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Preface

A hidden fortune. A silenced prophecy. A forbidden love between a movie star and a monk.

Raised in a quiet convent, Naomi grew up believing her parents left her in hell, and swore that someday she’d drag them there too. She spent her life chasing the silence between them, until it finally spoke.
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At the convent, ten-year-old Naomi was washing the plate that had held a cheap birthday cake. When no one was looking, she pressed her fingertip to the crumbs left on the plate and licked them off.

Back in her room, she pulled a bank certificate out from under her pillow by candlelight. Her name was on it. In the deposit column, a long string of zeros. She rubbed her thumb over the paper, remembering the pity in the nun’s eyes when she’d handed it over.

“This was left to you by your parents. But I’m sorry, I can’t tell you who they are. You can’t touch this money before you turn thirty, and you can’t let anyone know who you really are.”

The little girl looked at the paper, which she could neither eat nor drink, while her stomach growled with hunger.

She gritted her teeth and sat up, making herself a quiet promise: if you don’t want me to know the truth, then I’ll find it myself. I hear hell is a big place. Big enough for a whole family.

That night it rained hard, and the wind found its way through every crack in the room. Naomi burned with fever. She forced herself up and filled a page with crooked, uneven handwriting, then gave it to the old nun who had gone out to buy her medicine. The old nun read the last line: I feel so bad. I miss you so much… She sighed and hurried out again.

Naomi stared at the door, full of hope, but the old nun didn’t return, travel-worn and weary, until the next morning. Without a word, she handed Naomi a single sheet of paper. 

Just one short line: Be strong. We love you.

On her twelfth birthday, the old nun dressed her up nicely and took her out of the convent to a newly opened amusement park. Naomi looked up at the Ferris wheel for the first time, her eyes bright with excitement and nerves both.

The nun seemed to be afraid of heights, so she left the girl in the care of a young woman with a headscarf and a man in a bowler hat who happened to be passing by.

Naomi grew more nervous, watching the old nun shrink smaller and smaller below. The woman was warm and talkative, and soon eased the tightness in Naomi’s chest. The man told the occasional joke or funny story, always at just the right moment.

As the wheel rose slowly toward the top, Naomi forgot to be afraid. She watched the amusement park spread out below in a blaze of color. A fire-eater performed with everything he had. In the circus tent, an elephant balanced on one foot while a clown juggled flaming rings for a crowd doubled over with laughter. The only strange thing was the hands resting lightly on her shoulders, the man’s and the woman’s, both trembling faintly.

Inside the gondola, the three shadows fell across the wall opposite them, overlapping and twisting together, like three snakes each biting the tail of the one before it.

When they got off the ride, the man lifted Naomi onto his shoulders to watch the fireworks over the square, and the young woman clapped and gasped along with the rest of the crowd, as if she were a girl again herself.

They passed a fortune-telling machine. Naomi followed the instructions, curious, closing her eyes and pressing her palms together. The man slipped a coin into the slot without her noticing. The machine’s lights spun once around, and a slip of paper came out. It read:

The truthful remain silent. 

The false cry the loudest. 

The wealthy live in poverty.

..… the three faces of fate.

The man picked up the slip, curious, but the longer he read it, the harder his face grew. Finally he looked up at the Ferris wheel, still turning round and round. He took a deep breath and pulled the young woman close.

Naomi looked at the two strangers, puzzled. The woman was crying without a sound, tears soaking into her collar. Something painful and unspoken passed across the man’s eyes.

When the day ended, the woman took a pendant from around her neck and hung it around Naomi’s. Naomi watched, reluctant to see them go, as the two of them walked off in different directions.

—

The year Naomi turned fifteen, the convent filled with volunteers on New Year’s Eve, helping the nuns prepare food for the poor. She saw the woman again. The years seemed to have gone easy on her face, leaving only a few faint lines at the corners of her eyes.

Naomi was thrilled to see her. The woman was, after all, the only friend she had outside the convent walls.

“You’re so beautiful. They say you’re a very, very famous actress?”

The woman laughed. “Don’t believe it. In that world, nothing is real.”

Naomi hesitated, then finally asked the question she’d been holding onto for years. “Were you two ever together?”

The smile froze on the woman’s face. She looked into Naomi’s eyes for a long moment, then slowly shook her head.

“Then will you tell me your story? Life in the convent is unbearably boring, you know.”

The woman ran a gentle hand over Naomi’s head and began to talk.

They had met at an ancient temple on the edge of the city. Every day, hundreds of believers knelt on the stone steps waiting for the young Living Buddha to appear, certain that even brushing the hem of his robe would bring them great fortune. One day, a devoted woman had come asking how many years her dying mother had left. The young monk said nothing. He only rested his hand gently on top of her head.

“Why wouldn’t he answer? Can’t he see the future?” Naomi asked.

The woman smiled. “He knows everything. He just can’t say it. Seeing the future is a kind of suffocation for him. The moment he speaks it out loud, the future shifts off its course. Three years left might become three days. So the words he says most often are it cannot be spoken. He holds the truth and is condemned to silence. The more famous he became, the more alone he was.”

“So how did you two meet?”

“To most people, I was a goddess, glamorous, larger than life. To the monks, I was filth defiling their sacred hall.”

“One day an old monk fell ill. No fires were allowed in the temple in the afternoon. I remembered how, when I was a child and sick, a bowl of hot porridge from my mother always made me feel better. So I made a bowl myself and brought it to him. The older monks shouted at me. The younger ones took one look at my face and wouldn’t even let me through the door.”

The woman’s expression, as she remembered it, twisted into something mocking. She lifted her chin, as if delivering a line to a scene partner on stage.

“You all say all things are empty, but not one of you could look me in the eye. My mother worked a sewing machine in a factory until her legs cramped every night. She told me I was pretty, told me to get out and make something
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