

[image: The Lotus Shoes by Jane Yang. An orange cover decorated with embroidered flowers, featuring illustrations of two Chinese women]



Praise for The Lotus Shoes

‘Masterful storytelling. This story will stay with me for a very, very long time’

Heather Morris, author of The Tattooist of Auschwitz

‘A powerful story beautifully told. Little Flower and Linjing’s story is complex, brutal, tragic, heartbreaking but ultimately uplifting and satisfying. Jane Yang is an exciting new talent and I can’t wait to read more from her’

Santa Montefiore, author of Songs of Love and War

‘Gripping from the very first page until the very last, The Lotus Shoes is a spellbinding, educational and heartbreaking tale of survival and courage. More than a book, this novel is an act of liberation and empowerment for women everywhere’

Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai, author of The Mountains Sing

‘A captivating and exquisitely rendered novel that spans the last decades of 19th century China. With deep research and elegant storytelling, The Lotus Shoes offers a fascinating look at the traditions of foot-binding, muizai, filial piety, and polygamy. I so enjoyed this beautiful book’

Melissa Fu, author of Peach Blossom Spring

‘A fabulous read from the very first page, this is historical fiction at its absolute best. Yang’s carefully crafted characters and intricately woven tale had me reading until midnight to discover the ending. This is easily one of the best books I’ve read in years, and the story of Linjing and Little Flower will stay with me for a long time to come. If you liked Memoirs of a Geisha, then you will love The Lotus Shoes’

Soraya Lane, author of The Sapphire Daughter

‘I devoured this stunning debut. Yang’s fascinating glimpse into 1800s China, the power plays between multiple wives in a wealthy household, the fixation on prized golden lotuses, and the heroine’s exquisite embroidery “painting” held me spellbound. I can’t wait to recommend this novel to everyone I know!’

Alka Joshi, author of The Henna Artist

‘In some ways this story is about the plight of women in 19th century China but, more importantly, it’s about their spirit. Jane Yang is a hugely talented writer whose elegant prose, eye for historical detail and storytelling prowess fully immerse the reader in her exceptional novel’

Natasha Lester, author of The Paris Secret
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Elizabeth Chadwick, author of The Scarlet Lion

‘Stunning, transporting, unforgettable. The Lotus Shoes caught me hook, line and sinker from the first pages. Jane Yang is going to be a star’

Amanda Geard, author of The Midnight House

‘Jane Yang gives us a fascinating insight into the lives of Chinese women in the 19th century, and a sweeping story wrapped around their pain, joy and tenacity. You’ll love it!’

Mandy Robotham, author of A Woman of War

‘I very much enjoyed The Lotus Shoes, an enthralling tale of a bygone era’

Judy Nunn, author of Black Sheep

‘A remarkable, transportive debut novel. Jane Yang has created multi-dimensional, rich characters in Little Flower and Linjing, young women who must make morally fraught choices in a world that gives them little option. The Lotus Shoes will sweep you up in a tangle of emotion’

E.M. Tran, author of Daughters of the New Year

‘Stitched intricately together with vivid characters, fascinating historical insight, and a gripping story’

Rachel Louise Driscoll, author of Nephthys

‘Lush and sumptuous, The Lotus Shoes is a stunning exploration of female friendships, societal pressures, and identity in 1800s China. An epic piece of historical fiction with characters who will take up root in your heart, Yang weaves together shock, tragedy and hope in a story you won’t soon forget’

Alli Parker, author of At the Foot of the Cherry Tree
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PART 1




1

Little Flower

I sat shivering on a low stool in our farmhouse kitchen. The frosty air stung my cheeks and chilled my hands and feet until they hurt. To warm up, I rubbed my arms and legs. Though it never snowed in southern China, this winter in the sixth year of Emperor Guangxu’s reign felt brutally cold. Normally, I would still be curled beneath our patched quilt, but my aa noeng had woken me at first light.

‘We are going on an adventure today,’ she announced, turning to me with a basin of boiling water. For the first time in months, her thin, pale face broke into a smile. But it wasn’t a proper sparkling smile, like the ones she used to shower on me before my aa de died. This smile looked stiff, and her eyes remained dull.

‘I’m taking you to Canton City,’ she continued. ‘Farmer Tang will give us a ride on his cart.’ She poured cold water into the basin.

I squealed, clapping with delight. I had never been to Canton City, but I had heard all about it from travelling storytellers. Pedlars prowled the streets, selling sugared plums, sweet buns and roasted chestnuts. My belly grumbled at the thought of them, reminding me that I had not eaten since yesterday’s bowl of watery congee. The storytellers also boasted of travelling acrobats, men who swallowed live snakes, and puppet shows.

‘Is Little Brother coming too?’ I asked.

‘He is too young,’ she said. ‘I’ve sent him to our neighbour for the day. This is a mother-and-daughter trip.’

‘Why are we going?’

‘Little girls should not ask questions,’ she chided. ‘Good girls keep quiet, follow rules and obey grown-ups.’ Her tone was mild, but her face sagged with misery, frightening me into silence.

She knelt in front of me, cradling my golden lilies in her palms.

‘Do you remember why I started binding your feet when you were only four?’ she asked.

‘Because . . . because . . .’ I shook my head.

With a heavy sigh she explained, ‘Other six-year-old girls in our village wouldn’t start foot-binding until now. Some farming families might even wait until their daughter is seven or eight, if they’re desperate for an extra worker around the house. But that is risky. Do you know why?’

I shook my head again.

‘The bones might already be too stiff to be shaped. I love you so much that I bound your feet two years ago, as though you’re a little lady, to make sure you get perfect golden lilies so you can be like Consort Yao Niang. Do you remember her story?’

‘I do!’ Eager to impress her, I merrily recited the bedtime tale she had often told me. ‘Once upon a time, before the Manchu invaded and when China was cut up into lots of little kingdoms, like a patchwork quilt, there lived an emperor called Li Yu. He loved to see new things. One day he asked his many, many wives to surprise him with a new dance. Everyone tried but no one was good enough except Yao Niang. She wrapped her feet into crescents and danced on her toes!’

‘What else?’ she quizzed.

I frowned.

She prompted, ‘The emperor was so impressed that he promoted her to Royal Imperial Consort—’

‘Oh!’ With a bounce I finished her sentence, ‘So no other wife could boss Yao Niang around except the Empress. All the ladies of the court copied her and soon rich girls across the country started to do the same. Now all re-respectable girls have bound feet. And the most loving mothers make sure their daughters have perfect four-inch golden lilies.’

I expected the rest of my speedy answer would earn praise, especially since I had only stumbled on two characters, but Aa Noeng’s lips trembled. I reached out to hug her, but she shook her head as she straightened her back and smoothed her faded-tunic-blouse, ou.

‘Even the poorest boy might hope to pass the imperial exams and become a mandarin if he is clever and studious,’ she said, ‘but a girl’s only chance for a better life is through her golden lilies. This is my priceless gift to you. No matter what happens, I want you always to remember how much I love you. You’re my precious pearl. Do you understand?’

‘I love you this much too!’ I swung my arms behind my back until my palms touched. But she didn’t return my smile.

‘Why is it important to have perfect four-inch golden lilies?’ she asked.

‘To get a good marriage,’ I chirped. ‘Matchmakers and mothers-in-law like tiny feet. Golden lilies are proof of a girl’s goodness.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Only girls with immense endurance and discipline can get perfect golden lilies. This is what mothers-in-law from nice families want for their sons.’ She squeezed my hands and asked, ‘Do you want to marry into a nice family when you grow up?’

‘Yes.’

‘How do you get four-inch golden lilies?’ she asked.

‘I must sit very still when you clean my feet and change my bandages.’

‘What else?’

‘I mustn’t complain when you tighten the bindings.’

‘That’s true,’ she replied slowly. ‘But . . .’ After a long pause she said, ‘You are a big girl now. It’s time you learnt to take care of your golden lilies yourself.’

‘I’m still little!’ I protested, alarmed by her grave tone.

‘Watch carefully,’ she instructed. She unravelled the binding and eased my left foot into the basin of warm water. She massaged away the dead skin on the sole and between my toes. Next she trimmed my toenails and wrapped my foot in a towel before sprinkling alum onto it.

‘Be sure to use a generous amount of alum,’ she said. ‘It wards off sweat and itch.’

She wound a length of clean, dark-blue cotton around and around my foot. The pressure increased with each layer until my foot throbbed and my eyes ached with unshed tears. I had to use all my willpower not to groan. She continued to wrap the bindings, much more tightly than usual. I tried to pull my foot away. She gripped it harder. ‘Stay still,’ she ordered.

‘Aa Noeng,’ I cried. ‘It hurts too much.’

‘Hush,’ she said. ‘One day these golden lilies will bring you a good marriage. You will wear silk and live in a house with tiled floors. Best of all, you will never go hungry again.’

My whimpering faded as she continued to talk about the tasty food that would fill my belly when I become a bride in a well-to-do family. Finally, she eased my foot into my best pair of indigo cotton shoes. She pushed the basin towards me.

‘Now you must do the same for your right foot,’ she said.

The journey from our village to Canton City took a day on foot. Since Aa Noeng and I could not have walked that distance on our bound feet, Farmer Tang took us on his cart. The wheels churned up hail and mud into a dirty mix. Gusts of cruel wind whipped our faces raw, and though Aa Noeng held me tight against her side, I shivered. At noon, we stopped and the farmer shared his meal with us. The pork bun stung my wind-chapped lips but delighted my stomach. It wasn’t until I’d finished my share that I noticed Aa Noeng had barely touched hers, even though we hadn’t eaten meat since my father died. The farmer urged her to eat, his gaze full of pity. To be polite, she swallowed fragments of bun, but she looked haggard with sorrow, the way she’d looked in the days after Aa De’s death. That, with her strange behaviour this morning, turned the pork bun to stone in my belly.

The grey afternoon sky had darkened further by the time we arrived in Canton City. I had slept fitfully during the journey. Teeth chattering in the deepening chill, I couldn’t pay attention to the strange sights around me.

My mother had been silent since our midday meal, but now she roused herself and spoke to me in an urgent voice. ‘You’re a good girl. I must do this because there is no other way.’

The farmer cleared his throat. ‘Must you tell her now?’

‘Yes,’ Aa Noeng said resolutely. ‘She must be told.’ She said to me, ‘From now on, you will be living in a pretty brick house with the Fongs. They are a nice, rich family.’

I struggled to understand what she was telling me. ‘When will I come home?’ I asked. ‘Tomorrow?’

‘I have sold you to the Fong family, as a muizai,’ she said, her face crumpling. ‘The housekeeper has promised you won’t be a common slave girl. Lady Fong wants you as a personal maid to her daughter, like Little Green who looks after our village headman’s wife and daughters. You won’t have to do any heavy work.’

I reached up and pulled her face down to meet my eyes, but she squeezed hers shut. ‘Little Green is an orphan,’ I said, ‘but you will visit me, won’t you?’

Opening her eyes, she slowly shook her head.

‘When will I come home?’ I asked again. My voice cracked and I began to sob.

‘You will never come home again. A muizai is not like a hired servant. You will belong to your mistress, just like Little Green – even if her parents were still alive, she couldn’t leave. You can’t leave either.’ She heaved a sigh and then another, as if something was trapped inside her chest and she was trying to free it. ‘I have to do this. We’ll be evicted soon. We need money to pay for Little Brother’s carpentry apprenticeship. It’s the only way he will get a chance at a decent life.’

I could not imagine never seeing my home again, never seeing my mother or Little Brother. ‘Never’ was so big it was beyond my imagination. ‘But I can’t live with strangers,’ I said. ‘I belong with you.’

She talked on as if convincing herself as much as me. ‘Without the money we will all starve. Then who will carry on the Yung name? I need to do the right thing by your father’s spirit and our ancestors. You understand what’s happened to our family, don’t you?’

I shook my head. What did Aa De’s death have to do with this Fong family? I did not understand. But I remembered what had happened five months ago. Aa De had returned home from tending the fishponds and taken to his bed, complaining of cramps in his guts. Nothing tempted his appetite, and the little rice porridge he ate came straight back up. He changed from a man with the strength and endurance of a water buffalo to a gaunt invalid. The village daai fu prescribed herbs, which my mother boiled into a bitter tea and gave to him by the spoonful, but he couldn’t keep it down. He burnt with fever and shivered with chills. This went on for fourteen days until he died. Aa Noeng used our savings to give him a decent funeral.

After that, our lives had crumbled like a crushed biscuit. My mother couldn’t manage the farm by herself. We ran behind on the rent, the fishponds became neglected, and no one harvested the mulberry leaves so our silkworms died of starvation. We went hungry, too, despite Aa Noeng’s efforts to stretch our rice supply by watering down our congee.

‘This is a chance for you,’ she said. ‘You will be a slave girl but you’ll have food to eat and a roof over your head. You’ll live better than we do.’ Her lips trembled as if she did not quite believe that. ‘Be good, grateful and patient,’ she said. ‘Follow orders and always remember your place. A muizai is her mistress’s shadow. You are there to do her bidding. Don’t ever forget that. You must never argue or disobey orders. Life is easier for those who can swallow bitterness and accept their lot.’

‘I’m a very good girl,’ I protested. ‘Don’t send me away.’

She pulled me to her chest, squeezing me tight. ‘Can we go home now?’ I asked hopefully. She did not reply as she continued to hold me close until we arrived at a big house, the biggest I had ever seen. A huge black plaque with two gold characters hung above the main entrance: a set of red gates, the height of more than two adults, each door guarded by a dragon head. Their red-painted eyes glared at me as our cart rolled past, and they looked as though they’d attack any visitor who dared knock with the thick bronze rings between their fangs.

It seemed an age before our cart rounded the mansion and Farmer Tang pulled the horse to a stop in front of a pair of regular-sized doors, like the ones back home where I used to reach up and touch the lintel when I sat on Aa De’s shoulders. Father Tang helped Aa Noeng down from the cart and set me beside her. I clung to her sleeve as she knocked. A lady in a fine quilted coat greeted Aa Noeng and hurried us into a courtyard furnished with a stone table.

‘I am Cerise, the housekeeper and Lady Fong’s personal maid,’ the lady with a fleshy mole on her chin told my mother. ‘Dip your thumb lightly into the ink and press it here.’ She pointed to a red paper.

‘Wait!’ Aa Noeng said. ‘What does it say?’

‘It’s just the standard terms of indenture.’

‘Please tell me.’

With a gusty sigh, Cerise told her, ‘It says you agree to sell your girl to Lady Phoenix Fong, the First Fong taai taai. Your daughter will be Miss Linjing’s maid unless Lady Fong tells her to serve another. Lady Fong also has the right to sell your daughter to another household.’

‘Does it say whether I can buy back my daughter’s freedom?’

‘I don’t know why you ask,’ Cerise complained. ‘I’ve worked here for over ten years and no parent has ever come back for their girl. This isn’t a pawnbroker.’

‘Please,’ she begged. ‘I just want to know.’

‘It states that you can buy back her freedom if you return the sale price with twenty per cent interest for every year the Fongs have had to feed and clothe her. Now, are you ready to give me your thumbprint?’

I looked up at Aa Noeng expectantly, hoping she’d changed her mind. Instead, her face sagged. Tears spilt over her lashes before she quickly mopped them with her sleeve. I tightened my grip on her forearm.

Cerise’s tone softened. ‘Lady Fong is kind and fair. Your daughter will be fine.’

‘But she will be allowed to marry eventually?’ my mother asked, voice urgent yet doubtful.

‘If a muizai was lucky enough to secure a marriage offer, then she might be released from bondage. I dare say Lady Fong will find her a good husband when she is around eighteen, if she’s hardworking and obedient. Mind you, many muizai choose to stay rather than be wedded to a putrid night-soil collector or a cripple. But with bound feet, your daughter might hope for a decent farmer.’

‘Is marriage a guarantee?’ Aa Noeng pressed.

‘There’s no certainty in life. But Lady Fong is honourable and kind. Now sign.’

Mother’s trembling hand hovered over the contract for a long time before she finally dipped her thumb into the ink and pressed it on the paper. Tears flowed down her cheeks. Two splotches hit the paper, smudging the thick, black characters. But once the agreement was sealed, she dried her face with her sleeve and knelt in front of me with an expression of determination.

‘Remember my words,’ she said. ‘Be patient and obey. Things could be a lot worse.’

Since I would never see her again, I didn’t know how things could be worse. Flinging my arms around her neck, I cried, ‘Don’t leave me here to be a slave!’

My mother wrenched my arms apart, holding me by the shoulders. I tried to wriggle forth, desperate to latch on to her, but her firm grip kept me in place.

‘Listen to me,’ she said coaxingly. ‘To see me again, you must be extra obedient. Most important of all, you must look after your golden lilies so you can marry one day. Can you promise me that?’ She tried to smile but it looked like a lopsided scribble.

‘Please, Aa Noeng. I’m scared.’

‘If your feet are ruined, you’ll never see me again. Do you understand?’

‘I need another cuddle,’ I cried, stumbling forward, arms outstretched. ‘Just one more . . .’

But Aa Noeng turned her back on me and strode off faster than I had ever seen her move.

At the gate, she fixed me with a final glance, before she straightened her back and disappeared down the laneway. I tried to run after her, but Cerise’s fierce clutch kept me in place. ‘Let your mother go,’ she said. ‘You belong to the Fong family now. Be good and you might see her again.’

I bit her arm. Shocked, she yelped and released me. I bolted off, but teetered on my golden lilies and fell long before I reached the gate. The pain of my fall was far less than the sting of her slap.

‘Wipe that insolent look off your face,’ she ordered. ‘You’re a muizai now.’




2

Linjing

Aa Noeng told me that Little Flower was her special gift to me. She hoped we would grow up to be like her and Cerise, who had been her muizai since they were both six. Having a maid with bound feet made Aunt Brilliance and Cousin Elegance very jealous; even sweet-tempered Second Aa Noeng looked at me with envy. But I hated the way Mother doted over Little Flower, comparing me to her – a slave!

‘Linjing,’ Aa Noeng exclaimed. ‘Look at Little Flower’s satin stitches. The blend of carmine and magenta is superb. I would be happy if your work was half as good.’

Though Mother spoke to me, her face was turned to my muizai, their heads almost touching as she continued to admire the smooth, even stitches blooming beneath Little Flower’s needle, filling the petal motif with a band of muddy green, some patches darker than others. I didn’t understand what Aa Noeng meant when she talked about reds or pinks, for everything was a mixture of yellow, blue, dull green or grey, but I was too scared to tell her so. I stabbed my needle through the silk and wrenched the thread out of the other side. The stitch bunched up the fabric by pulling its neighbours with it. From across the round table, I bared my teeth as I slammed my embroidery hoop against the polished wood, waiting for Aa Noeng to notice me. Little Flower looked up first and our eyes met, hers dropping back to her needle as I clenched my hands into claws.

‘Linjing, stop behaving like a savage,’ Aa Noeng scolded. ‘What kind of example are you setting for your muizai?’

‘She’s the savage!’ I protested.

A frown puckered my mother’s formidable high forehead. I darted over, tugging the edge of my muizai’s sleeve with my thumb and fingertip, careful not to touch the crusty stains as I lifted it to show Aa Noeng, who shot me a stony look. It seemed she didn’t understand, so I explained, ‘Little Flower wipes her nose with her sleeves.’

With darkened cheeks, Little Flower pulled her sleeve from my grip. She hid both hands under the table, hanging her head so low it almost touched her needlework. Instead of scolding her, Mother said, ‘Linjing, this is unkind. It has only been one moon since Little Flower left her family. You need to be patient while she unlearns her village manners.’

‘But she also yawns without covering her mouth,’ I added. ‘Once, she even picked up my caa siu bao from the floor and shoved it into her mouth, like a dog. Her family must have lived like pigs.’

Fat tears rolled down Little Flower’s cheeks, falling onto the petal motif, staining it. Snot dripped from her nose, and her hand lifted halfway to her face, then paused in mid-air before she hid it under the table again, making me feel a little remorseful. I reached for my handkerchief but Aa Noeng got there first, patting Little Flower’s back as she dried her face with a crisp square of silk. Little Flower’s wet eyes widened as they darted between my mother’s smile and my scowl. I wanted to smack her for stealing Aa Noeng’s attention but dared not anger my mother further.

‘A cruel mistress breeds disloyalty,’ Aa Noeng warned me. ‘Little Flower is obedient and patient, qualities you should copy if you want to excel in embroidery. It’s a real shame that such a girl was born into a peasant family. If you don’t work hard to improve your stitches and manners, people might think you’re the muizai.’

‘Do you want her for a daughter instead of me?’ I asked, tears welling in my eyes.

‘Nonsense,’ my mother replied, with a dismissive wave, as though my question was a buzzing mosquito.

‘Do you?’ I repeated, with a stamp, my throat aching. I wanted Aa Noeng to hug me, let me sit on her lap, tell me she loved me. Second Aa Noeng did that for my half-sisters whenever they got upset. She would even stroke their hair, rocking them until they felt better.

‘Linjing,’ she said, in an icy voice. ‘You’ll never be as skilled as your muizai unless you work as hard as her. Go back to your seat and pick up your hoop.’

‘No!’ I roared, my body lurching forward as my hands balled into fists.

‘Go,’ she said. Her lips flattened to a thin line, her narrowed eyes were hard as ice, her oval face pale and frosty. Often, I wondered if my real mother was buried beneath that chilly skin, and if I dug down, perhaps I would find a warm soul, like my second aa noeng.

‘This is your last warning,’ she told me. ‘Behave like a lady.’

As soon as I could escape my mother, I ran to Aa De’s study. He looked up from his paperwork with a frown. But seeing me, he smiled and beckoned me over. I climbed onto his lap.

‘How is my little rascal?’ he teased, as he wiggled my nose.

‘Aa Noeng scolded me just because I said my slave has village manners. It’s all her fault that I’m in trouble. I want another maid, one with huge feet so she’ll be terrible at embroidery.’

‘If you’re not happy with your maid, then tell your mother to find you another.’

‘She won’t listen to me. Please, Aa De, can you make her send Little Flower away?’

‘It’s not my business to get involved with the women’s realm.’

I crossed my arms and pouted. He poked my ribs until I couldn’t resist the tickles, then he asked, ‘When is your foot-binding ceremony?’

‘Next month.’

‘That is soon,’ he said. ‘Would you like to keep your natural feet?’

To be sure Aa De wasn’t jesting, I hopped off his lap and turned to read his face. From his expectant look, I knew he wanted my answer to be yes. His smile was so wide that I could see his back gold tooth. His eyes shone with eagerness. Yet he fidgeted with his jade thumb ring, twisting it this way and that. I wanted to please him, but I couldn’t lie.

‘Only slaves have big feet. I don’t want to be like them. I want to be like my mothers.’

‘Do you like hopscotch?’

I nodded.

‘You also love to climb trees, and you’re a fast runner, aren’t you?’

‘Yes!’

‘You won’t be able to do any of those things after your feet are bound. Do you want to give them up?’

‘No.’ I added quickly, ‘But I also want golden lilies.’ I twisted my hands together. Until now, I had thought of the foot-binding ceremony as a grand festival at which I would be showered with gifts and attention from my aunts and cousins. My mother had promised it would be one of the best days of my life, third only to my wedding day and the birth of my first son. I had been impatient for the day to arrive since it hadn’t occurred to me that afterwards I would no longer be able to play my favourite games. Now I did not feel so sure. Still, having big feet was unthinkable, for every lady had golden lilies. People would think I was the slave and Little Flower the lady. I couldn’t have that.

I looked to Aa De for reassurance.

‘These are modern times,’ he explained. ‘Some genteel families are beginning to let their daughters keep their natural feet.’

‘But Aa Noeng and Maa Maa say big feet are vulgar.’

‘Your mother and grandmother are very conservative. Let me show you something.’

He opened a leather box to reveal a photograph. The image showed a young lady a few years older than me, sitting on a swing with big feet poking out of her heavily embroidered trouser hems. Instead of seeming ashamed, she was smiling. I looked at Aa De questioningly.

‘This young lady is the daughter of a wealthy merchant. Her family are Christians who no longer bind their girls’ feet. One day, all girls will have natural feet. Do you want to be a modern girl, like her?’

‘I don’t want to look like a slave.’

‘Let’s go and talk to your mother about this,’ he said, patting my head. ‘I’ve asked her to meet me in Maa Maa’s receiving chamber. I have an important announcement to make.’

I feared something bad would happen: a visit to Maa Maa’s apartments always meant trouble for Aa Noeng and me. Since my grandfather’s death four years ago, Maa Maa had moved to a remote wing where she spent the afternoons praying for his soul. Though she had handed the chatelaine of keys and most of the household duties to my mother, Maa Maa was still in charge of the women’s realm.

We entered Maa Maa’s receiving room to find my mother had already arrived. With her head bowed and her hands clasped on her lap, she perched on a low stool, even though chairs lined each side of the room.

Father greeted Maa Maa with a deep bow. She nodded to the chair next to hers. She did not acknowledge me as I hurried to stand beside my mother. The overbearing smell of sandalwood from the giant coil of burning incense made me want to cover my nose, but the glare on Maa Maa’s face warned me against it.

Once my grandmother’s muizai had finished serving tea to the adults, my father cleared his throat and spoke.

‘Honourable Mother, what I’m about to propose will sound radical. But, please, I beg you to keep an open mind.’

Maa Maa arched an eyebrow, fixing him with a hard stare. Despite the cold, his face was flushed as he tugged his collar.

‘Proceed,’ she told him.

‘Linjing’s foot-binding ceremony should not go ahead.’

Maa Maa and Aa Noeng stared at him, bewildered.

‘The practice is condemned by all Western nations as cruel and barbaric,’ he went on. ‘It makes China look primitive. I implore you to permit Linjing to keep her natural feet.’

My grandmother slammed her teacup onto the table so hard that it cracked. She gaped at him. I didn’t know her squinty eyes were capable of such roundness. Mother and I exchanged a distressed glance. The muizai who crept over to mop up the spillage stared at Aa De, dumbfounded by his suggestion.

‘Do you wish to dishonour our ancestors?’ Maa Maa asked.

‘Honourable Mother, please listen—’

‘No son would make such a request.’

‘This has nothing to do with filial duty.’

‘Dear husband,’ Aa Noeng said, ‘Linjing must have bound feet or she will be unmarriageable. We have already waited too long.’

‘Phoenix is right,’ Maa Maa said. ‘Golden lilies are the hallmark of every well-bred girl. No genteel mother-in-law will have a girl with big feet. Do you want her to be a spinster and shame our family?’

‘Times are changing,’ he countered. ‘Most families will abandon foot-binding in the coming decades. Besides, I have secured a betrothal for Linjing.’

My mouth fell open.

‘What’s wrong with the prospective groom?’ Aa Noeng demanded.

‘Is he crippled or soft in the head?’ Maa Maa asked.

‘Is he mean?’ I asked, in a small voice.

Aa De shot me a reassuring smile. ‘He is a fine little gentleman, only a little older than you. I’m told he is athletic too. You will like a lot of the same things.’ To Maa Maa and Mother, he added, ‘Valiant Li is the first son of Lord Li, the Viceroy of Tianjin.’

‘Why would a family of such importance want a big-footed bride?’ Maa Maa asked. ‘And why Linjing?’

‘Honourable Mother, please, I beg you to let me finish before you make up your mind.’ She nodded grudgingly. ‘Lord Li is one of China’s most influential statesmen, and one of Emperor Guangxu’s most trusted foreign ambassadors and negotiators. A marriage alliance with Lord Li is critical to my career. He has promised me the posting of deputy governor of Shanxi, once we formalize Linjing’s betrothal. Lord Li believes the survival of the Qing dynasty depends on modernization. China must not only upgrade her army and navy with modern artillery and steam-powered ships, but the Chinese people must also adopt new ideas. Natural feet is one of them. He sees a future when wives of mandarins will need to socialize with Western ladies, and it is impossible for our ladies to be treated as equals if they still have crippled feet. That is why he has pledged to secure a daughter-in-law with natural feet. But Lord Li has struggled to find a bride from a suitable family. Despite some influential men vowing to prohibit their sons from marrying girls with golden lilies, they cannot convince their mothers and wives to embrace natural feet. This is a rare opportunity for me.’

‘Let Lord Li keep searching,’ Mother said. ‘Our daughter will have no part in his absurd pledge. The anti-foot-binding movement is doomed to failure. Take Linjing’s new muizai as an example. Even a poor, illiterate peasant understands the importance of bound feet. Such a family must have made significant sacrifices to bind their daughter’s feet when she was four. What kind of mother would I be if I failed to bind Linjing’s?’

‘Phoenix, these beliefs are antiquated,’ he retorted. ‘They are chains holding China back from progress.’

‘Westerners don’t have China’s best interests at heart,’ Mother argued. ‘They know opium is harmful, yet they have dumped it on our populace, turning husbands into addicts, destroying families.’

‘Their morals are irrelevant,’ Father said. ‘The West is prosperous and powerful. We must humour them, learn from them, at least until we’re their equal in economic and military prowess.’

‘Stop fighting with Aa Noeng!’ I cried. ‘I don’t want big feet.’

‘Phoenix,’ Maa Maa scolded. ‘Keep Linjing in check. A girl should remain silent unless she is spoken to.’

Aa Noeng pinched my arm and warned me to keep quiet. ‘There is plenty of silver in our coffers and our tenants are reliable,’ she said. ‘We don’t need your salary.’

‘I have been out of work for close to four years. My former aide has been promoted twice and now outranks me. It’s humiliating.’

‘But you were in mourning for Father-in-law for three years and forbidden to work. Surely no one would speak ill of you for following the law.’

‘Phoenix, you are ignorant of the men’s realm, so don’t embarrass yourself with these idiotic remarks. Our country is in turmoil, under constant siege from rebels and foreign attacks. Hong Kong, Shanghai and Amoy have all been annexed to Western powers. Many of my colleagues are struggling to keep their postings, let alone find new ones. I would be a fool to refuse this opportunity.’

Maa Maa reached for her prayer beads and muttered a sutra. ‘I support my son,’ she pronounced. ‘His career is paramount. If we must sacrifice a daughter, it may as well be Linjing.’ Glaring at Aa Noeng, she said, ‘In any case, Phoenix, you have waited far too long to bind her feet. Big feet breed wildness, insolence and vulgarity in a girl.’

‘But, Maa Maa,’ I reminded her, ‘it isn’t Aa Noeng’s fault. The geomancer told us to wait.’

‘Hush, Linjing!’ my mother snapped. ‘You should never contradict Maa Maa.’

‘But it’s true. The geomancer said—’

Aa Noeng cut off my words with a stinging smack. I looked to Aa De, hoping he would tell Maa Maa that I spoke the truth, for we all knew the geomancer had divined an early death for me if my feet were bound before my seventh birthday. But he turned his face away from us, staring at the wall hangings.

Maa Maa glowered at us as though we were a pile of refuse as she continued to speak. ‘A daughter’s sin is a mother’s liability, just as a mother’s sin is a daughter’s burden. Linjing is wayward and disobedient. Her needlework is appalling. Crooked stitches speak of a careless and impatient girl with a slapdash attitude. She is far too spirited. You are to blame. If you cannot tame her, I’ll seize your chatelaine and give it to your sister-wife.’

Aa Noeng dropped to her knees and crawled towards Maa Maa, pressing her forehead on my grandmother’s golden lilies. ‘Revered Mother, I beg you to reconsider. Please have mercy on her. She will be tamed once we bind her feet.’

Maa Maa kicked Aa Noeng’s forehead with such force that her golden phoenix comb almost flew off. I hissed at her, but Aa Noeng’s eyes pleaded with me to behave. Again I looked at Aa De, longing for him to say something to help Aa Noeng. But his eyes were hard and impatient.

‘Phoenix, stop making a scene,’ he said. ‘It is a brilliant match. Linjing will want for nothing, and she will be one of the young ladies to help shape China into a modern nation. It’s an exciting future!’

Though I still wished he’d defend Aa Noeng, how could I be angry with him for wanting the best life for me? But could I really still be a lady without golden lilies?

‘What if something happens to Valiant Li?’ Mother asked. ‘There are many years between a betrothal and a marriage. If Valiant Li dies, no one else will want a girl with big feet.’

‘That is very unlikely,’ he insisted.

‘Life is full of illness and misfortune. It would be impossible to arrange another suitable marriage for Linjing.’

‘For the sake of my son’s career,’ Maa Maa declared, ‘that is a risk I am willing to take. My word on this matter is final.’

Despite Aa De’s cheerful tone and exciting promises, I chewed my bottom lip as the doubts grew in my mind. Big feet were ugly and vulgar. Aa De said I was his favourite daughter, but Maa Maa said I should be ‘sacrificed’. If he loved me, why didn’t he sacrifice one of my half-sisters instead?
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Little Flower

My belly was an empty well and fatigue dragged at my limbs like logs. Each morning, I started my day at sunrise, fetching and boiling water for Miss Linjing’s wash. The kitchen was so far from her bedchamber that my golden lilies throbbed and my arms shook from the weight of the copper kettle by the time I reached her door.

My stomach grumbled, craving its next ration of watery congee and limp gaai laan that was still several hours away. I glanced at a nearby stone bench, wishing I could rest my aching feet, but Cerise had said if I failed to win Miss Linjing’s favour quickly, I might be sold to a sing-song house and wouldn’t see my aa noeng again. At the thought of my mother, sadness climbed onto my chest and settled there. Blinking back tears, I placed one wobbling foot in front of the other as I clambered up to the pagoda, which stood on a manmade hillock. Maybe Miss Linjing would like me if I could keep up with her games. This morning’s downpour had made the steps wet and slippery. Ahead of me, Miss Linjing bounded up like a frog. From the top, she shot bamboo dragonflies over the pagoda’s ledge, letting them spiral to the ground. When she scrambled down to fetch them, she said, ‘You can’t get up the steps.’

‘Yes, I can,’ I said, determined to prove her wrong.

‘This game needs strong players and you’re weak!’

‘You’re very good at this game, Miss. Can you show me how to throw the dragonfly?’

Pleasure flashed in her wide-set eyes and a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, but her arms remained crossed.

‘Please, Miss. I really want to play with you.’

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘You can play with me if you make it to the top.’

Taking a deep breath, I trudged on, gingerly placing my feet to avoid patches of slimy moss and small pools of water that had gathered in the grooves of the stone slabs. By halfway up, my thighs were trembling from the effort and I was heaving for breath. There was no railing to rest against. After endless minutes, a dozen steps still stood between me and Miss Linjing, who had by now made two return trips to the pagoda, grinning at me each time she dashed past. I urged on my quivering muscles. In my haste to reach her, I almost slipped and tumbled backwards but windmilled my arms and swung forward instead, landing on my hands. I dared not stand up again for fear of falling and breaking my neck, so I crawled the rest of the way.

‘I’ve made it,’ I panted, slowly coming to my feet. ‘Can we play now?’

‘You took too long. I’m bored.’

‘But I just got here!’

‘If you snap at me again, I’ll tell Aa Noeng to sell you to a horrid place where girls get a disease that rots their noses.’

I dropped to my knees and apologized, banging my forehead against the cold stone. ‘I’m sorry, Miss. Please don’t do that.’

‘You don’t look sorry enough.’

I clutched her knees and looked up, begging her to forgive me. With a smirk, she tossed the bamboo dragonflies into a puddle, shoving me aside as she skipped down the steps. I snatched one up, snapped it and hurled it down the garden path. If I still had big feet, if my aa de was still alive, if I were still a daughter and not a slave, I would chase after Miss Linjing and kick her back. But ‘ifs’ were not reality and I had been abandoned. Besides, Aa Noeng’s words rang in my ears: follow orders, obey, look after my golden lilies; if I did all that, I would see her again soon.

Exhaustion and homesickness fogged my mind as I retired to my dormitory that night, ready to collapse onto my straw pallet. But I must wash and wrap my golden lilies with fresh bindings first, as Mother had said, or I wouldn’t see her again. I shared this tiny room with two hostile kitchen maids and Spring Rain, the muizai who served Lady Fong’s junior sister-wife – I must remember to call her Second Fong taai taai, rather than Second Lady Fong, or Cerise would twist my ear again. Eager to finish my task before the other girls returned, I hurriedly opened the drawer that stored my spare set of indigo bandages, the only things I had left from my aa noeng. I staggered: they were unravelled, streaked with grease, and smelt of something foul – a mixture of urine and rotten vegetables. Defeated, I threw myself onto the bedding, buried my face in the pillow and sobbed, my body shaking as I called for my mother. I howled until the straw beneath the pillowcase clumped into a sodden mess. At the touch of a hand on my shoulder, I flinched, expecting a slap from Cerise. But it was Spring Rain.

‘There, there,’ she soothed. ‘I’ll help you wash them.’

Fearful this might be a trick, I shrank away. Although Spring Rain didn’t join in when the kitchen maids called me nasty names, like ‘Little Weed’, ‘Dim Cloud’ or ‘Lazy Worm’, she had also never spoken a kind word to me before.

‘The kitchen maids are too mean,’ Spring Rain said.

‘Why do they hate me?’ I asked.

‘They are . . .’ she paused, then corrected herself ‘. . . we are jealous of your golden lilies. The kitchen maids are so green with envy they might turn into a pickled plum. But ladies’ maids outrank kitchen staff and I’m the eldest in our dormitory. Once I give them a scolding, they’ll behave.’

‘But don’t you hate me too?’

She sighed and half smiled, revealing two dimples the size of black-eyed peas as she sat on the edge of my bed.

‘Do you?’ I repeated.

‘Of course I’m jealous. Who wouldn’t be? All the girl slaves would kill to have golden lilies. But your sad eyes remind me too much of my little sister. I miss her.’ She reached out and brushed the hair from my eyes; this time I didn’t flinch.

‘Where is she?’ I asked.

‘Probably sold to another family to pay off my father’s opium debts.’ Though she said this with a shrug, a rough edge crept into her voice, making her sound much older than ten.

‘My aa noeng says I’ll see her again when I get married. Maybe if you marry, you’ll see your sister too.’ I tried to keep my voice steady, but it wobbled with doubt as I knew only the poorest family would take a big-footed bride, if at all.

‘Maybe.’ But she didn’t sound convinced. I wanted to make her feel better, so I gave her a tight hug, the type my mother used to give me when my golden lilies ached and I whimpered through the night.

She squeezed me back, then reached into her jacket and pulled out a pork bao. It was huge. ‘Take this,’ she said, offering me half of it. ‘One of my mistress’s daughters dropped it on the floor but I’ve brushed off the dirt. It’s still warm.’

I shoved the whole piece into my mouth. Sweetness exploded on my tastebuds. I closed my eyes, imagining the little dots on my tongue skipping and dancing as I chewed.

‘Slow down,’ Spring Rain laughed, ‘or you might choke.’

I thought about the way Linjing and her two half-sisters discarded food so carelessly. ‘Why doesn’t the family let us eat more? People need a full belly to work.’

‘Most of the time, they forget we’re people.’

‘Do they think we’re animals?’

‘Not animals exactly,’ she said thoughtfully. After swallowing, she added, ‘More like tools – a teacup or a comb. Useful but not important. They can always buy another slave.’

‘I don’t want to be sold again. How can I make Miss Linjing like me?’

‘That spoiled brat can’t be pleased,’ she replied, ‘but at least she doesn’t hurt you.’ Rolling up her sleeves, she showed me bruises the size of thimbles, and further up her arm a cluster of red raw dots festered – fresh burn wounds.

I gasped. ‘Did Second Fong taai taai do that?’ I could never imagine Lady Fong doing such a thing, and Master Fong’s second wife had seemed so gentle, too.

‘She is a snake in a rabbit’s cloak! But I’ll get away from her one day.’

‘How?’

‘If I can marry, or I might . . .’ She trailed off as she pulled me to my feet. ‘Enough about that,’ she said. ‘Let me show you a trick that will help you survive.’ She tucked her smile away, resetting her lips into a flat line, and she snuffed out the sparkling light in her eyes, leaving a dull stare. ‘Now you try it.’

I tried to mimic her vacant mask.

‘Not bad,’ she said, ‘but your eyes are still sad. Try to think of something boring so they look like a blank page. We can’t let them know our real feelings.’

Three days ago, Master Fong had announced Miss Linjing’s betrothal to the household. The other slaves said Miss Linjing was his favourite child, so I couldn’t understand why he would punish her with big feet. Though it was selfish to be happy at her expense, I was thrilled. No lady with natural feet could have a muizai with bound ones.

‘Aa Noeng wants you to be Cousin Elegance’s muizai so you can keep your golden lilies,’ Miss Linjing told me, as I brushed her hair. The oval mirror reflected her smile, the tip of her tongue poking out between the gaps of two missing teeth. Miss Elegance seemed much kinder than my mistress. But before I could rejoice, she added, ‘But I want to keep you. At first Mother said no but Aa De told her slaves don’t deserve golden lilies, so now she says yes. Cerise will unbind your feet tonight.’

I dropped the comb and it clattered onto the floor tiles. Miss Linjing swung around on the stool, stretching her lips into a mocking grin as she faced me.

‘You’ll be able to keep up with my games when you have big feet again,’ she said. ‘I thought you wanted to play with me. Why are you sulking?’

Tears pricked my eyes as I looked down at my golden lilies. ‘Please don’t take them away.’

She twirled her fingers through her hair, sucking the ends as she stared at me. I tried to make my face blank but could not stop my lips trembling. At last she stood up, planted a hand on each hip and said, ‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘You’re a slave. I don’t have to explain things to you.’

‘You don’t like me,’ I reminded her.

‘That doesn’t matter.’

‘If I’m Miss Elegance’s muizai, then I’ll sit with her on the other side of the needlework chamber, far away from you and Lady Fong. You’d have your mother all to yourself again.’

‘Mother only likes you because you sew perfect satin stitches, but that’ll change after you have big feet again – everyone knows you can’t be good at embroidery without golden lilies. If I can’t have them, neither can you!’

I dropped to my knees and kowtowed to her. ‘Please, Miss Linjing,’ I begged. ‘I’ll do anything if you let me keep my golden lilies.’

She turned around and hopped back on the stool. I crawled to her side, clutched her wrist and pleaded, ‘I won’t sew satin stitches any more. Please let me keep my golden lilies.’

Without looking down at me, she swatted me away. ‘Get up and finish combing my hair,’ she said. ‘I’m hungry and we are late for the morning dumplings.’

I wanted to hit her but knew I could not. Instead, I picked up the comb and pulled myself up. Thinking of Spring Rain’s lesson, I dulled my eyes and smoothed my face as I dragged the sharp teeth through Miss Linjing’s tangles, making her yelp.

Cerise unfurled my bindings and plunged my feet into a basin of vinegar and water. She massaged the shattered bones with oil before tugging my toes from their hiding place. As soon as she released them, they sprang back under my soles.

When I cried in pain, Cerise told me, ‘This can’t be as bad as foot-binding. Stop acting like an infant.’

I continued to cry and call out for Aa Noeng. To stop my toes curling back into golden lilies, Cerise forced rolls of cotton under them before loosely wrapping them in bandages. She told me that once my toes stopped curling, I should sleep without bindings so my blood could circulate. I nodded and agreed to follow all her instructions.

My mind drifted back to my first months of foot-binding. My aa noeng had presented me with a series of lotus shoes, each half an inch smaller than the previous pair. She’d cradled them in her palms as though they were sacred gifts. As she eased each new pair onto my shrinking feet, she comforted me with promises. ‘As your shoes get smaller, your dream marriage comes closer,’ and ‘Your future mother-in-law will take one look at your tiny lotus shoes and realize you’re a girl of good character,’ and ‘It is always better to suffer bitterness when you are young so you can enjoy sweetness in your twilight years.’ Her words were a balm to my pain. I had chanted her promises like an incantation as my feet throbbed. She repeated the same words as I paced around the room, urging me to take one more step, and then another, and another to make my bones break and form the shape of a graceful lotus. Sometimes, when I whimpered into the small hours, she would cradle me in bed, whispering about the sort of home I would marry into. ‘Your perfect golden lilies will take you to a mansion where the floors will be tiled and carpeted. You will never go hungry. Every day you will feast on pork, fish and chicken. Golden lilies will bring you a life of comfort.’ Aa Noeng’s promises had lulled me into sleep, giving me respite from my aching feet.

Now she was lost to me unless I saved my golden lilies.

That night, after Spring Rain and the kitchen maids began snoring, I tossed aside the rolls of cotton under my toes. In the moonlight, I reached for my indigo bindings and wrapped my feet back into golden lilies. This time, I did not wince from the pain. Using all my strength, I pulled and pulled my bandages until they felt as tight as the bindings wrapped by Aa Noeng’s hands. Finally, I collapsed onto the pallet. I lay curled on my side and imagined my mother pressed against my back, wrapping her arm around me, keeping me warm and safe. I breathed deeply, searching my memory for the smell of jasmine and pomelo leaves in her hair. During the day, I would obey. But the adults could not stop me binding my feet in secret. One day, I would see my mother again.
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Little Flower

I woke to Cerise inspecting my feet. She shook her head and tutted. I sat up, drew my knees to my chest and cradled my golden lilies as I braced myself for a slap. She stood in front of the small window, blocking out much of the faint dawn light, shadows hiding her face.

‘Are you very angry?’ I asked.

She sucked in a big breath, puffed her cheeks and blew it out, then sat on the edge of the bed and reached for me. I wriggled back from her grasp.

‘Come here, child,’ she beckoned.

I gripped my golden lilies and shook my head.

‘Come,’ she repeated.

‘Don’t take them away,’ I sobbed. ‘I need them to see my aa noeng.’

She reached over and wrapped her arm around my shoulders, resting her chin on my head. Her body was soft and round, like Mother’s before we began to go hungry. I continued to hold on to my feet as she talked.

‘What you’re doing is very naughty,’ she said, ‘but it’s hard to stay vexed with a girl who is so desperate to see her mother again. You’ve escaped punishment because I pity you. But I can’t be your new mother, so don’t get used to this special treatment.’

I pushed her away. ‘I don’t want a new mother,’ I cried. ‘I want to go home!’

‘Well, you can’t!’ she snapped, throwing her hands into the air. ‘Stop pining for the impossible and start looking at your blessings. If you’re good, obedient and lucky, when you’re ready for marriage, a matchmaker might find a family who want a big-footed bride.

‘But a muizai’s life is not as bad as you think. I’d rather be Lady Fong’s companion for life than be tortured by a cruel mother-in-law. Or, worse, die in childbirth. I’ve more freedom than the ladies of the house. You and Miss Linjing could be just like me and Lady Fong. And Miss Linjing’s betrothed is a first son, which means one day you’ll be a housekeeper too, in charge of all the muizai. Wouldn’t that be good?’

‘I’d rather see Aa Noeng.’

‘It pains me to say this,’ she began, with a sigh, ‘but it’s time for you to know that your mother lied to you – not to be cruel but to protect you.’

‘She never lies!’

‘Do you know her full name?’

‘She is Aa Noeng,’ I replied, frowning, ‘and we’re Yungs.’

‘What is the name of your village?’

‘It’s the one with an ancient banyan tree in the village square. There is a face of Buddha in the middle of its huge, thick trunk.’

‘Little Flower,’ she said gently, ‘even if you keep your golden lilies, even if you get a marriage offer, you will never see your mother again. Without her full name and the name of your village, it’ll be impossible to find her.’

‘But Aa Noeng said—’

‘I know what she said – most parents say something like that when they sell their children, to make the parting easier. Normally, I let the children believe in that false hope until they are old enough to understand, but you need the harsh truth now.’

She continued to talk as she loosened my bindings, but I didn’t listen to her. I had another plan.

Later that day, between the evening meal and our bedtime tasks, I slipped away from the women’s quarters, down a path that circled the rockery. Wind tunnelled between the piles of jagged grey rocks, whistling in and out of the nooks and crannies, making the garden sound alive.

I shivered.

Part of me wanted to turn back, but I folded my arms around my belly and hobbled on, for I knew the courtyard where I had first entered the Fong estate with my aa noeng lay just beyond this garden. I also remembered Farmer Tang’s cart had travelled along a winding river, one with lots of willow trees dangling over its bank. Perhaps a nice grown-up would take me to that river. Then I could follow it until I saw the huge banyan tree. All I had to do was be brave, step through the side gate and start walking down the alleyway. With this in mind, I reached over my head, stretching my arms as far as they would go, but the plank
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