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For my grandparents, 

Henry 陸海林, Eileen 康秋季, Larry 陳隆寶, and Chi-Yen 張笄翊,

who carried home with them wherever they loved





那些消逝了的歲月，彷彿隔著一塊積著灰塵的玻璃，看得到，抓不著。

他一直在懷念著過去的一切。如果他能衝破那塊積著灰塵的玻璃，他會走回早已消逝的歲月。

—花樣年華 (根據劉以鬯的《對倒》改編的）

As though he were looking through a dusty windowpane, those bygone years were something he could see but not grasp. He yearned for everything that had happened in the past. If only he could break through that dusty glass, he could reclaim the years that had long since vanished.

—In the Mood for Love (quote adapted from Liu Yichang’s “Intersection”)

「世鈞，我們回不去了。」

—張愛玲《半生緣》

“Shijun, we can’t go back.”

—Eileen Chang, Half a Lifelong Romance





Contents

A Note on Languages

 

Overture

January 2008

August–October 1938

January 2008

April–August 1945

February 2008

January–April 1947

April 1993

September 1948–December 1953

December 1981

February–August 1965

April 1975

January–March 1966

March 1966

October 1972

February 1959

May–September 1985

March–April 1947

April–June 2008

Coda

 

Notes

Acknowledgments





A Note on Languages

One of the challenges in writing an English-language story about the Chinese and Taiwanese diaspora is figuring out how to faithfully represent the different Sinitic languages spoken in different regions (and sometimes even within the same region). Because the Chinese written language uses a representational (versus phonetic) system, the same written word has many different pronunciations, depending on what language the speaker is using. This includes names. Given that my characters move within various Chinese-speaking regions of the world, I wanted to make sure to denote their code-switching in a way that would feel accurate. Therefore, each character may be referred to in a multitude of ways and may even broaden or change the way they think of themselves given a situation or over time. For this reason, chapters have not been labeled by character names, as our characters’ names evolve over time.

An astute reader might also notice the novel is told in alternating points of view, with Suchi’s narrative moving forward in time and Howard’s moving backward in time, with only a few exceptions.

Mandarin is mostly represented in pinyin, although there are several exceptions, particularly when in Taiwan or for commonly used romanizations (e.g., “Chiang Kai-shek”). Other Sinitic languages are represented in a combination of accepted romanization systems and my own sense of how words are pronounced.

For many people in the world, learning more than one language is a necessity, either because of migration or simply because the place they live in is a global one and survival dictates it. It is a skill that requires an ability to adapt and challenge oneself, and for many immigrants, it’s one of the most difficult, humbling, and uneasy parts of coming to a new country. If you, the reader, find yourself confused, I hope instead of giving up, you might take a moment to imagine what it must be like for those who have to navigate this on a daily basis, and then forge onward.





Overture

April 1947

Shanghai

In the last violet minutes of the disappearing night, the longtang wakes.

The neighborhood’s familiar symphony opens with the night-soil man’s arrival: the trundle of his cart on the uneven road, the chime of his bell. With a slurry and a swish, he empties the latrines left in front of uniform doors and sings a parting refrain. In his wake, stairs and hinges creak; women peek out into the alleyway to claim their overturned night stools. Crouching, they clean silt from the wooden buckets: bamboo sticks clock, clamshells rattle, water from back-door faucets glugs and splatters. By the time they have finished, the sugar porridge vendor has emerged, announcing her goods in repetitive singsong as she pushes her cart. Later, the others will join her: the tea egg man, the pear syrup candy peddler, the vegetable and rice sellers, each with their own seasoned melodies. But for now, it is her lone call that drifts through the lanes of Sifo Li.

She passes the Zhang family shikumen, the sixth row house along this perimeter. Inside, on the second floor, sixteen-year-old Suchi sleeps fitfully after hours of weeping, her slender limbs twisted around the thin cotton sheet, her sweat seeping into the mattress. She is mired in a nightmare in which Haiwen no longer recognizes her. A delicate crust of dried tears rims her lashes.

Next to her is the older Zhang daughter, Sulan, who snuck back home only an hour earlier. Her skin is sticky with the smell of smoke and alcohol and sweat. She sleeps peacefully, dreaming of dancing in a beautiful dress of plum taffeta and silk, arm in arm with her best friend, Yizhen.

In the room above, her father, Li’oe, lies sleepless, troubled by uncertainties. He wonders how much his stash of fabi has depreciated overnight, how much gold he might buy off the black market with what currency he has left. He weighs the continued cost of running his bookstore, of printing the underground journals—all he is taking from his family, not to mention the danger—and for a moment guilt licks at the edge of his thoughts. He regrets now pawning that little ring he purchased the day Suchi was born, two delicate twists of gold braided into one, something he’d saved for her dowry. But Sulan had insisted she’d found the perfect secondhand cloth to make Suchi a qipao for her birthday, and he’d agreed to give Sulan the money. Now he thinks only of how valuable that loop of gold has become.

Beside him, his wife, Sieu’in, pretends to sleep, pretends to be unaware of her husband’s nervous shifting. She inventories the food left in their stores—half a cup of rationed gritty red rice, a handful of dehydrated mushrooms, cabbage she pickled weeks ago, radish scraps boiled to broth, a single cut of scallion she has coaxed into regrowth in the spring sun. She can stretch these ingredients for a week, maybe a week and a half—she will make a watery yet flavorful congee, and when none of that remains, she will empty the rice powder from the bag and boil it into milky liquid offering the illusion of nourishment. After that? She won’t add to her husband’s worries by asking him for more money, she decides. She has a few pieces of jewelry remaining—the jade bracelet that presses coolly against her cheek now, for instance. Her mother gave it to her from her own dowry, and its color is deep, like the dark leaves of the green vegetables she so desperately craves.

A floor and a half below, in the pavilion room, Siau Zi, their boarder and employee, is dreaming of the older Zhang daughter. Sulan smiles invitingly, her lips painted red, her hair permed and clipped. He is effortlessly charming in this dream; for once he says the right things to make her adore him. I can take care of you, he tells her, I’ll be somebody in this new China, you’ll see, and she sighs into his embrace.

Outside Siau Zi’s window, the sky is turning a violent shade of pink. The neighborhood’s song shifts its layers as its inhabitants dust off their dreams and rise. Lovers murmur. Coals in stoves crackle. Oil sizzles in a pan, ready to fry breakfast. Doors groan open, metal knockers clang against heavy wood. A grandma sweeps the ground in front of her shikumen, the broom scratching a staccato beat against the cobblestone. A child cries, seized from sleep.

The porridge vendor continues her route. In vain, she calls out, remembering a time when her goods were beloved by the children of this neighborhood, a time before the wars, when she could afford to use white sugar and sticky rice, when adding lotus seed hearts and osmanthus syrup was standard instead of a great luxury. As she nears the shikumen where the Wang family lives, she pauses, recalling how the young son particularly delighted in her dessert. She bellows out twice: Badaon tsoh! Badaon tsoh!, deep throated, as passionate as if she were calling out to a lover—but she is met with the dim stillness of the upper windows. After a moment, she blots her sleeve against her forehead, leans into her cart, and continues on her way, the echo of her song trailing behind her.

But the Wang household is awake.

Yuping has not slept the entire night; her eyes are puffy and dark. She tries to cover her despair with makeup, but when she catches her reflection in the mirror, the tears resume. Her husband, Chongyi, pretends not to notice. He dresses quietly, parts his salt-and-pepper hair to one side with a fine-toothed comb, and slicks strays with oil. He thinks to gift his son, Haiwen, this comb. It is carved from ivory and inlaid with mother‑of‑pearl, a frivolous vanity he has held on to after all these years when they have sold so much else.

In the next room, their eleven-year-old daughter, Haijun, rummages through her music box, searching for a memento to gift her big brother. Onto the floor, she hurls the paper cutout dolls, the hair ribbons, the red crepe flower she palmed from a store’s decorative sign. All these so‑called treasures and she has nothing worth giving him. In a fury, she balls herself beneath her blanket, hoping to suffocate in the damp jungle of her breath.

In the attic room, the eldest son, Haiming, and his pregnant wife have been up since before dawn. The room is foul with the stench of bile, Ellen having vomited twice. She doesn’t want to go to the train station later, she tells her husband. But Haiming only looks at her, silent and somber.

Haiwen is first to descend the stairs. In his new uniform, his armpits are already sweating through the heavy, unforgiving fabric. He steps outside, into the modest courtyard of their shikumen, and looks up at the expanse of sky. The pink is receding, giving way to a noncommittal blue. In several minutes, nothing of that brilliant color will remain, only a veil of thin cloud, like a layer of soy milk skin.

He listens to the longtang’s symphony, this comfort he has grown up with. He closes his eyes and sees it all, no longer a symphony but a movie, one more vibrant than any he’s attended at the cinema: The cobblestone alleys crammed with wares and possessions. The neighborhood children, laughing as they chase one another. The barber they nearly knock over, Yu yasoh, and his client, Lau Die, whose crown is sparse but beard is full. The nearby breakfast stall opened daily by Zia yasoh, and the rickshaw driver who sits slurping a bowl of soy milk on a low stool. The second-story window that opens so Mo ayi can call to a passing vendor, who stops as she lowers a basket with a few coins in exchange for three shriveled loquats. Loh konkon and Zen konkon in the middle of it all, the two men oblivious to the surrounding hubbub as they mull over their daily game of xiangqi, a ritual that continues uninterrupted as it would on any other day.

But it is not any other day.

Haiwen opens his eyes.

Today is the day he is leaving.

In another two hours he will be on the train with the other enlistees, a bulging backpack pressed against his belly, a photograph of Suchi against his breast, a tremble in his heart, waving at the receding image of his family. The longtang of his childhood, Sifo Li, will be behind him; Fourth Road, with its bustling teahouses and calligraphy stores, will be behind him; soon, Shanghai, too, will be behind him. For years afterward, he will riffle through his memories of this place he considers home, layering them on top of one another like stacks of rice paper, trying to remember what was when and never quite seeing the full picture.

For now, Haiwen closes his eyes again. His mind traces the alleyways he knows so well, the well-trod path between his house and Suchi’s, cobblestones upon which he will walk one last time in the coming minutes: The four-house expanse between his shikumen and the first main lane on their left. The right turn down the lane that intersects with the one that heads toward the west gate. Another left, another main artery. The straight long distance toward the south gate’s guojielou, the turn right before the arched exit. The five plain back doors until the painted bunny comes into view, its flaked white outline wringing a pang in Haiwen’s chest. He will leave his violin here: he sees himself setting it down, laying it against the chipped paint as tenderly as he imagines a mother abandons a beloved baby.

He knows he will look up at the second-floor window. Suchi’s window. Its vision dredges an unbearable loneliness in him.

He squeezes his eyes tighter, tries harder, and what comes next is impossible: He is peering through her window, gazing upon her as she sleeps. In another moment, he has prised open the panels and is inside her room. She is dreaming, she is talking to him in her sleep. He places a palm against her cheek, strokes a thumb across the soft velvet of her skin. He takes in the fringe of her lashes, the bud of her mouth. A mouth he wishes he had remembered to kiss one final time. He wants to remember every pore, every stray hair, wants to emblazon her into his memory, even as he is certain he will always know her, that even if he is an old man by the time he returns to her, even if she has aged and changed, he will know her. He brushes the hair sticky on her parted lips, his fingers lingering on the warmth of her breath. He is sorry for what he is about to do, what he has done; he will never stop being sorry.

Her nightmares have turned sweet. Suchi can smell sour plums on the horizon. Is it already so late in spring? she murmurs. Later, she will wake and remember yesterday’s careless words; she will lose half a lifetime to regret. But for now: she can feel the warm heft of Haiwen’s presence encircling hers, the tender touch of his hand cupping her face, and she believes he has forgiven her. Her body unclenches. Right before a deep, untroubled sleep claims her, she hears his voice in her ear, kind, reassuring. Soon, he promises her, the plum rains are almost here.





January 2008

Los Angeles

A chorus of violins ushered Suchi into Howard’s life for the third and final time. Mozart’s Violin Concerto  No. 5 in A Major, celebratory and elegant, floated out of muffled speakers in the 99 Ranch Market, its golden jubilation incongruous with Howard’s mood, the blank haze of gray he’d been living in since he’d buried Linyee sixteen months earlier. He glanced up from the bananas he was inspecting to search for the source of his irritation. Instead, he saw her.

She was picking up Korean melons, their skins the color of lemon curd. He watched her knock on them with her knuckles, her head bent to listen. Howard was sure it was Suchi this time, but he had mistaken so many women for her over the last four decades. Women with cheekbones like hers, gaits like hers, but who transformed into other people when he approached. He stood transfixed. This woman’s face was plump and sagging, her hair was thin and gray at the roots, but her eyes—eyes never changed, he had once heard someone say. And hers, caramel and bright, were every bit as intense as he remembered, even in the task of selecting the ripest melon.

“Excuse me,” he said hesitantly in Mandarin, and she glanced up. Her eyes widened.

“Wang Haiwen.” The name came out carefully, more a statement than a question.

For a moment he couldn’t respond. He was a child again, a teenager again, not in this American supermarket but in the alleyways of their youth. He gripped the handle of his shopping cart, feeling the bite of plastic where it was uneven. “So it is you,” he said.

“Wang Haiwen,” she said, more briskly this time, a confirmation. She smiled, revealing teeth too straight and white to be real.

He pulled his cart alongside hers. His, empty aside from three bunches of bananas; hers, already filled with various greens, tomatoes, a box of Asian pears, and a daikon radish. “You live here now?” he asked. It was a dumb question; he didn’t know what else to say.

“I moved in with my son and daughter‑in‑law a couple years ago,” she answered in Shanghainese.

A jolt ran through him. Howard had not heard his childhood language in several years, and it caused in him an aching relief, the sensation reminiscent of a sour candy his granddaughter had once given him.

“They said they needed help with the grandchildren,” Suchi continued, “but to be honest, I think they worried I was getting lonely, living all alone.”

Howard understood that loneliness. Each morning he woke up to an empty house and expected to hear Linyee in the kitchen, pots clanging, a mug being washed, a soap opera keening on the television set. Instead, he heard nothing but the breeze in the trees, or a lone pigeon purring, or the neighbors mowing their lawn.

“And you?” Suchi asked. “Have you lived in Los Angeles long?”

“We’ve been here for about thirty years,” Howard responded in Shanghainese, then inwardly revised. Not we anymore. I.

Suchi’s eyes grew soft. “And your wife?”

Had he become that transparent? Did every thought of Linyee paint itself across his face whether or not he wanted it to?

“Linyee passed away a little over a year ago,” he said quietly.

She murmured a sound of condolence. She reached out and touched his arm. He stared down at the back of her hand, at the age spots dotting her dark blue veins. One splotch of chipped coral polish remained on her pinkie nail. He remembered she’d had beautiful hands, once.

“Pneumonia,” he said in response to the question she hadn’t asked. “But really, Parkinson’s.”

Suchi retracted her hand. “I wish I could have met her,” she said.

“I would have liked that,” he answered, and they both said nothing for a while, letting each of their kind lies mingle and hang in the air.

Suchi broke the silence. “You must love bananas.” She looked pointedly into his shopping cart.

“They help with digestion,” he said with mock defensiveness.

“I recall you having an extremely efficient digestive system.”

“I don’t know about you, but things don’t work quite as well as when we were kids. Getting old has been a disappointment.”

Suchi laughed, full bellied and open-mouthed. Her laughter sounded exactly as he recalled, like spring rain upon glass.

“It’s so nice to hear you laugh,” he said, and immediately regretted the sentimentality of the words.

“And it’s nice to see you, Haiwen.”

“People call me Howard now. Easier for the Americans to pronounce.”

“How-wud,” she pronounced slowly. “Not so easy for a Chinese person to pronounce.”

“And yet even my Chinese friends know me as Howard.”

“Wasn’t that the name they gave you at that missionary school? I thought you hated it.”

He was surprised—even he’d forgotten the origin of his English name. “I couldn’t think of another one,” he said. “Now I’m used to it.”

“Lucky for me, my name is easy for Americans. Many people just call me Sue.” She shook her head and smiled. “I must be going now,” she said. She plucked a melon from the mountain before her and made a show of rapping it. “You should buy a melon. They sound promising.”

Howard was pulling the car out of the lot when it occurred to him that neither of them had asked for the other’s contact information. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or sorry.

As Howard was unpacking the groceries, his cell phone rang. It was an unwieldy black brick of an object with (preposterously) no buttons to dial and a crowded touch screen, a gift from his older daughter, Yiping, who insisted it was the coolest new technology. Aside from picking up phone calls from his daughters and occasionally hitting autodial, he hadn’t figured out how to use it. He reminded his daughter what a waste of money it was each time she called and did so again this time.

“Ba, I told you, I could teach you to use it. It’s not that hard. You’re just being stubborn.”

“I’m too old,” he said. “It’s too late to get used to something new. What’s wrong with the regular phone?”

“I feel safer this way,” Yiping said. “So I don’t have to wonder where you are.”

“I’m a widower, not senile,” he responded.

Yiping caught him up on what the kids had been doing—Jennifer had won second place at the fifth-grade spelling bee and Charlie had been named the high school orchestra’s first violin. She mentioned that her husband, Adam, an American-born Chinese of Cantonese descent she’d met in college, was away again for work and that she herself was overloaded at the hospital.

“It’s not good he travels so much,” he told his daughter. “Couples need to be together.”

“That’s the nature of consulting, Ba,” Yiping said. “You go where the client is.”

“I’m telling you, that’s how couples fall apart.”

“Well, we can’t all be you and Ma, never spending a single night away from each other. Things aren’t like when you two were married. It’s different now.”

Howard was about to point out that he had occasionally traveled for work too, but Yiping interrupted.

“Hold on, the kids want to say hi.” Charlie didn’t say much more beyond “Hey, Gonggong, how’s it going?” in English before handing the phone to Jennifer, who chattered for several uninterrupted minutes, giving him a blow‑by‑blow account of the spelling bee and spelling words in English he’d never heard of. “X‑E‑N‑O‑P‑H‑O‑B‑I‑A!” she exclaimed proudly.

“Great job, baobei,” he said.

Before Yiping hung up, she asked him again if he would consider moving in with them. Haiwen sighed inwardly. Although both of his daughters had grown more concerned since Linyee’s passing, he couldn’t help but feel that his older daughter’s frequent calls to update him on the children were now nothing more than thinly veiled excuses to fret over him like he was her third child. At least his younger daughter, Yijun, seemed to genuinely care about what he was thinking about and doing; she didn’t nag at him the way Yiping did. But he didn’t know how to point this out to his older daughter without hurting her feelings. He knew she didn’t know how else to demonstrate her love.

“Maryland is too cold for an old man like me” was all he said, and Yiping sighed.

Howard cooked a simple supper of rice, string beans, and sliced pork with onions while soccer played on the television in the background. He couldn’t understand a word the Spanish sportscasters were saying, but the rising inflection and rapid excitement in their voices needed no translation.

He finished dinner with a wedge of the melon Suchi had encouraged him to buy. If Linyee were alive, she would have cut each wedge into perfectly proportioned cubes and served them on a plate with toothpicks. But Howard couldn’t be bothered with the extra work. Instead, he bit into the canoe-shaped slice, letting the juices slide down his chin. The flesh was soft and sweet and smelled like a day-old bouquet of lilies. He ignored the grief lapping at the edge of his skull and focused on the freedom he felt in being able to make a mess. This is joy, he told himself as he took another bite.

That night, he dreamed the old nightmare of Shanghai on fire, bombs bursting into crimson flames on the horizon while he stood in a boat rapidly filling, cold water sluicing across his boots. Muddy figures ran toward him, disappearing before he could touch them. It happened in perfect silence. No screams, no brick exploding, no wind or percussion of firearms. He sensed he was waiting for someone, that he was forgetting something. Before the feeling clarified, a white sea engulfed him, drowning him.

Howard woke up in the morning holding on to an empty ache. It felt as if his arms were encircled around nothing, that the cavity in his torso was more cavernous than his skin allowed.

Howard had just returned from his weekly visit to the cemetery when the phone rang. Normally, he ignored numbers he didn’t recognize—they were usually telemarketers trying to trick him into buying vacations—but the pang of loneliness lingered in his chest, and on impulse he answered.

“Hello?” he said in English.

There was a brief static pause. He heard a shift in movement. And then: “Howard?” The voice was female, tinged with a Chinese accent. Howard didn’t recognize it. His throat shuttered.

“Who is this?” he asked in Mandarin.

“Are you coming to Wei’s party?” the woman asked. Howard didn’t respond, confused. The woman added in English, with a touch of exasperation, “This is Yurong, you know, Wei’s wife?” She switched back to Mandarin, chiding playfully, “You’ve really grown into an addled old man, haven’t you?”

Howard had forgotten about his friend’s eightieth birthday party. Linyee had been the one to organize their social calendar.

“I didn’t recognize your number.”

“Ah, our children bought us these phones for Christmas, the pingguo one like your daughter buy for you,” Yurong said, switching to Chinglish. “Wei think they are too mafan, but my grandchildren showed me how you take pictures with it.” She giggled. “Anyway, bie wang le, Friday at Golden Phoenix. Five o’clock. Everyone will be there. It’s been too long since we get together. You must come.”

The last time he’d seen all of his friends was at the reception after the funeral, hazy faces pitying him, murmuring condolences. Before then? He couldn’t remember. He’d been too preoccupied with Linyee’s illness.

“Of course,” Howard answered, scribbling down the details on a Post‑it note. “I’ll be there.”

The Golden Phoenix was one of those San Gabriel dim sum banquet restaurants situated in a strip mall. On the weekends, families in cars circled the vast parking lot trying to be the first to zero in on a car pulling out and triumphantly claim the spot. This evening though, the lot, while still crowded, seemed far more civilized. The Hus, who were old friends of the owners’ parents’ cousins, had negotiated a deal to reserve the entire restaurant for Wei’s party. As Howard walked in, a young woman introduced herself as their oldest granddaughter and took his coat, giving him a red card with a table number handwritten in gold.

The main hall was already festive with people. Small girls swathed in tulle and boys in gray suits and miniature checkered bow ties chased one another with balloons bouncing in their hands. Their parents slouched nearby holding heavy glasses of dark liquid—cognac, or maybe just Coke. Howard found his way to his table, near the front dais, where he assumed Wei and Yurong would sit with their family, and settled into his chair.

He was glad he wouldn’t be the group’s only widower—Winston’s wife had passed five years ago—and then felt ugly for the selfish thought. Still, he didn’t know if he could have handled sitting at a table with all couples. Although Tina and George’s constant bickering drew awkward smiles from everyone and Jianfeng consistently talked over his newly immigrated forty-something-year-old wife, Howard envied them. His and Linyee’s marriage had not been perfect by any means; it had survived their different backgrounds, her father’s disapproval, his gambling problem, immigration to a foreign country, financial uncertainty, and more. There’d been moments when he wasn’t even sure he still loved her. Yet, by the end, they were bound by their history, by the pain and laughter that could never be understood by anybody else. He missed her companionship above all.

Tina and George appeared at the table first, followed by Mary and Michael, Jianfeng and his new wife (what was her name? Howard could never remember), and Yanhua and Ted. Howard rose with the arrival of each couple, shaking hands with his old friends, dutifully answering questions about what he had been doing (“Yes, I still teach violin from time to time, to get me out of the house”) and asking about their kids. George reminded Howard he was next—“Didn’t you just celebrate your seventy-seventh? Three more years and you’ll be joining the octogenarian club!” And though Howard made a mental note to look up the unfamiliar word, within a few moments, he couldn’t recall how it was pronounced.

Despite their varying levels of English (George, who had been educated at a British school in Hong Kong, spoke nearly perfect—if slightly accented—English, while no one was sure how much Michael actually understood), over the years, it had become the language they predominantly slipped into when they got together, peppered with phrases in various Sinitic languages. Although they all understood some Mandarin, Tina and George were most comfortable with Cantonese, Mary and Michael preferred Taiwanese, and Jianfeng’s Beijing accent was so thick, Ted complained it was like listening to someone with marbles in their cheeks. So they defaulted to the language of their adopted country, as difficult and slippery as it sometimes proved to be.

When they were all seated, Yanhua leaned in conspiratorially and gestured at the three empty seats at the round table. “I hear Winston has a new girlfriend,” she said.

“Hai me!” Tina exclaimed in Cantonese.

“I hear it from a friend who live in Coral Sunset,” Yanhua said.

“Coral Sunset?” Jianfeng’s wife repeated in halting English.

“The retirement community Winston lives in,” Jianfeng told her impatiently in Mandarin. He gestured at Yanhua to continue.

“She say she see Winston spending lot of time with a woman there. Someone not from the community, so she think he must have met her somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else!” Tina said. “But where would Winston go to meet women!”

“He’s not a cripple,” George said. “There are many places to meet women in the world. The supermarket, the library, Starbucks—”

“Oh, and you know?” Tina said. “That’s what you do when you say you have errands to run? Meeting women?”

“I’m not going out to meet women, I’m escaping the nagging of one.”

“Ha,” Tina snorted, “as if any woman would want to talk to someone as ugly as you!”

Yanhua glanced at them and rolled her eyes. “Okay, anyway, Yurong say he ask a ‘plus-one’ for tonight. Yurong want to know who, she is very annoyed, because it ruining her seat arrangements, but Wei tell her suanle, just let him bring who he wants. Wei’s only condition is she also bring along a friend.” Her gaze slid to Howard. “For you.”

Howard sensed everyone’s eyes turn to him. “Oh, no no,” he said.

“Wah, this should be an interesting night,” Tina laughed, clapping her hands.

“You take too much enjoyment in people’s embarrassment,” George said. He cut off any retort his wife might have had by waving down a waiter for a bottle of Tsingtao.

“Nice to see everybody is here,” a deep voice bellowed. Howard swiveled around. Winston, a portly, balding man, stood by his chair, and behind him, an elegant woman with a short black bob wearing a gold-sequined shirt and cream-colored silk pants. Howard heard—and felt—a murmur ripple around him. Winston clapped him on the shoulder. “Howard,” he said. “Good to see you.”

Howard stood and shook his hand as he discreetly studied the woman. She was so different from Kay, Winston’s wife. Kay had been matronly, someone who had sported a practical curly perm for decades. As a devout Buddhist, Kay had preferred modest clothing, and aside from her wedding band and a jade pendant Howard had never seen her without, she had rarely worn jewelry. Winston had enjoyed complaining about her austerity: “What a difficult woman! What can a man buy his wife if she doesn’t like what all other women like!” Everyone knew, however, that Winston had loved not having to waste the money.

This woman, in contrast, shimmered with diamonds and gold that adorned her fingers, wrists, and earlobes. Howard could tell she had once been beautiful, and even now, in what appeared to be her early seventies, she was still handsome.

“And you are . . . ?”

“You can call me Annie,” she said, holding out a hand, two digits flashing with jewels. Her voice was surprisingly girlish, and she had no discernible accent to her English at all.

The rest of the table introduced themselves and began to pepper Annie with questions while the couple got settled. Winston flashed Howard a grin behind Annie’s back.

“So,” Mary asked, leaning atop her folded arms, “how do you and Winston meet?”

“We both live at Coral Sunset,” Annie said.

“Oh! So you do live there,” Yanhua said.

“Well, yes, we’re both involved in the choir—Winston has a marvelous voice—”

“How romantic,” Tina chimed in. “I wish I had chosen a man who could sing to me. George is tone-deaf.”

“I still sing to you, my dear,” George said.

“To torture me,” she said, tossing him a dirty look.

“Oh, wait, no, we’re not—” Annie began at the moment Winston rose and said, “Ah, here she is—”

Howard turned to see Winston reaching out to shepherd a woman closer to the table. A bubble of surprise rose in him. It was Suchi.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said in Mandarin, dipping her shoulders in apology. The loose sleeves of her navy dress shifted upward as she bent, revealing a small scab above her left elbow. As she lifted her head, her eyes met Howard’s. Her lips parted.

“This is Zhang Suchi,” Winston introduced her in Mandarin, then switched to English. “But you can call her Sue.”

The group murmured weak hellos, confused or embarrassed or maybe both.

“Sue,” Annie said from her seat, reaching out to touch Suchi’s arm. “I’m glad you could make it.”

Winston led Suchi to her chair, three from Howard, and sat next to her. “It’s so nice to have everyone together again,” he said in Mandarin, patting Suchi’s hand. She looked down and, after a beat, withdrew her palm into her lap.

“So you’re Winston’s new girlfriend,” Tina said, switching the conversation back to English. Mary shot her a cautionary glance.

“Aren’t we too old for those terms?” Winston asked. “At her age, it’s a bit insulting to call her a girl.”

“Where are you from?” Mary asked Suchi.

“I moved from New York,” Suchi said. “My son lives here.”

“She means laojia,” Yanhua said. “Back in old country.”

“Shanghai,” Suchi responded.

“Oh!” Tina said. “Howard is from Shanghai too. You should see if you were neighbors!”

Again, all eyes fell on Howard. He stared down at the silver chopstick holder in front of him. Shaped like a miniature dragon, it curled in a sideways S and held a cloud aloft.

“Actually—” Suchi started to say, but she was interrupted by a woman’s voice blaring, “Good evening!” in Mandarin through the speakers. Yurong, wrapped in a gold and cream lace dress, had walked to the edge of the stage with a microphone.

“Welcome, everyone!” she said. She flashed a grin, then switched to English. “Me and Wei are so happy you are here.” She glanced at Wei, seated behind her in a tux. He waved, nodding and smiling. Behind them on the bright red backsplash, the gold character 壽1 glinted from floor to ceiling. “So nice to see so many friends and family. We will make some speeches later, but I know everyone is hungry—for us old people, it is past our dinnertime!—so first course will be served.”

A large platter of cold jellyfish, julienned pig’s ears, sliced marinated beef, cucumbers, and wood-ear mushrooms, garnished with an impressive carrot rabbit, was placed on the lazy Susan in the center of the table. Questions were forgotten as everyone dug in.

For the next few courses, Howard tried simultaneously to dodge questions from Annie about his grieving process while straining to listen in on the conversations Suchi was having. Had she told anyone yet they’d known each other? Was she waiting for him to tell them? But the moment to bring it up seemed to have passed.

At the climax of the thirteen-course meal, right as the lobsters were served, Yurong reappeared onstage to announce several people wanted to make speeches. “Not me, though—Wei says I talk too much already.” She called their son, Jack, onto the stage.

“I hear he went through a terrible divorce,” Howard overheard Yanhua whispering across the table to Tina and Mary. “His wife cheat on him with a man she work with.”

Jack gave a sentimental speech about how Wei had taught him how to fix the toilet when he was nine, and how he admired how his father had arrived in this country with nothing and managed to build a successful business. After Jack, Bruce, a white man who was Wei’s longtime coworker, got onstage and cracked a few jokes. “Wei was the first Chinese guy I’d ever met, which was lucky for all the Chinese guys I met afterward,” he said, laughing nervously when no one else did. Ted made a speech too, about how he was grateful Wei had taken him and Yanhua into his fold when they’d first immigrated. “Without him and Yurong, we would never have figured out where the cheapest Chinese grocery was or how to pay our bills!” Ted’s speech was followed by a performance by one of Wei’s granddaughters, who strummed a guitar and sang a song she said she had written in his honor. The song was funny, if only because the lyrics described the golden rice paddies and thatched huts of Wei’s youth, things Howard was certain had not factored into Wei’s memory of growing up in bustling Beijing.

After the speeches, a DJ began playing music. He started off with “Goodbye My Love,” a popular Teresa Teng song that played at every social event Howard attended with this group. Howard watched as Wei led Yurong to the dance floor and remembered the many times he and Linyee had slow-danced to this song. She’d loved Teresa Teng.

“Dance?” Winston asked Suchi.

“I’m too full,” Suchi said in Mandarin. “You go without me.”

“Well then,” Winston said. “Annie?” He extended his arm to her and they wove toward the dance floor.

Howard glanced at Suchi, who was staring after the couples.

“You used to love dancing,” he said in Mandarin. “Even if it was by yourself.”

Suchi turned to Howard. “I have bad knees now,” she said in Shanghainese, and he recalled the way they used to speak with each other, fluidly shifting between the language of their classroom and the language of their streets.

“So you and Winston,” he responded. “How long has that been?”

“We’re just good friends,” she said.

“Do you hold hands with all your friends?”

Suchi grimaced. She focused her attention back on the swaying crowd. “I love this song.”

“Have you given up singing too?” Howard asked.

“Have you given up the violin?”

“Not exactly,” he said; arthritis had made it difficult for him to play much more than the simplest pieces for several years now.

“And I haven’t given up singing. Some things remain the same.”

“Like you,” Howard said. “You look the same.”

Suchi laughed and threw him a wry glance. “The same as when? Certainly not the same as when we were young. I stare in the mirror now and wonder when my face became so fat!”

“You don’t look that different from my memory of when we were teenagers,” Howard said. “But what I mean is you haven’t aged much since I saw you last.”

“Last week at the supermarket? I should hope not.” She grinned. “You look well too.”

Was she was intentionally misunderstanding his meaning? He recalled the night they’d spent together all those years ago, and his face warmed. If she was embarrassed, it would be impolite to press her on it. “I notice you didn’t say I haven’t changed,” he teased.

She chuckled. “I was trying to be nice without lying.”

“When have you ever tried to be nice to me? You were so mean when we were kids.”

“You made it so easy!” she exclaimed. Her eyes danced as she spoke, tugging at his memory. The way she used to look at him.

“You were bossy.”

“You liked that about me,” she said. “Besides, how would I have gotten your attention otherwise? You were constantly listening to the music in your head.”

“It’s true,” he conceded. He thought about all the times she would bother him while he was practicing his violin in the skywell courtyard in front of his family’s shikumen, how she would perform silly dances to make him laugh and trip him up, or how she pretended to be a Peking opera singer, pinching her nose while singing in a high, irritating timbre. He’d admired her then, her confidence and vivacity, but had been determined not to let it show. “Without you and Sulan, I’m not sure I’d ever have emerged from my shell.”

“Sulan was bossy to you, too, if I remember. You were so good to let us order you around.”

“How is your sister these days?” Howard asked.

Suchi’s smile disappeared. She shook her head. “She passed away in 1990.”

Howard brought his hand to his mouth. “Oh, Suchi.” A rash of guilt traveled up his spine as he recalled his surprise encounter with Sulan. She’d appeared older, frailer, but had still radiated poise and elegance. Had Sulan told her sister about that meeting?

Suchi was gazing off into the distance. “She had been battling a chronic disease for many decades, but in the end, she contracted a bladder infection and—” She twisted her palm in the air as if to say, You know the rest. “She lived a good life though. She was happy.” Suchi’s voice was tinged with bittersweet longing. Howard wondered if this was what he sounded like when he talked about Linyee.

“It never gets easier, does it?” Howard asked.

Suchi looked back at him. “Has it been terrible?” she asked him in English. The words came out careful and quiet, so unlike the clipped, fast cadence of her Shanghainese or the polish of her Mandarin. She hadn’t spoken to him in English before, and this alone snapped the years between them into view.

“It’s hard. I miss her every day.”

“It must be,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” he said. “For asking.”

She nodded, a tenderness in her eyes, and Howard felt the way he had when they were young—that she could see him, that somehow he was exposed even when she insisted he was inscrutable to most people. The recognition gave him relief.

“I’m afraid.” He hadn’t expected to say these words, but once he heard them in the air, he knew they were true.

“I know,” she said, her voice shimmering with compassion.

Howard realized Suchi had yet to mention her own husband, that at the grocery store she’d said she’d been living alone prior to moving in with her son. He wondered what had happened, if they’d separated or if he’d passed away.

“Have you felt this way too?” he asked in Shanghainese.

She paused. “It’s how I felt when you left.”

For a moment, Howard said nothing. He bent his head and stared at his hands, weathered and clasped in his lap. “Suchi—”

“Doudou,” she said gently. No one had called him by that name in years. “What’s past is past.”
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