good idea.

“If her parents are fine with the idea?” Paige pressed. “Can we have her, too?”

“You see her on Zoom every day,” Nina said.

“But we haven’t seen each other in person for four months,” Paige said. “If Katie can come for a drink, why can’t Cameron come over for a visit?”

Before Nina could form an answer, Ella said, “Grown-ups think they’re more trustworthy, but there’s no evidence for that.”

“It’s so not fair,” Paige said.

Nina would be fine with Paige and Cameron doing a few outdoor activities, but Cameron’s grandparents lived nearby, and her parents, having made a family pod, weren’t socializing with anyone else. Nina wished Daniel would say something about the good they were doing for the future by tolerating some inconvenience now. Nina could not bring herself to say those reasonable words; even the thought made her feel tired. She wished she could tell Paige to shut up and finish her meal, but there was a reason she never talked to her children like that. She and her sisters had grown up with similarly strong—and stronger—words from their parents.

“Really, Mommy, don’t you think grown-ups are stupid enough to mess up the world for us?” Paige said.

“There’s no guarantee we’ll be better when we grow up,” Ella said.

Ella’s premature defeatism often alarmed Nina; shouldn’t a child have a childlike sense of justice, and a childlike optimism? The few times that Nina had brought up the worry with Daniel, he’d rightly pointed out that Nina also wished Paige could be more rational, like Ella. “Who wants ice cream?” Nina said. Diversion was a parental tactic she had learned from Daniel. “Katie and I made some this afternoon.”

“What flavor?” Daniel asked.

“Mango,” Nina said. “Katie brought mangoes.”

“Cameron can bring mangoes, too, just so you know,” Paige said.

Nina scooped four perfect balls of ice cream into four bowls. Only then did she allow herself to speak. “Paige, Cameron’s mom does not feel comfortable with the idea of a playdate.”

“More of a reason for us to rescue her,” Paige said.

“Rescue her from what?” Nina asked.

“Some children feel homeless even when they have a home,” Ella explained with a patient equanimity, the way she would point out to Paige that the snail she had drawn was a rare species, as most snails had shells that swirled in the opposite direction.

Daniel looked at Ella, and then at Paige. “Is that how you feel?” he said.

“No,” Ella said. “But I can’t speak for Cameron.”

“I can,” Paige said.

“Do you think she’d be happier if she moved in with us?” Daniel asked.

“Of course,” Paige said. “Do you know how hard it is to be the only child? It’s always two to one, her parents outvoting her and then saying it’s democracy.”

“Have you thought of moving in with Cameron?” Ella said. “So you get a vote there?”

Nina wished that Ella had not put that idea into Paige’s head, but fortunately a chunk of mango in Paige’s bowl distracted her. The children believed that finding a piece of mango or strawberry in their ice cream brought special luck, which struck Nina as illogical: she could easily offer them a bowl of mango or strawberries without generating such enthusiasm.



AT THE END of August, Katie moved into Ella and Paige’s playroom. Only for a couple of weeks, until she found a place, Katie said. She had hired a real estate agent, who, dressed in PPE that looked like a space suit, visited the potential rentals with her iPad and showed Katie the walk-through from different angles. The good thing about Katie looking for an apartment or a house virtually was that Nina could be there to offer a second opinion. She would not have been able to check out all the places with Katie in normal times.

Having an additional person interrupted the monotony of housebound family life. Paige’s remarks were now often addressed to Katie, hoping for agreement or approval, which Katie was always ready to offer. “You wouldn’t have known what a doomsday looked like when you were our age, right?” Paige said to Katie one morning, when they were all dumbfounded by the unfamiliar eerily orange color of the sky, as smoke from a wildfire covered the Bay Area.

“No, I never saw a real doomsday,” Katie replied. “I only worried about things that would never happen.”

“Like what?”

“Like a nuclear war. I worried that I would still be a virgin when the world ended,” Katie said. “Why is your mom frowning at us?”

“Because she’s trying to look like a parent,” Paige said. “And she’s a puritan.”

“Where did you learn that word?” Nina said. “You don’t know what a puritan is.”

“She learned it from me,” Ella said. She was reading a brick-thick book at the far end of the living room. “A puritan, aka a hypocrite, is a condition, like a virus. Parents catch it easily.”

Nina wanted to say that a person cannot be a condition, but who was she to teach Ella anything?

One afternoon, while Katie was showing Nina a bed she was thinking of ordering, Ella stood behind them, knocking her teeth against the edge of a glass of lemonade as though it were the glass she meant to consume. It was a habit that Nina found distracting, though she had never said anything. “I feel bad for the bed-makers’ lack of imagination,” Ella said, after finally taking a sip of the lemonade. “Queen bed, king bed, California king, why is there never a dictator-size bed?”

“Don’t suggest that to Trump,” Katie said.

“Some entrepreneur could make a fortune naming a bed after him,” Ella said.

“Like Raymond,” Katie said. “He would do that in an instant.”

Raymond’s name was not forbidden in the house, but Nina had never told the girls anything concrete about the man. She herself preferred not to dwell on the many dramas that Katie had told her about over the years. Once, at a restaurant, Katie had thrown her wine in Raymond’s face, and he, in turn, had thrown his wine in her face, and when a waiter approached, Raymond had pushed a hundred-dollar bill into his hand and told him to shut his mouth and bring an extra set of napkins. Once, after a quarrel, Raymond had left Katie in a parking lot in Reno and driven on to Idaho by himself, and Katie, instead of renting a car, had taken a two-thousand-dollar cab ride back home because, she said, why not—it’s his money, in any case. After a wedding in San Diego, Raymond had cornered Katie in their hotel room, insisting that she remove her underwear because he wanted to take a sniff—he had seen her flirt with a guest, he said, and then had noticed that they were both absent from the party for some time. Katie had narrated these episodes to Nina as though they were merely scenes from movies about bad marriages, which could be forgotten afterward.

“He sounds like an awful person,” Ella said.

“He is an awful person,” Katie said.

“Why did you marry him?” Ella asked.

Why indeed, Nina thought. Katie glanced at her. “Because I wasn’t as smart as you are, and I didn’t have parents as smart as yours to tell me a thing or two.”

“Mostly we’re smart,” Paige said, appearing just in time to correct Katie. “No offense, but grown-ups are mostly pretty stupid.”

“Well, that’s why I married an awful man,” Katie said.



NINA WONDERED WHY neither she nor Daniel was good at having conversations with their children. They sounded like dull parents, and they sounded as though they didn’t have much confidence in their impostor selves but nevertheless hoped for some reward for their effort. When she voiced this worry, Katie said, “But you love them, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“That’s enough.”

Is it, though, Nina thought, watching Katie measure their drinks. The air outside was heavy with smoke, and they had to forgo the porch.

“Did your parents ever worry about their conversational skills with you guys? Mine didn’t. And we’ve turned out fine,” Katie said. “Besides, what can parents do for children? Things go well for a child, or things don’t go well. We know it’s really just luck.”

Someone working with a forensic accountant had to be pragmatic and unsentimental. Still, Nina frowned at the drink passed to her. “What? You think I’m too indifferent?” Katie asked.

“No, not that,” Nina said. “Did I tell you about Ella’s friend who shoplifted at Sephora?”

“When? What happened? You never tell me stories,” Katie said.

But it was not a mere story, Nina thought, looking at Katie with her usual inarticulate doubt. Early in the year, a girl in Ella’s class had been posting pictures on Snapchat of lip glosses she had sneaked out of Sephora. When it happened a third time, Ella told Nina, who wondered if she should talk to the girl’s parents, or if she should check in with any of the other parents in the class, but Ella sternly warned her not to.

“Surely she’d be mortified if her mother was a snitch,” Katie said.

“That’s how Paige would feel,” Nina said. Ella, she explained, had a different attitude. She thought her friend was stupid to post the pictures: someone was bound to take a screenshot; in fact, Ella said, she had done just that, all three times, though she refused to show the pictures to Nina. What if the girl kept doing it and then was caught one day, Nina asked Ella. Did she not think that the parents should know, so that they could do something to help her? But that was exactly the reason the parents shouldn’t be told, Ella said. Grown-ups would be of no help; they would only kick up a big fuss about the wrong thing and make life difficult for the girl, and for her friends who had seen the pictures without reporting the crime.

“She said, and I quote, ‘Things will go right for us if we’re lucky, things will go wrong if we’re not lucky, there is nothing you parents can do.’”

“Didn’t I just say the same thing?” Katie said.

“Ella,” Nina said, “is twelve.”

“If a twelve-year-old hasn’t thought through these things, how much hope do you have for her? You should be happy for Ella.”

How could I be, Nina thought. The world holds a perpetual scolding power over all parents—no, not all parents, but those who want to be good and do the right thing for their children. Even so, she could muddle through being Paige’s mother. But being Ella’s mother made her feel that she was no more than a frog trapped in a pot of water along with Ella. If they were unlucky, if the water were brought to a slow boil, what could Nina do but endure that fate with her daughter? A long-forgotten moment from Ella’s infancy came to Nina. Ella was seven months old and had just begun to crawl. One day Nina noticed that the baby’s knees, once smooth and unblemished, had started to show a few creases. No parenting handbook or blog had prepared Nina for that: wrinkles and creases on a baby’s kneecaps, a price paid for mobility. Nina, uncharacteristically, wept. Another person—Daniel or Katie or, one day, Ella herself, as an adult—would explain Nina’s tears as a result of exhaustion and postpartum hormone changes. They would not be wrong, and yet Nina, caressing her baby’s knees, had envisioned all the things she would not be able to shield her child from, starting with the carpet. What blind courage had led her into motherhood?

And yet, she thought now, those knees, less perfectly smooth than they had been the day before—what did that matter in the larger scheme of things? Her mother, toiling away amid the shelves at East-West Market, had hardly noticed the scrapes and bruises that Nina and her sisters had incurred as they grew up. Her maternal grandparents, boat people on the Yangtze River, had begun one day with eight children on the boat and at the end of the day counted seven.

“So did you say anything to the girl’s parents?” Katie asked.

“No.”

“What happened after?”

“Nothing, as far as I know,” Nina said. “The pandemic started. The girl wouldn’t have an easy opportunity to do it again. Why? Do you think I should’ve said something?”

“Would you prefer to be told about it, if you were the girl’s mother?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t be so certain,” Katie said. “Did I ever tell you the story about my cousin Jock?”

“The one who died in his sophomore year?”

“Yes, but I only told you about his death,” Katie said.

How strange, Nina thought, that after a young life ends people think and talk about the death more than the life. It is easier that way: tragedies and catastrophes always have an ending. Perhaps that was why Katie could tell many good stories about the violent and dire moments in her marriage; dramas lent a sheen of bravado to a bad choice. Harder to communicate—which was perhaps the reason Katie never did—was the enduring unhappiness. Boring, Katie would call the stretches of time between crises: physical closeness fused by a passion that was not love, everyday interaction without the kindness of everydayness, a truce that promises no peace. Katie would insist there was nothing to say about those times. But the truth was that neither she nor Nina had words for what could not be fitted into the mold of a story. Are good choices and bad choices all that different? The consequences of those choices are where life is, and there, Nina and Katie were similarly muddled.

“There was this crazy teacher, Mrs. Gill, in fifth grade,” Katie said. “Every year she picked out one boy. A sort of psychological pincushion for her. And physical, too. Don’t ask me why no adult interfered. They knew about it, but they would tell themselves two things: one, Mrs. Gill has been teaching for decades and must be respected, and, two, it affects only one boy per year, so the rest of the class will still benefit from having a good teacher.”

“What did she do to the boys?”

“Nothing criminal. She gave them nasty nicknames. She pinched them on their upper arms when she felt like it. In winter she hid their coats and told them they had to go out to the playground during recess without the coats. One boy per year. No one could do anything to help you if you happened to be that boy. And the funny thing is, she knew to choose the boys who could do nothing to help themselves.”

Nina thought of protesting—how could people let this go on?—yet she knew not to. Terrible things happen all the time, to the deserving and the undeserving; people are never short of excuses for inaction.

“And when we were in fifth grade, my cousin Jock was the chosen boy.”

“What about the parents of those boys? What about your aunt and uncle?”

“Jock’s father had already left, so there was only my aunt. Do you think Jock should have told her about it? He didn’t. None of Mrs. Gill’s boys was a tattletale.”

There was an unfamiliar rigidity in Katie’s face. Nina felt an ache in her heart. The day before, Raymond had phoned. He had talked coolly about how many more years he would live, how much money Katie would get if she stayed in the marriage, how often he expected her to have sex with him, and calculated out that each time she had sex with him she would make eight thousand dollars. More money than most women can earn in their wildest imaginations, Raymond had said. When Nina was told about the conversation, she’d had to remind herself not to get too upset—with Raymond, but with Katie also. Katie had simply laughed, at Raymond’s predictability, and at her own predicament.

“Did you tell your aunt?” Nina said.

“Yes. I thought someone had to tell her. Someone had to help Jock. But I was wrong. My aunt went to Mrs. Gill, she went to the principal, but what good did that do for Jock? Or for herself?”

“What happened after?”

“Nothing. The same old treatment for Jock. The only thing he could do was wait until fifth grade was over. My mother said she wished I hadn’t told Aunt Clara,” Katie said. “She was right. If a person doesn’t have the power to solve a problem, she’s only causing pain by sounding an alarm.”

Nina shook her head. “Surely I should’ve warned you not to marry Raymond.”

“Surely there was a reason you didn’t,” Katie said. “You knew I would insist on making the mistake.”

“You knew it was a mistake?”

“Not the same kind of mistake as telling Aunt Clara about Mrs. Gill. I regretted that. The pain I caused her and Jock,” Katie said. “And yet what was it compared to his death?”

“You don’t regret marrying Raymond?”

“If you’d grown up in Pigeon Blanc, Indiana, you’d think a bully with money was ten times better than a bully without money,” Katie said. “I don’t mind dramas. I’m not afraid of jerks.”

So Katie had entered her marriage, Nina thought, with the same blind courage that had propelled her into parenthood.

“I couldn’t marry one of those good men you thought I should have, you know that.”

“I don’t know,” Nina said. “Why couldn’t you?”

“They would’ve had expectations I wouldn’t be able to meet,” Katie said. “The point is, you can’t marry a good man casually. It causes pain.”

And yet a casual marriage to a bully—had it not made Katie suffer, in ways she would never admit? Nina thought about that game of charades all those years ago. They had been lucky then, not knowing that once the dots were connected their lives would look nothing like what they had fantasized about. That, too, should give her some hope: for better or for worse, there are always things that remain unknown to the young, even to the most precocious children, like Ella.

“Hey, are you all right?” Katie said.

“Not quite,” Nina said. “But I’ll be all right.”

She was crying, as uncharacteristic of her now as her weeping over a baby’s knees had been. It was the past brought into focus, or the future that was always there, taunting them, eluding them. She remembered Ella’s winter concert in kindergarten. During the days leading up to it, Ella had practiced taking a bow as meticulously as a scientist conducts an experiment. The music teacher had taught the children to bend at the waist, look at their toes, and say in their quietest voice, Hello, shoes. Goodbye, shoes, before straightening up.

“I always thought she was a genius teacher,” Nina said after telling Katie the story.

“Hello, sadness. Goodbye, sadness,” Katie said, handing Nina the box of Kleenex.

“Yes, yes,” Nina said, wiping her eyes. “Wouldn’t it be nice if everything could be that simple? Hello, pandemic. Goodbye, pandemic.”

Katie stood up and took a deep bow. “Hello, bad choice. Goodbye, bad choice,” she said, with the confidence of a good actor, knowing that the next moment the curtain would fall and she would be free to think about her real life elsewhere.





A Small Flame


A GIRL, NO older than ten, accosted Bella and Peter as they left the restaurant famous for its Peking duck. Adrian, Peter’s boyfriend, was lagging behind, practicing his Mandarin one last time before the end of their trip.

“Buy a rose,” the girl said to Peter in English. “For your girlfriend.”

“Thank you, my dear,” Peter said, “but she’s not my girlfriend.”

The girl did not understand English. She prompted him again with the memorized line. “Quiet,” Bella said in Mandarin. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“How can it be, sister? He’s handsome. And you’re pretty.”

“Sister? I’m old enough to be your aunt.”

“Then tell my uncle to buy a rose for you,” the girl said, gesturing toward the cardboard sign she wore like a bib. “10 RMB,” it said, with crudely drawn flowers surrounding the price. Peter shook his head and stuck both hands determinedly into his jacket pockets.

“Listen, I’ll give you the money for a rose, and you leave us alone,” Bella said.

“No,” the girl said. “You have to buy one. I can’t go home until I sell them all.”

Bella counted out three hundred RMB. “Enough?” she asked. The girl surrendered the entire bouquet, and Bella tossed it into the cypress shrubs by the restaurant’s entrance, well groomed and fenced in. “Now,” she said, “home you go.”

The girl put the money away carefully and then, standing on tiptoe, tried to reach the flowers. Adrian, who had just come out of the restaurant, jumped over the fence and retrieved the bouquet for the girl. She vanished into the darkness, a swift and purposeful minnow.

The April night was cool but not clear, the smog bringing tears to Bella’s eyes. “What’s wrong?” Adrian asked.

“You owe me three hundred yuan,” Bella said.

Adrian exchanged a look with Peter, and Bella knew they were speaking to each other in that language that lovers stupidly think of as their own. She was in a horrendous mood, they were telling each other; she was angry over her second divorce and was taking it out on them, and they had to put up with her for only one more hour.



BELLA HAD KNOWN Peter for twenty-five years. They had shared a place with two other housemates in Boston when they were in law school, and for as long as they had been friends they had been talking about visiting China together. It was one of those promises made for not keeping, similar to the solo trip to Antarctica that Bella had sometimes imagined when things were going wrong in her marriages. But China, not as far-fetched as Antarctica, had become much closer when Peter started dating Adrian, a French Canadian whose great-grandfather had been among the Chinese laborers who collected bodies and dug graves on the western front in 1918. Adrian was a writer and was working on “a multigenerational and intercontinental epic” based on his family history, and during the past two weeks the three of them had toured a number of towns on the East China Sea, sifting through local archives, tracing the untraceable. We know his surname was Li, Adrian had said of his great-grandfather, and that his family migrated from Jiangsu to Shandong sometime during the Qing dynasty. Do you know how many people bearing that surname live in China? Bella had said. Ninety million.

It was irksome to Bella that Adrian had created romances for his characters and himself in the places he had the remotest reason to claim—Jiangyin, Wulian, Marseille, Ypres, Beaulencourt, Montreal, New York. With a novelistic certainty, this blue-eyed, pale-skinned man and his Chinese great-grandfather would be sentimentally reunited. People without genealogies, Bella thought, were like weeds, their existence of consequence to no one but weed killers. Perhaps that was why any reasonable person would try to locate a family root or two. From the roots to the flowers and the fruits: the penchant for cultivating—a garden, a love affair, a family, a friendship, a made-up epic—seemed to be a healthy, constructive habit. But Bella was no horticulturist. At work, she read legal documents and contracts and dissected them with vehemence, as if out of hatred.

In the cab back to the hotel, no one spoke. Peter and Adrian said goodbye to Bella in the hallway. They were to take an early flight the next morning.

“So long, farewell,” she replied in a singsong voice. “Adieu, adieu, to you and you—”

“And you,” Peter said. “Come home soon.”

Bella had arranged to spend a few extra days in Beijing before flying back to New York, thinking that she would need a break after playing tour guide. Now she deplored their imminent departure.

Loneliness, people might call it, yet it was not loneliness that made her feel betrayed. Peter had been an early friend in America, made out of convenience when Bella first arrived, but he’d turned out to be a rarity, with a seemingly boundless memory. He could recall with precision any episode from a friend’s life—and he had many friends. If Bella had to write an autobiography—what a thin, dull volume that would be—he would be her ghostwriter. If she were to put her life onstage, he would be her prompter. But the ease of having her life stored in another person’s memory had done little to help Bella on this trip. Peter had become the wrong accompaniment for Bella’s solo. Perhaps he and Adrian felt the same way about her.

“What’s wrong with China?” Bella said now. “This is still my home country.”

“You may not be an easygoing person,” Peter said, “but you’ve always been fun. Here in China? It’s like you’re stoned the wrong way.”

“So I’m a bore.”

“A contentious bore!”

It had been a mistake to combine Adrian’s research with her recovery holiday. Memory lane was barely wide enough for one traveler.

In the bathtub, Bella hummed to herself: “I’m glad to go, I cannot tell a lie.” To this day, she could sing from beginning to end every song from The Sound of Music, which she had had to watch every Saturday afternoon for a year as a requirement for her high-school English class. It had so sickened her that when the English club discussed putting on a stage production, she threatened to quit—it was either Maria von Trapp or Bella, and her classmates had chosen her.

O English club, the epitome of Bella’s youth!

Of course, she had had a different name then, but she had been Bella for the past twenty-five years, legalized in America, the name used for her passport, for her marriage licenses, and then for the divorce papers. Not, though, carved on her parents’ gravestones: both stones bore her Chinese name, that of their only child. Bella had not included her first husband’s name on her mother’s gravestone—her mother had given only lukewarm approval to the marriage. When Bella’s father died, she was in her second marriage, already seeing cracks, which she could have made an effort to mend had she cared a little more. She had been wise not to include a husband’s name on either gravestone. Her parents could have been stuck for eternity with the consecutive ex-sons-in-law, though that possibility, a discordant note that their marriage, known for its harmony, would have had to endure posthumously, entertained Bella.



IN THE RUSSIAN novels Bella had read in college, English clubs hosted feasts and boasted of social status, whereas the English club at her high school had merely collected a medley of students with various motivations and needs: some wanted to have access to the only typewriters in the school (and, quite possibly, in their lives), or to the works of Charles Dickens, Jane Austen, Jack London, and Ernest Hemingway, among other writers, which were available in the English club’s library; others required extra tutoring from their teacher, Miss Chu; and others chose it because, unlike the science club or the mathematics club, it was undemanding, a place to escape the heavy load of schoolwork for a few hours. Bella wanted to be near Miss Chu—there was no other reason for Bella to be in the club, which was beneath her in many ways and for which she had to tolerate the English plays they staged. She was always given the leading role. No one questioned this. She was voted “the school flower” by the boys, an honor given to the prettiest girl. She spoke English better than anyone—she had studied with a tutor since she was seven, something unheard of among her schoolmates in Beijing in 1985.

What Bella had wanted to play, instead of Red Riding Hood or Cinderella, was the Little Match Girl. “Matches, matches, please buy some matches, sir? Please buy some matches, madam?”

Buy a rose; buy a rose for your girlfriend.

But there had never been such a production. The story did not have many roles or many lines, even for the Little Match Girl. It was silly to perform fairy tales when the students were already in high school, but most of her classmates did not speak enough English for more sophisticated work. Once, they had ventured into “The Necklace,” by Maupassant, and at a rehearsal Bella had watched with abhorrence the boy who was playing her insignificant husband kick open an imaginary door. “Mathilde,” he said, his voice reminding Bella of an inner tube hung at a bicycle repairman’s stand—rubbery, greasy, intestine-like. “Mathilde, my dear. Look what I have got you.” She had to open the card he handed her, part of the play. But instead of an invitation to the party at the Ministry of Education, it held a love poem from the boy to Bella.

Contaminated, she remembered the episode afterward: the basement room with its buzzing fluorescent tubes, a few chairs and curtains forming a makeshift stage, and the boy’s hands clasping hers—part of the play, too. Contaminated also were Bella’s memories of high school: the place, the people, the endless years. But she was unfair. Her alma mater had received support from UNESCO and had served as a model school for foreign visitors, its cluster of marble-white buildings poised like an aristocratic swan among gray alleyways and sprawling, run-down quadrangles. And Bella had been treated well by teachers and students alike. Once, a delegation of American politicians had toured the campus, and Bella, assigned to accompany them with the headmistress, had worn her favorite dress, its lavender color matching the wisteria hanging over the pathway between the science building and the art building. The delegation did their share of praising, and the headmistress reciprocated with her share of appreciation. Bella, interpreting for the visitors, believed for a brief moment that she could have anything—all she needed was to want—but that blissful feeling was cut short by Miss Chu, who was walking across the lawn without casting even the most perfunctory glance at the visitors or at Bella.

What Bella had wanted was to be the Little Match Girl: hungry, cold, forever begging, and forever dying. What she was was the opposite. She had been raised in a family of stature. Her father was a diplomat, her mother an opera singer; her maternal grandfather had been among the group of revolutionaries who established the Chinese Soviet Republic, in the 1930s. The only imperfection—in others’ eyes more than in the family’s—was that Bella was not connected to these people by blood. Her mother, whose beauty and career were not to be destroyed by childbearing, had adopted a pretty baby girl from her home province. At two, the girl had been diagnosed, in the parlance of the day, as deaf-mute and had been sent away. Not to her birth parents, Bella had learned, but with her nanny, who had received a handsome sum of money for them to settle comfortably in the countryside. Bella had come later, another baby girl whose beauty was prominent, and this truth, like the story of the deaf-mute, had never been kept a secret from her.

A more sentimental heart would have experienced curiosity or sympathy for the girl whom she had replaced; a more inventive mind would have seen herself as that deaf-mute, growing up in silence. One time, a distant cousin of Bella’s grandfather had come to visit, bringing with him his granddaughter, who was Bella’s age. Poor relatives, Bella, ten years old then, instantly recognized. A gentler soul would have formed a kind of kinship with the girl, who was wearing a gray, passed-down blouse, but Bella bossed the girl around, showing off her Swiss chocolates and her Japanese stationery and her dresses made of silk and taffeta and velvet, allowing the girl to touch the fabric with only one finger. Bella would have tortured the deaf-mute girl similarly, except that the deaf-mute, even if she had been permitted a visit, would not have understood anything Bella said to her. Perhaps Bella could have locked her in a closet. Would the girl have banged on the door in panic, or would she, not knowing how to make a sound, have waited quietly until her death?

Once, at a rooftop party in Key West, an old man had reminisced about an encounter years before with a boy who had been adopted to be the heir of a scion: “At the dinner, he came in to greet everyone. Barely three years old. In a white tuxedo. I swear, no boy could have been more perfect than him, but the next year he was gone. The reason? The mother decided he wouldn’t do. I’ve never forgotten him. Imagine! For a year he was destined to be one of the richest people in the country.”

“He didn’t know,” Bella said.

“True,” the man said. “Still, what a strange fate.”

O changelings of the world: we go up and down the ladder in this circus called life, and we are more entertaining than clowns, more grotesque than freaks. How dare Peter call her a bore?

Bella dried herself and put on a silk robe. She uncorked a bottle of wine and thought of inviting Peter and Adrian over for a drink, but they would decline, saying they had to get up early for their flight; they might not even pick up the phone.

By the second glass, Bella did not have any difficulty seeing herself as the Little Match Girl, forever begging, forever dying, yet Miss Chu would not notice the tiny bursting flame when Bella struck a match for her; she would remain blind to the streak of light when Bella turned into a falling star.



WHAT ON EARTH had Miss Chu become—a wife? A mother? Bella, sitting alone at breakfast the next day, wondered. Miss Chu had been twenty-seven when she was the adviser of the English club, Bella sixteen. Miss Chu would be close to sixty now, old enough to be a mother-in-law. The mathematics was disorienting. Bella did not feel a moment of wistfulness about her own aging. She was the same person she had been at six or sixteen, unchanged and unchangeable. But other people—would they stay loyal to what her memory dictated they should be?

There had to be ways to find out, from her school friends or perhaps by calling her high school. But Bella hated to put herself in such a position. Whenever she traveled back to China, she needed only to announce her visit, and there would be plenty of friends and acquaintances ready to welcome her with a banquet or a tête-à-tête. This was the first time she had not let the news out: she didn’t want to see people exchanging knowing looks about her divorce. She counted the days she had left, a void she’d have to fill by herself. Perhaps she should change her return flight.

Of course, it wasn’t entirely true that Bella could always play the homecoming queen. There were people whom, if she wanted to see them, she would have to seek out. For instance, Peipei. They had been boarders for three years at Sunflower Childcare before going to elementary school. Their beds placed side by side and in opposite directions, they had often, when the teachers were not looking, sneaked their hands through the rails and held each other’s feet when they could not sleep.

They had been classmates until the first year of high school, when Peipei discovered the man of her dreams, their geography teacher, Mr. Wu. For someone from a lesser background, it would have been called a schoolgirl crush, but the power of Peipei’s passion matched that of her family: Bella’s grandfather had political prestige, but Peipei’s had political influence. When Peipei refused to accept any solution but a consummation of her love, her grandfather had to summon Mr. Wu through a secretary. Soon after that, Peipei dropped out of school, and Mr. Wu stopped teaching. A Cinderella, Bella’s mother commented, and Bella wondered if an unwilling Cinderella would make a wretched ending to a fairy tale.

Bella had always disdained Peipei a little, as she knew others might disdain her. But between Peipei and herself there was a fundamental difference. Peipei had not left China. It had been unnecessary. She and her husband had their own fast-food and hotel chains, having made good use of their assets: his handsomeness and his ability to discern and accept what could not be changed; her pedigree. Bella, despite the fact that her road had been paved more smoothly than most people’s, was on her own. She had studied hard and aced college and law school; she had overcome many hurdles to establish herself—who in America would care that her grandfather was one of the founders of the Chinese Soviet Republic?

Bella’s parents would have preferred that she stay in China; they would have used their connections wisely on her behalf. For that reason, Bella had decided to emigrate. What a waste, her mother said. A waste of what? Bella asked. Your good looks, her mother said, and, of course, your good fortune. Bella’s good looks had been given to her by the people who had conceived her; she knew nothing of them but that they had had enough charity to not lower her into a tub of water like an unwanted kitten. Her good fortune had been given to her by her parents; to throw it away was a gesture of ingratitude. But, by all means, it’s your life, her mother said. We aren’t parents who would interfere.

Bella had not been particularly close to her mother, but by middle school she had acquired enough sophistication to please her, and they got along nicely as two women who respected each other’s beauty and brains. Bella’s father, indulging her in an absent-minded manner, did not have any real interest in her—this, Bella had understood and accepted when she was young, as she had the story of the deaf-mute. Her father was the kind of melancholy man who would always be born into the wrong family, married to the wrong wife, settled in the wrong profession, and destined to die alone. Only after his death—Bella’s mother had been dead for four years by then—had Bella wondered about her parents’ relationship. The best marriage, they had once explained to Bella, is one in which husband and wife treat each other as honored guests. It was possible that there had been little, or even no, love between them.

They were two guests who had lived in their shared courteousness for so long that they had mistaken it for affection or warmth. But even two guests living together for fifty years would have some secrets between them. Perhaps Bella could have understood them intuitively had she been their blood child.

In her own marriages—the first had lasted twelve years, the second five—Bella had fared poorly as host to her husband-guests. Your problem, Peter had said after the second divorce, is that you don’t take yourself seriously. I saw your eyes when you were walking down the aisle. They snickered even though you kept your face straight. With Matt? Bella asked. Both times, Peter said. What do women do when they can’t take themselves seriously? Bella asked. That’s not a question I can answer, Peter said. She wished he hadn’t taken the liberty of giving her a diagnosis without offering a cure.

Both her ex-husbands had called her toxic. She had to respect them for that and for not wanting to stay on and be poisoned. She would have respected Peipei, too, if she had outgrown her obsession with Mr. Wu. Over the years, Bella had successfully maintained the right distance between Mr. Wu and herself: too close, and Peipei would have felt jealous; too removed, Peipei would have felt slighted on behalf of her husband. If only Peipei could have an affair. Or, better, divorce her husband and send him tumbling back to the pool of commoners. But she held on to the marriage with a kind of fairy-tale loyalty. What did Mr. Wu think of this passion that refused to die? Obsession that has outlived youth must be poison, too.

Perhaps that’s what separates a lucky person from a luckless one. The lucky, like Mr. Wu, had to give up something essential in order to advance in the world, because a person of good luck could become a person of bad luck overnight. The luckless, like Bella or the deaf-mute, had no choice but to follow the path assigned to them. That their lives had turned out differently was a mere accident.



UNLIKE THE OTHER teachers at Bella’s high school, who had held permanent positions, Miss Chu had been hired on a contract that could be terminated at any time. The credential that had made Miss Chu attractive to the school was that she had spent a year in Australia. What connection had taken her there was not known to any student; she had taught at Bella’s school for only two years, and after she quit there were rumors that she had returned to Australia.

Miss Chu was not pretty. Her cheeks, too chiseled, had an unhealthy pallor. Her eyebrows were constantly knitted, and her eyes had a distracted and sullen look. If anything made her stand out, it was her voice. Bella, from her experience with the students her mother had taken on as she grew older, knew that Miss Chu’s voice, had it been remedied with training, would have become unique, extraordinary, even. But nobody seemed to have put any work or imagination into it, so it had an unpleasant quality, like a piece of half-used sandpaper, its coarseness uneven.

Miss Chu made little effort to hide her irritation when her students functioned at any level below her expectation, yet who, other than Bella, could have met her demands? It was in the English club that Bella had first encountered Don McLean and D. H. Lawrence. The music of the former was the soundtrack of Miss Chu’s mood when she sat in a trance—even the chattiest girl or the neediest boy knew to leave her alone then. The work of the latter Miss Chu read aloud to them, “The Rocking-Horse Winner” and then “The Princess” and finally “The Fox,” which she read several times, no doubt her favorite.

Sometimes, when Miss Chu went on reading for too long, Bella’s club mates brought out worksheets in math or physics or chemistry. A lyrist playing to a herd of cows masticating their own ignorance, Bella often thought. Soulless they were, soullessly they treated Miss Chu. Bella wanted Miss Chu to know that she understood the indifference they both had to endure; she wanted Miss Chu to suffer less because she was suffering with her. Yet Miss Chu treated Bella with more sarcasm than she treated the other students. Do not act like a drunken mouse, she admonished Bella when, at a rehearsal, she tottered on in a pair of heels, unfit slippers for an unenthusiastic Cinderella. But at this moment Cinderella is overwhelmed by happiness, Bella argued. Then she’s an imbecile to feel that way, Miss Chu said. And please stop widening your eyes like a three-year-old.



“WAS THERE AN English teacher by that name?” Peipei said. “I have no recollection.”

“Your eyes could see only one teacher back then,” Bella said.

“And your precious eyes can’t put up with a grain of dust,” Peipei answered.

“Which is why I can’t keep a husband,” Bella said. Her divorce, rather than being bad news, could be used to taunt Peipei, who had been married to the same man for too long.

Even the most superficial tie could take permanent hold if it lasted for forty years. Do you realize that only for you would I rearrange my business meetings at such short notice? Peipei had said the moment she walked into the restaurant. Do you realize no one else would count your toes hundreds of times, as I did? Bella had replied.

“What about this teacher?” Peipei asked now. “Why are you looking for her?”

“I’m not. Just curious what has become of her.”

“You always fuss over this or that random person. When are you going to outgrow this childishness?”

Bella said she had no idea what Peipei was talking about.

“All the time,” Peipei said. “Remember when we used to take turns acting deaf and mute? Until the teachers banned that game?”

“At Sunflower?” Bella asked. She did not remember the game. It appalled her that she had left such a sentimental episode in Peipei’s memory. “When did you learn about the girl?”

“I don’t think it was ever a secret,” Peipei said. “And after that game we pretended to be each other’s nanny. You said you were my Auntie Su and I was your Auntie Lan.”

Bella knew of the existence of Auntie Lan only from a few childhood pictures. She had stopped working for the family when Bella began boarding at Sunflower. Had she ever missed the woman, who would have become the only mother known to her had Bella been deemed flawed, as the deaf-mute was before her? Bella was surprised that Peipei, like Peter, remembered more about her life than she herself did.

Friends like them gave her permission to forget, but they also summoned memories at unpredictable or inconvenient moments.

Peipei said she would ask around about Miss Chu. Bella was certain that Peipei would help her. They were each other’s hostage, and no ransom could rescue them from their shared past but mutual loyalty. Who else would remember Peipei’s despair at fifteen when she held a finger to a lit match until the flame scorched her? Who else would recall the deaf-mute, a reminder that Bella had been a replacement for an imperfect product?



TWO DAYS LATER, Peipei texted Bella the new name that Miss Chu was going by and the organization that she worked for. “Once a teacher, now a preacher” was Peipei’s accompanying message.

Bella, who had chosen her English name the moment she landed in America, found it ridiculous that Miss Chu needed a new Chinese name. Who did she think she was, a celebrity? Bella tapped the link for the organization, a nonprofit advocating for LGBT rights. The website listed Miss Chu as the organization’s cofounder. There was an audio clip of an interview she had given to a media company; a list of her public appearances; and blog posts signed by her, the most recent focused on a new law against domestic violence, the first of its kind in China, which excluded protection for victims in same-sex relationships.

There was no picture of Miss Chu on the website, nor did a search of her new name yield an image elsewhere. Bella wanted to see Miss Chu’s face. She wanted it to remain the same as she remembered, but seeing it altered by time would bring some vindictive pleasure, too. Faceless, Miss Chu had denied Bella access. She considered texting Peipei, “I thought your omnipotence would have arranged a dinner meeting for me by now”—but what was the point of attacking Peipei?

Bella played the audio clip. Miss Chu’s voice had not changed much, though there was something different: a fervor that had not been there before, or perhaps it was simply liveliness. Miss Chu discussed the grassroots effort led by her organization and some polls and interviews conducted within the LGBT community in response to the government’s claim that there was no evidence of domestic violence in homosexual relationships.

“Why is it important to you that the law recognize domestic violence in same-sex relationships?” the reporter, a woman softening her tone into disingenuous understanding, asked.

“When members of a heterosexual relationship outside of marriage—the so-called cohabiting relationship—are protected by the law while those in a same-sex relationship are not, the exclusion raises questions about the legal rights we have as a community.”

“But why is it important to you personally? Have you experienced domestic violence?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell our audience more about that?”

Bella found the reporter’s questions inane and Miss Chu’s willingness to cooperate distasteful. “It was thirty years ago. I was young, and I was ashamed of my relationship with another woman. In our time it was called a mental illness, defined as such in medical textbooks. I did not know anything about domestic violence, either.”

The interview went on, giving a few more details of an inexperienced woman confusing control with love, compliance with devotion. Same old story, Bella thought, and when the conversation turned to statistics and case studies she stopped listening. Whoever the person being interviewed was, she was not Miss Chu of the English club. The latter had had a heart made of polished ice, which, inviolable and immovable, had long ago absorbed what warmth could be found in Bella’s blood. This stranger, talking about her activism and revealing her personal life, was a sham, looking for purpose and solace in the wrong place. Mistakenly, she thought she had found them in a just cause.

That basement room: Bella wished she could be there now, to study Miss Chu and herself again. Had Miss Chu, watching the falling dusk through the narrow window near the ceiling, been reliving the sordid pain another person had inflicted on her body? Had she been searching for meaning in her suffering when she listened to Don McLean? When she watched Bella’s rehearsals with derision, or when she dismissed Bella’s attentiveness with unseeing eyes, was she refraining from doing harm, or was she, familiar with conquest and surrender, relishing her power? Those who allow themselves to be hurt in the name of love must understand better than anyone the desire to hurt.

The hunter of the fox, hunted by the fox: Bella remembered falling under D. H. Lawrence’s spell while listening to Miss Chu, her voice almost beautiful when she herself fell under that same spell. The story should be made into a stage play—why had that never occurred to Bella? No doubt Miss Chu would have scoffed at her request, but Bella, who lived with a will to overwrite other people’s wills, would not have needed her grandfather to summon Miss Chu through a secretary. She would have insisted to Miss Chu that they play the two women in the story. Bella would be the unattractive and neurotic Banford—she wouldn’t mind playing an unappealing role—and Miss Chu would play the other woman, March, endowed, for the duration of the performance, with a beauty that she had not been born with. Bella would be killed by the end—someone always has to be in a Lawrence story. She wouldn’t mind that, either, because her death would leave Miss Chu in a permanent trance. Why not, if Peipei was right that everything was a game of pretend for Bella? She could be the deaf-mute; she could be the fox bewitching Miss Chu; she could make up epic tales, as Adrian did in imagining his ancestors. Adrian was still confined by geography and family. Bella had no such limits. Everything could be hers: men and women, days and nights, the stars in the sky, the eternal flame in the hands of the Little Match Girl.

Make-believe was her genealogy.

The high school had an observatory that was open a few times a year to students outside the science club, and once, Bella had gone there with some friends. She did not recall which stars or planets they were supposed to see that night, but after the teacher had left, a boy from the science club, in order to impress Bella, had turned the telescope toward one of the first high-rises in the city and found an uncurtained window. A man and a woman, their backs to the window, were watching a soap opera, the actress crying unabashedly. The room, with the marriage in it, with the drama onscreen, was pulled so close to Bella’s eyes that for a moment, when the boy touched her elbow timorously, she did not bother to shake him off. She could still see the space between the man and the woman: they were sitting at opposite ends of the sofa, leaning on the armrests. She could even see the piece of crochet placed on top of the television, blue and white—thirty years ago, a television set had been a luxury that a woman dedicated to housekeeping would have decorated with fine needlework.

Bella wished that the telescope had brought into her sight that night Miss Chu and her lover, instead of the insipid couple. Affection and aggression, passion and pain—Bella wished she had seen it all between the two women. But she had been too young when she met Miss Chu, and she had arrived too late to know the deaf-mute. Timing had made them the unattainable in her life, and the unattainable, which she could neither damage nor destroy, lived on as wounds. Even now, if she called the organization and demanded to speak to Miss Chu, what could she say? Faceless to Miss Chu, Bella would only be a voice on the line that could be cut off at any moment. She would be the girl on the street corner, forever striking matches, forever reaching for a different world in the small flame. When she turned into a falling star, Miss Chu, herself another girl striking matches on another street corner, would not even sense the vacancy left by Bella’s absence.





On the Street Where You Live


HAD SHE BEEN born in a different era, Becky thought, and without the education to qualify as a governess, she might have become a wet nurse, offering nourishment in the most mindless form to an infant from a wealthy family. But the idea, explored in detail—what, who, when, where, why, how, those questions Becky had obediently followed in grade school without recognizing the terror of such scrutiny—was disturbing, not even a legitimate secret.

“You know, I hate museums.” The man next to Becky leaned over so that she alone could hear this confession. She nodded. To be a wet nurse one had to be a mother first. What was the point of wishing for that profession, then?

“It makes me angry,” the man said as he and Becky joined the others in clapping. The woman who was taking the podium was the director of this freshly remodeled San Francisco museum. “It makes me angry that I don’t own the artwork. I’d hate to share with others. They’d never see what I see.”

He wore a bright-red necktie, which reminded Becky of SpongeBob SquarePants, but nothing about the man himself, who was tall and had to stoop a little to talk to her, resembled SpongeBob. It was terrible of her to seek connections that allowed her to feel closer to her son. Jude was six, and was being seen by two specialists four afternoons a week. He had no interest in making friends because he already had what he wanted: a SpongeBob pillow, and himself.

The man in the red tie said something, and Becky, not catching the words, nodded in confirmation. “So you like museums?” he said with disapproval, and then, forgivingly, “Most people do.”

Becky could see herself transcribing this conversation in her journal later that night. She would note that the man had reminded her of SpongeBob. Soon his face and his voice would fade from her memory; only the red tie and his words would remain. Becky had started to keep a journal when Jude’s condition was diagnosed. There was nothing private in it, just descriptions of strangers: a man brushing his teeth on a bench at a bus stop; a woman in Busy Mart calling a boy strapped in a stroller “a two-headed moron”; a handyman setting up beehives in the yard of the neighbor, who had given Becky a jar of honey when she scratched her car while backing it into the garage.

Becky’s hope was that someday Jude would read her journal and recognize what he would miss if he didn’t pay attention to people. She tried to make those appearing in her journal interesting—interesting enough, but not too much. She did not want Jude to think the world was an exciting party and he was born to be left out, nor did she want him to be disappointed by its predictability and decide to stay in his cocoon.

Not entering Becky’s journal were family members and friends—the journal was not kept as a secret from Max, and even the most innocuous words about her husband or others close to her could be read the wrong way. She did not record anyone she met in the therapists’ waiting rooms, either. The parents there were confronted by their own anxieties in others’ faces, as if peering into mirrors. The children, too, were mirrors for one another, though they, inward-looking, did not seek solace from those caught in the same situation. And then there were people for whom the waiting rooms were only an extension of the world at large: a grandfather who insisted on talking with his wife on speakerphone for half an hour; the Guatemalan nanny who often stopped in the middle of her crossword puzzles and frowned at him, gesturing at his back with a thumb-to-ear, pinkie-to-mouth sign; the au pairs accompanying a skinny boy whose parents had never been seen at the therapists’—a Polish girl, followed by an Austrian who stayed for only a short time before being replaced by another girl from Poland. They’re going to Tahoe for Christmas, the one who had not lasted had told Becky; they said to me, Isn’t it nice you’ll have the whole house to yourself for a week? My mother said, Oh, no, you can’t spend your first Christmas in America all alone, that’s just too sad. Becky had thought about inviting the girl over for Christmas Eve. They hosted a dinner every year, joined by Max’s parents and siblings and their families. But it might have looked as though she were soliciting the girl’s help with Jude, taking advantage of her loneliness. Becky was good at uncovering nonexistent motivations in her actions.

She looked past the SpongeBob man at the nearest painting, a splash of colors that she found both familiar and exhausting. Seeing a painting in a museum and making an effort to understand it was enough of a responsibility. Owning it would be too much. Owning it would be like inheriting a tree, being accountable for its existence even after the person who planted it had vanished. Yet a tree you can cut down with a permit and a reliable crew. A piece of art is like a child: you can’t use your mediocre imagination to change anything about it. On the other hand, you can’t put a price tag on a child; you can’t put him up for auction. Perhaps the SpongeBob man was talking about one’s progeny. You can’t share with others who your child truly is (Jude, who talked about hemidemisemiquavers and semihemidemisemiquavers at breakfast as though they were floating in his cereal bowl), and you hate to see him through their eyes (Jude, who had made himself a sign in kindergarten—“Im Not taLKING because I DON’t WaNT TO!”—and had been mute at school ever since).

The woman finished her speech, and people milled about with a purposefulness that felt amiss to Becky. Max’s boss, the chief of cardiology at the hospital and a longtime friend of the woman on the stage, had purchased two tables. Becky watched Max talk with a colleague, each taking turns laughing at the other’s joke. She raised her champagne flute to look at them through the bubbles, and their perfect social demeanor became less impressive. Perhaps that was how the world appeared to Jude, none of its inhabitants as engaging as a cluster of rising bubbles. But Jude might never find himself at an event like this. He might never drink champagne or taste caviar; he might never hold a woman’s hands in candlelight; he might never backpack through Peru or Scotland. Oh, the places he’ll not go, and the things he’ll miss in life!

But how do you know I’d miss them? asked Jude, who was not mute at home and was especially articulate when he was alone with Becky. She had been talking about soccer club and Little League and the birthday parties to which he was invited, because everyone was invited at that age. If you don’t miss them now, you may someday, she said. But how do you know? he asked. These are the things people usually enjoy, she said, and you may feel sad if you miss them. I shan’t, he said. I find little amusement in them. I shan’t: no one around Jude spoke like that, but he kept the Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary by his bedside. What amuses you? she asked. Dots and squiggly lines, he said. What? she said. You don’t get it, he said, sighing. You can’t see them.



ANOTHER MAN APPROACHED Becky. Even a banal conversation was a relief from a masterpiece staring back in silence, and she was ready to be saved. The man, wearing a plaid hat and a plaid jacket, appeared out of place among the dark suits and festive dresses. He asked Becky if she liked the painter, and she shook her head noncommittally. “What about you?”

“I can’t say I like him. Too febrile for my taste.”

Becky noticed his accent, the kind its owner would not hide, each word hanging on to the lips with a demure graciousness. Some accents are prize possessions; others, birth defects. Years ago, when Becky had been a work-study student in a research lab, she had overheard her manager tell a visiting foreign scholar that people in the Midwest did not have any accent. Mainstream American English, she said, which made Becky feel bland and transparent. Recently, while Becky was waiting for jury duty, a woman had told her that she was originally from Spain and was a linguistics professor but that at a summer party she had gone to with her sister and brother-in-law no one would talk to her: she had walked in with a nephew in her arms and a niece clutching her sleeve. They thought I was the nanny, the woman said. My sister, of course, my gorgeous sister with her handsome husband, she was in no hurry to correct the misunderstanding. The woman and her sister had entered Becky’s journal that night.

“I wonder what would happen if someone splashed more colors onto that painting,” Becky said when the man did not contribute a new question.

“I believe that’s called vandalism, and it’s against the law.”

“I mean, if someone owned it. Would that still be illegal?”

The man looked at Becky. “Please allow me to say—and this is from my study of human motivations—there must be a reason you ask the question.”

“What’s the reason?”

“Might it be that you want to purchase the painting so you can do something to it?”

“It’s not for sale.”

“Things can always be arranged, wouldn’t you agree?”

“But what would I want to do?”

“Might it be that you perceive imperfection in the painting and want to add your own touch? Or even destroy it?”

Jude could have been a suitable conversation partner for this man. Professorial and stilted, the neuropsychologist had said of Jude’s speech. She was the second one they had consulted; the first had been unable to get Jude to speak. I concur, Becky had wanted to reply to the neuropsychologist, using Jude’s phrase. Perhaps there was hope still. This man in front of her, after all, with his odd demeanor that might appear as affectation to unsympathetic eyes, had been invited to the gala.

He asked her if she was an artist. No, she said. A patron of the arts? he asked. Not at all, she said, and you? He took a pipe out of his pocket and said he had dallied in a few things here and there but nothing too special. Becky was about to point out that smoking was not allowed when he put the pipe back. “Dr. Watson,” he said, “would disapprove.”

Oh, Becky thought. Perhaps others would have recognized him right away from his outfit. “Is Dr. Watson here, too?” she said, feeling apologetic that he had been forced to drop the most obvious hint.

“He’s tied up at the moment. Another engagement. Not as engaging as this one, I’m afraid.”

“What kind of engagement?”

The man smiled. “As a matter of fact”—he lowered his voice—“they didn’t have a budget for Dr. Watson.”

“They what?”

“A good sidekick is still a sidekick, no?” the man said. He took the pipe out again and toyed with it. “But look around. There are a few other people like me out there.”

Becky could not see anyone else who stood out.

“Naturally, they wouldn’t want something as unimaginative as Vincent,” the man said, caressing his ear. “Or, for that matter, Frida. But give it a try—you may be able to spot de Kooning or Joseph Cornell. Matisse is under the weather, so he may not look himself tonight. Georgia O’Keeffe is here, but I’m afraid her beauty is too malleable to make a lasting impression.”

“Who are you?”

“I believe you know the answer.”

“What I mean is, who are you really? I don’t believe you unless you point out someone. Show me O’Keeffe.”

“I’m not supposed to do that. We leave our clients to form their own conclusion as to whether we do a good job or not.”

“Then why didn’t you follow the rules? And why are you here? You’re not even an artist.”

“Well, I’m their boss,” the man said, and handed her a business card. “Ossie Gulliver. Here’s my agency’s information.”

“OG Talent & Model,” the card said. When Becky looked up, Ossie Gulliver was sidling up to another guest, to reveal his secret and perhaps to find the right person who would become a future client.



LATER THAT NIGHT, Becky wrote the man with the red tie into her journal but not the man in the Sherlock Holmes costume. Why? she asked herself, as though she were hiding an affair. She suspected that Ossie Gulliver was a made-up name. Still, a named man would claim more personal space than a man in a red tie. It could become an affair. Becky still had his business card, and with the pretense of hiring him for an event she could make a call. In movies, a romance could start that way, but even the most clichéd affair required a kind of talent she did not possess.

Becky was a good woman, and it required little talent to be good. Before she and Max moved to California, she had worked in a hospital in Sioux City as a float-pool nurse, a well-liked colleague. She was close to her three brothers, who still lived in Correctionville. Becky, the only one who had left, returned twice a year, for a family reunion in the first week of August and at Thanksgiving. She was friendly with her neighbors and the other mothers in the therapists’ waiting rooms, and she stayed in touch with people, some of whom she had known since her time at the Country Kidds preschool. Make new friends, but keep the old; one is silver, and the other gold. Becky thought of herself as one of those folktale misers, never letting a person slip out of her life. Jude, spinning in the schoolyard during recess or rocking himself back and forth, was a penniless pauper boy—he couldn’t even inherit her silver and gold.

They couldn’t live for him forever, Becky said sometimes, as though in despair, but the truth was that she felt soothed by the statement; exonerated, really. No parent could do that for a child, Max reminded her. He believed in science, intervention, and his willpower as a father. He treated Jude not as the boy facing the social challenges spelled out in the neuropsychologist’s report but as the man who would one day overcome all those hurdles. Max did not ask, as Becky did, what had gone wrong with her pregnancy, nor did he waste his energy, whenever there was a mass shooting, worrying that it would be linked to a young man on the autism spectrum. But how could he be so certain that they had not failed Jude by simply giving him a life? Max was the brave one, and bravery made questioning unnecessary.

Perhaps that was the talent Becky was missing: she wanted a comprehensible life, but she did not comprehend her life. She could not begin an affair because it required imagination. She could not understand Jude because her mind was too commonplace. Who knows better’n I do what normal is? Hazel, Harrison’s mother in “Harrison Bergeron,” asks. Becky had to Google to get the sentence right. She remembered Mr. Hagen, her English teacher, talking at length about that Vonnegut line in high school. Read it ten, twenty years from now, he had told the class. Becky was sketching Lance Elliot when Mr. Hagen said that. Lance was the tallest boy in her junior year, and she imagined that Harrison Bergeron would look like Lance. Becky wished she had been a ballerina.

Reading the sentence now, she had an odd feeling that the line should have belonged to her, and that Harrison’s mother had plagiarized her. It was not fair that Jude would never become a child who played goalie for a soccer team or pulled pranks on his friends—but, no, that was the wrong way to think. What was not fair was that Jude had Becky, who was so normal, as his mother. A woman capable of having an affair with Ossie Gulliver would be a better choice, a mother who would rearrange the world for Jude. Becky would be better off being a wet nurse: providing was enough, understanding uncalled for.

Ossie Gulliver, a stranger she refused to put in her journal, stayed on in her memory. People around her were like lights in a house: the more, the merrier; the more, the less space left unlit. Ossie Gulliver was a streetlamp, a reminder that one house, however well lit, was the same as any other house, all of them living in the indifferent darkness.



HAVE YOU GUYS considered music lessons? a mother asked, and then recommended a musician who’d been working with her son. Another way to fail, Becky thought, while taking down the information.

Vivien, the musician, had been trained as a pianist and vocalist; she did not have any background working with special-needs children but had discovered her gift while teaching an autistic child—all this she explained to Becky on the phone, and the fact that she would be on tour at times and could not guarantee regular lessons year-round. Becky decided to visit Vivien by herself first. She needed all the evidence to show that they did what they could for Jude. People in the same boat, she noticed, often found more reasons to judge and to denounce.

Vivien lived on a street lined with one-story, boxy houses, battered pickup trucks, older-model cars, and several dogs that barked from behind metal fences. Becky was not familiar with this part of Oakland, and she felt that she should reproach herself for noticing these things. Roads in Correctionville were wider, houses larger, but people in her current neighborhood, a picturesque suburb overlooking the bay, would find Correctionville strange, too. What’s in Iowa? people in California asked her every so often. What’s on any street, in any town, in America?

An old woman opened the door before Becky rang the bell. She was Vivien’s mother, she whispered, and said that the previous lesson was running a few minutes long. The living room was small, with two armchairs and a sofa around a coffee table. A picture window showed a patch of front yard large enough to accommodate a single agave plant. Another woman was sitting on the sofa, so Becky took an armchair. Vivien’s mother picked up a basket of plums from the coffee table and said they were from her backyard. Becky was going to decline, but the old woman said that they were sweet, and she and Vivien had more than they could eat. The thought of letting the plums rot made Becky feel guilty. She chose a medium-size one. Vivien’s mother motioned for Becky to take more and fetched an old scarf, making a bundle of the plums.

The other mother, an Asian woman, didn’t seem eager to talk at first, unlike most mothers in waiting rooms. She had a lunch pail of dollar bills next to her. Becky watched her fold the bills into intricate patterns. Money leis, she said when she noticed Becky watching, and explained that she sold them at graduations. Becky had never seen a money lei and did not know if this was a California tradition.

“Are you visiting Vivien for your son?” the woman asked. “How old is he?” Becky said yes, and that Jude was six.

“Potty-trained?” the woman asked, and when Becky said yes she felt shamed by the questioning.

“Lucky you,” the woman said. “William is seven. He was almost potty-trained last year, but something at school upset him—a kid or a teacher, who knows—and now he’s in diapers again. What do I do? I asked the doctor, and she said perhaps I should let him run bare-bottom in the house so he can feel it when he goes.”

“These things take time,” Becky said, comforting the woman automatically.

Vivien’s mother sat with an erect back in another armchair, her creased face showing little acknowledgment of the conversation. Becky could not tell if she was Black or Native American or Latina—perhaps she was all three. There was no photograph in the living room that Becky could use to make out the family’s story. All she knew was that the old woman had raised a musician. Perhaps she would not question herself all the time about failing at motherhood.

Suddenly, piano music came from speakers, which Becky only then noticed. They were set in the corners of the living room. “Vivien lets the parents listen to the last five minutes,” the old woman explained, her eyes more lively now. After the opening bars, a boy’s voice came in, loud and perfectly in tune, its articulation to be envied by any mother in a speech therapist’s office: I have often walked down this street before …

“He has a heavenly voice, no?” the old woman said. William’s mother went on folding the dollar bills, her expression flat, as though she alone were deaf to her son’s singing.

“William sings so beautifully,” the old woman said. “This is my favorite time of the week.”

And, oh, the towering feeling just to know somehow you are near …

Had Becky been a sentimental woman she would have wept. But love songs were written to sugarcoat life’s plainness, to exaggerate the pain of living with or without love, and they were meant to be sung only by ordinary people. For Jude and William and children like them, love songs were another measure of their apartness from the world. How could William understand the dignity of his voice when his mother discussed his bodily functions freely with strangers? A month earlier, Jude and his classmates had been asked to write about their fears. Becky wished that Jude had put down spiders or darkness or Teletubbies, like his classmates, but he had spelled out his fear neatly: “I still suffer from monophobia.” “Monophobia”—Becky had to look up the word—an abnormal fear of being alone. It was not fair that her son did not live with only some minor fears. Still, always, forever. That a person who expressed no interest in people could live with such a yearning for them; that a paramount fear of being alone could drive him away from the world. Becky could have empathized if this fear came from traumas, the kinds that she read about in magazines and saw on movie screens. But Jude had been born to a pair of dedicated parents. Neither Becky nor Max had any hidden history of unspeakable suffering; neither harbored darkness in their soul or inflicted pain on others.

William, finishing one song, moved on to the next: Is this the little girl I carried? Is this the little boy at play? I don’t remember growing older … when did they?

Becky felt furious—at Vivien, who used William’s voice to make something beautiful, when this beauty was of no use to the boy; at Vivien’s mother, for wiping away her tears because she, who must have suffered plenty, had the luxury of being moved by this unnatural beauty; and at herself, too, for being there, a witness to a crime, an accomplice, really. They had all made this moment into a memory for themselves without William’s permission; they gave meaning to something he would not attach meaning to. Of course, children like William and Jude were the loneliest people in the world. They had no one to rely on but the cocoon woven out of a wish to be unobtrusive, yet it was their parents’ job to rob them of that cocoon. Parents like Becky and Max visited therapists, discussed treatments, formed support groups, but they did this only because they could not understand. They, with their limited imaginations, wanted to change their children. Vandalism, Ossie Gulliver had said in front of the Jackson Pollock painting. Parents like them committed vandalism out of love and despair.

When William walked out of the studio, his moon-shaped face expressionless, his mother put a newly made lei around his neck. “Ta-da,” she said, “ready for college.”



BECKY WAS IN a ruminative mood when she exited Vivien’s house. She was about to get into her car when a man, who seemed to have come from nowhere, grabbed her purse. “Hey,” she said, still half lost in her mood. “Hey!” she shouted, and the man started to run.

Becky ran after him, a stupid thing to do. She had been one of the top cross-country runners at her high school. She used to chant under her breath when she ran, No halftimes, no time-outs; no halftimes, no time-outs. The man turned the corner, his dark pants too loose for him to run efficiently. She did, too, looking up at the street names to make sure she remembered the way—Garden, Grande Vista, Highland. In no time she would overtake him, and she could sense the exhilaration she used to feel, making the final sprint toward the finish line. Becky had a mind that was neither too large nor too small for her body; how could she have given birth to a child fated to endure disproportions all his life?

The man stopped suddenly at the next corner. “Ma’am, stop chasing me,” he said, panting a little. “I have a gun.”

“Oh,” Becky said. He was her height, with a round face that seemed to wear a perpetual smile—the kind of man who would crack an easy joke with anyone waiting in line at Trader Joe’s. His courteousness reminded Becky of the nurse sent by AIG to take her blood samples—both Max and Becky had purchased life insurance within six months of Jude’s birth. The nurse had told Becky that he was a single father, and he left his baby girl at his neighbor’s when he was working. Don’t you worry about the needle, ma’am, he had said, and Becky had thanked him, not revealing that she had been a nurse.

The man did not look menacing, yet she had to believe him. “Okay, okay. But can you give me one thing? There’s a notebook in that purse. Can you throw it to me? I promise that’s the only thing I want back.”

He put the Moleskine on the curb next to him and backed away. “Don’t you move until I tell you to,” he said.

Jude would never read the journal. The people in it, having caught Becky’s attention once, often made her think how curious other people were. It was silly to risk her life for the journal, anyone would say. No one would know that she was risking her life for this belief: Who knows better’n I do what normal is?

The thief was out of sight. Becky thought of calling Max and asking him to cancel the credit cards, and realized that the man had gotten away with her phone, too. That evening they would find out that he charged more than two thousand dollars, buying gift cards and a can of soda in a nearby drugstore. You were lucky he didn’t hurt you, Max said. You were lucky he didn’t take the car. But let’s not go to this Vivien person for music lessons. It’s not a safe neighborhood. There are other things we can do to help Jude.

But whatever they did, they could never free Jude from his fear of being alone. This, Max did not understand. There were other things that he did not understand. Would it even occur to him to question them? Max could have married June Landry, another float-pool nurse, who would be tending to their dinner now. Becky could have married Brandon Rogers, who had taken over the nursery in Correctionville from his father—both Becky’s and Brandon’s parents had thought that they would make a good couple. But Becky had not hesitated to say yes when Max proposed. They had dated long enough to think of themselves as being in love. She could be contentedly married to any reasonable man: that had been a comforting thought during their engagement. He could be happily married to any capable woman: that was a comforting thought in their marriage. For these comforts, Jude must have been given to her as a punishment. No, no, Becky told herself, shuddering violently.

That wasn’t true. Things that could not be scientifically explained could not be prevented, either.



BECKY NOTICED THE shaking of her hands as she drove away. Her purse was gone, along with Ossie Gulliver’s card. An affair with Ossie Gulliver, like being a wet nurse, was only a fantasy of infidelity. Becky did not have the talent to betray anyone.

The next street she turned onto, an overpass above the freeway, was blocked by traffic. Many people had gotten out of their vehicles. Becky did, too. There must have been an accident. She wanted to be among a crowd, to be a gawker, to be occupied by others’ misfortunes. Perhaps what made most people different from Jude was their cowardice. They, too, suffered from a monophobia so unbearable that they needed to witness a street accident with strangers.

The freeway—all four eastbound lanes—was closed. On the next overpass, a similar crowd had gathered: a man was standing outside the railing, on the edge. Fire engines, ambulances, and police cars blinked below. A giant ladder had been set up, and two police officers were climbing it. People on both overpasses raised their cell phones. Good thing they caught him before he jumped, someone said. What if he jumped now? someone else asked. He can’t, another person said. The cops cuffed him to the railing.

A moment of crisis, a moment of near-catastrophe. But when the man was subdued and moved into the ambulance, the excitement quickly fizzled out. People dispersed. It was then that Becky noticed the man who had robbed her. He was whistling while taking pictures of the empty freeway, and when their eyes met he grinned and she could see the gap between his front teeth.

Becky returned to her car. It occurred to her that she could flag down a policeman, but she was exhausted and saw little point in prolonging the day. The thief had made material gain, she had lost replaceable items, but what they had each gained or lost was nothing compared to a man’s near-death. People would tell him that he had many reasons to live; they would not accept it if he said that he had many reasons for wanting to die. Anything that could go wrong—a marriage, a child, a medical treatment, a painting, an affair, a tree—started with hope. The only option was to blunder on through hoping. For that reason, Becky would keep telling Jude that it was good to make eye contact, to engage in conversation, to talk about his feelings, to make connections with the world. For that reason, too, she would refuse to accept Jude’s argument if—when—one day he told her that none of these things would alleviate his monophobia, and that he did not have the talent to be anyone other than himself.





Such Common Life



1. Protein

“I thought all children had imaginary friends,” Dr. Ditmus said. Ida, upon being queried a moment earlier, had admitted that she had not had one when young.

“Do you mean all American children?” Ida asked. Her Chinese name was Xiangquan, but when she arrived in America seventeen years before, she had quickly discovered that the name was nearly impossible for English speakers. She had renamed herself, and had not faced the need to explain her decision until she had begun to work for Dr. Ditmus. Did she like the fairy tale by Hans Christian Andersen, Dr. Ditmus had asked, and Ida, who had not heard of the fairy tale featuring an Ida, had replied no. Why Ida, Dr. Ditmus wanted to know, and Ida said she had only wanted a short name. There are other short names, Dr. Ditmus had pondered aloud, such as Jo or May or Ann. Ida had not been able to explain why she was not one of those other women, but she had learned since then that it was Dr. Ditmus’s scientist’s habit to ask questions until Ida admitted that she did not have an answer. These days she never acknowledged it right away; rather, she parried Dr. Ditmus’s questions with her own, and she could see that Dr. Ditmus enjoyed it as much as she did. A dead end arrived at too soon would be boring for them both.

“Not only American children. For instance, I believe Oscar Wilde wrote something featuring an imaginary friend,” Dr. Ditmus said.

Ida nodded. She had never read Wilde.

“So you’ve never had an imaginary friend?”

“No. I didn’t know you were supposed to have one,” Ida said, and then added, “I had siblings.”

“Yes, I know, five. Did any of them have imaginary friends?”

“No.” You don’t know that, Ida could hear her own self-admonishing.

“How about your childhood friends? Did any one of them have imaginary friends?”

“No,” Ida said again. Though how could she know what had been on their minds back then? She had not even known her own mind.

“You sound very certain,” Dr. Ditmus said. “They might’ve had one without telling you.”

“My friends and I shared everything.”

“Everything? Really?”

Ida knew from experience that saying “everything” was a misstep. Generalizations like that would never do for Dr. Ditmus. Ida might as well have said that all men were frogs or all women willow trees. “Did you have an imaginary friend when you were young, Dr. Ditmus?”

“Indeed I did. I had three.”

“Three! I thought you were supposed to have only one. Isn’t that the point?”

“There’s no set law regulating the number of a child’s imaginary friends,” Dr. Ditmus said. She raised her arms to allow Ida to wrap a bath towel around her torso and drape a hooded bathrobe over her. Dr. Ditmus was eighty-eight. Until three years before, she still had maintained her regular slot at the ice rink, between six thirty and seven thirty in the morning, seven days a week. The only concession she had made with the management was that she would not go onto the ice unaccompanied. She did not need a teacher or a coach—she had skated all her life—but she paid for an hour of lesson time every day. Of the three young people who had rotated for the early morning shift, Tony was her favorite. He was attuned to her body’s intentions, and skated along with one hand raised forward and the other hovering over the small of her back, never touching or giving her any uncalled-for assistance, his role that of the sepals to her blossom. The skating, however, had come to an end after she slid on the steps of the biology building on an autumn evening—the rain and the wet leaves and the fallen dusk had joined forces that day. She fractured her right hip, both knees, and her right wrist. It was about time, she could hear people who knew her agree among themselves. The fractured bones healed, but her body, which had functioned reliably until then, began to deteriorate, as though the imperfections, the malfunctions, the illnesses, having bided their time behind a starting gate, were now in full racing mode. She’d had to reduce her hours at her lab, then give it up altogether, and the two people working for her, along with the lab, were taken over by an entomologist forty years younger. It was a natural progression to the next step, a caretaker, and Dr. Ditmus had seen little point in resisting. She had a realistic view of how much she could do for herself, which parts of her life could no longer be kept private. She was lucky not to have lost the clarity of her mind—chances were, her body would fail first. She was lucky, too, to hire Ida, who had been recommended to her by Dr. Fassler’s widow and the daughters of the late Dr. Kinsey. At the tender age of sixty-three, Ida was enviably young to Dr. Ditmus.

Ida helped Dr. Ditmus settle into the high-backed armchair, then slathered lotion on her legs, pressing down firmly at a few pressure points that Dr. Ditmus had begun to know by their names: zu-san-li, fu-tu, yin-ling-quan, yang-ling-quan. In her previous life, Ida had trained as a doctor of traditional Chinese medicine, which Dr. Ditmus had thought of as no better than quackery. But one night, when Dr. Ditmus was kept awake by an upset stomach, Ida had wasted no time in finding a few acupoints on her legs, which had produced instant relief. The things one learns even after a lifelong career in science, Dr. Ditmus had marveled.

“Tell me about your three friends,” Ida said.

“Well, there was Cottage Cheese. She had two pigtails, and she was quite plain. And her best friend, Tom Thumb-Thumb, who was in love with her. They lived with me. Then there was this bad boy, Georgie Porgie, who lived in the woods. You see, we had a bit of land around our house. Twenty acres. Georgie Porgie lived in the woods behind the pond. He came over sometimes, always causing havoc. I don’t think Cottage Cheese and Tom Thumb-Thumb liked Georgie Porgie that much. They were a young couple, quite domesticated.”

“Were you in love with Georgie Porgie?”

“Of course. Why else did I have Georgie Porgie when there were already two friends living with me?”

“Did you see him every day?”

“Not every day. He came over when he felt like it. He had a life out there. We didn’t get to know much about it.”

“Was he in love with you?”

“He never said so.”

“But he was?”

“It was understood to be the case. He ignored Cottage Cheese.”

“Did he like Tom Thumb-Thumb?”

“Of course not. That boy was like an appendix to Cottage Cheese.”

“How long did your love affair with Georgie Porgie last?”

“A year, maybe? He disappeared when I started kindergarten. But Cottage Cheese and Tom Thumb-Thumb stayed for a while. They had their plates at my table, and they shared a daybed in my nursery. When we went out, they sat next to each other, and I sat on the far side of the back seat. Daddy had a big car. A Buick.”

Ida was the oldest of six siblings. They had had one brick bed, which could accommodate the six children and their parents only when they all lay in the correct orientation. Poor Edwina—for that was Dr. Ditmus’s given name, even though Ida had never heard anyone use it. She thought of the little girl Edwina, the only child in a giant house surrounded by twenty acres, a little pea rattling in daddy’s big car. All that space, enough for a platoon of imaginary friends: some loneliness comes with a price tag.

“What did Georgie Porgie eat?” Ida asked.

“I never asked him. There were plenty of berries in the woods, I suppose.”

“What about protein?” Ida was helplessly curious when it came to what people ate, but she forgave herself: no one lives on air and dew. She had been eleven when the three-year famine began, and had kept a close watch over her two youngest brothers, for fear that someone would steal them. In a famine anything could happen. A neighbor, an old man who had been the only librarian in the whole county, had once quoted to Ida from a book written around 300 BC, saying that when no food could be found, the youngest children of families were exchanged, to be cooked and eaten by strangers. No parents could bear to do that to their own, the old man had explained.

“Protein? He must get it somewhere.”

“Like where? And what did he eat? Birds’ eggs, birds, frogs, snakes?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t know. That’s the beauty of imaginary friends. You don’t have to worry about their dietary or toilet needs.”

“Maybe he caught cicadas and roasted them for supper.”

“Very amusing,” Dr. Ditmus said. She had dedicated her professional life to the research of insect hormones, especially in cicadas. The house was filled with posters and models of cicadas of every description.

Ida wanted to point out that, from her experience, cicadas, katydids, even crickets would make good sources of protein, but she reminded herself that civilization sometimes called for tamed sensitivity. A few days earlier, Ida’s daughter had told her on the phone that she had read Charlotte’s Web to the twins, and they were both sobbing by the end of the book. Ida had not heard of the story and had asked Dr. Ditmus about it. It’s a famous children’s book, Dr. Ditmus explained, about a pig who escapes being slaughtered with the help of a spider. She then added, perhaps for fear of the wrong connection Ida might make, that a spider was not an insect. I’m not as ignorant as that, Ida had wanted to protest, but let it drop. She thought, with tender incredulity, of her granddaughters weeping. That, she thought, was civilization: tears shed for a fictional spider and a fictional pig, rather than for a child who nearly got slaughtered like a pig.



LATE THAT NIGHT, Dr. Ditmus tried to remember how the conversation about the imaginary friends had begun. What a random topic, but her conversations these days tended to be unsystematic, which proved a challenge when she, as habit dictated, went over the day in her head before bedtime. She used to take pride in the clarity of her life, built as DNA and proteins: mappable, readable, predictable, and, of course, variable enough. But these days she couldn’t even call one moment or another moment a random mutation. When things happened without a discernible logic—more often in her head than in the real physical world, which was slowly closing its door to her—there had to be a new system built on the havoc. “Havoc”—hadn’t she used that word earlier today with Ida? Dr. Ditmus couldn’t decide, but if nothing was random in science, then nothing should be in life, either. If she started somewhere—anywhere—she was bound to arrive at another place.

That woodland outlaw, Georgie Porgie—she had not thought of him in ages; indeed had never done so after he exited her life. Where had his name come from? There were no uncles or cousins named George in the family. There was Miss Georgina, whose relationship to the family had never been clear to Edwina, but Miss Georgina had departed before the arrival of Georgie Porgie. Gone where, though—to Heaven, to the graveyard, or to a relative back East?

If Georgie Porgie was not named after Miss Georgina, how had she come up with his name? Tom Thumb-Thumb was not a mystery, unless she wanted to question the repetition—wouldn’t Tom Thumb be good enough? Cottage Cheese was beyond forgivable. Dr. Ditmus could wage a feminist war against her younger self for the poor girl’s bland, shapeless name. Diminishing, truly, and yet she remembered the contempt she had held toward Cottage Cheese, that fussy girl who had a paler complexion than Edwina’s, a voice thinner and whinier, and a habit of commenting on everything Edwina had been thinking about like an adult, though the words were accompanied by a girlish giggle: “I daresay,” or, “Heavens,” or, “If you say so, Edwina.”

Oh, what a disagreeable little girl to have invited into one’s life. What an impossible little boy Tom Thumb-Thumb had been, his chubby legs not strong enough to carry him away from Cottage Cheese, that bossy bore. What an idiot Edwina must have been, to have this pair of friends—whom she didn’t even like—to sit at her table, sleep in her bedroom, and ride in Daddy’s big car to town, to the county fair, and even to the doctor’s office when Edwina’s tonsils were taken out. No doubt they had both peered into her wide-open mouth and exchanged words of horror between themselves.

It surprised Dr. Ditmus that the little girl Edwina had never thought of eloping with Georgie Porgie. Not even of going off to the woods to visit him for a few hours. Always sitting around with her two friends who were enraptured with each other—her love affair with Georgie Porgie seemed to be mostly long empty afternoons of waiting for him to appear. Well, perhaps she should feel rather grateful for that. With discipline, nothing was beyond endurable, and it was discipline that had stood her in good stead: she was known for her long and stellar career.

A girl running wild with Georgie Porgie would have had an altogether different life. There might have been a marriage or more than one marriage; children, certainly; a house full of objects, not all of them entomological. When that life wound down, she might have ended up in a nursing home. Or perhaps she would still have someone like Ida to come in, taking care of her as someone’s widow, mother, and grandmother, but not as Dr. Ditmus. She would have albums of baby pictures to share with that carer, instead of random tales of three imaginary children. Dr. Ditmus was determined not to feel nostalgic for what she had not lived through. The events in that life were negatives that never got developed. No, they were film never used, fogged by time, long past the expiration date.

One’s way of living determines one’s way of dying. If she was proud of her life lived with discipline, purpose, and principle, there was no reason to allow doubt and regret to creep in. An old body like hers might have impaired immunity to illness and decay, but an old mind like hers should be able to boast precisely the opposite.



IDA SETTLED ON the sofa next to her bed and turned on her iPad. “Change your perception of life: treat it as a game,” read the Chinese subject line of the first of her unopened emails. What kind of game: on a chessboard, at a bridge table, or a tug-of-war on the spring grass? She wished she could question her husband, the sender of such an inspiring message. Ida could not imagine a game that could engage a person throughout a long life. Anyone following that new practice would have to constantly ask: What game am I playing today? She deleted the email without opening it, and scrolled down to the next. A few photos from her daughter, of the twins making cookies. A brief message from her son, not saying much, but reporting that all was well with him and hoping the same for her. And then there were six more emails from her husband—not a surprise, as he, having returned to China permanently, spent much of his retirement reading through a long list of Chinese websites. Whatever he deemed important, or interesting, or thought-provoking, he would forward to Ida; nearly all were inspirational articles, the Chinese version of Chicken Soup for the Soul, though Ida preferred to think of them as spiritual opium for the disappointed. It was no surprise that such nonsense would proliferate on the internet, but it had taken her some time to accept that her husband was susceptible to it.

Ida’s husband had been a professor in the pathology department in a medical college in China, and in 1989 was a visiting scholar at a university in Illinois. When his visa expired, he had decided to stay, and eventually was able to get Ida and the two children to join him in America. He worked on the night shift at a warehouse; she did caretaking jobs for the very young, the very old, and the very ill. They had raised children who had won scholarships and prospered in America: Lulu with her own dental clinic in Milwaukee, Hao at a finance firm in Chicago. The same old story for many immigrants, so neither Ida nor her husband took undue pride in their accomplishment. A year ago, after doing the math multiple times, he had decided to retire and settle in China. Ida could have stopped him, but decided not to. She liked to imagine him back in his hometown, Professor Tan again to his friends and acquaintances. She promised to join him when one day she was tired of working.

That day would take years to arrive. Ida remembered the teaching from her youth: any job you end up doing, love it with a summerlike passion. The ruthless optimism in that slogan was one of Ida’s few lifelong beliefs. There was something hopeful about making money through toil, though Ida never shared this conviction with anyone. In America, people talked about “work-life balance,” but Ida was lucky that she never felt the need to search for such a balance: for her, life was work.

Before bedtime Ida walked around the house and made sure that the stove and the oven were off, no faucet was dripping, and the windows and doors were all secured. She even went down to the basement, to make sure that there was no water leak or suspicious droppings on the floor—she welcomed any opportunity to keep her body mobile.

The house was dark but for a few insect-shaped night-lights. The night-lights were among the gifts Dr. Ditmus had received over the years that had remained unopened until Ida’s arrival. She had gotten rid of the calendars, some more than a decade old, with too-vivid photographs of insects that made them look like aliens, though Ida suspected that anything, seen at such magnification, would possess the power to unsettle. Anyone who had peered into a baby’s mouth at an inflamed tonsil could attest to that, and Ida, long before her American life, had had her share of looking at things that could have, but had not, unsettled her. Ida had been trained in traditional Chinese medicine, and between the ages of twenty-four and forty, she had worked in rural Huaiyin, where she had been the only doctor for three villages. They had called her the barefoot doctor at first, but later she had simply become the Doctor. The only specialty she was not capable of performing was major surgery, for which she would dispatch her patients to the county hospital, but she had treated third-degree burns, amputated gangrenous limbs, and performed C-sections. She had saved plenty of lives, young and old, though she suspected that they would have survived in any case, with or without her. She had lost patients, too, for which she could blame only the rural conditions. If an earthquake leveled a town, a bricklayer would not go back to the collapsed buildings to identify which brick he had improperly laid, which wall he could have made stronger.

Dr. Ditmus had let Ida plug in the night-lights anywhere she wanted, though not in the guest bedroom downstairs, which had become Dr. Ditmus’s bedroom. Ida counted the ladybugs and dragonflies and katydids. Whoever had given Dr. Ditmus the night-lights must have not known her at all. Well, at least Ida could enjoy them; her appreciation, unknown to either giver or recipient, allowed her a pleasure akin to that of sniffing a rose or honeysuckle hanging over someone else’s fence.

Unopened presents made Ida feel closer to their givers. The year before, she had paid two dollars at a garage sale for an ice-cream maker in the shape of a soccer ball. “Brand-new, in the original packaging!” the sign had advertised. She had sent it to the twins for their birthday, and her daughter had called later, saying that the ice-cream maker was good enough for the four-year-olds, but there was really no need for the money. What money, Ida wondered; it took her some ingenious questioning to establish that the ice-cream maker, though indeed brand-new, had been opened once, and a hundred-dollar bill in a small unsigned envelope was tucked inside the ball. A two-dollar investment, with a hundred-dollar return. Ida would have relished the gain if not for her imagination that the ice-cream maker had been a present from another grandmother to her grandchildren. Perhaps that woman had wondered why the thank-you note to her had mentioned only the ice-cream maker, not the generosity it enclosed.

Giving presents was like loving people: a gamble, though this would not prevent Ida from doing either. In Ida’s mind, many things in life were gambles, but she sustained herself by two reliable, relatively risk-free activities: by working as much as she could, and by using her brain regularly to keep it sharp. Before she turned in, she recited a poem to herself—it was the last thing she did every night. The poems she had memorized back in her school days now served as the perfect lubricant for that machine in her head. That night she had chosen a poem written in the Han dynasty, which ended with a couplet that had kept Ida on her mental toes all her life: If one does not strive enough when young, / one is bound to feel the sadness in his old age.



“WHAT DO YOU think Georgie Porgie is like these days?” Ida asked Dr. Ditmus at breakfast. They each had a bowl of egg soufflé in front of them, minimally seasoned because Dr. Ditmus had an unimaginative palate. Other than that, Dr. Ditmus was the least demanding customer when it came to food. If Ida did not insist on variety, Dr. Ditmus would eat cereal and yogurt at every meal.

“Why, you’re still thinking about him,” Dr. Ditmus said.

“Have you already forgotten him?”

“No, but I’m sure he’s as old as I am. Who knows. He may be dead by now.”

“Do imaginary friends die?”

The question, Dr. Ditmus thought, should rather be: Do imaginary friends live on when their creators discard them for the real world? Cliché-minded people would perhaps see those imaginary friends, poor abandoned children, as insects frozen in amber, but Dr. Ditmus wondered if they should more aptly be compared to extinct caddis flies or dragonflies, which one could read about only in textbooks. Or might those imaginary beings simply have moved on, their origin stories irrelevant in the end? Cottage Cheese, no doubt, would end up with a detailed obituary in the local press, with grandchildren and great-grandchildren too numerous to be named, her contribution to her family and community proudly cataloged. Tom Thumb-Thumb might have grown up to be a pillar of society, or a man in clown’s makeup, riding a unicycle at every fair, known to generations of townies. What might Georgie Porgie have become? Dr. Ditmus’s imagination, unfortunately, turned foggy in his case: the passion she had once felt for him did not give her any vision. All she could say was that she had once patiently waited for the boy, whose appearance could not be willed by her love. If he lived on, other girls and women might have also suffered from his absence. “Let’s stop concerning ourselves with nonexistent beings,” Dr. Ditmus said.

“You know, I remembered one childhood friend who might’ve had her own Cottage Cheese and Tom Thumb-Thumb,” Ida said. “She gave her hands names, and let them play with each other.”

“Interesting. What were the names?”

“Big Sea and Little Thistle. Her right hand was the boy, her left hand was the girl, and she always said they were brother and sister, but between you and me”—Ida lowered her voice; she was not a habitual gossip, but had learned all the manners of a good gossip from her years of caring for people with secrets—“I always thought they were too close to be brother and sister.”

“How close were the two hands?”

Ida intertwined and twisted her fingers, and then placed them on the table like a pair of dancers with coordinated steps. “That close.”

“Your friend, how old was she when she had Big Sea and Little Thistle?”

“Ten, eleven?” Ida wasn’t entirely certain of her age when her two hands, often looking foreign to herself, had had their own lives, which, in retrospect, had felt erotic, too indecent for a child’s mind.

“It could’ve been an incestuous relationship,” Dr. Ditmus said.

“Ho-ho-ho.” Ida was glad that she had fabricated a friend to take responsibility for her own hands, which had been overly affectionate toward each other.

“Where did you get that habit?” Dr. Ditmus asked. She had noticed that Ida would laugh like a department-store Santa when she found a conversation awkward or embarrassing.

“What habit?”

“Making that fake laughing sound.”

“It sounds better than ha-ha or hee-hee, don’t you think?”

“It’s better if you don’t make any of those sounds.”

“Lol,” Ida said. “That’s what my son would say.”

Ida’s nature, too consistently sunny, made Dr. Ditmus suspicious. Things were never as they appeared to be—such was her belief, in science and in life. “Have you always been this happy person?”

“Happy?” Ida said. “I’ve never said I’m a happy person. But if you mean positive, optimistic, cheerful, yes, I suppose I have all those qualities.”

“Were your parents positive, optimistic, cheerful people? And your siblings and your children?”

“Are you asking, are those qualities hereditary?” Ida said.

“One supposes they are, to some extent.”

“If you ask me, they are like your imaginary friends. If you decide Georgie Porgie is there, there he is. If I decide I have optimism, there I have it.”

Dr. Ditmus studied Ida, who gazed back with an unreadable candor, then clapped once and began to clear away the breakfast dishes. “Shall we plan to take our walk a little early today? The forecast says rain at eleven o’clock.”

Dr. Ditmus consented, though with some grudge against the weather. She liked to spend a few hours after breakfast reading research papers. The morning window, which allowed her mind a clarity closer to that experienced in her younger years, was narrowing, and unread science journals had been accumulating on her desk. But she did not grumble about this to Ida. It was not anyone’s fault that the weather was not always cooperative.

Dr. Ditmus missed the skating rink, its year-round artificial reliability. She missed being not this old.



A FEW STEPS away from the garden gate, Ida supporting Dr. Ditmus with one arm, they saw a youth walking toward them, an instrument case casually thrown over his shoulder, swinging a little with his bouncy steps. He looked like a peasant or a miner striding out of those propaganda posters from her childhood, Ida thought, a shovel or a pickax carried effortlessly, a toothy smile, a healthy complexion the alluring color of a ripe peach. Dr. Ditmus, planting her cane solidly on the sidewalk, studied the face underneath the floppy hair. He smiled as though the trees, the hedges, and the suburban houses were all his audience; what unrestrained and predictable confidence radiated from his entire being, what disappointment the world would be for him one day.

The youth stopped. His greeting, with a lyrical quality, was equally dramatic. Ida thought he must be one of those actors who rehearsed his lines while walking down the street; Dr. Ditmus returned his greeting with a nod.

He introduced himself as Luke, the visiting grandnephew of some neighbors. Dr. Ditmus had not heard of the names of his relatives; Ida missed their names altogether—they rolled off Luke’s tongue too fast. He drew a pad from his pocket. He explained that he was raising money to attend a music camp, and his goal was a thousand dollars. Ida accepted the proffered pad and squinted at it. She could see a few addresses and signatures, with ten or twenty-five dollars pledged.

“How old are you, Luke?” Dr. Ditmus asked.

“Nineteen.”

“How long have you played that?” Dr. Ditmus pointed to the case, which he’d set up right next to himself, a perfect sidekick. “What is it, a cello?”

“Yes, a cello. I’ve played for years.”

For years, Dr. Ditmus thought. A kid this young should not be allowed to use that phrase.

“Would you play something for us?” Ida asked. In Dr. Ditmus’s living room there was a baby grand piano, though she no longer played.

Luke grinned and opened the case. It was empty but for a few pages of loose sheet music. “I didn’t bring the cello. I expected to walk around all day, and I didn’t want to carry it with me.”

“So that people won’t steal your cello?” Ida asked. A few weeks earlier, her daughter had told Ida that the twins’ music teacher, who was a flautist, had left her flute on the New York subway when she was visiting a friend there. A man called the contact information affixed to the case and demanded a ransom for its return. How much, Ida asked, holding her breath for a preposterous sum, and Ida’s daughter said the man had asked for two hundred dollars. The flautist agreed to meet the man, and when he handed her the case, she quickly checked to make sure the flute was inside, and then took off running at top speed. Ida broke out laughing on the phone, full of admiration for the intrepid young woman.

Luke smiled, showing all his teeth like someone in a TV commercial. “No, ma’am. I just thought my cello should be spared trudging around with me all day.”

“And saving your energy by carrying a lighter load,” Dr. Ditmus said. “How much money have you raised so far?”

“Let’s see … twenty, ten, ten, twenty-five, twenty-five … about a hundred and twenty now.”

“All from this morning?”

“Oh, no, I was in the Pretty Brook neighborhood yesterday.”

Dr. Ditmus calculated in her head. Luke brought out a stack of notecards from a pocket inside the cello case. “For anyone who donates a hundred dollars or more, I’ll provide a card with my autograph,” he said, handing one over to the two women. Ida took it. His full name, Luke Robson-Stancer, was embossed in gold at the top, surrounded by a few birdlike musical notes, fluttering in different directions. “One day I’ll be famous,” Luke said. “And my autograph will be worth some money.”

“Anyone who has made the investment so far?” Dr. Ditmus asked.

“I’ve had a couple backers,” Luke said, and added that he had not included their names on the donation sheet, which she was examining closely.

The backers would be his parents, most probably, or his granduncle, Dr. Ditmus thought. “It may take you some time to raise a thousand dollars,” she said. “Why don’t you get a job?”

“A job? I’m a musician. That’s my job.”

“Do you make money with your music?”

“One day I will,” Luke said. “When I’m famous—”

Dr. Ditmus cut him off. “You’re not famous yet. There’re a couple of farms near here, if your granduncle hasn’t told you. They’re always looking for some extra help around this time. If you work there for a week or two, you can easily make enough money for your camp.”

“A farm?”

“Or mow some lawns. Move some furniture. There’re plenty of odd jobs you could do for a week or two. Wouldn’t that be better than walking around … begging?”

“He’s a musician,” Ida whispered to Dr. Ditmus. “He needs to take care of his hands.”

Dr. Ditmus shook her head. She could see Ida was taken by Luke, and she was embarrassed on Ida’s behalf.

“You don’t understand, ma’am,” Luke said. “This isn’t begging. I’m an artist. I’m asking people to invest in the future of art.”

His smile, with its mocking indolence, annoyed Dr. Ditmus. In her younger years she had known that smile, from someone in her chemistry lab, where too many people seemed surprised that she, among the first cohort of girls allowed to go to the Ivy League university, would not major in one of those Romance languages or art history. In her long career, she had known men for whom science served as a stage for their egos, as music did for Luke. “I’m sorry, but we’re only taking a walk. We don’t carry a purse,” she said, and indicated to Ida that they should resume their walk.

“I understand,” Luke said. “Where’s your house? I can stop by when you’re back from your walk. Say, in an hour?”

“Sixty-four Myrtle Lane,” Ida replied, pointing to the white cottage with the red door, before Dr. Ditmus could stop her.



THE SKY WAS heavy with clouds. The rain would arrive as forecast. Dr. Ditmus sat down in her study. Ida was making tea in the kitchen, and Dr. Ditmus suspected that she was also looking out the window at the front gate. The invitation, issued to Luke without Dr. Ditmus’s permission, nagged her, but she reminded herself that it was a small thing. Ida was a caring person, and allowance must be given that she might err on the side of credulity. Of Ida’s past Dr. Ditmus knew little, but once, Ida had let it slip that the first time she had taken care of a patient with a terminal illness, a Dr. Knight, she had become friends with the old man in his last few months, and Dr. Knight’s daughter, also a Dr. Knight, had not approved. What happened next, Ida had not elaborated. Her employment had been terminated the moment the coroner arrived, she said; she had not been invited to the funeral.

When Ida came in with the tea, Dr. Ditmus said, “That boy may not come. It’s going to rain soon.”

“It was wise of him not to carry his cello with him.”

“I don’t think you should give him money,” Dr. Ditmus said. “However, that’s only my opinion. You don’t have to listen to me.”

Ida knew that Dr. Ditmus disapproved of Luke because he was not toiling on a farm to support his art. But did it not require courage to walk from house to house, asking strangers for money? “If he stops by, I’ll make a donation,” Ida said.

“Don’t buy his autograph.”

“Would it be a bad investment?” Ida asked. She did not know if Luke was a good musician, but what if one day her granddaughters could boast about having the autograph of the cellist who had become the next Yo-Yo Ma? Yes, our grandmother met him long before he was famous, and she knew then that he would be a big deal—Ida imagined the girls telling people the story.

“Are you thinking of becoming one of his—what did he call them—backers?” Dr. Ditmus asked.

“A hundred dollars,” Ida said, with an ambiguity that could mean either “only a hundred dollars” or “can you believe that, a hundred dollars!”

“If you have the money to spare, I would recommend that you give it to me and I’ll donate it to a trustworthy charity on your behalf.”

“A trustworthy charity” was for people like Dr. Ditmus and Ida, who did not treat life as a game. But what if, Ida thought, she was in the mood for a game just for the day? A gamble for a lifelong nongambler—there was no law against that, was there? “You don’t like the boy, Dr. Ditmus.”

“He reminds me of Georgie Porgie.”

“Aha! That’s why you set your heart against him!”

“It was okay to fall for a boy like that when we were young. At this age, we’d better have discretion.”

“I’m not falling for him,” Ida said. “I don’t have a habit of falling for anyone, but don’t you think it’s a pretty thing to support someone who’ll be an artist one day?”

“You don’t know if he’s lying. For all we know, he may be walking around looking for an opportunity to break into a house or two.”

“Luke? No! He’s no burglar!”

“We don’t know. In any case, if you want to support someone, support people who are truly in need.”

Ida shook her head. It was different, but she could not find the right words to explain it to Dr. Ditmus. Years ago, after she had first arrived in America, she and her husband used to go to a nearby lake every weekend to fish. It had not been recreation for either of them; rather, it had been like a weekend job for which they punched in faithfully—the fish they caught was a vital source of protein for their family. You could always tell who was fishing for food: a Mexican family who befriended Ida and her husband, and sometimes when one or the other family was not lucky enough, they would share their catches; a single mother with a young son, who sat most of the times on top of her car, playing games on a handheld device that could occupy him all afternoon; a few quiet men, tension written on their faces. And then there were those who fished because it was their preferred way to spend the weekends; often they came in boats, looking relaxed because they did not have to worry about the protein in their diet. Once, a man came over to examine the bucket next to Ida’s foot: white bass, crappies, catfish, carp. Had they heard of catch and release, he asked them, and then explained the beauty of the concept, and the humanity of the practice. Kill only the carp, he told them; the other fish—catch and release!

It was a beautiful concept, Ida thought now, as money could be a hopeful thing, civilization an idea akin to a dream. It was for those things that she and her husband had worked, she loving with resolution every job she’d taken, he finding his life purposeful, though disappointing. They had raised their children so that concept of catch and release, like fresh oysters and organic berries, could find its way into their lives, so that their grandchildren could weep for fictional animals, and had enough space if they wanted imaginary friends to live with them.

Do refrain from commenting further, Dr. Ditmus reminded herself when Ida returned to the kitchen. There, she might be keeping her watch for Luke, and later she might tell Dr. Ditmus that she’d written a check for twenty-five dollars to help the young cellist. Even if Ida gave him a hundred dollars for his autograph, Dr. Ditmus thought, she should not voice any disapproval. It was time for her to return to the unread papers, where species—older than she and Ida, and much older than that boy carrying an empty cello case—presented more than enough mysteries to be understood for her remaining days.



2. Hypothesis

“No, no more story. It’s way past your bedtime.”

That conversation had taken place more than seventy years before. Dr. Ditmus did not remember the little girl’s name—Maude or Molly or Millie, something starting with M. She herself was fourteen then—old enough to be motherless, in the opinion of some of her practical-minded relatives; and old enough, surely, in the view of those same relatives, to be sent away to boarding school so that her father, a forty-two-year-old widower and a successful partner at a Detroit law firm, could work on the next chapter of his personal life. At Saint Mary’s Academy, Edwina excelled at all aspects of boarding-school life, which, according to the novels she read, was not a miracle but a responsibility, even an inevitability: orphans, to be deemed anything other than nonentities, were expected to triumph over their circumstances. Edwina played tennis and the piano with equal zest, and treated science and math and literature and theater and art as equal parts of her formation. She had friends but no confidantes—by her own design, as she did not yearn for a confidante, nor did she want to be one for another girl. She had enemies, too, whose petty scorn was nothing compared to life’s scorn, to which she was all but invulnerable. On weekends, she babysat the little girl who belonged to Mr. and Mrs. Silas. Belonging was how she had thought of everyone in her life back then: her classmates belonged to the school during the school year, and in the summer, to their parents; the teachers belonged to the school and to their families; some girls chose to belong to each other, some to their future marriages, husbands yet to materialize. Edwina belonged to knowledge and to herself.

Mr. Silas taught math and tutored Latin at the school, and Mrs. Silas was an art teacher. They went to the theater and to concerts on the weekends, and sometimes to parties off campus. “Just one more story,” the little girl would beg.

“But the train has gone. We heard it whistle.”

“Sometimes the train comes back. Like you come back.” The girl puckered her lips, trying to make a whistling sound, though she was too young to succeed.

“Never twice on the same night, remember?”

The train that came and went on those nights existed only in Edwina’s stories. In reality, the campus—three hundred acres of fairy-tale prettiness—was quiet at night but for the spring owls and autumn crickets, the raindrops on the sycamore leaves, and the low buzzing of the sodium-vapor lamps, whose globes scattered orange light across the lawns, along the crisscrossing paths, and outside the windows of all the buildings. The train must have had a name, but Dr. Ditmus no longer remembered it; its arrivals and departures must have had a story line, one repetitive enough for the four-year-old, but that, too, Dr. Ditmus could not recall. What she remembered was the whistle she would make, fainter and fainter, choo choo, choo … choo…, a ghost train chugging away down an invisible track, carrying with it the little girl’s consciousness into the depth of the night.

And then came the waiting, a skill Edwina had acquired from a young age. She turned off the lamp in the nursery and placed herself on the sofa in the living room, with an open book on her lap, which she only pretended to be reading. There Edwina would wait for the couple who were not her parents to come home and reclaim their belongings: the house with the art on the walls of every room, the sleeping child in one bedroom, their marriage bed in another, a grandfather clock in the hallway.

One of them would accompany her back to her dorm, Mr. Silas more often than Mrs. Silas. They were younger than Edwina’s father, and alive while her mother was dead. To Edwina, they were specimens of a rare strain of adult. Even though they had a child, they were not parental like the other parents she knew, and they were not addicted to being authoritative, as were many of the teachers at the school. Around her, they had an air of irresoluteness, even shyness.

Edwina, already made invulnerable by her mother’s death and her permanent exile from the family house—what was summer holiday but a temporary reprieve, and even that would be taken up by an eight-week camp—felt a strange tenderness toward the Silases. Walking with one or the other of them back to her dorm, thinking about them afterward while lying in bed, she sensed the same kind of exhilaration as when she dwelled upon the unanswerable: What was infinity subtracted by infinity (∞−∞)? Or infinity divided by infinity (∞/∞)? Adding infinity to infinity would still make infinity, as would multiplying infinity with itself—questions that did not require Edwina to puzzle over them were like bores, who did not interest Edwina.

On one of the walks she asked Mr. Silas about ∞−∞ and ∞/∞, a test to learn if he, too, had been baffled by the same questions as she was. What she’d asked about were two of the seven indeterminate mathematical expressions, he explained, and then listed the other five. Acquiring knowledge—she couldn’t possibly say no to that, but she was disappointed that what she’d found mystifying had already been thought of by others; worse, had already been named and categorized. Mr. Silas commended her for her intellectual curiosity, just as he had when he spoke of her translation of Tacitus as being superior to those of her peers. She nodded, pretending to be modest. But what did it matter that you could turn in the best translation of Tacitus or Pliny and win a badge? A stellar student was still a child.

In her diary that night, she had written down the word “indeterminate” and then drew several circles around it. They were both that to her, Mr. Silas and Mrs. Silas, an indeterminate couple; her feeling toward them was indeterminate, too.



“WHY ARE CHILDREN so often obsessed with trains?” Dr. Ditmus asked at breakfast. She had been up for a few hours, ostensibly reading science journals in her study, but in fact thinking about the Silases, and the train story she had made up for their offspring. She had not thought of the family for decades. What had prompted this change—her looming death, or last night’s rain, tirelessly tapping on the leaves and roof when sleep eluded her, as it had often done when she was fourteen?

“Is that a question for me?” Ida replied, and placed a glass of water and a small plate of pills in various colors on the table. She was responsive, she made sure of that, though she knew that everything Dr. Ditmus said was addressed to her.

“Ah, sure, yes.”

“Because trains move?”

“Cars move, too,” Dr. Ditmus said. She wondered why she had not thought of making a story about a car for that little girl, Maude, assuming that was her name. She wondered also whose obsession it had been, Maude’s or her own.

“Trains have tracks laid down for them? They have to be pulled by an engine? They have nice whistles?” Ida said, not feeling committed to any of her guesses. Dr. Ditmus, who was listening with a careful expression, could easily point out that cars, too, needed a road laid down for them, and they, too, needed engines and could make loud honks like geese. Ida continued to guess. “Trains can be made long or short? Cars don’t expand or shrink. Why are you asking about trains?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about them.”

“Would you like to take a train ride somewhere?” Ida asked. She could do some research and locate the nearest train station—surely there would be one within a two-hour drive, but where would they go from there? A few stops in any direction, and then return to the starting point? There was a freight line somewhere closer; she could drive them to a country lane, and they could sit in the car and watch the trains go by. Like in a picture book, where children wave their hats and handkerchiefs at a train chugging uphill or down into a valley. Ida had once bought a box of picture books for five dollars at a garage sale and had read through them before taking them on a visit to her granddaughters. According to the picture books, she had missed many things in her childhood—waving at passing trains, egg-and-spoon races on picnic days, rolling an iron hoop to school and back, dancing around a maypole. It had occurred to her that her granddaughters, whose lives were filled with dancing and singing and gymnastics classes, might miss the same activities, too.

“No, not a train ride,” Dr. Ditmus said. Good old Ida, seeing everyday life as a series of problems in search of solutions. In that sense, she and Ida might be called kindred spirits. The solutions, though, would never solve the problem of the indeterminate. “I’m not a big fan of American trains.”

“What nationality of trains do you like?”

“European trains.”

“Not Japanese trains? Chinese trains?”

“Unfortunately, I’ve missed the opportunity to visit Asia.”

“It’s all right. Most people miss a few continents in their lives,” Ida said. She had been to only two continents—really, only two countries, the United States and China. She did not know when, if ever, she would be able to change that record. She and her husband had not hesitated to support their son on his backpacking trips, because that was what his college friends were doing. They themselves had not never been in the habit of holidaying elsewhere. You had to grow up with that concept; Ida and her husband were the kind of people who simply worked and worked until they retired.

“I was thinking about trains because I once made up a story about a train for a little girl. I was her babysitter.”

“What was her name? I mean, the train’s name?”

“His name. I think it was a boy train,” Dr. Ditmus said. “But I can’t remember what I called him.”

“Was it Thomas?”

“No!” Dr. Ditmus said. “It doesn’t matter. It was a ghost train, in any case.”

“A ghost train! Was it the ghost of a former train? Or was it a train that was never a train but born a ghost?”

“You always have so many questions, Ida.”

“I know. When I was a student, my teachers found me annoying. We have a saying in Chinese for a person like me: breaking the pot to get to the bottom of the situation. There was some injustice in calling me that.”

“Because you knew there was no bottom to any situation?”

“No, because I’ve been a careful person and I’ve never broken a single pot, plate, bowl, or cup,” Ida said. “You know what, that’s one reason I don’t believe in ghosts. They always break things, especially in movies. If they can see better, move more freely, they shouldn’t be so clumsy, don’t you think? Unless it was your ghost train that jumped its track.”

“I don’t think it was the ghost of a former train. It was a train I made up, so only the girl and I could see it and hear it.”

“Like an imaginary friend.”

“Ha, now you say it, yes, just like Georgie Porgie.”

“Good. I don’t believe trains and cars can have ghosts,” Ida said.

“I don’t believe any kind of being can have a ghost.”

“I agree,” Ida said. “And you know what’s funny? People sometimes say they’re haunted by a ghost, but no one says her car is haunted by the ghost of another car.”

The breakfast thus prolonged itself, a ten-minute task turning into half an hour, sometimes nearly an hour of idle chatting. Having Ida around had altered the contour of Dr. Ditmus’s days. Was this what growing up with a sibling, or being in a long, steadfast marriage was like? It was still a novel experience for Dr. Ditmus to be unable to account for every minute and every hour of her day, which had once been planned out with scientific precision. “What’s on your agenda today?” she asked Ida.

“Agenda? Nothing. I’m not a person with any agenda.”

The researchers and graduate students in her lab used to know that when the question of their agenda came up, it was a sign that Dr. Ditmus had finished checking in with them, and it was time for them to fade from her sight. That, she realized, would not work with Ida, who did not follow the time-honored clichés. She swallowed the pills—“Slow down, don’t put all of them in your mouth at the same time,” Ida reminded her, as always—and reached for the cane.

“What happened to the girl you babysat?” Ida asked when she helped Dr. Ditmus up from her chair.

“I don’t know. Why are you asking about her?”

“You’re thinking about her, so there must be a reason.”

“Must there?”

“Sometimes I think about this or that patient from thirty or forty years ago,” Ida said. “I don’t remember everyone, so when I think of someone, it makes me wonder why. There’s always a reason, you know?”

Dr. Ditmus thought about the girl whose name she no longer remembered. All children are born to parents with secrets; most of them turn out all right. Barring catastrophes, the girl would have been fine, too.



IT WAS EARLY June, but the news was already talking about record high temperatures. Ida noticed that the automatic sprinklers had not turned on that morning. The front lawn and the garden had been watered by the previous night’s rain, and they would survive a disruption of the man-made system for a few days, but Ida disliked the idea that something designed to be automatic failed its promise. After clearing the breakfast dishes, she went down to the basement to investigate. Dr. Ditmus would direct her to find the right telephone number in a binder kept in one of the kitchen drawers—in the past six months Ida had consulted the binder in order to call a plumber and a pest-control company—but she wanted to have a look at the problem first. Even if she could not cure a sprinkler, she would like to be able to identify the symptoms of an ailing system.

And what ailed the system seemed clear enough. The timer that controlled the sprinkler was an old-fashioned box with two dials: one with twenty-four little plastic pins, for each hour of the day; the other with seven pins, for each day of the week. It had stopped at five o’clock Saturday morning, the last time the sprinkler had worked. Ida poked around, but the timer, unlike an old clock or an analog wristwatch that could be rewound and made to keep the time again, did not offer a solution.

“Is it necessary?” Dr. Ditmus said when Ida asked about calling a repairman for the sprinkler system.

Not many things, of course, were absolutely necessary according to Ida. She had looked into the system, and had turned the sprinklers on and off manually without a problem. But it might be good to update the timer control, she explained to Dr. Ditmus. These days, all sorts of things could be run digitally.

“But if we can turn it on and off manually, why do we need to connect it to Wi-Fi?” Dr. Ditmus asked.

“Everything is connected now. Why, who knows,” Ida said. “But why not?”

“Too much hassle.”

“If you like, I can mark the calendar and run the sprinklers three mornings a week. I can do it first thing when I get up.”

“Would that be too much trouble for you?”

Ida laughed. If this simple task were trouble, life would be truly unbearable. Civilization, she thought, provided endless opportunities for people to explore their potential for making a fuss. She could see that Dr. Ditmus had no interest in updating the sprinkler system; she did not blame her.

“And you’ll be careful walking down to the basement and coming up?”

“Don’t worry. I’m insured.”

Dr. Ditmus did not know if Ida was joking, but she liked that there was no need to make a change for now. An outdated clock that failed to keep time was an appealing concept at this stage of her life. “All right. We’ll leave the update to the next owner.”

Ida glanced at Dr. Ditmus. The next owner would be buying the house after her death. In this house? Almost certainly, as Dr. Ditmus seemed the kind of person who would choose to die in her own bed, even though it would not be a wise decision with respect to the house’s value. On the other hand, why would she let herself be concerned about the house’s value? Ida wondered who would be inheriting the house and all those night-lights and models of cicadas. As if having sensed Ida’s curiosity, Dr. Ditmus said that her two nephews would be taking care of the business of selling the house and its contents after her death.

“I thought you were an only child,” Ida said, surprised.

“The nephews belong to my half sister,” Dr. Ditmus said.

“Is she … still alive?”

“Yes, but we’re not that close,” Dr. Ditmus said. “I’m sixteen years older. It was almost like she was an only child, too. You’ll meet her at my funeral.”

The funeral, the sale of the house—which was in a desirable neighborhood, though it would need remodeling and upgrading before being put on the market: the future that was not too distant made Ida quiet for a moment. Then she rallied. “There’s no need to be too forward-looking,” she said.

“No, not at my age.”

“Not at my age, either.”

“You’re still young.”

Forever young, Ida hummed the opening line from a propaganda song from her school years and then explained to Dr. Ditmus that the song’s title was “Forever Young Are the Revolutionaries.”

“Were you a revolutionary?”

Ida thought for a moment. “I wasn’t a counterrevolutionary.”

“So you were a revolutionary.”

“Not in the strict sense,” Ida said. Ge ming, the Chinese words for “revolution,” she told Dr. Ditmus, meant “eliminating a life.”

“So by definition, a revolutionary would be a murderer.”

“More or less,” Ida said. “I was a doctor.”

“Doctors can kill, too,” Dr. Ditmus said. “Is there a neutral position in a revolution?”

“A neutral position? That would still be a counterrevolutionary position. If you’re not for something, you must be against something, right?”



“ED-WEE-NA, TELL ME a story.”

“The train is gone. Remember, the train comes only once a day.”

“You can change the rule. We can have him all the time.”

“That we can’t. You have to be able to stop the clock to have the train here all the time.”

“Then stop the clock.”

This conversation must have also happened more than seventy years ago. Not in the exact words, but the little girl had made many suggestions and demands that time could, and thus should, be stopped. It had never happened, just as the Silases had never failed to return from their outings, one of them going upstairs to check that their child was alive and asleep, the other walking Edwina back to her dorm. In some of Edwina’s fantasies, though, one or the other of the couple did not return: taken gravely ill at the theater and dropped dead before the intermission, or stumbled off the stairs at a party and never regained consciousness, or was killed in a car crash on the country road, leaving the other spouse miraculously intact and ready for a new life.

The unresolved question, in those fantasies, was which Silas, husband or wife, should be spared. Each scenario presented opportunities, but opportunities also meant complications. If Mrs. Silas were to be taken out of the picture, Edwina herself, fourteen and a half, would be too young to be Mr. Silas’s wife, while he, a widower younger than Edwina’s father had been when her mother died, would be obliged to marry another woman. Did Edwina want to marry Mr. Silas? She didn’t know, but she found the idea of a new woman intolerable: Mr. Silas would only marry the wrong woman again. Had Edwina’s age not been an eyebrow-raising problem, surely Mr. Silas would have preferred Edwina to any stranger. Why else would he caress her cheeks and her neck with the tips of his fingers, long and tapered like a pianist’s? Why else had he let his hot palms cup her breasts, still nearly shapeless then?

But some days Edwina thought that perhaps it was better to lose Mr. Silas. A widow at any age would choose not to remarry—no one would question such a decision, made from virtue or sentiment. And Edwina could help Mrs. Silas bring up the little girl. She certainly could do more than Mr. Silas could. He was gentle with his daughter, as he was gentle with all his students, but even Edwina could tell that his love for his daughter, like her own father’s love for her, was pale, like a Japanese brush painting, the ink strokes economic, the paper flimsier than a canvas. And he was the reason that Mrs. Silas was melancholy—Edwina knew that intuitively, just as she knew that, once widowed, Mrs. Silas would not marry again.

Had Edwina been closer, in age and in status, to the daughter of the family, her fantasies would have been patricidal or matricidal. But the truth was, neither Mr. Silas nor Mrs. Silas was her parent, and neither loved her as a parent loved a child. Edwina, desired by both, had loved both, though that also presented an indeterminate problem. She could not find an easy way to arrange them in her life, equally indispensable. Please, she prayed sometimes when she stayed awake past bedtime, listening to the crickets and owls, please, let one of them be taken out of the picture, if not by death, then by a trip, a long trip, to such a faraway place—a solemn enough case to use the word that they did not often use in daily life: a voyage. Really, why couldn’t the two of them take turns going on a voyage; why couldn’t they take turns living in the Himalayas?

It had never occurred to Edwina that the Silases might have been more transparent with each other—they had always made her understand that their secrets, separately safe with her, should be kept away from the other spouse. Perhaps it was their way of loving each other, that they had settled on a girl who would, for a time, make life tolerable for them. In Edwina, Mrs. Silas had seen the girls she had loved during the years before her marriage; for Mr. Silas, Edwina was more suitable than his wife for his gentle, poetic yearning. Edwina had put all this together for herself much later, when she was already working as a scientist. An old schoolmate had informed her of the death of Mr. Silas, said in his obituary to be from a sudden illness, but reliably reported otherwise to have been: suicide, a natural outcome of the scandals. What scandals—there had seemed to be no need to spell them out. Her school friend had little to report about Mrs. Silas, only that it was supposed such scandals would never be news for a wife.

Forever young are the revolutionaries, Dr. Ditmus remembered Ida’s words. No, forever young are the girls who find no fault in love and who see no flaws in the beloved. Beloveds, plural, she corrected herself. The Silases had moved away abruptly at the end of her first year at the school; Edwina had not learned about it until she returned after the summer, and she had learned it the same way her schoolmates had, from an official announcement—nothing unusual, just the comings and goings of staff, the normal ebb and flow of school life. All those fantasies about having one of them taken away miraculously—but fate was never a miracle. Fate was far less compliant than fantasies.



“YOU KNOW WHAT I was thinking about last night?” Ida said at breakfast. “I might’ve been in a more neutral position than I remembered.”

Dr. Ditmus looked at Ida, confused.

“You asked me if there could be a neutral position in a revolution.”

“Ah, yes, revolution is eliminating a life.”

“Many lives,” Ida said. “If you killed one person, you’d be a murderer. If you killed ten, twenty, a hundred, you’d be a revolutionary. So, when you’re a revolutionary, you have to eliminate some lives, right? But if you’re a doctor…”

“You can save lives?”

“You can save many lives by not saving one revolutionary.”

“Is that what you did!”

Ida smiled. The night before, she had remembered Secretary Tang, the chairman of a party branch in one of the villages she had overseen. After his stroke, his family had taken him to the provincial capital for three months of treatment, returning with negligible improvement to his paralysis. The doctors at the provincial capital were mostly trained in Western medicine. Ida, who had by then used acupuncture on similar cases, had felt more confident about Tang’s recovery, though she had never voiced it. “I’m only giving you a scenario.”

Some scenarios are simply fantasies, Dr. Ditmus thought, but others are more than that. “You don’t have to be coy,” she said. “Even if you confess some malpractice, I won’t report you.”

“You forget I’m still working in health care!”

“Pshaw, I know the difference between history and now.”

Do you, Ida thought. Old people, from her experience, could lose that crucial distinction.

“Well, let’s say I saved some lives by not saving a patient.”

Dr. Ditmus looked up from her milk. Ida knew this would interest Dr. Ditmus. Not many of Ida’s clients were interested in her past. Dr. Ditmus had stories from her past, too, but she was a less willing storyteller than Ida.

“Let me get this straight,” Dr. Ditmus said. “You didn’t save the patient not because you couldn’t save him, or her…”

“Him. A terrible, terrible man.”

“But a revolutionary.”

“Revolutionaries are terrible people.”

“Not all of them? Some revolutions are good causes.”

“Well, some people can kill for good causes. Not me.”

“But you did, didn’t you, with this particular man?”

“I didn’t kill him. I gave up on him prematurely. And he didn’t die, either, only lived in a less ideal form.”

“So he couldn’t go on doing harm.”

“That’s the gist of it.”

“Was it ethical for a doctor to do that?”

“Of course not!” Ida said. “But which would you choose, between ethics and conscience?”

It was not ethical for the Silases to have desired Edwina, but it was equally unethical, on her part, to have treasured the position she’d found herself in, its power enough to let her fantasize about the death of one or the other of the couple. Ethics left little space for imagination, but conscience did. That was why Ida could allow a man to suffer from a debilitating illness—in her mind, she could imagine a better outcome for others from one man’s suffering. Where had conscience resided in the Silases, and in Edwina? Had they possessed the imagination, they could have found a way to make a family of three—no, a family of four, as there was that little girl, Molly or Millie or Maude. Yet the Silases had failed Edwina, by asking her to keep her life as two separate halves; and she had, too. Only a child lets her life be ordained by others; Edwina, who had never been described as childlike or childish during her childhood, had nevertheless failed to become a peer of the Silases. In an alternative version of events, there might not have been the scandals that led to Mr. Silas’s death, but that, of course, was merely wishful thinking. Edwina would not remain fourteen and a half, no one was forever young, and it was for the young girls that Mr. Silas had risked many things in his life. She wondered if Mrs. Silas had learned not to settle for the same girl when they had been teaching all those years at other schools, so that her secret love would not collide with his secret love.

“I’m lucky that way. You see, in my field I only need to be ethical,” Dr. Ditmus said. “Or should I say, in science, ethics and conscience don’t often contradict each other.”

But science, Ida thought, couldn’t possibly have been the only thing in Dr. Ditmus’s life. She was about to form a question to probe the older woman’s conscience outside science when the timer next to her plate went off.

“What’s that for?” Dr. Ditmus asked.

Ida stood up, and explained that she had set the timer for the sprinklers. “I’ll go down and turn it off,” she said.

“Be careful on the stairs.”

“Yes, don’t worry.”

Dr. Ditmus listened to Ida’s footsteps, steady, confident, and then the humming from the basement. Ida must be singing that song about revolutionaries being forever young, or some other such songs, even though she did not believe their messages. That was the difference between science and life. In science, one only chose to pursue the hypotheses that they found to be valid. In life, Dr. Ditmus thought, not so much.



3. Contract

Ida had not foreseen the need to take some time off when she accepted the job with Dr. Ditmus, and she wondered now how best to present her request. Dr. Ditmus was not a difficult employer, but she was an employer nevertheless. Of course, emergencies arose, but the kind of emergencies that would force Ida to turn away from her duties would be catastrophic ones affecting her family; no one said such things couldn’t happen—she knocked on a kitchen cabinet door and then, on second thought, went out to the garden and knocked on the trunk of an oak tree. Ida was not a superstitious woman, but the idioms she’d learned in English always seemed to require some extra effort from her, so that she would know she really meant what she said, rather than echoing someone like a pupil or a parrot. Knock on wood, fingers crossed, bark up the wrong tree, I’m all ears. That last was Ida’s favorite. She was a model of a woman who was all ears; she held her fluttering fingers near her ears to indicate her sincerity when she used that phrase.

“How did you sleep last night?” Ida asked, offering one arm, just enough support so Dr. Ditmus could manage the transition from sitting on the side of her bed to standing, mostly on her own.

“Very so-so,” Dr. Ditmus said. “But one can’t complain about that, with all this nonsense about my eternal rest being just around the corner.”

“Have any dreams?”

Dr. Ditmus paused. She had had some dreams, but they were too impressionistic for her to make any sense of them. “I can’t remember.”

Ida nodded. She had not slept well the night before. The worry over asking for a few days of leave kept her awake until she’d fallen into shallow and chaotic dreams that had no connection to reality. “There’s this monster in Chinese myth called Mo,” she said. “It lives on people’s dreams.”

“How do you mean?”

“It eats dreams,” Ida said. “If you can’t remember your dreams, maybe it’s because Mo ate them.”

“Does Mo eat good dreams or bad dreams? Is it considered good luck to have your dreams eaten by the monster, or a bad omen?”

Ida did not know. She did not remember where she had learned about the monster—it was not something she would have learned in school; the revolution had dictated that anything older than the communist cause should be abolished as counterrevolutionary. Most likely she had learned it from one of the old men who liked to talk with her. She had been all ears even back then. “Maybe all dreams,” Ida said. “You can’t count on a monster having too peculiar a diet.”

“You might be surprised. A lot of creatures have highly specific diets,” Dr. Ditmus said. “Zebra swallowtails, for example, eat only pawpaw leaves.”

“Mo is a monster, not a zebra.”

“Zebra swallowtail, that’s a species of butterfly,” Dr. Ditmus said. “What I mean is, we can’t know if the monster is a general feeder or a specialist feeder before further research, can we?” She held on to the bar beside the toilet with both hands. Ida agreed with this logic. She closed the bathroom door behind her and sat on a chair in the hallway that had been placed there for her. On a normal day, she would choose to stand and do some deep stretches, but today she needed to concentrate. She did not know why she was taking this detour with a dream-eating monster when a pressing conversation waited to take place.

“Maybe there is more than one Mo,” Dr. Ditmus said when Ida came back into the bathroom. “Some of them eat good dreams, some bad dreams. It’s unlikely that a single monster can finish up all the dreams of all human beings.”

“There’s only one Santa and he visits all the children on earth.”

“That’s because Santa isn’t real.”

Ida nodded, and said abruptly, “If I need a few days off, is there someone who can come and stay with you?”

It took Dr. Ditmus a moment to understand what Ida asked. When it had become clear that she would have to give in and allow some aides in her home, Dr. Ditmus had interviewed several women recommended by friends and colleagues. Ida, whose husband was conveniently back in China, whose children lived within driving distance but had their own independent lives, and whose house was rented out to three medical school students, had been an ideal choice. Dr. Ditmus figured that two or three aides coming around in different shifts would be more of a hassle than having Ida live in the house all the time: she would prefer to know as few strangers as possible at this stage of her deterioration, and to be known to as few as possible. She paid Ida generously, which made the discussion of overtime on weekends and holidays unnecessary. The previous December, Ida had taken only one day off to visit her daughter and family on Christmas Eve, joined by her son at a dinner there. Ida had promised, barring emergencies and catastrophes, to stay as long as she was needed. “Has anything terrible happened?” Dr. Ditmus asked. “Is your family all right?”

Ida replied that her family was all okay. The difficulty was that nothing terrible had happened. The emergency, which required Ida to ask for time off, was not yet an emergency, and if luck was on everyone’s side, it would not become one.

The question, though, was this: Was it too much to ask that luck be on everyone’s side?



“CALIFORNIA? WHERE IN California?” Dr. Ditmus said.

A pot of tea was sitting in the cozy. On the windowsill were jars filled with flowers from the garden, oxeye daisies and hydrangeas, the easy ones that just kept growing and blossoming— Dr. Ditmus was not a dedicated gardener who would challenge herself. On the stove top, kept warm in the steamer, were two bowls of egg soufflé. The life shared by Dr. Ditmus and Ida under this roof could be as simple and neat as a still-life painting, but life itself rarely stayed still for long.

“Alameda,” Ida said. “That’s near San Francisco.”

“Will you have a layover at O’Hare or Denver?”

Ida explained that she had not booked the ticket. She wanted to make sure the ground was covered with Dr. Ditmus.

Her life, Dr. Ditmus thought, was so dwindled now that to cover its ground should be straightforward. She imagined she could find an agency specializing in such cases. “O’Hare is a hell of an airport to transfer, so maybe consider a Denver layover,” she said. “There is that giant demonic-looking horse there at the airport. Have you ever seen it?”

Ida did not know what horse Dr. Ditmus was talking about, but was relieved that Dr. Ditmus seemed neither annoyed nor worried by her request for a leave. “No,” she said.

“Believe it or not, the horse killed its own creator,” Dr. Ditmus said. She looked at Ida’s face. “Oh, of course I forgot to mention: the horse is a sculpture.”

Ida did not like the sound of the horse. “I think maybe Chicago,” she said. “But we need to figure out what to do when I’m away. If you want, I can ask around to see if I can find a friend to come and stay with you. Or maybe you have a friend or relative?”

“When do you plan to take the leave?”

“There’s a bit of complication with that. I’m going because a friend’s daughter is about to have her first baby, and my friend—in fact, she’s a second cousin of mine, too—would like me to be there. The due date is in four weeks, but babies can have their own minds.”

Dr. Ditmus pondered for a moment. “Will you be there as a midwife?”

“No, no. My friend’s daughter will be delivering in a hospital. My friend wants me to be there just in case.”

“In case of what? Something goes wrong?”

The hospital in California would certainly be able to handle any complication a hundred times better than when Ida had been a barefoot doctor. Over her twenty years of working in the rural region, she had delivered many babies, had resorted to cesarean sections in emergency cases, had lost only two babies and one mother. It was not a shabby record, though that was because luck had been on her side: women in the countryside toiled through their pregnancies; if things went wrong, that was how it was. Sometimes a cow would birth a dead calf, too, and ewes could be lost to a difficult labor. “No, I’m going there only to support my friend.”

“She’s not the one having a baby.”

“Yes … no!” Ida said. “Yes, you’re right, but she needs a little support.”

Dr. Ditmus looked at Ida, the way a befuddled dog would cock its head. “That’s quite unusual, isn’t it? Does your friend have a frail heart?”

“Oh no. She has a sturdy heart, sturdier than…” Ida’s words trailed off.

“Than what?”

“What’s the sturdiest element in the universe?” Ida asked. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. My friend, she’s not fainthearted.”

“Is it some sort of ritual between you two? Were you there for each other when you had your children? Was she with you when your daughter gave birth to her twins?”

Ida’s digression was only a way to distract herself, and her life was never short of events from which she would welcome a distraction. Dr. Ditmus’s digression seemed to function with the opposite effect, a searchlight randomly sweeping over a past with too many unilluminated corners. The simplest thing would be to tell her the truth, but where did the truth begin? “The thing is,” Ida said, “her daughter is a bit old to give birth. That’s why my friend wants me to be there.”

“How old is her daughter? I hope you don’t mind my being nosy.”

Did it matter if she minded or not? Ida would have been as nosy as Dr. Ditmus. “She’s fifty-one.”

Dr. Ditmus did not reply at once. Ida wondered if she had heard her. “Fifty-one is, in general, old for childbearing,” Ida said. “But it may be more dangerous with a first baby.”

“How old is your friend-slash-cousin?”

“She’s my age. We were six months apart.”

Dr. Ditmus did the arithmetic in her head. “That can’t be right.”

“It’s right. She had her daughter when she was thirteen. Oh, don’t look at me like that. It was unusual, but not that unusual if you look at history.”

Dr. Ditmus nodded. She wanted to remark that the mother and the daughter certainly took the extremes when it came to one of life’s most important decisions, but the observation might sound clinical, even heartless. “The safest thing, it seems to me, is for you to be there two weeks ahead of the due date and stay for a month,” Dr. Ditmus said. “Two weeks on either side of the due date—that sounds a good way to outsmart a baby.”

“Oh no no,” Ida said. “That would look really odd. You see, my friend’s daughter married someone named Dave Davidson.”

“What of it?” Dr. Ditmus said. “Who is Dave Davidson?”

“Nobody,” Ida said. “No, of course he’s somebody. But an American named Dave Davidson would need some convincing if his mother-in-law is visiting not for a week or two but for six months. Me? I can only be there for a maximum of a couple of days.”

Dr. Ditmus sighed. Until this moment she had thought that Ida belonged to the same species of woman as herself: one with a history, but a history under control, which would not develop into dilemmas and complications. She gestured toward the clock and said that she would like to go to her study and do some reading. “We’ll discuss your leave when we take our walk,” she said.



IDA POTTERED AROUND, but wiping the kitchen counter once again or rearranging the few refrigerator magnets could take only so much of one’s time. Dr. Ditmus lived a no-frills life, with no husband, children, or grandchildren to interfere with her days, though even with that there were inevitably the frills of illness and old age.

Ida did not have many vices, but her inability to enjoy idleness could have been seen as a vice. At least a major shortcoming. She had been born into the lot of a worker bee; only, she thought, this worker bee does not have many obligations at the moment, and her queen bee would remain largely self-sufficient until her death. The trip to California would be a welcome change, if the expectant mother was not fifty-one, but only forty-one, as all her official documents stated.

Ida had not lied when she told Dr. Ditmus that her friend, Yanzi, had given birth at thirteen—thirteen years and ten months, a hard fact softened by the intervening fifty years. Just as youth and health could be eroded, a scandal, once with the power to shock and to tarnish, was now a mere tale told to strangers.

“If I tell you something about my friend, will you promise not to tell anyone?” Ida asked Dr. Ditmus as they set out for their walk.

Only young girls started a conversation by extracting such a promise from their friends. Don’t be silly, Dr. Ditmus wanted to say. She and Ida were far from bosom friends. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”

“I know,” Ida said. “But I want to.”

“Why?”

“I haven’t told anyone about it, but don’t you think sometimes you just have to tell a secret at least once?”

“So it can stop being a secret?”

Ida thought for a moment. “No, it will still be a secret, but it will be a more proper secret.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Dr. Ditmus said. “Though it reminds me of King Midas and his donkey ears.”

Ida did not know who King Midas was. On another day she would ask and be given a story, but today she could not be all ears for another person. “Here’s the beginning of the secret,” she said. “I was responsible for my friend’s pregnancy.”

Twelve going on thirteen they had been then, new graduates from the only elementary school in their hometown. Ida was to enter middle school, but Yanzi, already a head taller with a shape more womanlike than Ida’s, had decided not to go on with her education—she would start as a seamstress’s apprentice after the summer. “You see, it was a different time. Children started working early.”

Dr. Ditmus nodded and pointed out that for most of human history, playing had not been a full-time occupation for children.

A pair of butterflies chased each other around a buddleia bush. “Do insects play?” Ida asked.

“Even if it looks like they’re playing, I would say they’re working toward something,” Dr. Ditmus said. “But for once let’s not bother ourselves with insects. Go on with your story.”

That summer, Ida said, Yanzi had begun a secret affair with a teacher from the elementary school, Mr. Wen, who taught history and geography as well as a workers’ preparation class in which boys learned carpentry and girls, weaving.

“An older man? Was he married?” Dr. Ditmus asked.

“All men were old to us then!” Ida said with a giggle.

“I don’t think it was a funny situation.”

“Oh, I know. But it’s a little funny if you know how we thought of the whole world as old,” Ida said. “In fact, he wasn’t that old. He was thirty-one.”

Dr. Ditmus made a sound of disapproval.

“He was a bachelor.”

“That hardly redeemed the situation.”

“You have to understand that the affair was … what’s that word?”

“Consensual?”

“Yes, consensual.”

“Your friend was twelve.”

“Almost thirteen. I once heard that Juliet was that age when she fell in love with Romeo,” Ida said. “How old was Romeo?”

“I think he was much younger than thirty-one.”

“My friend—you must know people like her—she was the kind of the girl who knew what she wanted.”

“Including getting pregnant?”

“That,” Ida said with a gloom unusual to her, “that, however, was my fault.”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard,” Dr. Ditmus said.

Life had its own logic, which might look nonsensical to outsiders, but to those inside, it was logic nevertheless. That summer, perhaps because of Yanzi’s affair, perhaps because of her own outlook on life, Ida had begun studying an old book on acupuncture and meditation she’d received—from whom, she did not remember. The last chapter of the book concerned reproduction; it was written in vaguely secretive language, and with plenty of warnings, as the practice of breathing and pressuring a selection of acupoints—some on one’s legs, but others on parts of the body that were supposed to remain unseen—was said to be used by Buddhist and Taoist nuns in ancient times, in order to curb their corporeal desires, induce menopause, and make it impossible for them to conceive “in unfortunate events.”

“So, are you saying that you taught your friend this practice, and its magic didn’t prevent her from getting pregnant? That can only be nonsense,” Dr. Ditmus said.

“You can’t criticize something you don’t understand,” Ida said.

“I’m speaking as a scientist.”

“Not everything can be explained by science,” Ida said. “But you’re right that the method we used didn’t stop her from getting pregnant. Either I wasn’t experienced enough to teach her the right way to breathe, or she didn’t locate the acupoints as precisely as I showed her.”

“Or maybe you were just a child. Children, both of you.”

They had felt like adults, Ida thought. She remembered them at that age—there was no indication that they had been young; they had only been inexperienced.

“What happened next?”

“He married her.”

“Willingly?”

“Very much. He was a good man.”

Dr. Ditmus did not speak right away.

“You’re judging him,” Ida said.

“I don’t know him so I can’t judge him,” Dr. Ditmus said. “Is he still alive?”

“No, he died some years ago.”

“Was their marriage a good one?”

“I suppose so,” Ida said. “Right after they got married, they moved to another province, just so people wouldn’t wag their tongues.”

Surely people would still have seen something unusual, Dr. Ditmus thought, a child wife to a man who was a generation older. But who was she to judge these things? Strangers’ lives make good stories. “So all was well in the end,” she said.

Ida nodded hesitantly. “For a while.”

“Why, what else happened?”

“He died, so she was widowed.”

“How old was she then?”

“Forty.”

Dr. Ditmus calculated. The marriage had lasted twenty-seven years; the man had been near sixty. “Well, it’s sad, but hardly a tragedy,” she said.

“No, not a tragedy, but here’s the real secret I want to tell you.”

“What? The secret isn’t that your friend had an affair with an older man and had a child at thirteen?”

“That was only what you would call a precursor.”

“Do you mean prelude?”

“Ah, yes,” Ida said. “A prelude.”



THE TRUTH WAS, all those years when Yanzi was married to Mr. Wen, Ida had not kept in touch with her closely; she had no evidence to call the marriage good or bad or mediocre. For a while, they still met, when Yanzi came back to the town to visit her family. After her grandfather—who was Ida’s granduncle—died, Yanzi stopped visiting. Ida had not minded much. By then she had her own aspirations for life: to get medical training. She had become one of the youngest barefoot doctors in the countryside, and then she married, birthed her children, and eventually accepted her husband’s aspiration for their family: to move everyone to America, to start all over again in a new country.

Not long before Ida emigrated, Yanzi, after a yearlong widowhood, returned and asked Ida for a favor. Yanzi, forty-one at the time, had fallen in love—this time for real, she had explained—and she wanted Ida to make a new birth certificate for her daughter, and make her eighteen instead of twenty-eight.

Dr. Ditmus gasped. “Why on earth?”

“Her daughter was working in Shenzhen then, and Yanzi told the man that her daughter was in a professional school there. She couldn’t really tell a new husband that she’d had a child at thirteen, you see?”

“Why not?”

“It wouldn’t do for her reputation.”

“And she couldn’t change her own birth document to make herself ten years older?”

Ida laughed. “Why would any sane woman do that? A man may be willing to marry a forty-one-year old widow, but fifty-one? That would make an old and tough hen.”

Dr. Ditmus did not want to remind Ida that a fifty-one-year-old woman would be a spring chicken compared to them both. “Did you help her?”

“Yes,” Ida said. “Even after all that time, I still felt responsible for her pregnancy.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“If a surgeon fails his very first operation, I’m sure he’ll always feel the guilt.”

“You were thirteen, and you weren’t a doctor yet.”

Ida waved a hand. Being young was hardly an excuse, but let Dr. Ditmus keep her innocence.

“How did she persuade her daughter to go along with the scheme?”

“You don’t know her. If she wants something done, she will get it done.”

“But the daughter…”

“I’ve never met her. It was a relief when she married the American and moved to California a few years ago,” Ida said. “Yanzi told me when I was visiting China. We agreed it was the best outcome for everyone. So now you see the complication.”

“Her daughter’s husband and the doctors all think she’s forty-one.”

“Exactly.”



YEARS BEFORE, WHEN Dr. Ditmus’s father was dying in hospice, when her half sister and her family were en route from Los Angeles to Michigan, Dr. Ditmus had spent a morning alone with him. Those undisturbed hours were the longest stretch of time they had been together since her mother’s death launched her, prematurely, into what she had considered her adulthood. Her father could barely speak then, and she, sitting next to his bed, had tried not to bring the science journals out of her bag. Not every day and every minute of her life had to be filled, she reminded herself; not everything in life had to have a purpose.

In the hospice there was not the beeping of machines as background noise. The machines were for the ones to go on living; her father was waiting only for his younger daughter and her family. Watching a man waiting for death, Dr. Ditmus had felt a fatigue she had never felt before, and had never again felt since.

Perhaps she had dozed off, though she did not remember. Only, at one moment, her father whispered something to her. She moved closer to hear him, holding her breath because she did not want to inhale the odor of near-death.

“Edwina?”

“Yes?”

Her father reached out a hand—more an intention than a true gesture—and she felt obliged to hold it in hers.

“You should have a child before it’s too late.” A long sentence for the old man; he needed a few breaths to say it.

Dr. Ditmus had heard that when people were nearing death, life in the past would rush to meet them. Perhaps her father was confused, when too many things were claiming his last moments of clarity, all greedy for attention. Perhaps he was seeing her in her twenties, a young and severe scientist, with her straight back and stern face, never leaving aside her science, even at family gatherings. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “I’m too old to have a child.”

Her father rolled his eyes: always ready to dismiss her argument.

“Dad, I’m fifty-six.”

“What about Sarah?”

Dr. Ditmus shook her head, as though he had mentioned a long-gone neighbor whom she could not remember, not the miraculously fertile wife of Abraham. She was not about to argue with a man who, in the saying she had often heard in her childhood, was about to meet his maker. He could uphold a biblical standard for her; she would decline to meet it. But the episode, which she had sometimes recalled with a flippant laugh, struck her now with an odd tenderness she had not felt before. She had always thought of herself as much smarter than her father—but what evidence did she have of that, but that she had succeeded in distancing herself from him. In his last moment of consciousness, he had been thinking of some kind of happiness he had wished for her.

“You know, Sarah gave birth to Isaac when she was ninety or ninety-one,” Dr. Ditmus said to Ida at lunch. “So your friend’s daughter may very well be all right.”

“Who is this Sarah?”

“Someone in the Bible.”

“You can’t believe those stories,” Ida said. “But you’re right. Fifty-one is all right. The doctors will make sure the whole thing goes smoothly, even if they don’t know her real age.”

Dr. Ditmus thought about that expectant mother. Her child would always know and remember her as a woman ten years younger. But in the larger scheme of things, what did that deception matter? Perhaps she would live to a hundred and die a natural and timely death as a ninety-year-old. “Is your friend still married to her second husband?” Dr. Ditmus asked Ida.

“I knew you would ask!” Ida said. “That’s the funny part of the story. She divorced him after five years. He wasn’t really a good husband. Imagine her taking all that trouble to change her daughter’s age for him!”

And now others, who did not know and might never know the truth, would have their lives changed by the fact, but when Dr. Ditmus said as much to Ida, she realized that she was herself being melodramatic.

Ida shook her head. People’s lives were always changed, by the real and the unreal, and she saw no reason to make too obvious a distinction. “You know I’m an optimistic person,” she said. “I think everything will be just fine.”

“Then why does your friend want you to be there?”

“Isn’t that obvious?”

“Not at all to me.”

Ida wished she could explain to Dr. Ditmus that a secret kept too tightly might have more power to punish its keeper. Ida knew, without having to speak with Yanzi, that she dreaded a delivery gone wrong, and she dreaded meeting her daughter’s eyes, when they both knew that a decades-old deception had come back to claim a payment. Ida’s presence would not right the possible wrong—Ida’s presence would not change the outcome of anything—but she knew that Yanzi would feel less alone, and the secret, kept between her daughter and herself, would feel like less of a wagging, admonishing finger from fate when Ida, chatty, optimistic, uplifting, was there, an antidote to terrors foreseen and unforeseen.

Of course Ida would be there for them and for the new baby, but speaking all this aloud might work against her intention. There was no reason to tempt fate carelessly. “All I can say is, she wants me to be there for the same reason I wanted to tell you the whole secret,” Ida said.

So each retelling of a secret was a dilution, each a step to remove some potency from the secret? Dr. Ditmus wondered why such a thought had never occurred to her. She who had lived her life posing as a woman without any secrets—was it too late to reveal some of them? “I think you’re right, everything will be just fine,” Dr. Ditmus said. She had emailed a friend, who had given her the name of an agency. She explained to Ida that they could contact the agency so that they could send someone to the house when it was time for Ida to travel.

“That makes me feel better,” Ida said, then looked at Dr. Ditmus strangely.

“What?”

“Oh, I was just going to say … Well, since I thought of it, I might as well say it: don’t die when I’m out there in California.”

“I can’t really promise that,” Dr. Ditmus said with a smile.

“I know, but now I’ve said it aloud, we’re going to be okay,” Ida said.

“Like a bad dream eaten by that monster, Mo,” Dr. Ditmus said. “You know, according to the tradition, you can summon the monster if you have a nightmare.”

“Really? How do you know?”

“I did some research this morning,” Dr. Ditmus said.

“You always want to know everything about everything, don’t you?” Ida said.

“A professional habit.”

There were still things that the old woman would never know, though, like the first time Ida had laid eyes on Dr. Ditmus. It was some years ago, on a freezing morning when the road was too slippery for jogging, and Ida had joined the many older people who took walks in the Sycamore Mall in the early mornings. There, on the ice rink, with a young man next to her, more as a shadow than a companion, skated an old woman with silver hair pulled into a bun. She wore brown leggings and a white tutu so beautiful it might as well have been a bridal dress. Ida had stopped in the middle of her jogging to watch the old woman skate, and had felt a wistfulness unknown to her. Had she been born into a different kind of life, she could have been that woman, so free, so confident, so elegant. She had not known then that one day the two of them would hold on to a contract, and that she would be there when the old woman was leaving for the next world.






A Flawless Silence


A FEW TIMES a year, around major Chinese holidays, Min received an email from a man whom she had met twice in her life. Every November—after the celebration of another birthday, on November 3, he never failed to remind her—he also attached a picture of himself, and begged for a picture of her. In the past twelve years, the number of his grandchildren had quadrupled. His oldest grandson had graduated from college and taken a good job in New York City. The next two grandchildren were in college. There were a few more, mostly on the West Coast. The youngest, a boy born with a noble look, the man had nicknamed J.C., for Julius Caesar. In 2012, his wife had died, but he was healthy in general, minus some common conditions that plague old people—high blood pressure and faulty short-term memory. There were other details in his emails: a week of vacation in Hawaii, a couple new to the farmers market who worked as elementary-school teachers but sold blueberries on weekends, a favorite restaurant closing because of a rent hike. Most people would have written long ago with a stern reply, telling the sender to stop emailing; most people would have blocked him had he persisted.

“I turned eighty-four last week,” the most recent message began. “I was born in the Year of the Monkey. I’m attaching a family picture taken on the day of my birthday. If my memory is still good, you were born in the Year of the Rat, so you’re forty-four. Can you send me a picture of you so I can see what you look like now?”

It had been 3:00 a.m. when the man, who lived in a suburb of Seattle, in a retirement facility five minutes from his eldest son’s family, wrote Min, who lived just south of San Francisco. Min had chronic insomnia, and checking her phone when she couldn’t sleep exacerbated the condition. It was bad enough that the man had filled the void of his night calculating Min’s age. It was much worse that the message had ambushed her during her own wakefulness. She thought of telling the man to leave her alone. You’re a nuisance, she rehearsed, and you should be ashamed of yourself.

But in the morning, as Min drove the twins to school, she was glad she had not responded. Perhaps the man would die between this month and the next, or between this year and the next. Min looked forward to the day his emails stopped coming: for once, she would win a battle through silence.

“Mommy, tell Emmie she’s wrong,” Deanna said.

“Mommy, tell Deanna she’s wrong.”

The previous day, the girls had reported the addition of two new chicks in the school garden, Pancake and Waffle, thus named because the gardening teacher could not tell them apart. Emmie was insisting that after cleaning the coop she could tell the difference between the two. Deanna was sensibly pointing out that the chick Emmie called Pancake might have been Waffle in the first place.

Min said that they were both right, adding “in a way”—a phrase she used often when the girls were in disagreement. They refuted her at once in a joint effort.

“Shall we change the subject?” Min said.

“Amelia said she used to think pepper spray was a condiment,” Deanna said.

“Amelia’s middle name is some pasta’s name,” Emmie said.

“No, a cheese’s name,” Deanna said.

“It may be both,” Min said. In a way, she thought, everything can be something else.

“Kevin is Republican,” Emmie said.

Min must have missed something. “How do you know?”

“He wrote a letter to Trump,” Emmie said.

“And said, ‘Dear Mr. Trump, I’m your supporter, but could you be a better person so more people will like you?’” Deanna said. “Everyone else wrote to Hillary.”

Min looked at the twins in the rearview mirror. They nodded back convincingly. It turned out, when she questioned further, that the day before, during an activity called “Understanding the Election Results,” the third graders had all written a letter to either Mrs. Clinton or Mr. Trump.



SANDRA, KEVIN’S MOTHER, was in tears when Min ran into her in the school parking lot. Had she heard this talk about Kevin’s being Republican, Sandra asked, and Min admitted that she had. “I told the teacher to take his letter down from the display,” Sandra said. “She should have checked with me first. He has no idea what it means to be Republican.”

“There’s no real harm done,” Min said.

“All the kids will tell their parents, if they haven’t already,” Sandra said, and then, before a group of parents reached them, “Let’s go get coffee.”

Sandra and Min had served on the school’s hospitality committee for the past two years and, before that, on the lice-buster team. They got along because Sandra could make the smallest encounter in a grocery store into a story with a beginning and a middle and an end, and Min liked to listen. Sandra reminded Min of her mother, who, though widowed young, had never lost her fondness for storytelling and had always been quick to laugh.

Min had not inherited her mother’s storytelling abilities. When the twins were in kindergarten, their teacher had chastised Min. “They’re strong readers,” the teacher had said, “but in this country we have a tradition of reading to our children even if they can read by themselves. It’s a bonding experience.”

“In this country” did not sound like something that someone in a progressive school in California would say, and Min decided not to heed the teacher’s comment. When the girls read together, they acted out each page with more liveliness than Min could offer. If the teacher talked to her again, she’d say she was hoping to foster her daughters’ creativity, “creativity” being a versatile password.

Now, over coffee, Sandra recounted election night. “Even before they started counting, I had this pit in my stomach. I went upstairs and worked on Kevin’s Halloween costume. Something was wrong with it, I thought. One of Pikachu’s ears looked crooked. Kevin said, Mommy, it’s already past Halloween, and I said I wanted to make the thing right so that we could donate it. But the more I worked on it the worse it looked. Then Chuck came in, and I heard him yelling. He’s winning! he said. He’s winning! Why isn’t the TV on? Kevin went downstairs while Chuck kept on and on: Didn’t I tell you he’d win? Didn’t I say that? You didn’t believe me, did you? I knew if I didn’t go downstairs he would go on yelling like that all night, so I went down and told Kevin it was his bedtime. He said it was early and he wanted to watch TV with his dad. And Chuck said, For God’s sake, what’s wrong with you? Let him stay up and celebrate with me.”

There had been no raised voices in Min’s house. Neither she nor Rich, her husband, had discussed the election results; neither had lost a moment of composure. Min had never revealed to Sandra that Rich was a Trump supporter. Chuck owned a company that dealt in cleaning supplies, a business that had been in the family for three generations. Rich, who had grown up in a poor neighborhood in Beijing and who had long ago given up his Chinese name, worked at a tech start-up. Each man would think that the other deserved little respect. Was there any good in sharing with Sandra that both their husbands had been among the 20 percent in their county who had voted for Trump? Humiliation would not bring people closer.

Sandra said that she had called Chuck a bigot to his face, and he had called her an equally bad name. Min had not called Rich anything denigrating. He had married her because she was not the kind of woman who would use strong words. They had talked about the election only once—these days, their conversation rarely ventured out of the safety zone of children and grocery lists and holiday plans. Rich had made a long, fervid speech in favor of Trump, and when Min had simply said she was going to vote for Clinton, he had called her brainwashed. “The longer a woman’s hair is, the shorter her sight is,” he said, quoting his favorite Chinese saying, which had also been his father’s favorite and, before that, his grandfather’s.

“Don’t you sometimes want someone’s death so much that you almost believe the person could die just because of your wish?” Min said now.

“I’m sure you’re not the only one who feels that way.”

“Oh…” Min said. She wasn’t thinking about Trump, she admitted.

“Who are you talking about? Not Rich, I hope.”

“Oh, no.”

“Then who?”

It was unkind of her to wish an old man a speedy death. Min quickly said something about a novel she was reading and how she wished she could strangle a character in it. That was a poor lie. Sandra would have pressed more if not for her own trouble. Too bad no other children would pronounce themselves Kevin’s allies. Min had warned the twins never to mention that their father was a Trump supporter, and they had replied that of course they wouldn’t be so stupid.



THE MAN WHO would not stop writing to Min had, in a way, been responsible for her marriage, but whenever this thought occurred to her she would remind herself that nobody had forced her into marrying Rich.

Min was nineteen when she first met the man, who had been introduced to her as a potential father-in-law. He was a linguistics professor at a prominent university in Beijing, and he had three sons in America. The eldest, according to the matchmaker, worked for Microsoft, and he was the one the family had in mind for Min, but if that didn’t work out there were two other sons.

Min hadn’t shown much academic promise. She had attended a vocational school that trained girls to become secretaries. After graduation, she had worked in a department store. Why would any of those boys need to find a wife in China when they’re already in America? she asked her mother. You’re asking the blind for directions, her mother said, but I would say that they can’t possibly find someone as good as you in America.

America, Min could see, was alluring to her mother. Min’s father had died during her second year of middle school, in an accident at the steel plant where he had worked since he was eighteen. After his death, Min and her mother had lived frugally on the money her mother made running a newsstand. The compensation for her father’s accident had been saved by her mother as Min’s dowry.

Min had once had a brief schoolgirl crush, but she had never dated. She was good-looking—not in a striking way, but she had a classic look, like a figure in a Ming-dynasty painting or a period movie, her shoulders narrowing compliantly, her neck long, her complexion clear, her eyes and nose and mouth arranged in a pleasing manner.

Min had grown up thinking she was born into a role as a flawless daughter, and someday she would become a flawless daughter-in-law, wife, and mother. It turned out that she was none of these, yet she couldn’t see where she had fallen short. No one was perfect, she knew, but women in books and films often seemed flawed in a meaningful or attractive way. The other mothers at the school, when they were unhappy, had a sensible reason: a husband’s affair, a child’s diagnosis, a power shift on the school auction committee.

Perhaps they all lived in giant dollhouses. Some, like the dolls that belonged to Emmie and Deanna, had complicated life stories, with many plots and dramas and excitements. Others were like the only doll Min had had when she was young—a little creature made of hard plastic, with unbending arms and legs connected to a torso through ball sockets. Min had carried the doll around dutifully, but she had never made up a story for it. The only catastrophe that had befallen the doll had occurred on a winter night. Min had left it on a windowsill, and a power outage caused the temperature in the apartment to drop. For reasons that neither she nor her parents understood, one of the doll’s legs had disconnected from its socket and could not be put back.

The one-legged doll remained in her possession. Min did not remember ever feeling sad about the severed limb. A doll was a doll. She had not been a sentimental child.

Min had agreed with her mother that it wouldn’t hurt to meet the professor. At nineteen, she was the kind of girl some parents wanted for their sons: pretty, meek, experienced enough with hardship not to be dreamily naive, yet not broody, either, even after losing her father.

Min and her mother met the man at the matchmaker’s apartment on a Sunday. They had tea together until the matchmaker suggested that she and Min’s mother take a walk in a nearby park. Left alone with the man, Min did not know what she was expected to do to earn his approval. He looked like a professor from a film, with his wire-rimmed glasses and impeccably parted silver hair. When he asked her questions, he used words her father would never have used. What’s your outlook on the world? What do you do to maximize your potential? When she did not know what to say, he said that the process of enlightening and perfecting oneself was like rowing a boat up a river. He then brought out a set of textbooks, called New Concept English, and asked which level Min thought she was. She had never heard of the textbooks, and the man, looking at her over his glasses, told her that if she wanted to go to America she should start studying English right away.

Min thought she had failed the interview. She didn’t much care.

The man moved next to her on the sofa and opened the second book in the series. He asked her to repeat after him the first lesson, titled “A Private Conversation.” Her body tensed at the closeness of their shoulders and thighs as they bent over the book.

Perhaps he had been acting only out of fatherliness, she tried to convince herself afterward. He had left the books with her and insisted that she call him the following weekend. He would arrange his schedule so that he could tutor her, he said, a plan he didn’t bring up with the matchmaker or Min’s mother. Instead, he told them that his son would come home for a summer visit, and then the two young people could properly meet.

Min never made the call. They did not have a telephone at home, and she hated to use public phones. Even when the professor expressed an urgent wish to talk with her through the matchmaker, she remained silent. The books he’d loaned to her she buried under old newspapers. After a few weeks, she was able to pretend that she had never met the man, whose fingers had lingered on her arm for a moment too long when he had said goodbye.

One day, Min’s mother told her that the professor had decided that she wasn’t a good choice. Not diligent or smart enough for his intellectual family. This verdict had been conveyed to her mother by the matchmaker.

“Did you see the photo he showed us?” Min’s mother said. “His son is not yet thirty and already going bald. If this professor worried that you would not give him intellectual grandchildren, I’d be equally concerned that his Microsoft son would give me ugly grandchildren.”

Known as “the orphan and the widow” to friends and neighbors, Min and her mother had maintained the solemnness required by their titles, but when nobody was around they had had many things to laugh about together.



AT DINNER A few days later, Emmie brought up Kevin’s reputation as a Republican, already cemented, it seemed, among their classmates. “Everyone feels bad for him,” Emmie said.

“I don’t,” Deanna said. “You feel bad for him because you have a crush on him.”

“I don’t think you are old enough to talk about boys or politics,” Rich said.

“You’re so ageist,” Emmie said.

Min could sense Rich’s impatience, but he only gave Emmie a cold look before turning to Deanna and asking her about her day. He had mellowed over the years. Their eldest child, Ethan, had grown up with a more unforgiving and volatile father, and right after college Ethan had moved to Singapore. Min did not feel his absence keenly, though she thought that as a mother she should have done better at missing him. She had had Ethan at twenty-one, and the motherhood that had come too early had turned into a blur over the years. She had loved her son, still loved him—of this much she was certain, though she didn’t know if she liked him. Can you love a person without liking him? Ethan and Rich had a fraught relationship, but they viewed the world similarly. For both, failing to calculate the price of every move in life was a character flaw; not taking advantage of someone else was a sin.

Sometimes Min pitied her future daughter-in-law, whoever she was, and wished that the girl could have chosen more wisely.

Conceiving another child had been Rich’s solution to a marriage on the cusp of dissolution ten years ago. Divorce would be a disaster for everyone, he’d argued coolly: Ethan, who would experience adolescence with unnecessary turmoil; Rich, who would face a financial setback; and Min, too—most definitely, as he would do anything to minimize his loss and maximize hers. Min knew that Rich meant everything he said. Assets would be transferred back to China, to avoid alimony; custody of Ethan would be fought for. But Rich didn’t know that she wanted neither his money nor his son—for a short period, she had found a strange relief in this thought. She could manage a simple life on the part-time salary she earned as a bookkeeper at Ethan’s former preschool.

But what kind of mother would so readily give up a child? If she didn’t love her husband enough, at least she should try to love her child better. Perhaps it wasn’t a bad idea to have another baby.

Motherhood was like one of those contracts that were automatically renewed. As long as you did nothing, a charge would show up on your credit card. What’s wrong, though, with letting the automatic take over one’s life?



“EXPLAIN TO ME some of the dangers if Clinton had been elected,” Rich said to the girls now.

Min wouldn’t mind a silent meal, but Rich believed in dinner conversations. A preparation for the children to excel in the real world. “If you can’t imagine that, you don’t have a right to talk about politics at this table.”

Emmie stuck her tongue out. Deanna, Rich’s favorite—a fact she knew, as he had told her she was smarter than her sister and her mother combined—folded her hands under her chin. “What are the dangers, Daddy?”

“For instance, any boy could have used the girls’ bathroom at school if he wanted,” Rich said. “How would you have liked that?”

“I thought we agreed not to talk about politics,” Min said.

“Except when I need to instruct my children,” Rich said.

Abruptly Min stood up and went to the kitchen, where she rummaged through the refrigerator as though she had forgotten something. On the counter there was a bottle of wine that Rich had brought home earlier, reading the label to her and telling her the price; he wanted something special, he said, when a couple of friends came over on Saturday to celebrate the election. She thought of nudging the bottle off the counter. He would tell the girls to go to their bedroom if he wanted to yell at her. She would say it was an accident, and he would say no one believed that, and even if it had been an accident, it was unforgivable. It’s only a bottle of wine, she would say, and she didn’t need his forgiveness for such trifles. He would say something else, but they would be cut short by Emmie, who was not as good as Deanna at waiting out a storm. Why are you guys arguing? Emmie would ask, and Rich would try to soften his voice and say that they were having a grown-up discussion. About what? Emmie would ask. About the fundamental difference between us, Min would answer. Are you going to divorce? Emmie would ask. No, of course not, they would say together.

Yet this scenario, which Min had seen in films, would never happen in her family. She and Rich had both come into the marriage without any fantasy about the other. Could love find a place in a marriage if it had not started with some degree of fantasy? They were realistic people, and marriage was weather. They lived in it without any desire to control it or change it. They knew each other well enough to know the forecast.



A FEW WEEKS after Min had met the professor, her mother had told her that a young man, who was working in America and was home for a visit, was interested in meeting her. “And this time,” her mother said, “I’ve asked about his parents. They’re just like us, not intellectuals.”

A mail-order bride, Min thought of herself much later, even though she and Rich had dated long-distance through letters and phone calls for eight months. She did not dislike him, though she’d never reread his letters, which often included lists of instructions. “You are what you wear,” he wrote in one letter, going on to explain the importance of dressing in brand-name clothes and shoes “to boost your status and confidence.” “Anyone who does not set his heart on getting rich should be ashamed of himself,” he wrote in another. “Especially in America.” On the phone, he prompted Min to study English and refresh her math skills, as his plan was to enroll her in an accounting program at a community college. From there, she could either find a stable government job with a good pension or, if she was ambitious and smart, join a company or a firm that would pay better.

Rich came from a background similar to Min’s. His father worked in the boiler room of a municipal bathhouse, and his mother in a high-school cafeteria. Rich could have turned out like many of his childhood friends, apprenticing at a factory after middle school. What had stopped him from going down that path was his fifth-grade teacher. Rich first told Min the story during one of their long-distance phone calls, and had since enjoyed repeating it to her and their children.

In the story, Rich and some friends had played truant one afternoon. The next day, the teacher, instead of giving them the usual punishment of extra work, made the boys stand in front of the class, and then asked the other pupils to imagine what the boys would look like in twenty or thirty years.

When no one spoke, the teacher turned to the boys. “All of you will end up like those men sitting out in the alleyways on a summer evening,” she said, “shirtless, stomachs folded over your belts, a beer or a cigarette in your hands, having nothing better to do than yell at your wives and children so that you can feel good about yourselves. If your parents aren’t ashamed of you, I assure you, your children will be.”

Rich always ended his story by quoting the teacher, but Min knew there was more to it. His father had been one of those men. Her own father would have been described similarly. She might have married a man like that had she stayed in Beijing. Perhaps it was wrong to say there had not been any fantasy.

Rich had offered her a change of scenery. She had offered him the possibility of offspring, who would admire and worship him.



WHEN MIN AND Rich agreed, in a phone call, to get married, her mother asked her if she was sure.

Min lied and said yes. What made her decision clear, even before Rich had brought up the subject of marriage, was a visit from the professor. Her mother had been at her newsstand, and when Min opened the door, the professor came into the apartment as though she had been expecting him. He studied the old furniture and the twelve-inch black-and-white television before turning to her. “I’ve been waiting for your call,” he said. “You didn’t keep your promise.”

All of a sudden, it felt childish to pretend she had never met the man. Childish, too, to think he would forget that she still had his books. Min pulled them out from under the newspapers and tried to form a sensible apology, but he cut her off. “I’ve come to set up a regular time to meet so you can study English with me.”

Min thanked him and said that there was no need.

“Why not? You can’t lower your standards because of the way you were brought up.”

“I thought you decided I wasn’t a good match for your son,” Min said.

“But I’ve had a change of heart. You’re like jadeite. Less sympathetic people would think of you as a common rock, but you are not. Someone like me, someone who understands your value, has to make you into a polished masterpiece.”

Min stepped back, but the professor moved closer, his hand resting on her shoulder, his thumb touching her collarbone. “Do you understand?” he said. “I can do a lot for you.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t need your help.”

“Why? Even my graduate students don’t get this kind of attention from me.”

Min shook her head. His fingers clutched her shoulder more tightly. “But I’m dating someone now,” she said.

“What do you mean you’re dating someone? Only two months ago you agreed to marry my son.”

“I didn’t.”

“Why else did you meet me? Who is this man you’re dating? Remember, I can help you go to America.”

“I’m dating someone in America,” Min said. “I’ll marry him.”

The anger in the man’s eyes was not the anger of a concerned father—even at nineteen, Min could tell that. The resentment was that of a betrayed lover. “So you were only using me, but now you found someone better you can use,” he said. “I should’ve known that girls like you have no honor to speak of.”

Another girl would have laughed in his face and called him a lunatic. Another girl would have shaken off his hand and shown him the door. “I’m sorry if I’m disappointing you,” Min said. “I can’t help it.”

“Of course you can. I can still teach you English. You don’t have to marry my son. Just come and visit me. Say yes.”

It was the helplessness of his plea that made Min cringe with pity. She did not want the power he’d handed her. It was not really power but an obligation or, worse, a debt. The moment he’d laid his eyes on her she owed him something. Still, she could not help feeling bad for him. You’re making a fool of yourself, she wanted to say. I’m only a girl, without any status or importance. Why are you embarrassing yourself like this?

Over the years, Min had tried hard not to think about that moment. But when the man’s emails came, she often had an urge to tell her younger self, It’s not he who made a fool of himself but you. It’s you who hastened into a marriage because you thought it was better to marry a man who would not act with such folly. You thought that a man without a crazed look in his eyes would be the right husband, but perhaps a marriage should be more like an illness that the couple agrees to submit to so that they can recover together. Some succeed, others fail, yet two people can’t remain in their separate afflictions and hope for the best.



“LISTEN, I DON’T want you to discuss politics with the girls,” Rich said to Min after the twins went to bed that night.

Min did not reply.

“I don’t want my children to be exposed to this left-wing crap.”

The same conversation would take place in Sandra’s house, though it would be a more heated fight, with words of passion being thrown back and forth like grenades. Yet Sandra would stay married to Chuck, just as Min would stay married to Rich.

“And, for the record,” Rich continued, “if they ask you how you voted, you should either say you voted for Trump or, if you don’t want to say that, tell them you didn’t vote.”

For a moment, Min felt a vindictive joy that the girls already knew to keep the truth about him from the world. In a few years, they would be teenagers. Emmie would be high-strung, unable to mask her moods. Deanna would be coyer, but when she was ready to sabotage her father’s authority, she would do so with more tact, and with more devastation, too. Perhaps Min could just be patient and wait for the twins to grow up. Her mother might have felt the same way after the death of Min’s father: children grow up, and they will solve the problems we can’t solve for them.

They would find new problems, too, those they could not solve. You could wait for a harmless man to die, but he would not let loose his grasp, as if you were part of his life.

Ethan had been in elementary school when the professor first sent Min an email, “to reconnect,” as he put it. The previous summer, he said, he had visited Beijing for the first time since moving to America more than a decade earlier, and on a whim had stopped at Min’s old apartment building. Surprisingly, he wrote, the complex had not been demolished, and her mother still lived there. “All these signs convinced me that I should get in touch with you again,” the professor wrote. “As a lost friend.”

He had written out of loneliness or nostalgia, Min had told herself, trying to be kind in her dismissal. All she had to do was to remain silent. But a silence stoically maintained, she now understood, did not give her any dignity. The next month, and then some time later, he would send another email, reminding her that she was never far from the girl he remembered. In his imagination she would still be young, pretty, and malleable. Her silence would do nothing to stop his boundless imagination.

That night, when Min failed to fall asleep, she opened the man’s email from the night before. In a large font that she hoped would be easy for him to read, she typed, “Please stop writing me.”

Then, on second thought, she erased that, and wrote, “Go to hell.”





Let Mothers Doubt


NARANTUYAA SPENT THE entire afternoon in the Louvre, counting animals. The previous day she had counted angels, stone and marble and bronze, in the Montparnasse Cemetery, but she had begun after a slow lunch, taken pictures of her favorites from several angles, so only covered three-quarters of the ground when the wet November dusk set in. The simple action of naming the numbers, all in the right order, comforted Narantuyaa. Perhaps being alone, being in Paris, she had finally become one with her ancestors on the Mongolian steppe, who, their fates unaccountable, must have found reassurance in their countable livestock. But such a sentimental thought made her feel like a fraud. Narantuyaa’s parents were Mongolians from Hohhot, but few could tell them apart from ethnic Chinese. Thirty-five years ago, they had defected from a Chinese performance troupe after its first stop in San Francisco, along with the party secretary of the troupe and a few others. Narantuyaa’s mother, who had been a soprano, and her father, a morin khuur player, had since transformed themselves into the owners of a Chinese restaurant in a small town in the Central Valley. Narantuyaa, who had never set foot in Asia, was as American as Mongolian beef.

Narantuyaa wondered if she could go to the museum’s information desk afterward and ask for the exact count of animals in the Louvre—painted, sculpted, real or mythical, hidden in a corner, or featured prominently on a canvas. When one spends an afternoon looking for every cat and dog and horse and dove and rabbit and rooster and monkey and lion and fish, one at least deserves to know how close one’s tally is. But if she asked the lady at the desk, “Combien d’animaux sont ici?” the woman might refuse to understand. She was there to offer directions to the lost, and answers to reasonable questions. Narantuyaa stepped into the drizzling dusk and thought, Oh well, life doesn’t come with an information desk. Narantuyaa had traveled to Paris alone because of one live man and two dead men. The tour book said that the population of Paris was over two million. Being among two million strangers made her feel that those three men were no more than dust motes.

In a notebook she bought for the Paris trip, Narantuyaa had made a few lists.

The unoriginal ones: sights to see, museums to visit, French dishes not to miss, chocolatiers for gift-shopping.

The ambitious ones: no emails, no peeking at Instagram and Twitter, no news websites. These she had failed daily.

The achievable ones: count the animals in the Louvre, take pictures of angels—sculpted or carved—in a cemetery, collect twenty-two chestnuts and bury them in a little grave.

Narantuyaa had been out of town the Memorial Day weekend when Jullian died, twenty-two years and a month old. The accident—at least that was how Narantuyaa’s parents preferred to think of it—had happened while he was camping with a few friends in Oregon. Overdose. One of the quickest ways to turn a young life into a data point. In the weeks after, when her friends invited her for a hike on the Russian River, when her coworkers went out for Friday-afternoon drinks, she had declined. She did not mind that her temporary isolation had been mistaken for grief. Eleven years older than Jullian, Narantuyaa had brought her brother up more than their parents had, first on her back in the family restaurant, then helping him navigate a country in which their parents, even after they had received their papers, remained aliens.

Narantuyaa had been spending that weekend, as she had several others, with Mark at his vacation home overlooking the Tomales Bay. At the end of a winding road and surrounded by cypresses and pine trees, it belonged to Mark and his wife, Kim, and the nearest neighbor was a hike away. When Narantuyaa and Mark spent the weekends there, they did not go down to the beach. They sat in the hot tub, made love on the couch, and watched movies that did not require intellectual conversation. When the fog came in, Mark would start a fire, and sipping wine in front of a lit fireplace in the summer made Narantuyaa feel romantic, even though she was not a romantic person. By nature she was lazy, having, she claimed, labored long hours in her parents’ restaurant when she was young. A perfect weekend for her was to lounge on the sofa, waiting for the hummingbirds to visit the feeder on her balcony, checking her social media feeds, and thinking about nothing.

The affair that had begun over an after-work drink—he was a senior director, two floors up in the same building—had come with an expiration date. Kim was in Singapore, taking care of her newly widowed mother, who also needed surgery. Jullian’s death, like Mark’s marriage, was not given any space when Narantuyaa and Mark were together. There was no place for love in the affair. Cheaters they both were: he, on a wife; she, on the memory of a brother.

At a restaurant on rue de l’Université, Narantuyaa was assigned a corner table in a small downstairs room. Over a glass of house white, she took her first peek of the day at her social media, where turkeys and pumpkin pies and bright-colored centerpieces marched like contestants at a beauty pageant. And then there was the other march, of women speaking up about the men in the past—undesired and undesirable, though murkier situations and even minor incidents were sometimes turned into weighty encounters—a reminder that what Narantuyaa thought of as her personal choice had different meanings to those who were not her. In college, she had been a work-study student in a lab, and a graduate student had once confronted her for not showing up at a protest about how the female students and the students of color were represented in the science field. “You can’t just sit there waiting for us to fight for you,” the graduate student had said. “Intellectually and morally passive,” a fellow student had called her, and all she had done, instead of defending herself, was to look at his hair and think how she hated the man bun as a fashion trend.

Mark’s trouble had begun in the fall, after two interns filed complaints. Right away, his interactions with the younger women at the company had to be reexamined: a kiss on the cheek, a pat on the back, a joke that might’ve been simply inept. The company was small enough that gossip spread quickly, yet large enough that a single rumor turned into several. Narantuyaa watched Kim continue to carry herself in an impeccable manner, always as elegant as a bird-of-paradise flower. What was happening in that marriage was beyond Narantuyaa’s imagination, but she had not extended her curiosity beyond the house at Tomales Bay. She had not believed then that she was doing anything to sabotage their marriage. All marriages are sabotageable, and they always crack from within.

One day, Narantuyaa had found an excuse to use the conference room on Mark’s floor. She did not run into him. In hindsight it was silly to want a sighting of him. What could she have said? That he need not worry, as she was a morally and intellectually passive person? That her laziness would be discretion enough?

A young woman entered the restaurant. Two waiters and the maître d’ kissed her cheeks and led her to a table next to the window. She wore light makeup and a half smile with a downward gaze as though she were listening to a tune that she alone could hear. She arranged her cashmere wrap, seemingly weightless, before she sat down. The table nearest to Narantuyaa was shared by an Italian couple, and the next one, a silver-haired American and his date. Both couples—and Narantuyaa, too—watched the woman take her seat. When her wine arrived immediately, she smiled at the glass and then at her own fingers holding the stem, her entire physique arranged for the unmet eyes. Narantuyaa felt an urge to heckle her.

But Narantuyaa was not a heckler. A better way to laugh at mediocrity, she always thought, was to play along and feign admiration. She did not mind that the delight she had was for herself only. Nor did it bother her that people often thought of her as nice—meek, even. Let others live with their certainties about her. The further off the mark they were, the better she enjoyed it.

Few people knew this about her, but Jullian had seen through her. He had once told Narantuyaa that her biggest character flaw was that she took nothing seriously; worse, what’s taken seriously by others, she always turned into a joke that she wouldn’t share with anyone. You’re that stingy, he said. But I don’t like to share anything, she said; I grew up poor. We both did, he said.

Narantuyaa did not correct him: she’d grown up with nothing; he, with something. It takes only a little more than nothing for desires to encroach upon one’s life. That, Narantuyaa thought, was the difference between her and Jullian: one cannot desire what one doesn’t take seriously. You should make more effort, Jullian had advised her. Look past people as though they are all radishes and cabbages, but once in a while, focus your full attention on a man and make him feel he’s interrupted your dream. Look at him like you don’t know if you should be annoyed or grateful.

When had Jullian stopped being a little boy and become an expert in every aspect of life? Narantuyaa was lucky—she had mothered him, yet she was not his mother, and he had grown up to be her closest friend.

Jullian had inherited their parents’ musical talents, and their rashness, too. They had given up a relatively cushy life as performers in China, he exchanging his fiddle for a cleaver and a spatula, she the center stage for a place behind the counter. Jullian could’ve gone to one of the UCs, but after graduating high school he’d decided to pursue a music career. He had always played the lead roles in the school musicals—wasn’t that enough? He had been good at singing and dancing, as their ancestors were. Harsh life breeds expressive talents, but their ancestors’ livelihood had come from their cattle and sheep. Devoting a life to being a musician didn’t make sense to Narantuyaa. Still, she found excuses to write a few checks to him now and then, as she was certain that their parents had done, too.

After Jullian died, their mother had said to Narantuyaa, “I wonder if any mother’s biggest failure is to give birth to a baby. Children always want what their parents can’t give.”

Children want what the world can’t give, Narantuyaa thought, but it’s a mother’s fate to doubt herself, so let mothers doubt.

“There’s nothing wrong that you’re not rushing into a marriage and having babies,” Narantuyaa’s mother said. She used not to hold that view.

Narantuyaa’s father wept often after Jullian’s death, but neither Narantuyaa nor her mother cried much. Perhaps they were truly nomads’ descendants. When wolves tear a sheep apart with their fangs, when a hawk carries a lamb away in its claws, what’s the point of shedding tears? One less in the flock, yet life wouldn’t therefore soften itself for those who remain.

When the young woman’s hors d’oeuvres arrived—before all the other tables received their orders, before her order had been placed—she looked into the waiter’s eyes and touched him lightly on his wrist. She arranged her fork and the knife, took a few pictures of the food with her phone, and repositioned her wineglass for a few more.

The Italians turned their attention back to each other; an older couple, they seemed to say things more with their eyes. The American, his voice loud enough for the room to hear, talked to his companion, once in a while stopping to explain an English idiom. In the short time before Narantuyaa’s food arrived, she had gathered the following information: He’d been born in Ohio and had lived most of his life in Tennessee. He had joined the army after high school—all the male members in his family had—and had later done well with a factory that manufactured mechanical tools and that he had sold at just the right time. After that, he had moved into medical apparatuses, and eventually retired to play golf, and yet, “Turned out there’s only so much golf you can play! Ha-ha, who knew?” He went back to work, driving for a friend’s limousine service—not really for money, just to drive around and chat with people, the best and the easiest job he’d had—and when the friend had a heart attack, he took over the business. He himself had had three bypasses, but his body felt just fine. “If you decide to stay young, you never feel old, you know what I mean?”

His companion nodded. He raised his glass to clink hers. This would be their first date, Narantuyaa thought. The woman looked to be in her early thirties, with a pale complexion, dark wavy hair, and heavy makeup. She smiled and did not say much. “Here’s to a memorable day of walking in the Parisian rain,” he said. So then, Narantuyaa thought, they had spent the day together, and must have a grander plan for the night.

A trip to Paris, Narantuyaa had lied to her friends, was a Christmas present she had planned to give Jullian, but now she would use it herself. Some of them wondered if that was a good idea, if it was too soon, but Narantuyaa was not the kind of person to cause alarm. If she were demanded to further explain the trip, she would say she needed some time to clear her head. As though there were clutter there. Narantuyaa wasn’t neat, but her mental space was clean.

“Ever thought of starring in a porn movie?” Mark had asked her one weekend.

“What?” she’d said, and he’d repeated the question. Narantuyaa wondered if he was joking. He then said that someone like her might successfully dabble in that industry.

“Why? How?”

“Just a feeling.”

“What’s wrong with my current job?” she asked.

“Nothing’s wrong. But aren’t we all,” he said, “dreaming about pivoting to a different life?”

She imagined Mark, in the middle of a dinner with Kim, putting down his fork and saying to her: Great salad, and the salmon is just perfect … So, ever thought of starring in a porn movie? Narantuyaa laughed. “What’s so funny?” he wanted to know, and she asked if he would ask a different woman the question.

“By all means, no!” he said. “Most women easily take offense.”

Narantuyaa said she found it hard to take offense at jokes, good or bad.

“But it’s not a joke,” Mark said. “Don’t you feel that sometimes when you study a person you’d wonder if she’s found the right place for herself? You may surprise people, including yourself.”

Narantuyaa’s hope was to be unsurprising to herself and to the world. And unsurprised, too, though that was not always in her control.



“BUT YOU CAN’T run away,” said Erin, Narantuyaa’s best friend from college, when she’d learned about Narantuyaa’s plan for Paris. Erin worked in another San Francisco start-up in the meatpacking district, and once in a while the two met for lunch, updating each other about their love lives. Many of their school friends had moved on to marriage and parenthood. Erin, like Narantuyaa, had vowed not to become a mother. Erin worried about climate change. Narantuyaa could not imagine bringing up another child after Jullian.

“I just want to be away for a few days,” she said.

“At this moment? Don’t you think it’s your responsibility to stay, to speak up against that man, what’s his name?”

Narantuyaa had told Erin about Mark after the affair ended and his trouble began. She shouldn’t have: had Jullian been alive she might have shared her concern for Mark only with him.

“Why is it my responsibility?” Narantuyaa asked.

“That guy preys on young women,” Erin said. “Do you think you’re the only woman he’s cheated on his wife with just because he can?”

A predator? Mark had been a mere placeholder, just as several boyfriends before him had been. Holding a place for what, though? A great love, Narantuyaa sometimes said to herself, when she felt grandiose. Other times she thought that the men were all alike, placeholders for one another. There was no reason for her to make an evil man out of Mark. Besides, he had seen something that people, other than Jullian, did not see in her. But suppose she said these things to the world; she would be cast aside. The current carries only those who let themselves be absorbed by it.



THE CONVERSATION BETWEEN the American and his date now turned to March Madness. The man explained the concept to the woman, and she smiled uncomprehendingly. The young woman at the neighboring table put down her fork and said, “Forgive me for interrupting. I just can’t help but join in this conversation. I worked for Coach K when I was in college.”

“Did you really?” the man said, slapping his thigh.

The American started to bombard the young woman with questions, most of which she answered as though she was trying not to embarrass him in front of his date. By the time the hors d’oeuvres arrived for the couple, the American had moved halfway between the two tables, his chair angled away from his date, his upper body leaning forward toward the young woman, who had apologized twice that she hadn’t really meant to interrupt their meal.

The American asked questions about the young woman’s life, and seemed to move farther away from his own table toward hers with each answer he received. She had worked in communications, in North Carolina and in Seattle; she had lived in Paris for the last two years; no, she had no specific reason for leaving America, she just wanted a different experience; of course she loved Paris; and yes, her apartment was great, right around the corner from the restaurant. After her story of taking a solo trip and missing a late-night train, he raised his glass and said, “My hat’s off to you. You seem always able to land on your feet so beautifully.”

His date, picking through the escargots, finally brought out a compact and looked at herself in the mirror. The man glanced at her, almost in disgust, then turned to the young woman and asked her for the best things to experience in Paris. He was to stay in France for two more weeks, and after that he would go off to Spain and Portugal. “Nothing is more thrilling than exploring the new,” he said. “But you know that more than anyone, ha-ha.”

The Italians gawked. Narantuyaa, too. Such a predictable drama and yet they couldn’t help feeling gleeful to watch it at a close distance. Easily the young woman could see the man’s vulgarity; easily she knew that she was younger, prettier, and more desirable than his date. But malice or loneliness had made her a predator on this rainy evening.

The American, in the middle of an enthusiastic report about a trip to Scandinavia the year before, spilled wine on his shirtfront. His date gasped, and he gave her an angry look before excusing himself for the washroom. The young woman leaned over to his date and said something in a low voice. Both women laughed, and when the man returned he said that he could see that the atmosphere had changed in his absence.

“Were you talking about me? Were you scheming something?” he asked the women. “Come on, do tell.” But his date only shook her head and pushed a plate of charcuterie across to him.

The Italian woman winked at her husband and then at Narantuyaa. The best art relies so little on language. In the days after Jullian died, Narantuyaa kept remembering a song that her mother used to sing when, after the restaurant was closed, she and Narantuyaa’s father sat around to tally the day’s earnings. The tune had been sorrowful. Narantuyaa had never before thought of asking what the song was about, not even what language it was written in. It’s both in Mandarin and in Mongolian, her mother told her, though Narantuyaa could not hear any difference. It was about a tribal rebel fighting against the government, her mother said, and all the stanzas started with the migration of swan geese between the northern sea and the southern land.

When the entrées arrived for the American and his date, the man had no choice but to shift his chair back to his own table. A loud conversation resumed, though this time he did not hide his impatience when she could not keep up.

The young woman gestured to a waiter who was standing nearby. He removed the woman’s plate and returned with a cup of coffee. She had barely touched her food, though no doubt it would show up in her Instagram feed, sans the man at the next table, sans his neglected date.

Narantuyaa took her notebook out of her purse, scribbled on a page, tore it off, and folded it. How to pass the note to the young woman, though? But Narantuyaa was lucky. After a few sips of her coffee, the young woman bid the American and his date good night and walked to the narrow back of the restaurant. Narantuyaa waited for a couple of minutes before entering the washroom. The young woman was patting her face with a powder puff.

“Excuse me,” Narantuyaa said. “The gentleman at the table next to you asked me to give this to you.”

The young woman’s pause was brief, replaced at once by a half smile. She thanked Narantuyaa and put the note in her purse. Back at her table Narantuyaa savored the fish she had ordered, one of the restaurant’s best dishes, as several websites had attested.

The Italians exchanged words about their dishes. The American, quieter now, gulped down his wine. Perhaps the young woman, upon returning to her apartment, would throw away the note without reading it, but probably she would read it. A note was a note, even if it had come from someone with so few qualities she could respect.

Narantuyaa wished she could share this with someone. She imagined the young woman reading the note. “Ever interested in being a porn star?” was the question Narantuyaa had put down. “Do call!” the exhortation. She had signed a fake name, Ernie Young, along with the name of a hotel, not the one she was staying in but the upscale one across the street from hers.

The young woman might throw away the note with an unperturbed half smile, or else she might find it disturbing, or she might find it inviting. Whatever passed through her mind would remain unknown to Narantuyaa: life was supposed to be so; what mattered was that she had made an effort.



IT WAS MIDNIGHT on the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend when Narantuyaa had got the call about Jullian. Her parents told her only that something had gone wrong and wouldn’t say what. Would he mind her borrowing his car and driving home overnight? she’d asked Mark. And he’d said, of course not, and he would take an Uber back to the city, no need for her to worry. Drive safely, Mark had said, and Narantuyaa had done just that. The freeway was empty, and she was not one to speed, even in an emergency.

Over the Benicia-Martinez Bridge, the fog was so dense that she could barely see anything in front of the headlights. Only when the car was getting close to the end of the bridge did she spot a dark shape on the road. Too late, and she felt a heavy thud against the front bumper. Roadkill on the toll bridge, she thought, how odd. But the night was already beyond odd. Jullian had died—she felt that in her bones. Her mother wouldn’t say anything on the phone, but in the background she had heard her father crying. Oh, when children are out in the world, parents are fated to doubt; yet when no doubt is left for them, nothing good is left, either.

The next day, driving her parents up to Oregon, Narantuyaa heard on the news that the previous night a man had died on the Benicia-Martinez Bridge. The police said there was no telling when he was hit by the first car. The surveillance cameras did not catch him walking onto the bridge, but over 120 cars had driven past that night. Someone called the police at 2:00 a.m. about a wild animal or a farm animal on the bridge. But contrary evidence had since accumulated: several people reported human hair caught on their bumpers. It would take a long time, the news said, for the victim to be correctly identified— if he ever was at all.

Narantuyaa had wondered if she should call the police, too, but the man was already dead when she drove on. Jullian was lucky to have a family mourning his death, or perhaps they were the lucky ones, to have the certainty of the news of his death. If the man who had died on the bridge still had a mother, what could she do but worry about him and wait to hear from him? What bad luck—or was it good fortune?—that her worrying and waiting might never end? When the young woman from the restaurant returned to her apartment, knowing that her elegant clothes had already been peeled off in a stranger’s fantasy, what could her mother do, but picture her living the beautiful life her social media displayed?

Narantuyaa had Mark’s car washed before returning it to him. Perhaps a secret like that would have ended an affair for another woman. Perhaps a brother’s death would have jolted another woman out of a futureless relationship. But in the weeks following, before Kim’s return, Narantuyaa had felt tender toward Mark. A placeholder forestalls further disappointment. An affair for a love, a brother for a child, a life for another life, a death for another death: there are so many ways to be afflicted by one less doubt.





Alone


WHEN THE WAITRESS came to take the order, she asked how Suchen was doing with the smoke.

Suchen replied vaguely that all was well with her, though she had no idea what smoke the waitress was talking about. The man sitting at the next table, an elbow away—the patio was barely large enough for the six tables it held, three of them unoccupied—must have been observing the exchange; he leaned over after the waitress had left and explained that up north the wildfire was just a few miles from the state highway.

The October sky was blue, empty but for some still wisps of cloud. The restaurant, Mony’s, was the last on the block, and the road running past the patio narrowed into an unpaved footpath that vanished into an open field. Apart from the bushes and the grass, green and unaffected by the season, there was not much between the town and the mountains. Ski lifts idled above aspens, their leaves just beginning to show a tinge of yellow. Suchen could sense no trace of smoke in the air.

An old couple, sitting at a third table on the patio, were also discussing the fire, their voices loud enough to be an invitation, and the man next to Suchen wasted no time chiming in. The couple wore matching polo shirts the pale yellow of newborn chicks, and their hair had faded to a similar sandy shade. They lived two valleys north, the wife explained, where fall was already descending with all its colors, and what a beautiful season it would be if it weren’t for this fire. The man eating alone expressed sympathy, and then began musing about fire control: wildfires had existed long before America—or, for that matter, the earth—was claimed by human beings, he said, and there was no point in trying to beat something that was part of nature. The old couple listened, neither agreeing with the man nor withdrawing their smiles, careful not to embarrass a stranger. Suchen looked at the slice of lemon floating among the ice cubes in her glass and blushed, as though the man were her companion. She imagined what the couple would say to each other on their drive home. A husband and wife who behaved so courteously toward the world must have ways of dealing with awkwardness like this—a subtle reference to someone similar they’d encountered, or perhaps just a benign dismissal of the man’s opinions. Suchen wondered what it would be like to be understood without having to speak, the comfort of silence without the threat of misunderstanding or estrangement.

Pure greed, Lei had said, shaking his head mockingly when she had told him that this was what she had dreamed of for their marriage. Of course, he was right, Suchen had readily agreed. If a woman did not desire clothes or jewels or children, she’d said, taking up his tone, although she was the target of its mockery, she would harbor some other form of unreasonable greed, no? He did not reply but poured more wine for her, and then for himself. It was the night before his flight back to China.

When they spoke again, it was about his trip, the few things he needed to pack in the morning in his carry-on, and what she should do with the clothes and other belongings he was leaving behind. What they had not talked about at their last dinner was that they would be taking the most natural and least hurtful course to becoming strangers: their marriage would no longer be on his conscience when he went with his business associates to the nightclubs and karaoke bars of Beijing, where young women blossomed under the dimmed lights, eager to be chosen. In time, he would choose a woman, not one he’d met in a nightclub but someone more companionable and trustworthy, who would not oppose the idea of having children with him, and whose selfishness—if she had any—would be easier for him to understand and to satisfy.

The divorce papers had arrived six months later, mailed to the cottage that Suchen had rented, not far from their old house. She had signed them at once and mailed them back. She had wondered what to do with the wedding ring—a thin, unadorned band; when they had married, sixteen years earlier, they had not been able to afford a more lavish one—and in the end she had put it in the plastic folder where she kept her passport and her green card. She had brought the folder with her, in the car trunk.



AFTER THE COUPLE left, the man told Suchen that his name was Walter. When the waitress came with Suchen’s salad, he asked for a refill of coffee. He appeared to be in his late sixties or early seventies; his hair and beard, both patchily grayed, were bushy. He had on a light blue shirt, buttoned to the top and wrinkled by sweat—it was a warm day, and there was not much of a breeze on the patio. He was in town from Seattle for an event organized by the alumni association of his alma mater, he said; he and his wife had been invited as the top donors from their region.

Suchen stabbed at a slice of pear and wondered if there was a death or a divorce she would learn about. But what difference did it make? A change of circumstance had led the man to eat alone at a ski resort before the first snowfall. Outside the town, there were trails to hike and rivers to fish, but those activities were for people with companions, or for those with solitary souls. It was loneliness that had led him to seek a conversation on a restaurant patio long past the lunch hour, as it was loneliness that had made her empty the refrigerator in the cottage and pack her belongings into five mega-size black plastic garbage bags and drop them outside a Goodwill early one morning. Suchen had left a check in the cottage to cover an extra month’s rent and a note apologizing for breaking the lease. The landlady, who lived next door, was a widow in her seventies. On holidays, her children and grandchildren would visit her, their cars crowding the driveway and spilling onto the street, the lights in the house burning late into the night. Suchen wondered what the landlady would tell her children about the runaway tenant at the next Thanksgiving dinner—or perhaps the incident would have been forgotten by then, and an ad would already have brought a replacement for Suchen.

Walter asked Suchen where she was from. Los Angeles, she said, although she knew he’d meant where she was from originally. China was not an answer Suchen gave people these days; there was no point in making unnecessary connections to strangers, in discovering whose neighbors, friends, or acquaintances had traveled to her country. The last time she had been there was for her mother’s funeral, eight years ago, and before that, two years earlier, for her father’s. She had not kept in touch with her siblings—a brother and a sister, both younger than she—whose attitude toward her had gone from intimidation in their youth to indignation as adults.

They must have been given some explanation after the accident, as their parents had insisted on calling it, when Suchen’s picture was printed in the county and province newspapers, alongside the pictures of five other girls, hers the only one not framed in black. The pictures had been taken the previous year, when the girls had entered middle school, the standard one-inch black-and-white photos for school registration. Suchen’s mother had immediately thrown out any newspapers that had come into their house, though Suchen later read about the incident at the town center, where newspapers were displayed in glass cases. A senseless tragedy, it was called, and she was described as a reticent and prematurely aged survivor. Her report card, which demonstrated neither excellence nor deficiency, was reprinted, proof, along with her neighbors’ comments confirming that her family was a respectable one and she a normal child, that the tragedy had been beyond any adult’s ability to foresee. Information about the five other girls was given, too, but in a less detailed manner, as if the dead deserved respect rather than understanding.

Had it happened now, Suchen thought, she would have been sent to a psychologist, but the talk twenty-nine years ago had been whether she should be allowed to return to school or whether other options—a reform school, for instance, or an asylum for the disturbed—were more suitable. In the eyes of her neighbors and her schoolmates, Suchen had seen fear and awe, as if she carried a rare infectious disease, and in the end it was her family’s move to another province that had ended the episode. Suchen had always wondered if her siblings remembered their childhood as severed because of her; their parents, after the move, had forbidden them to talk about their old home.

When Suchen asked the waitress for her check, Walter finally picked up his. The waitress gave Suchen a sympathetic look, but did not make any comment.

He had been in town for two days, Walter said as he followed Suchen into the street. The waitress’s name was Antoinette, he continued, and she was from Boise, one of those kids who would never leave their home state. The manager was the niece of the owner, who lived in Colorado. Come to think of it, Walter added, it was funny that a man would choose to live in a skiing state and open a restaurant at a ski resort in another state.

At the corner, Suchen paused, waiting for Walter to step into the crosswalk first so that she could choose another direction. Walter stopped, too, and pointed at the broad, unmarked street. “See how the streets of the Wild Wild West are different from the streets of your Los Angeles. Imagine a hundred, a hundred and fifty years ago: folks drove their horse carriages down this same street, and they were probably too busy to think about us.”



SUCHEN HAD DRIVEN along the Pacific coast for five days before turning inland. She had originally planned to cross the border into Vancouver, where years ago, on her first trip to North America, she’d spent an eight-hour layover on the way to Austin, Texas. She had looked up the schedules of ferries, and was certain that at this time of year night would have fallen by the time the last ferry left Horseshoe Bay. She was planning to leave her car in the parking lot, along with her suitcase and her legal papers. It would appear to be an accident at first, a woman slipping into the dark sea and never surfacing again. After a while, the police would gather the other pieces of the puzzle, the easy parts, but by then she would be beyond reach and would not be expected to explain her decision, as had been the case years earlier, when, as the one who had lived, she was made to account not only for her own survival but also for the deaths of the other five girls.

Suchen hung the “Do Not Disturb” tag on her hotel-room door and let herself out onto the balcony, where two chairs and a small table, made to look like solid wood but with less weight, fitted snugly. She imagined a vacationing couple sitting where she was now, a bottle of wine left untouched for as long as the silence lasted. She and Lei could have ended their marriage on a balcony like this—on a mild day during the snow season, their last shared memories the white mountains close by, the ski lifts moving tirelessly and smoothly uphill and downhill, and small colorful dots sliding down the slopes: actions viewed from afar. When they had first come to America, Lei had insisted that they be active in their local Chinese community. Later, when he had secured a position at an investment bank, he had pushed for a more mainstream American life. For years, Suchen had felt as though she were standing at the edge of a beach, holding a line that flew Lei into life like a kite over the sea—or was it the other way around? But even the most trustworthy hand could eventually find it difficult to keep its grip on a taut line. Suchen had continued watching from afar while couples their age began to have children, and when Lei had joined the other overseas Chinese returning to the mother country to make their fortunes, she had not accompanied him on his trips. Soon he had begun to spend more time in Beijing, flying back to Los Angeles every other month, out of some sense of duty.

An autumn breeze drove a few leaves across the street. Suchen tried to imagine this sleepy town engulfed by a raging fire, but she couldn’t picture it. There were places that would never be destroyed by a fire or a tornado or an earthquake, just as there were those lucky people who escaped disasters unscathed. Once upon a time, she had been considered one of those people, by her husband and the few friends to whom she had revealed her version of the story. A boating accident, she had told Lei when he was courting her in college. A boating accident that had killed five girls aged twelve and thirteen and left another feeling forever on the verge of drowning—she could see, from the look of concern and pity in his eyes, that he had interpreted her melancholy air that way. Any man who’d had a happy childhood and an uncomplicated adolescence could mistake the initial shock of encountering the senselessness of life as a sign of falling in love, the desire to protest and protect confused with a desire to love. He had been worn out by her, Lei had said toward the end of the marriage, not without bitterness. Sixteen years was a long time for anyone to endure a wife who had neither faith nor interest in the worldliness of marital life, he said, and she wondered if, by letting her go, he had finally outgrown his youth. His next wife would certainly not stand as a trophy in the tug-of-war between Lei and fate, death, and any mystery beyond his understanding.

A man stopped on the other side of the street and waved up at Suchen. She recognized the bushy hair and the blue shirt, yet for a moment she willed her face to stay expressionless, hoping that Walter would think that he had waved at the wrong woman. But without a trace of doubt, he crossed the empty street. Would she care for a cup of coffee, he called up. From where she stood, her elbows resting on the railing three floors above, he looked, despite his gray hair and beard, like a small child waiting for permission that he was almost certain would not be granted. She would have refused him politely had they been standing together on the ground, but looking down at his upturned face, she felt that any excuse would be trivial. She signaled for him to wait, and when she entered the bedroom, the air-conditioned atmosphere made her shiver as though she had just stepped into a pool of cold water. Suchen thought of Walter wandering the strange town, searching for a friendly face on a restaurant patio or a hotel balcony, and tried to convince herself that she had agreed to the coffee because of the helplessness that an old man could not erase from his face.



WALTER TOOK HER to a café at the back of a gift shop. Apart from an idle man half-heartedly flipping through a book of local attractions, there was no one in the front of the shop, where miniature carved boats and model fish aged unwanted on the shelves. At the back of the shop, dim but for a single lamp hanging from the ceiling, there were a few unvarnished wooden tables. An old man at the counter nodded in greeting when he saw Walter. It was three o’clock in the afternoon, the best time for those in the mountains to revel in the joys of hiking and fishing before the sunshine thinned into dusk, but in the shop, time seemed to be stranded, day taking forever to turn into night. The browser picked up a snow globe and shook it; when his cell phone beeped, he perked up and left abruptly. Out of reflex, Suchen fumbled in her purse and found her phone.

“Are you waiting for a call?” Walter asked.

Suchen nodded and then shook her head. For a year, when she had not yet given up trying to be the wife Lei had hoped her to be, she had let herself be absorbed into a group of women who met one Saturday a month at a local café for brunch and gossip. After a while, she began to set an alarm on her cell phone; when it rang she would apologize for having to take an important phone call and leave. She could see the suspicion in the other women’s eyes: she, a childless woman whose husband was enjoying a round of golf with their husbands—what urgency could she have but a secret love affair? If any of the women had ever mentioned this to their husbands, or if any of the husbands had mentioned it to Lei, Suchen would never know. Soon afterward, she had stopped replying to the group emails, and eventually the invitations had stopped coming.

The waiter came over to take their order: iced tea for Suchen, a strangely named energy drink for Walter. The waiter’s face, tanned to a dark brown and deeply wrinkled, reminded Suchen of a walnut shell, yet his eyes, even in the dim light, glimmered with alertness, like the eyes of a mountain lion. He was wearing a T-shirt that was too big for his skinny body, and his hair, grayish white, was pulled up into a bun on top of his head. When he talked, his tone was unhurried. He did not chat with Walter as a waiter would with a returning customer, yet there was something in his manner that showed friendliness.

“He spent forty-plus years in India and only came back two years ago,” Walter said when the man had gone back behind the counter. “Grew up in Connecticut and was a hippie for a while, but look at him now—all you see is an old sage, something this country could never produce.”

Suchen wondered why the man, after spending almost a lifetime in India, had chosen to return. Once you knew a slice of someone’s story, you wanted to understand more, she thought. Yet when Walter walked around town gathering other people’s stories, his curiosity led him not to understand the world better but only to marvel at it.

“Are you in town just for tonight?” Walter asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow, too,” Walter said. “The event is this evening, but I came early to have a bit of time to myself. It’s a nice place when it’s not busy.”

There was not much to say to this, so Suchen agreed that indeed the town was quiet and lovely.

Walter waited a moment and then said that the hosts were a couple who produced a popular HBO show. Suchen apologized and said she did not watch TV, and Walter seemed disappointed. Not that he watched much TV, either, he said, but he thought that she, being from Los Angeles, would be familiar with these things. When Suchen did not speak, he asked her where she was going.

It was the most natural question to ask a traveler. A waitress with her hair dyed purple, in a town called Fortuna, had called Suchen “honey” and asked her where she was headed; a mechanic in a coastal town, whose name Suchen had forgotten, had changed a flat tire for her and then asked, too. Vancouver, she had replied both times, and both times her questioners had seemed impressed by the distance she had traveled. She was not in a particular hurry, she had said when the waitress asked how many hours she had to put in each day. More of a road trip than seeing the city, she had replied unconvincingly when the mechanic, with a mild stutter, commented that he wouldn’t care for that long of a drive, even though Vancouver was said to be a fine city. She did not tell anyone that she spent much of her time looking out at the Pacific from empty beaches, some of them narrow with coarse sand, though farther north many of the beaches were rocky, desolate in the falling dusk, when seagulls circled hungrily and waves deposited dead seaweed. These beaches made Suchen think of a ragged shoreline in Ireland or the clashing waves of the North Sea at the mouth of a Norwegian fjord. She did not know why she thought of these places, only that she would never have a chance to visit them, along with many other places on many other continents, to confirm or correct her imaginings. The morning before, she had decided to leave the coast, convincing herself that she wanted to drive across the Rockies and see the big sky in the western states. She would always be able to find a patch of water, she told herself, but even when she was studying the rivers and lakes in the road atlas she knew she was procrastinating.



“SAY, DO YOU want to come with me to the event this evening?”

Suchen looked up quickly, but there did not seem to be a trace of guile in Walter’s face. She didn’t have the right outfit for a social gathering, Suchen said—not the best excuse but the first to occur to her.

Walter glanced at Suchen, and she knew he wanted to say that she would look just fine in her blouse and skirt; she knew, too, that he could tell she was inventing an excuse. “Is there anything that’s bothering you?” he asked in a gentle voice, leaning over his dark green drink.

Traveling alone must have made her sink too easily into her own thoughts, she said.

“My wife died earlier this year,” Walter said. “Leukemia. We were married for thirty-five years.”

“It must be hard for you,” Suchen said, looking into her iced tea. She wondered if he had informed the townspeople he had met of his loss: the waitress at the restaurant, who was too far removed from death to be sympathetic; the old man here at the café, who, despite his kindness, would not feel sufficiently attached to this ephemeral world to acknowledge the loss as irreplaceable.

“She asked for a divorce when she knew she wouldn’t live long.”

“Why?” Suchen said, though as she spoke she realized that she might already know the answer. She imagined the wife watching Walter and herself aging, waiting to endure his death, aware that the solitude afterward would be enough of a compensation. Her illness must have come as a disappointment; life had not been lenient enough to let her keep her secret. Her desire to be alone while still alive must have ultimately trumped the guilt that came from making an incomprehensible request of a husband who would soon lose his wife.

“If only I knew the answer,” Walter said, his voice hoarse; but when Suchen looked up he was studying his palms, dry-eyed. On his ring finger was a wedding band, aged though not dulled. “My children told me that sometimes illness makes people act strangely.”

“Did you agree to divorce her?”

“No,” he said, his tone defensive. “How could I?”

“I thought that was what she wanted.”

She had asked twice in one week, Walter said, but when he had said no both times she had not mentioned it again.

Why dwell on a minor episode when death was the more lasting tragedy, Suchen wanted to ask, although she knew that long after he accepted his wife’s death he would remain tormented by her request for a divorce. When the dead departed, they took away any falsehoods that they might have allowed us to believe while alive; we who are left behind have to embark on a different life, since the dead are no longer here to help us deceive ourselves. Suchen had often wondered how she and the five girls would have turned out if the others had not drowned. They would have drifted apart, she suspected, becoming wives and mothers, and if they had ever reunited, they would have been too occupied with their earthly duties to let the memory of their scheme surface. Yet through their absence the girls had made themselves more present than anyone else in Suchen’s world, and she had lived not only for herself but for their unconsumed lives: when she sat in a movie theater on a weekday afternoon, the tears she shed were not for the romance on the screen but for a love story that might have broken the heart of one of the girls; when she reluctantly mingled with strangers at a party, she was convincing the girls that they had not missed much in this life; at the farmers market, she picked up fruits with exotic names and fragrances because the girls had not heard of or tasted them in their small hometown; when she was having sex with Lei, she watched them watch him with pity in their eyes, because only they knew that he would never be able to touch her the way their deaths had touched her. “You should feel lucky you are the one alive,” Suchen said. “There are many things in life that are stranger than death.”

Walter looked up, stung, Suchen thought, by the cruelty of her words. She unfolded her white paper napkin and began to dab her straw on it, leaving faint tea-colored dots. “When I was thirteen, five friends and I decided to commit suicide together,” she said, and without meeting Walter’s eyes, she shook her head. “You want to ask why. Everyone did. The truth is I could not answer that question at the time and I still can’t answer it. All I can tell you is that it was not an impulsive action. We talked and we planned and we carried it out almost to the end.”

Almost: Suchen watched Walter flinch at the word and then let hope flicker in his eyes. A scheme like theirs could have failed easily. They could have stopped it at any moment: When they had looked in the almanac to choose the date (there was no day described as good for killing oneself, so they had settled for a day on which it was good to take a journey). Or when they had pooled their allowances to buy an expensive bottle of liquor and hidden it in the tall weeds on the far shore of the reservoir the day before the chosen date. The field had been awash with May sunshine when they set out after lunch, their schoolmates returning to classes while they, buoyant in their truancy, gathered nameless blue and white flowers that they later scattered carelessly near the dock. An adult bicycling on his way out of town could have yelled at them from the road, asking why they were not in school. Uncle Liang, the town’s hermit, who lived in a shack by the reservoir, could have woken from his midday nap early and caught the young thieves clumsily rowing his boat into the open water.

They had taken turns rowing in pairs until they were out of immediate sight of the town and the road, and when they stopped, the boat rocked slightly under their shifting weight, the water almost even with the rim. For a while they sat, and Suchen remembered the splash of a fish breaking the surface of the water, and two egrets taking off with unhurried elegance, one after the other. The girls could have decided to row back and face the questions from their parents and teachers, spending an extra Saturday afternoon in school for their misdemeanor; such a possibility, however, had not occurred to Suchen, and if any of the other girls had thought of it they hadn’t brought it up. They had giggled as they divided the liquor among six identical enamel cups, their school registration numbers printed in red on the bottoms, and when they had encouraged one another to drink they’d done so with laughter and coughing and, later, tears. Why, her parents had asked her when it was all over; so had the parents of the five girls, wishing her dead, no doubt, so that their own daughters could be revived; the schoolteachers and the reporters had asked, and now, too, sitting across from her, a man whom she barely knew. “Why?” Walter said, his voice far away, as if coming to her in a dream. “What happened?”

“The other five girls drowned,” Suchen said. She did not say that none of them had known how to swim; nor did she say that after they had swallowed the liquor they had cried, not out of fear or regret but because there was nothing left, by then, for them to do. When they had stepped into the water, the boat had overturned, and the chaos afterward seemed to last only a few seconds—not much of a chaos, because Suchen did not remember any of her friends making a noise or struggling. For years, she had tried in vain to make sense of that moment of farewell, but all she could recall was two heads bobbing before vanishing under the boat, the linked arms of two other friends, and a wave from Meimei, the youngest of the six, as she sank beneath the surface. Suchen never understood what had driven her to grasp the oar at the last moment. The water had been cold, her teeth had chattered, but her hands had not let go of the oar—perhaps she had been a true coward, or perhaps she had been overcome by animal instinct, hanging on to life blindly. We had to, she had replied when her questioners would not leave her alone, although no one had understood her. At the border of life and death, said a folktale, there was a river called the River of Forgetting, and on the bridge an old woman called Mrs. Dream offered tea to travelers; once you drank her tea and crossed the bridge, you would forget everything on this side of the world. Many times, in the five weeks during which their talk had gone from a hazy idea to a concrete plan, they had promised one another that they would not drink Mrs. Dream’s tea. They would travel together in the next world as they had in this world, their love and understanding of one another free from families and other earthly burdens.

“But why? Why did six young girls want to do a crazy thing like that?” Walter said, the gentle concern in his eyes replaced by an angry and disapproving look.

“If only I knew the answer,” Suchen said. Afterward, while the girls’ parents and teachers groped for any possible explanation—divorced parents for one of the girls; an older sister’s failed affair that had ended with the birth of an illegitimate baby; difficult schoolwork; the unhealthy influence of cheap romance novels; hormones and adolescent mood swings—Suchen had remained contemptuously silent, the last warrior standing between the world and her felled comrades.

Walter fidgeted in his seat, unable to find the right words for his curiosity—or perhaps he was simply eager to end the conversation. People would have shaken their heads in pity had one young girl decided to kill herself, but when six girls took a journey like that together people felt threatened and rejected by a bond they could not understand. Suchen imagined what Lei would have said had she told him the truth; over the years, she had thought of making the confession, thinking that a man who shared his life with her deserved more than a lie, more than silence. But how could she have explained to him that she had never guessed the meaning of Meimei’s wave, that she would never know if Meimei had been beckoning her to come along on a joyous journey or begging her, the last one afloat, to save her? Lei had insisted that a new life in a new country—marriage, friendship, children—would save her from her despair, but why would she want to be saved when her friends and their memories would become the casualties of her battle to live on?

Suchen looked up at the afternoon sunshine, framed by the rectangular door, waiting to claim Walter and herself. Perhaps Walter would invite her once more to join him for the evening; perhaps she would say yes, another procrastination, like the detour from the coast. When they parted, both would feel vaguely comforted, he by the momentary warmth he had offered another human being whose senseless tragedy had eclipsed his bewilderment, she by the knowledge that it had been good of her to let Lei go, that he would not become an old man seeking companionship among the strangers in the world.





When We Were Happy We Had Other Names


THE FUNERAL DIRECTOR would be right with them, a woman’s voice said through the intercom when they rang the bell. After standing on the porch for a minute and then another minute, Jiayu and Chris sat down on two wicker chairs, a small round table with a potted yellow chrysanthemum between them. It was a cloudless day, the sky intensely blue. A pair of squirrels were chasing each other on the lawn, and some unseen birds in the trees, which had yet to change colors, made loud noises, a game of hue and cry in the quiet neighborhood. Perhaps the real setting of every Shakespeare play, Jiayu thought, is a wall-less waiting room like this: life as an antechamber to death.

That thought, four months later, struck Jiayu as unnecessarily theatrical. Who was she to talk about Shakespeare, when the last time she had read him was in college, in Beijing, for an English degree she had made little use of? Now, when Jiayu thought about the sun-soaked days immediately after Evan’s death, she realized that the woman whose voice she and Chris had heard through the intercom on that first and subsequent visits had never appeared in person. There was no front desk at the funeral home. Every time the door had opened, it was the funeral director’s handshake they’d encountered.

The first time Jiayu had phoned, the soft-spoken man had said, “Oh, God,” after he had asked for Evan’s date of birth and received the answer.

But the voice on the intercom belonged to someone, a receptionist who did not need a name tag. And she’d be spared meeting with all those clients, day in and day out, who never would have set foot in the house were it not for death’s mandate. Jiayu had never previously given a moment of thought to the receptionist in any other office. Yet this unmet woman, having remained faceless, refused to be reduced to a generic receptionist. The dead, too, should never become generally and generically dead, but that, Jiayu had realized as she read a recent article on the alarming statistics of teenage suicides, was a futile protest.



DEATH BROUGHT A new routine. There were grief support groups to join, letters from relatives and friends to attend to, pleading phone calls to make to Naomi, who was a college sophomore in Wisconsin and who, after the funeral, had begun to limit her parents’ access to her life. This new, flimsy routine reminded Jiayu of her first transistor radio, a birthday present from her grandfather when she turned five. It was a luxury for a five-year-old. Frustrating, too, since it was not easy for her fingers to maneuver the dial to find the one station with a half-hour afternoon preschool program.

And when she did succeed, the dial stayed at the right frequency for no more than a few minutes before it began to shift, and the songs about the thieving foxes and partying bears would drift into static.

How did that girl with the radio in her lap become this woman, in the middle of her life, with so many dials failing? Sometimes Jiayu parked her car in front of the garage door, unable to push the button to open it. Other times, she cleaned the house tirelessly, or chopped onions until they became a translucent puddle of tears on the cutting board. Why she balked at the garage door or ill-used the onions she did not ask, because the answer was a given. Any action, any feeling, erratic or not, fell under the all-encompassing umbrella called grief.

Grief? What is grief? One morning when Jiayu opened her eyes she said to the ceiling, Grief, I don’t know who you are, so don’t pretend you know who I am.

She and Chris went back to work right after the funeral. Jiayu administered cultural-exchange projects at the public university in a neighboring town. Chris managed the medical-engineering department at a local hospital. Both had struggled at first, Chris leaving work a few times, Jiayu hiding in the ladies’ room and weeping for two days in a row, but they carried on with a steadiness that appeared stoic to the world. Jiayu tidied up their garden and planted the autumn bulbs before the first frost. Chris winterized the irrigation system. Together they bought pumpkins from a roadside stand, four as usual. Both texted Naomi daily, knowing that behind the cold mask there was a heart as damaged as theirs. After some time, Naomi softened and agreed to come home for Thanksgiving.

In their own minds it was not stoicism that sustained them but defeatism. At the end of the workday, when one of them felt paralyzed—they fell into that state by turns—the other would insist that they drive to a park in a nearby town. There they were just a middle-aged couple taking a walk in the dusk. Dusk fell earlier day by day and then took a leap into darkness in early November.

But why? one of them would say, breaking the silence on their walk.

And why him?

I didn’t see it coming, did you?

No, I thought it was adolescence.

I thought so, too. I imagined adolescence as a difficult exam everyone has to take.

Not everyone passes.

It’s so hard to be a young person these days.

Harder than it was for us, isn’t it?

A lot of researchers think so. I read about it in the newspapers.

But I don’t understand. He talked about his swimming meet that morning. I thought he looked excited.

And the way he talked about his driver’s license. I was going to take him to the DMV first thing on his birthday. I was going to call the school and say he had a doctor’s appointment.

Do you think something happened at school?

If none of his friends knew …

You’d think with so many friends …

And a happy childhood …

We did give him a happy childhood, didn’t we?

He said so himself.

Naomi says so, too.

What went wrong, then?

We’ll never know.

Not knowing is hard.

It’s so hard.

The hardest, isn’t it?



FIFTY YEARS AGO, Jiayu and Chris might have caught side-glances in their Midwestern town. But now it was not a big deal for a man who’d grown up on a corn farm and a woman who’d grown up in a Beijing alleyway to marry and lead a family life not much different from their neighbors’, even though Chris’s mother had said several times at the wedding that to her it was a mind-boggling miracle. Their marriage—nineteen years this past summer—had had its share of stumbles, the kind that occurred in any marriage. Together Jiayu and Chris had striven to make a solid life, parenting Naomi and Evan with common sense and love. How had something this colossal found and trapped them, Jiayu thought, when they were so ordinary, so unambitious, so inconspicuous? The death of a child belonged to a different realm—that of a Greek tragedy or a mawkish movie. What was the probability of an ant’s being struck by lightning? And for the ant to survive and toil on? With what wounds?

Jiayu started a spreadsheet on her computer. Family members, relatives, neighbors, acquaintances—she tried to list all those she had met who had died. She put in what she could remember, the birth and death year for each person and the cause of death, leaving question marks here and there, though she could have looked up an obituary to find the missing information. What she wanted was to test her own memory. If she could remember a story or two about each of the dead, they would not be reduced to the generally and generically dead.

Take, for instance, Mrs. Eileen Wilson, one of the oldest guests at Jiayu’s wedding. A cousin of mine, Mrs. Wilson had told Jiayu at the reception, was a missionary in China.

When was that? Jiayu asked.

1891, Mrs. Wilson said.

My grandfather was born that year, Jiayu said.

What a coincidence! My cousin died that year. He was in Shandong Province for two months and got his head chopped off, Mrs. Wilson said, placing a hand on her own neck.

Oh, my goodness, Jiayu said. I’m so sorry.

The old woman laughed. Pah, you don’t have to apologize. I never met him. I’ll tell you who I would love to have met. My great-aunt Sallie. She stole five sheep from her neighbor. Back then you’d get hanged for that crime, but she was pardoned on account of being a woman.



THINKING ABOUT THE deceased was nothing like traveling down memory lane. Memory lane, Jiayu said to herself, what an odd phrase. Only an organized mind could have come up with it.

Remembering was not like walking along a tree-lined path with wooden posts marking the years. Memory was a haystack. Search for any one story and you’d get a hundred stories, none of them complete.

And the stories kept coming. They were distractions from thinking about Evan, even though distraction was unattainable, and thinking about Evan was the wrong way to put it. Thinking, like remembering, was an action of retrospect. But Evan was here all the time: in the new, elaborate recipes she tried on weekends, in the vases of flowers she placed around the house to combat bleakness, in the hollow voice of the guided-meditations app that brought her little reprieve from heartache.

She left the spreadsheet open on her computer. Each name was more than just a story of a death. Take Sister Wen’s husband, for instance. Sister Wen, the youngest daughter of the family who’d lived next to Jiayu’s in Beijing, was fourteen years older than Jiayu. When Sister Wen started dating a police officer, every Sunday morning Jiayu would wait for him at the entrance of the alley. The moment he arrived on his motorcycle, she would run back. It didn’t matter that Sister Wen was already standing in the yard, listening for the engine. Jiayu wanted to be the one to shout, He’s here, he’s here, he’s here, as though she were a magpie, bringing the early good tidings of the marriage.

Fifty, liver cancer. When Jiayu typed this next to the man’s name, she could not see him as an older man. Once, he and Sister Wen had taken Jiayu for a ride. Jiayu had climbed into the sidecar, clutching the metal bar in front of her and looking up at Sister Wen and her boyfriend: she in an apricot-colored dress, he in a white uniform. When we were happy we had other names: Jiayu remembered reading the line as a student, though she could not recall the context now. A young couple in love and a child wanting nothing more than to witness that love story—what were they all now? A dead man, a widow, and a mother who had lost a child.

But Jiayu was not the first parent to lose a child. Of this she constantly reminded herself. There was her cousin Ming, whose baby had died of leukemia before she turned two. The baby had faded from Jiayu’s memory, though she knew that if she opened an old album she would find a picture of her.

After she died, many relatives had shed tears, but how many of them could tell a story about that little girl now? Min had another child later, a healthy boy. An aunt who treasured sons more than daughters had said to Jiayu’s mother once that the whole thing could be seen in a positive light, since the baby’s death had made room for the little brother. Sometimes a daughter is just bad news, the aunt had said, and the one-child policy certainly doesn’t help.

And there was Yingying, Jiayu’s playmate before the pair had moved to different elementary schools. Their mothers taught together at the Beijing No. 2 School for the Deaf and the Mute, and the girls would play together in the schoolyard in the afternoon as they waited for their mothers to get off from work. A year younger than Jiayu, Yingying was a timid girl, and Jiayu liked to tease her with a caterpillar hidden in a matchbox or a beetle let loose on the back of her hand. Yingying would cry, and Jiayu would comfort her, and then they would reconcile, all the while pretending that they did not notice the students around them, most of whom were boarders supported by the government. They were much older, some in their late teens, ready to leave school after an apprenticeship.

Jiayu wondered now if they had both been performing a little, she seeking any excuse to make Yingying cry, and Yingying welcoming every opportunity to make loud noises that would differentiate the two of them from the students. Some of them stood in a half circle around Jiayu and Yingying, staring unsmilingly at the two girls and then gesturing among themselves. It thrilled Jiayu to know that they were talking about her and her friend. There was no other way for her and Yingying to enter that silent world than by being at the center of the half circle, speaking to each other without having to move a finger.

A year ago, Jiayu’s mother had called to report the death of Yingying. Ovarian cancer, forty-three, her daughter just starting middle school. Jiayu could not see her childhood playmate as a woman in a coffin, a mother’s lost child, a child’s lost mother. But what difference did seeing make? Perhaps grief was nothing but disbelief.



THE FIRST SNOW fell and melted. And the second snow. After that, there was no reason to keep counting. The neighbors put up Christmas lights, blue and white icicles under the eaves, orange and red bulbs outlining the evergreens, a deer pulling a sleigh in one front yard, wide-winged angels trumpeting in another. The world was not new and offered little evidence that it would ever be new again. Perhaps grief was the recognition of having run out of illusions.

Would decorating the house make us too sad? Jiayu asked one evening as they parked in front of their unlit house.

Would we be sadder if we didn’t?

What do you think Evan would’ve wanted us to do? I don’t know. I can talk myself into either option.

Same here.

What about the Christmas tree? What about the four stockings Jiayu had embroidered with their names? What about going to Mrs. Erickson’s house on Christmas Eve? Mrs. Erickson’s granddaughter and Evan had been born a day apart, and had, for different reasons, stayed in the NICU in adjacent rooms. After that, Mrs. Erickson had turned Evan into another grandchild of hers, and for fifteen Christmases they had joined Mrs. Erickson and her extended family, feasting on baked ham, scalloped potatoes, and krumkake. Afterward they sang Christmas carols, accompanied by Mrs. Erickson on an old upright piano, which was tuned once a year for the occasion.

Every question asked led to a dead end. Jiayu figured that one of these days she and Chris would look at each other and, without hesitation, drive to the lot to pick out a tree. Chris would put up the lights and Jiayu would arrange the stockings, including Evan’s, on the mantel. When the invitation came from Mrs. Erickson, they would ask if they could bring pot stickers, their usual contribution. They would do everything as they had always done it. “Always” was an untrustworthy word. Still, what could one do but abide by the rule of “always”? In a fallible life, it was a path no better or worse than any other.



THE SPREADSHEET STOPPED growing. The ache remained unmitigated. A person’s knowledge of death could be exhaustible, yet it did nothing to exhaust the pain of losing a child. If Jiayu were to start a spreadsheet of people who were alive and healthy and happy, perhaps she would end up with a much longer list, but if many deaths could not produce an effective antidote to one death, what difference would many lives make?

It occurred to Jiayu that someday Evan might appear on another person’s list. The thought neither consoled nor disturbed her. On the spreadsheet there was Hua, a high-school classmate who had committed suicide the year before they graduated. There was the father of Jiayu’s preschool friend, who had killed himself two years ago, one evening after he finished rehearsing with the retirees’ choir. Jiayu had never once spoken to Hua in high school. Her friend’s father wore dark-framed glasses, but that was all she could remember.

Still, she returned to the spreadsheet often, trying to recall one more moment, one more detail. Sometimes a new name occurred to Jiayu, amazing her, as though the dead were patiently waiting for her to recover them. An old woman known as Granny Brave, who had lived alone in the next alleyway, was said to have been a peasant partisan during the Second World War. After her death, this was confirmed by the newspapers, which also printed a picture of the Brave Girl—her nickname during the war—when she was a teenager, her hair chopped short, a carbine on her shoulder, and two unsheathed daggers haphazardly tucked into her belt. In third grade, Jiayu and her best friend had schemed to win a yearlong contest that consisted of doing good deeds, and they decided that they would visit Granny Brave every day, cleaning her house, running errands for her, preparing simple meals, and listening to her reminisce about her legendary war years. She waved them away the first two times they came, and when they persevered she chased them out with a broom. If they dared to show up again, she admonished, she would report them to the school as harassers of a veteran revolutionary. Oh, such humiliation, such injustice, Jiayu thought now, feeling, for the first time in a long while, the urge to laugh. She remembered that, the day after Granny Brave’s threat, she and her friend had dug up ten earthworms and hurled them into the old woman’s yard.

Oh, what fun to relive the years of the young and the undefeated.

Or to retrace the lives of the old and the accomplished. Of all the people on her list, Jiayu was most often drawn back to her grandfather. He had lived a long and happy life and had died at the age of 101. He had been a good husband to his wife, a loving father to his eight children, affectionate and fair to all his grandchildren. He had not cried when Min’s little girl died but had given each of his great-grandchildren born after that a silver longevity lock—a pendant with “A Hundred Years of Long Life” engraved on one side and “Wealthy, Lucky, Safe, and Peaceful” on the other—to secure their fragile existence.

In his old age, after the death of his wife, he had spent part of his time living with each of his children and part traveling alone, sometimes stopping by the homes of those grandchildren who had established families of their own. Because Jiayu’s mother was the youngest of the siblings, her family often received her grandfather in August. Never did the visit extend beyond a few weeks. He did not allow himself to become a nuisance to anyone.

Her grandfather’s life alone would make a good memory lane, Jiayu thought. His stay had usually overlapped with her summer holiday, and she had been his companion on his morning jogs, evening strolls, and many outings to the palaces and parks of Beijing.

She could, while sitting in front of the computer, walk down memory lane in the Summer Palace or the Forbidden City, as long as she followed the never-changing routes: from a round pavilion to an octagonal pavilion, from an arched stone bridge to an arched wooden bridge, from a koi pond with lily pads to a koi pond without lily pads. On the hottest days, they had remained at home, sitting in the shade of the scholar tree in the yard, her grandfather pouring tea for himself from a tin pot kept cool in a basin of water, Jiayu hunting for inchworms among the low-hanging branches. The transistor radio he had given her they kept at low volume, but when they tired of readjusting the dial they left it to broadcast static. Sometimes her grandfather dozed off. Only then would Jiayu pick out one of the coins he’d given her and go buy an ice pop.

Every summer before her grandfather’s arrival, her mother would talk to herself as she readied his room. Each visit is one visit fewer in this life, she said. At his age, you never know if there will be a next time. After years of teaching at the school for the deaf and the mute, she had developed a habit of speaking her thoughts aloud, forgetting that the world could hear what she said.

Jiayu heard everything. A more sensitive child might have worried herself sleepless or watched her grandfather’s every movement with anxiety. But nothing about him had indicated ill health. After a day or two, it was hard not to believe that he was going to live forever.

All things had seemed in order under that scholar tree. Jiayu was an ordinary child, easily contented; her grandfather, a man with a well-lived life. Life was supposed to be like that, each generation reaching a gracious end when it was their turn. Yet this order, disturbed by Evan’s death, made Jiayu uneasy. If she had taken it for granted that Evan would lead a long and happy life, like her grandfather, could she not have made similar mistakes in blindly taking everything for granted?



THEN TWO MORE deaths showed up for her list one day, a mother and a daughter, neither name known to her. This so startled Jiayu that she thought her heart, already brittle, could no longer remain a steady organ inside her. For days afterward, she lived in a trance, fearing the inaccuracies of memory, excavating the archaeology of her childhood, the fragments like small pieces of bone, delicate and dusty.

It was on one of their evening walks that Jiayu and her grandfather had met the woman and her two daughters, the older one Jiayu’s age, the younger one still in a bamboo stroller. That there had been two girls Jiayu was certain. And that there had been a bamboo stroller. She and the other girl took turns pushing it around while Jiayu’s grandfather and the girls’ mother sat on a bench nearby. Jiayu had turned five earlier that spring, and she carried the transistor radio with her everywhere. The girl who was to be her playmate for a few weeks asked to see the radio, and Jiayu showed her the on-and-off switch, the dials for changing the frequency and the volume, and the collapsible antenna, which they pulled out and pretended was a fishing pole. The girl in the stroller, who, in their play, was the fish to be caught, held her hands up and cried, but they kept the end of the antenna just out of her reach. All these things Jiayu remembered now. The pot-lid haircuts of both sisters she could see. And her own favorite dress, a yellow sleeveless smock with sunflowers embroidered around the hem.

Then the younger girl disappeared, along with the stroller. It happened that same summer, but Jiayu could not remember exactly when. One day, she and the older sister climbed up onto a rock next to a man-made lake, where the girl said that her sister had died but didn’t say how. Without the little sister to be the fish, Jiayu and the girl did not have a game to play that day. They stayed on the rock listening to the radio, Jiayu remembered, taking care not to drop the radio from that height, and watching the girl’s mother and Jiayu’s grandfather on the bench. Was the woman telling him the news with tears, or with dry eyes? Was he, despite maintaining the proper distance between an older man and a young mother, imagining her hands in his?

And soon came the storm in the house. It was the only time Jiayu had seen her mother lose her temper with her grandfather. Impossible, she had called him. Crazy, she had called the woman. What would people think, she had yelled, a man of his age and a woman young enough to be his granddaughter?

It could not have been only financial support that he had wanted to give the woman, Jiayu thought now, as he could have given her money without letting anyone know. Was it a marriage, or a less conventional arrangement, he was proposing? Had he envisioned altering his widower’s life out of pity for a widow and mother who had lost too much, or out of affection for a woman who had brightened a summer as his life approached its curtain call, or, perhaps, out of a loneliness that his many children and grandchildren could not entirely alleviate? Jiayu did not dare answer any of these questions. An answer was unnecessary when a question asked was enough to give the past another name.

The summer after that had been eventless, as were those that followed. As always, Jiayu and her grandfather walked the city, but they did not run into the woman and her remaining daughter again. A few years later, the girl transferred to Jiayu’s school. Jiayu recognized her right away, but the girl didn’t seem to remember Jiayu. The story was that the girl’s mother had died, and the girl now lived with an uncle and an aunt, the latter a distant cousin of her mother’s. The couple had given her a new name, which Jiayu now remembered—memory could be tightfisted with the past and then, without warning, open the floodgate. Shuchang, the girl was called, a name with two characters, meaning “happy and carefree.” The couple who had adopted the girl must have had some hope for her. Jiayu realized that she had not known and would never know the girl’s old name, when she had been her mother’s daughter.

Jiayu’s grandfather had died when she was in college. Only then did she learn that he had had a wife before her grandmother. That wife had killed herself when their only son died, as an infant, of diphtheria. This knowledge, learned too late, had been boxed up by Jiayu as distant—ancient—history, and she had not imagined that family of three until now. If life was an antechamber to death, death was an antechamber, too—to other lives. She thought about the rock by the man-made lake, from which she and the girl had watched the man and the woman on the bench. It had taken her child’s death for Jiayu to mourn her grandfather again, this time as the young man who had buried his wife and child. She would not say it was late, though. True grief, beginning with disbelief and often ending elsewhere, was never too late.





All Will Be Well


ONCE UPON A time, I was addicted to a salon. I never called ahead, and rarely had to wait—not everyone went to Lily’s for a haircut. The old men Lily called uncles sat at a card table, reading newspapers and magazines in Chinese and Vietnamese. The television above the counter was tuned to a channel based in Riverside, and the aunties—related or not related to the uncles—watched cooking shows and teledramas in Mandarin.

I was the only customer under sixty, and the only one who spoke in English. With others Lily used Vietnamese, Cantonese, or Mandarin. The first time we met, I lied and said that I had been adopted by a couple from Holland when I was a year old and that we moved to America when I was in middle school. Lily forgave me then for not being able to speak one of the languages she preferred. Brought up by foreign devils, she told a nearby auntie in Cantonese. Half foreign, the auntie said; hair still Chinese.

Half devil, Lily said; brain not Chinese. Both laughed. I smiled blankly at Lily in the mirror, and she smiled back. What do you do? she asked, and I lied again and said I was a student. She picked up a strand of hair and let it fall. My hair had just begun to show signs of gray. What subject? she asked, and I said I’d gone back to school because I wanted to become a writer. Will you make money being a writer? she asked, and I said not really.

Lily’s salon was a few blocks from the high street where armed robberies rarely made even the local news. The salon was caged in metal bars, and there was a chain on the door, which Lily unlocked when she saw her customers coming and locked again right after they entered. If there was a fire, none of us would escape, I had thought when I first started to go there, though that didn’t alarm me. I had two small children then, both in preschool, but despite others’ warnings, I did not feel susceptible to the various dangers that the world could dole out. If the world had a mind to harm, it would do so to the prepared and the unprepared equally. Does being a mother give one the right to bluff? If having children is a gamble, one has no choice but to bluff.

We lived on the college campus where I was teaching at the time. Enclosed within the fences was a land of trees and ponds and creeks and fountains. The flowering quinces near our house were said to have been planted by the servants of the founder’s family in the 1860s. The preschool was in a building that, with its white stucco and Spanish tiled roof, looked like an outdated resort in the Mediterranean. America was a young country, California among its youngest states. The college was a mere débutante in a world of grand, old institutes, but all those trees and bushes and buildings gave me the impression that life could be as slowly lived, as long-lasting, as we wanted it to be.

Still, the world was full of perils. Some rather real, some rather close. Once, campus security sent out a warning that an unaccompanied pit bull had been spotted roaming near the swimming pool. Once, an armed man was chased into the cluster of faculty houses on a Saturday night; with police cars and helicopters outside, we turned off our lights and listened to a CD of a French children’s drama called Madame Magic, designed as a language course. Sometimes a drive-by shooting happened on the street corner near the preschool, and on those days the children were deprived of their outdoor time. All these threats, strangely, didn’t worry me as much as the eucalyptus trees. A recurring fear I had, during those years, was that on a windy day a eucalyptus branch would fall on our heads. In one of the earliest conversations about nature I had with my children, I pointed out that the settlers had made a mistake introducing eucalyptus trees to California. A fire hazard in the dry season, I said, and in winter storms there was the danger of falling limbs. That didn’t scare them, though; on our walks they would sing, “Kookaburra Sits in the Old Gum Tree.” Someday, we decided, we would go to Australia and see koala bears and kangaroos and kookaburras.



WHEN I WENT to Lily’s, I wore a dark sweatshirt and blue jeans, with a twenty-dollar bill tucked in the back pocket. Once, returning to campus after a haircut, I ran into a colleague. My goodness, she said, I thought you were a student. I blend in, I replied. I could easily have booked an appointment at a boutique salon in one of the more picturesque suburbs. Lily’s was only a few blocks from the college, but was my time so precious that I couldn’t drive twenty minutes to a safer neighborhood? Mencius said that a man of wisdom does not stand next to a wall that is about to topple. Even though I wore sneakers and was a fast runner, I should have known that nobody can outrun a bullet.

I went to Lily’s more often than was necessary. Had I been superstitious, I would have thought that she had put a spell on me.

Lily liked to chat. There were always dramas in her life. Once, her husband broke a toe when he tripped on the carpet that they had finally installed in their house, after ten years of planning. Once, her youngest son, who went to a state university, overslept on the very same morning that a man hacked at random pedestrians with a knife on their street. He could’ve been killed, Lily said. He’s the laziest of the three, but now he says it pays to be lazy. Her father-in-law, just before his death, had made friends with a man whose first name was Casino. The poor man thought it was a sign that he would win some money, she said. Turned out Casino was not a true friend. Casino didn’t even go gambling with him.

I listened, smiled, and asked questions—these were my most tiresome traits, and I used them tirelessly. Each encounter was a test I set up for myself: How long could I get people to talk about themselves without remembering to ask me a question? I had no stories to share. I had opinions, and yet I was as stubborn as Bartleby. I would prefer not to, I would reply if asked to remark on people’s stories. In any case, Lily didn’t care about my opinions or my stories—she got plenty of both from the uncles and aunties. I liked to believe that she had waited years for a perfect client like me.

Elsewhere, I wasn’t entirely free from the demands of stating my opinions. Once, a student complained about a J. M. Coetzee novel I’d assigned. It’s so insulting that this book is all about ideas and offers nothing for the heart, she said, and I snapped, unprofessionally, that in my view bad taste was more insulting. Once, a student called Charles Simic a misogynist because he hadn’t written enough about his mother in his memoir. Read a book for what it is, I admonished the student, not for what you want it to be. The student replied that I had only stale ideas of what literature was about. “My goal is to dismantle your canon,” she said, pointing to the Tolstoy and Chekhov on my desk. “They’re not about real life.”

What is life? I wanted to ask. What is real? But right away I felt exhausted. I longed to sit in Lily’s chair. She would trim my hair and talk about the bubble-tea-and-frozen-yogurt place her husband had decided to invest in, or her neighbor’s new profession as a breeder of rare goldfish, or her oldest son’s ridiculous dream of quitting his job at the law firm and attending a culinary institute. Canons did not have a place in Lily’s life. If she were to dismantle anything, it would be a house worth buying as a flipper.

So I went to Lily’s. To my surprise, that day she did not want to talk about her husband or children or in-laws. Or perhaps it was a different day when she decided to tell me a love story. It didn’t matter. All those stories she had told me before had been only a prologue.



IT TOOK ONE haircut for me to get the bare bones of the story, and a few more to gather the details, and still a few more for me to start looking at Lily askance. What was real? What was life? Perhaps we could all make up stories for ourselves when we didn’t know the answers. Here’s Lily’s story.

She grew up in an ethnic-Chinese family in Vietnam. At sixteen, she fell in love with the Vietnamese boy next door, who was sixteen, too. She was beautiful, he was handsome, but when war broke out between their countries the following year, Lily’s father decided that it was no longer safe for his family to live in Vietnam.

“Tuan came to my parents,” Lily said. “He asked to leave the country with us. He would do anything just to be with me, he told my parents. My father said, ‘You’re not our son, you’re your parents’ son.’”

I thought about that war, three weeks and six days long, which was nearly forgotten now. When I was in elementary school in Beijing, my best friend subscribed to a children’s magazine that often featured stories set on the border between Vietnam and China, with illustrations of maimed bodies and bombed villages and the heroic faces of intrepid soldiers. But, placed in history, that war was no more than a skinned knee or a sneeze to mankind. When Lily asked me if I knew the history between the two countries, I almost slipped and said yes. Then I remembered: I was supposed to have grown up in a country far from Asia, with an enviable childhood.

Lily’s family had become boat people, migrating from Vietnam to Hong Kong to Hawaii and later to California. She had helped her parents in their Chinese takeout, apprenticed with an older cousin who ran a hair salon in Los Angeles, married, and had children. This nondescript life of an immigrant would have continued, if she hadn’t recently had news of Tuan, the boy of her girlhood.

“Our story is like a movie,” she said.

“Like a play,” I said. “Romeo and Juliet.”

“Do you know someone who can make our story into a movie?”

For a while, Lily kept asking me that, and each time I replied no, feeling bad for delivering disappointing news, yet not bad enough to stop going to see her. Years of standing in the same spot—cutting and shaving and dyeing and listening to the uncles and aunties—had turned Lily into an unhurried storyteller. She took detours, and, like a verbal magician, offered dazzling distractions and commonplace tricks. “Where does your husband get his hair cut?” she asked once. “Tell him to come here. I’ll give him a discount because you’re my best client.”

More people came into the story, marching in and out like a platoon of extras. Her schoolmates were remembered. Some of them had also had crushes on Tuan. The friendships between the fathers and between the eldest sons of the two families were recollected, but friendships severed by war were hardly worth a movie. Lily’s parents had sympathized with their daughter when they first left Vietnam, but soon afterward they had shown impatience when she pined.

“Well, I can’t blame them,” Lily said. “Love doesn’t put rice in the cooker or a roof over our heads.”

“What does love do?” I asked.

“Oh, love makes a good movie,” she said. “Without movies, what would we do with ourselves?”



TUAN CRIED FOR three days and three nights in front of Lily’s old house after she and her family left. No one could pry his fingers off the chain lock. At the end of the third night, his older brothers were finally able to take him back to their house. Everyone thought he was going to die.

“Three days and three nights,” Lily said. “Never a step away from our door.” She had heard about this from an old friend whom she had seen recently when he and his wife were visiting their children in America.

Could anyone cry nonstop for three days and three nights without food or drink or sleep? But what right did I have to doubt the boy, what right did I have to want him to express his heartbreak more poetically or die more realistically, like Michael Furey? For all I knew, Michael Furey had been a figment of Joyce’s imagination, as perhaps the boy was of Lily’s. I did not know sorrow then, and later, when I did, after my elder son’s death, I thought that Lily’s young lover had been fortunate to have so many tears in him. Sorrow only desiccated me. Tears came to an end. Desiccation persisted.

The boy did not die. He recovered and eventually moved to another province in Vietnam to teach mathematics at a middle school. A woman in town fell in love with him, though he did not reciprocate. “He was waiting for me to come back,” Lily said. “Before we parted, he said he would wait for me all his life.”

A life of waiting was interrupted by a bout of illness, during which the woman took care of Tuan like a good wife. After that, the two were married, and together they raised three daughters.

“Isn’t it interesting that he has three daughters and I have three sons?” Lily said. “Think of where our promises went.”

“Did you promise to return?” I asked.

“Of course I did, but we left as refugees. We knew we wouldn’t go back.”

“But he could’ve kept his promise.”

“Now, that’d be a really good love story,” Lily said. “But I don’t hold it against him that he didn’t. He shouldn’t have.”



THE NEXT TIME I went to Lily’s—after I’d been away for two months for the summer holidays—she looked ruffled. “Where have you been all these weeks?” she asked, and before I could answer she said, “My friends have put me in touch with Tuan.”

“Did you see him?”

“No. How can I? We aren’t the kind of people who take time off from work, and he lives in Vietnam,” Lily said. “But they gave my contact information to him. He wrote and asked about my family, and told me a few things about his wife and daughters.”

Everything was fine, then, I thought. A love story had arrived at a tranquil ending. “He asked me to forgive him,” Lily said.

Oh dear, I thought.

“Do you think I should call him? He asked me if I would be willing to talk on the phone.”

“Why not?” I said.

“What if I turn out to be a disappointment? Not the girl he remembered?”

“It’s only a phone call. You won’t see each other. You’ll just hear each other’s voice. Say a few nice things. You don’t have to talk about the past. The two countries were to blame, not the two of you.”

“What if he turns out to be different from the boy I remember?” she said.

“Maybe you shouldn’t call him, then,” I said. “You don’t have to.”

“But how can I not? If I miss him this time, we’ll miss each other all our lives.”



THE PHONE CALL didn’t go the way I had imagined. I had thought that Lily and her former lover would have a bittersweet conversation about their youth, and exchange a few superficial details about their marriages and their children, nothing too concrete, happiness and adversity both withheld. Or that they might be more forthright as adults and take a philosophical view, agreeing that their love might not have weathered the changes as they grew older. They would tell each other that they would remain friends. They might even say that their two families could become friends.

But I’m not a good writer of love stories. There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of by my limited imagination.

When Lily finally called, the man had no words but only tears, and she listened to him sob. “He was disturbed,” Lily told me. “I almost felt like crying myself, but I kept saying to him, ‘Hello, do you have something to say? We’ve waited for this for so many years. We can’t waste our time crying.’”

After a long while, as he was still crying, one of his daughters took the phone away from him. “It’s too much for Father,” she said to Lily, calling her Auntie. Lily asked the girl about their family life in Vietnam, and she answered with warmth. “Father often talks about you,” the girl said. “We all feel you’re part of our family.”

Lily was working on the nape of my neck when she said this. I couldn’t catch her eyes in the mirror. She didn’t sound perturbed when she recounted the girl’s words, which troubled me. Her voice was dreamy in a menacing way, like a voice-over in a movie. I pictured an actress standing in front of an open window, her back to an unlit room, the moonlight cold in her theatrical eyes. Does he deserve your love, or does he deserve to be killed by you? she asked herself, her face frozen with indecision. Do you have a choice?

“And then,” Lily said, “you won’t believe this. The daughter said that all three sisters’ names have a Chinese character from my name. I never told you. My Chinese name has the character ‘blossom’ in it. He put the same character in their names.”

I shuddered, the way one shudders when stepping out of the hot summer sun and into an abandoned tunnel. Where had that thought of a tunnel come from? And then I remembered. It was an abandoned nuclear shelter next to our apartment building in Beijing. My parents’ generation had dug the tunnels when it was feared that a war between China and the Soviet Union was inevitable. In elementary school, I had played truant often and gone into one of the tunnels with a box of matches. The damp and moldy air, the scurrying bugs and rats, the rusty nails I had collected in a box as treasure—I felt terror imagining my children on an exploration like that. Yet I had been happy then.

“And then his daughter said, ‘Auntie, I don’t think Father can talk with you today. It’s too much for him. We worry about his health. But do you want to talk to Mother? She is here. She wants to talk with you, too.’”

“Did you talk to his wife?” I asked, knowing that Lily’s pause was a gesture to allow me to be included in her narrative.

She did. I would have, too.

“Do you know anyone who could make this into a movie? I’m telling you, it’s a love story, and it’s a movie.”

“I don’t know anyone who makes movies,” I said. “But what happened? You talked with his wife, and then what?”

“She came on the phone, and I liked her voice right away. I think he married a good woman. She called me Sister. Like the daughter, she also said he talked about me often. And then she said, ‘You don’t know how much he loves you. You will never understand.’ And all of a sudden I started to cry. Imagine that. I didn’t shed a single tear when he was bawling on the phone. His wife said, ‘But you shouldn’t cry, Sister. You should be happy. You’re the only love he’s had. All these years he’s kept your photo on our nightstand.’”

“In the bedroom the two of them share?” I asked.

“Yes,” Lily said.

“Are you serious?”

“Why would I lie?”

Why would anyone lie to anyone? But people do, I thought, all the time.

“I talked with his wife and then with the two other daughters,” Lily said. “It was a long phone call. And I didn’t hear a single word from him. But you know what made me the saddest? His wife said, ‘You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.’ No one has ever said that to me.”

We both looked up at the mirror. I had not thought of Lily as a pretty woman. I was an exhausted young mother then, courageously blind to the dangers of the world and stubbornly blind to its beauties. I now studied Lily, and thought that she was indeed pretty. I also started to think that she’d made up the whole story, just as I had invented my upbringing in Holland. We all had our reasons for doing this, as long as no harm was done. Even so, I began to resent Lily. She must have put a spell on me, tricking me into her chair, hypnotizing me with girlish dreams that had not been hardened by life.

“Maybe you can write my story, and then someone will make a movie from it,” Lily said.



I SHOULD HAVE stopped going to Lily’s right away. Perhaps she had seen through me. Tell me a story—she must have known that every time I sat down in her chair I was making that request—a real story, Lily.

Let me tell you a story—she agreed—and let me make it unreal for you.

We saw each other one more time after that. She had promised to show me a copy of the photo of her and the boy, the one he kept in his marriage bedroom. A photo would prove nothing, I thought, but where else could I go for a haircut? Finding another salon would be like starting a new relationship, forging a new friendship, while all I wanted was to keep the unknown, good or bad, at a distance. Forget life, real or unreal. What I wanted to do was to raise my children as a good mother should. In those years, the days seemed long, never-ending, and sometimes I felt impatient for my children to grow up, and then felt guilty for my impatience.

The photo that Lily showed me—what can I say? Years later, after my son died, I felt a constant ache, similar to what I had felt for Lily and the boy when I saw them in the photo. The same ache, I imagined, would afflict those who now looked at photos of my son—he died at about the age Lily and Tuan were when they fell in love.

But that ache was still as distant and as theoretical as a nebula when I was sitting in Lily’s chair. She opened an envelope in which a sepia-toned black-and-white photo was preserved between two sheets of tissue paper. The girl in the photo was dressed in a white áo dài, and the boy in a white silk shirt and a pair of white pants. She was beautiful, he was handsome, but those were not the words I would use to describe them. They were young, their faces cloudless, their bodies insubstantial, closer to childhood than to adulthood. They looked like two lambs, impeccably prepared by their elders as sacrifices to appease a beast or a god. Would anyone have been surprised to hear that they died right after the photo was taken? Some children were born tragedies.

“What do you think?” Lily asked, studying my face.

“Wow,” I said.

“Maybe you can write a romantic novel about us.”

When tragedies drag on, do they become comedies instead, or grow more tragic?

I could not make a romance out of Lily’s story. She was not the first person I had let down with my writing. During those years, when my children were in preschool, at the beginning of each semester we were asked to send a care package that was to be kept at the school in case of a catastrophic earthquake. In the care packages we were to include a few nonperishable snacks, a family photo, a small stuffed animal, and a note to the children, telling them that if their parents could not make it to the school, there was nothing for them to worry about. Everything would be fine, the note was to say. Everything would be all right in the end.

I had always prepared the snacks and the stuffed animal and the family photo, but I had never been able to write that note to my children. What could I say to them? If your teacher is reading this to you, it means that Mommy and Daddy are late picking you up; it may also mean that we will never come back for you, but all will be well in the end.

We lived through their childhoods without being hit by a deadly earthquake. The care packages were returned to us when the children graduated from preschool. Still, if a writer cannot write a simple note as a parental duty, what meaning is there in the words she does write?

A few days ago, I got an email from my former student who had vowed to dismantle my canon. She said that she was traveling in South America. She mentioned a few things she had learned from our clashes. “I remember that once you said to us: One must want to be great in order to be good. To this day I still wonder why you looked sad when you said that,” she wrote.

Under what circumstances had I said that? And sad about what? Had she written to enlighten me about what real life was, I would have applauded her consistency. Instead, in her long email, she talked about what I had taught her. I, too, had been young then; how could I have taught anyone anything? All will be well, all will be well, and every kind of thing shall be well, yet I could not even write a lying note to console my children.
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