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for Cathy


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Names follow the Chinese format of surname followed by given name(s). Shek Yang’s family name, therefore, is Shek.

Astute readers will recognize many of these characters by names such as Cheng I Sao (or Zheng Yi Sao), Zhang Baozi, and so on. The trouble is, in real life no one called them that. These spellings are transliterations from the Mandarin (Putonghua) readings of their names, used by western scholars and propagated into popular histories and thousands of online articles. The actual people did not speak Mandarin in everyday life—if they even spoke it at all—and would certainly not address themselves or each other in what was essentially a foreign language.

The dominant language of the south China coast was, and remains, Cantonese, which differs from Mandarin as extensively as Portuguese diverges from French. For this simple reason, names of people and places in this book are transliterated as they would have been spoken: using Cantonese. Since there is no standard romanization for Cantonese, I primarily use a variation of Yale transcription, which I consider easiest on the eyes and tongue for English speakers.

A character list and glossary are found at the end of the book.
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PART I

—

Sixth Year

of the

Reign of Emperor

Ka-hing

—

1801


I

Magpies
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I’ll never believe in birds.

Especially magpies. Listen to them, squawking and clattering on the deck overhead, like armies battling on scratchy twig feet. The same thing every day before sunset—but today, they were more grating than usual.

I rose from the sleeping mat and pounded the ceiling. The customer in my bed snorted and rolled onto his side, offering a view of his scar-crossed coolie’s back. I dared not hit the ceiling again, for fear of disturbing him and the anticipated tip. Let the birds wake him.

How did magpies become harbingers of good fortune? Was it because of that story, the one my mother loved to cry over? Every year at the height of summer, the magpies linked wings, forming a footbridge across heaven to unite a lonely weaving girl with her shepherd boy lover, just for one day.

“Why didn’t she stay with him?” I always asked. “Why didn’t she make the birds weave a bridge down to earth and let them both escape?”

Every year, my mother smiled at such questions. “Oh, Yang, my big-eyed girl, it’s because a single day of pleasure so pure can last an entire year. Besides, we want to tell the story again next summer.”

It was that time of year right now, the twenty-sixth summer of my life. Where was my bridge away from this place? Where was my shepherd? The magpies cackled back: Ha! Not for boat girls! Not for whores! Certainly not for you, Shek Yang!

Faraway drumbeats scattered my thoughts. They sounded like fishermen beating pig skins to herd fish into nets, but this was neither the right time of day for it nor their usual slow, steady pulse. This tempo was hurried and uneven, a palpitating heart.

I draped a shawl over my shoulders and stepped to the porthole, rested my chin on folded arms, and stared out at my world.

Eight wooden huts hovered on stilts over the hard mud, same as they always had. The beached junk at the end hadn’t been there when I was sold away as a child. Now it looked as parched and worm-ridden as this old boat, the one my young body paid for, now my hollow haven. Beyond, the mudflats stretched out forever, empty except for an old woman on a skid gathering mudskippers and the girl with her clam bucket who I’d found squatting in the cabin when I returned after thirteen years away.

A fluttering sea breeze chilled my sweat. The air tasted of iron and salt: a storm was coming. The fish would be swimming deep. Then why had the fishermen’s drumming grown louder, more erratic?

In a paddy field somewhere, buffaloes moaned. Pigs whined. Dogs barked back. The magpies chattered. I’d forgotten how noisy this place could be.

I’d forgotten many things about Sun-wui. As a little girl, this narrow inlet had seemed like a wide-open gulf, big enough to swallow the world. I’d forgotten the stench of fish on everything, every plank, every stone, the salt-sour taste in the air from shrimp drying on racks.

And the mud, the mud, always the mud. Black and squishy at water’s edge but scouring young fingers when they dug down for clams. Spreading inland, the mud turned coarse, pockmarked with stones and crab holes, but never dry enough to earn the name dirt, never letting go of whatever it sucked in: boulders, driftwood, my father’s stranded fishing junk.

Nobody knew where he was, where he’d gone or whether he was still alive. Nothing was left of him, my mother, or the family we’d once been, in this rotting carcass of a vessel: not a strand of rope, not even a familiar stain on the deck. This hollow hulk that he’d traded my young life for had been abandoned by its spirits.

The clam girl splashed through a pool in the mud, swinging her bucket, stooping to examine something that caught her eye. I turned my head away, but too late; the memory flooded in. 

Years and years ago, another little girl had set down a clam bucket in nearly the same spot and picked up a dazzling red scallop. I’ll give this to my new baby brother or sister, due any day now, I’d thought. I remembered shrieking with laughter when a hermit crab popped out a claw and tickled my hand before I set it down and it scurried away. I’d clung to this memory through the years on the flower boats, always recalling that last perfect moment of my life, before…but I always stopped there, humming, shouting, anything to block out what came next, the blood across this very cabin’s floor—no, I couldn’t bear the thought, not even now.

Everything suddenly went quiet, like the world holding its breath. No drumming, no birds, no breeze. The air weighed on my head.

The shawl whipped off my shoulders; a rough hand seized my breast.

His breath filled my ear. “Again.”

My revulsion was tempered by the thought of his purse. Another copper cash toward the cost of a proper boat, something for once that was mine.

“Need to pay two times,” I said.

“First one too quick.”

“Not my fault, dear.” Composing my best working smile, I half turned to him as something caught my eye.

A ship crept past the headland, a stout three-masted creature of nearly black wood, sails tinted red by the setting sun. I would have taken it for an eat-water coastal trader if it hadn’t been for an unusually tall deckhouse at the rear. It swung into the inlet. I was stricken by its bulging painted eyes.

It didn’t belong here. Local Kwangchow vessels rarely had eyes carved onto the bow, and Fukienese ones were round. But these were high and elongated, squinting like a tiger preparing to pounce.

The coolie tugged my arm. “You hear me, you bitch? Said fine. Pay twice.”

Two ships, now three, all with tiger eyes. Other than that, they really were nothing more than tattered old junks. Whatever they’d come for didn’t concern me, unless they sought the kind of refreshment I offered for cash. Meanwhile, I had an impatient customer to appease.

This time he took more pleasure in making me earn my money than in the act itself. Skillful hand work was required to prime him into shape. Then he climbed on from behind and grunted and growled like a bull, in rhythm with the fishermen’s drumming, his queue swinging past his shoulder into my face with every thrust. I made the necessary noises while picturing a treat for afterward—slices of fresh roast pork, or a bowl of sweet bean curd, or maybe his tip would cover both.

A sharp knock at the cabin door so startled me that I nearly bucked him off. He squealed in pain.

“Ah-Yang!” It was the little clam girl. She pounded louder.

What did she think she was doing? The stupid girl knew she was never, ever to disturb me when I was working. Hadn’t I been kind to her? Given her the forward hold? Always sharing rice in exchange for a handful of clams? How dare she interrupt?

The latch jumped from the slot and the door creaked open.

I screamed, “Get out!”

The coolie threw himself off, smacked his head on a low beam, and danced into his trousers.

“Not you.” I lunged for his leg, but he slipped away.

“Wait—you pay money!”

He nearly trampled the girl on his way out.

“My money, you turtle egg! Pay me!”

I almost crushed the girl myself as I stumbled through the doorway, pulling on my crumpled clothes. By the time my tunic was half buttoned, he was already bounding behind the fishing huts toward the paddy fields.

“See what you did?” I grabbed the clam girl’s muddy shirt and dragged her out to the deck. Tears and sweat mixed on her face.

“Ah-Yang, I—”

The unmistakable crack of a musket shot singed the air. Magpies surged from the poop deck, forming a shrieking black cyclone overhead. With a high-pitched burst, they scattered toward the darkening hills.

The girl grabbed my arm and pointed across the seaward rail.

“I said pirates!”

I counted five junks. Men clambered over the rails into sampans; others jumped straight into the water. With the sun low behind them, they looked like cutout figures in a shadow play. No one had ever told me what to do in the event of a raid. Were they here to plunder? To murder? What would they do to women and girls?

“Run!” I yelled.

Back in the cabin, I flung open my storage chest, pulled out my best silk tunic, and grabbed a padded vest. What else to keep out of their hands? I sifted through a small pile of trinkets—hairpins, copper bracelets, a dented mirror—the pathetic vestiges of my former life. Let the bandits have them. All except an ivory comb which I tucked snugly into my hair.

I dragged the sleeping mat aside, reached under a loose floorboard, and removed my money purse with its reassuring metallic rattle. 

The girl screamed from the doorway, “Ah-Yang! They’re coming!” 

“Don’t wait for me. Go! Run!”

I stretched my hand deeper into the gap until it found the slippers. The embroidery caught on a splinter until I freed them with a gentle tug. Only a few threads damaged. I pressed the soft silk to my cheeks, as if they might still hold some residual warmth from my mother’s feet.

I threw on the tunic and vest, stuffed everything else into pockets, ran onto the deck, and, without stopping, made a flying leap onto the hard mud below.

The first wave of pirates was just knee-deep in water. More surged from sampans and junks. Dodging mounds of fish bones and discarded nets behind the fishing huts, I met the clam girl crouched at the paddy’s edge. Stupid girl! Why hadn’t she run ahead?

Clouds of mosquitoes chased us along the muddy causeway and through a taro field before finally giving up on us as we ran through a fan palm grove. What lay up ahead was worse than stinging bugs. At the village gate, landsmen holding bamboo poles blocked fishing families from seeking shelter inside. One villager spotted us and waved a menacing pike. I tugged the girl’s hand to move faster.

“Ah-Yang, I can’t run that fast.”

“You have to if we’re going to get around those ox prick Puntis!”

Fishermen from neighboring huts tried to wrestle past the barricade, but they were no match for swinging pikes. Among the mob of defenders, I recognized men who’d visited my bed, though that would earn me no advantage. Those peasants and petty traders who called themselves Punti, so-called natives of the land—to them I, the girl, my neighbors, were all nothing but lowly Tankas—boat people, creatures of the water—little different than the pirates now swarming up the flats.

“How many of those bastards cheated you for your clams?” I said.

The girl struggled to run and speak at the same time. “I don’t…know. A lot.”

“Time to cheat them back.”

I pulled her off the footpath into a patch of tall weeds. Men shouted at us, but we had the advantage of a relatively clear field. To intercept us, they’d have to wade through a swamp of broadleaves that would leave them itching for the rest of the day.

A gap between a house and a walled pigsty gave us a place to catch our breaths. It opened into an alley which hooked around a corner, leading us straight into a crowd surging up the market lane. Men carried elderly parents on their backs, older children dragged younger ones, while too many wives hobbled behind on tiny lotus feet. They might be daintier than us Tanka women, who never adhered to that tradition, but at least we could run to save ourselves. That was, if we could reach the Kwun Yam temple that everyone else was rushing to before its gates slammed shut.

I steered the two of us along the edge of the throng, past the bean curd shop, past the ironsmith, wedging ourselves through the herbalist’s family who were carrying armfuls of precious roots and fungus somewhere out of reach of the pirates.

At last the temple structure appeared at the bend in the lane, surrounded by a sea of people.

“Our only chance is to squeeze through,” I said.

A wild-eyed woman stepped between us and yanked the girl’s head back by the hair, maybe searching for a missing child. Before I could reach her, I was struck in the face by a duck cage on a shoulder pole. The crazed woman vanished into the crowd. I spat out a feather and we plunged onward.

The temple’s worship hall and lofts overflowed with squirming bodies, and the small courtyard teemed with people. Monks tried to lever the heavy timber gates closed as whole families pushed through, ignoring shouts of, “Women and children only!”

That was us: a child and a twenty-six-year-old woman. I picked up the girl and dashed for the narrowing entrance at the same time as ten or twelve others. I had my fingers on the gate’s edge when something hard knocked the wind from me.

“No Tanka! No whores!”

A neckless pear of a man herded us back with a pike. He was no monk, rather some local vigilante. I put down the girl and attempted to step around him. In return, he mirrored my movements. We continued our crab-like dance while people bayed at us like dogs.

“Tanka whore! Tanka whore!”

The clam girl kicked the fat man’s legs. “Get in the temple,” I ordered. Instead, she dug her fingernails into his flesh.

The taunts grew louder. “Tanka whore! Water chicken whore!”

The fat man posed to skewer the girl with his pike. I grabbed the pole, attempting to twist him off balance, but he had the size and temperament of an enraged buffalo.

“Tanka whore! Filthy—”

The temple gate was closing. Just three or four steps to the left and I could slip inside. I would be safe; I would be free. But what about the girl? By the time I pried her from his leg, the gate would have shut, leaving both of us at the mercy of the Puntis and the approaching pirates. It wasn’t my fault that the girl had made such a stupid move. Yet she had done it to save me.

Screams pierced my ears, shooting strength into my bones. I ducked under the swinging pike, peeled the girl from his leg and threw her through the narrowing gap between gate and wall. I lunged for safety, but too late. The gate slammed shut behind the girl, catching my sleeve in its great wooden jaws. I hammered and kicked, barely hearing my own voice.

“Open up! I’ll pay you!”

My answer was the thump of the bolt sliding into its socket.

I was a pinned target for whatever punishment the fat Punti wanted to wreak. I turned my head to face my tormentor, but he was lost in the fleeing crowd.

At the far end of the lane, in the last evening light, pirates poured into the village.

I struggled to free my sleeve, but the silk was stubborn. With one foot against the gate, I finally yanked my sleeve free, tearing a gash in the material.

The first black turban appeared just steps away. An old man swung his walking cane at the pirate. A swish of a blade, then the cane and the fist holding it disappeared in a spray of blood. A woman was dragged past by the hair. Which way to flee? The lane was a simmering mass of bodies colliding on all sides, offering no sense of direction.

Spying a boy squeezing into a narrow gap between houses, I took my chances and bolted through the crowd. The alley was coal black and smelled like the cesspit of hell, but it might make a passable hideout until the raid was over. I slipped on something greasy, breaking my fall on what felt like a mound of garbage, as torchlight bloomed on the walls.

I crouched into a low curl, narrowed my eyes, and tried not to breathe. A scraggly-bearded figure raised his torch and peered into the passageway, baring his teeth as though he’d spotted me. I considered my defense: fingernails in the eyes or a sharp blow with my money purse? A balled-up wad of rubbish in the face was likely best.

A second pirate clapped the bearded one’s shoulder. In a blink they were gone.

I stumbled out the other end of the passage into a smoke-filled lane drenched in red glow. Two female figures ran from a burning house pursued by bandits. A paper window steps away burst into flame. Somewhere inside, a woman pleaded.

It all became clear. The pirates were uninterested in men. Half the girls on the flower boats had been taken in village raids and sold into whoredom. I was never going back there. Death first.

Voices filled the alley behind me; there was no chance of retreat. I hugged the walls, creeping through shadows away from the fires. I nearly fell through an open doorway into a dark room, deserted except for a lingering odor of cooked chicken. A rear exit led to a private courtyard.

I tried a door on the other side but found it firmly bolted.

“I’m a villager! Let me in!” My pounding was answered by a lone dog’s hysterical bark.

A dilapidated stone border wall functioned as a crude stairway to within reach of the roof. A misty light rain slickened the tiles. After hooking my fingers through a broken gap, I managed to hoist myself, crawl over the peak, and lay flat. The tiles thumped against my chest; no, it was my heartbeat. Slow down, heart. You’re safe here.

From here I could see the entire market street and the hellish opera unfolding below. Pirates hurried from shops with sacks over their heads; others herded women through the muddy lane. Dogs, alarmed by popping flames, ran every which way.

My hands gripped the tiles so hard that one came loose. I was afraid—not about the fires or the people I recognized down there. Even as a child this village felt foreign to me. The taunts I’d endured—Dirty Tanka! Motherless one! Drunkard’s daughter! Leave your fish. No, I won’t pay more!—those had changed to Tanka whore! But the meaning was the same: forever contemptible, forever the outsider. Watching the place burn moved nothing in my heart. The fear in me was for myself.

A woman screamed somewhere below. I knew I shouldn’t, but I crept toward the roof’s edge to peek.

A heavyset man pinned a teenage girl to the mud while two other bandits tugged at her trousers. I felt more disgust toward the men than pity for the girl. She was Punti who, in normal circumstances, would fling a cutting look my way. Regardless, I had no power to change things. The roof tile snapped free in my hand. How tempting to slide it to the edge in just the right spot and watch it drop straight onto a bandit’s skull. If I pulled my head back in time…if the stocky one shifted just a bit closer—

A fist folded around my ankle and nearly twisted it off.

“Get off!” said a hog-gravelly voice. “You’ll bring them here!”

I tried to jerk away, but he wrenched my foot until I thought it would break. Tiny piggish eyes peered through the weak light. Did he mean to push or pull?

“Let me inside then,” I whispered.

“If it isn’t the Tanka whore!” He sounded like I’d interrupted some hard drinking. He twisted harder.

“Let me in. I’ll do you free.”

“Not your choice. You do me anyway.”

He tugged my leg, nearly losing his grip. I slipped down the rain-slick roof. “Let go, so I can climb up,” I said.

“Lying slut. Try to cheat me.” He leaned over the crest, his other arm reaching for my free leg. Then a surprised, swinish grunt.

A mound of dark flesh skidded downward, one arm flailing, the other firmly attached to my ankle. I grasped for a nail, a crack, a hole to cling, to break my slide, to pull myself out of the way. I realized too late—I still held the broken tile.

His full mass barreled over me into the dark, dragging my foot with him.

“Let go!”

Then I had nothing left to cling to. My legs kicked free, striking air. Flames, blurred and spinning. I knew I was falling; I knew it would never stop. If I stretched out both arms, could I fly away like a bird?

My head struck something neither hard nor soft. Life drained into darkness and silence.

So, this was death.

Death was black. Death was numb.

Something poked my back. Laughter dribbled into my ears. My cheeks burned. Vision returned, my eyes filled with fire, which focused into a single flame. It was only a torch held to my face.

“A goddess fallen from heaven.” Someone yanked me up by the armpits. Another pirate leaned close and leered. 

Men surrounded me, all clad in black, except for a boy who stood out in his violet turban. He picked up something from the ground and waved it in front of me: my ivory comb! I tried to grab it, but my arms were held fast from behind. The boy laughed and stuck the comb in a fold of his turban.

“Lucky you landed on him, not him on you,” a pirate said.

I didn’t understand until whoever held my arms turned me to look. My rooftop assailant lay twisted on the ground, a broken roof tile lodged firmly behind his ear.

“Lucky us,” the tree-trunk shaped pirate said. He nodded to another, who bound my wrists behind my back and nudged me forward. The village burned around me, undeterred by the rain.

Death was fire.

My captor pressed me toward a line of shuffling women. No! Not a slave again. Give me real death instead!

I kicked backward, wishing for a groin, but met only air, answered with a knee in my spine and stinging slaps across my face. Every shred of strength ebbed out of me like icy rivers.

Death was ice.

Death was stones and debris stabbing my feet. Death was fists and pikes prodding me forward behind marching bodies. It was throbbing shoulders, dripping matted hair in my face that I couldn’t flip away. It was sprawled figures illuminated by an oily golden glow—some moving, others stiff as logs. It was the hiss of snakes, or laughing ghosts, or raindrops striking hot embers.

Death mocked me as I passed the last houses, where, overhead, the magpies, fooled by fires into a second sunset, squawked merrily in the trees.

 


II

Red Slippers
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The storm snuffed out the moon and stars. Screams pierced the darkness at every heave and buck of the ship. There must have been fifty women and girls crammed onto the poop deck, exposed to the wind and heavy rain. Judging by the violent arch of each sway, I guessed that they’d anchored us outside the shoal past the northern headland in waters too rough and too far from shore to swim.

Some women huddled together, sobbing, while others like me hunched against the parapet for what little shelter it offered.

I braced myself for another big swell, though there was nothing I could do but dig my fingernails into gaps in the deck boards. A wave smashed the transom, spewing frigid spray over the rail and pitching the ship crosswise to a chorus of shrieks and whining wind. Brine on my cheeks tasted like tears.

No place, no person would miss me. No family to pry ransom from, I was as worthless as trash fish, as good as dead. At best, fodder for another brothel. I had to get away, even if I risked drowning.

Faraway lightning provided a glimpse of shore, too brief to seek landmarks, to judge distances. Did I have the strength to swim it? Unlikely in this weather, even if I could find my way in the dark. If the currents didn’t take me.

Piss-yellow light pooled on the main deck below. A figure sprinted across and disappeared down a forward hatch. A thump somewhere and the light vanished. The pirates were all bunkered inside; I might steal a sampan, though not without assistance.

I raised my aching body and leaned on a rail, all thoughts of escape dissolving in the rain and spray pecking my face. White-capped water reached like fingers to lure me in.

I’d known more than a few flower boat girls who had made that terrible choice. I never knew whether it was cowardice or courage which stopped me from committing the same act. For now, I had to stay alert. When the right moment came, I could decide between cowardice or courage and free myself either way.

The wind and showers passed, and the ship settled into a gentle sway.

Lights appeared below again. For once I wished for darkness.

Men with torches swarmed the poop deck from both sides, shouting ugly words. Women collided into each other, rushing for the opposite rails. Sitting ones clung to each other and screamed to the heavens.

Should I jump? I still wasn’t sure I could make it. I hid my face and folded into the shadows.

A ruffian with a long feathery beard leaned over with a torch in one hand, the other extended like a claw.

“A pretty one,” he said, but he wasn’t speaking of me. A young woman beside me squeaked like a mouse as he grabbed her jaw.

“Who’s your husband, pretty girl?”

She clenched her mouth shut and whimpered. Feather-beard lifted her head, forcing her to rise. “What’s his name?”

She gagged on the name. “Chan.”

“Well then, Chan-tai, and what’s his trade?”

While pirates gathered around the girl, I took a tentative step sideways on my knees.

Another man slapped the squirming woman. “Answer! What be his trade?”

“Wood—” She gulped. “Woodcutter.”

Feather-beard wrenched her head back and grimaced. “How much is she worth, the delicate young wife of honorable Woodcutter Chan? Let’s see the goods.” He tore open her tunic and lowered his torch to her bared breasts. “What do you think, brothers? A hundred silver taels to return such ripe fruits to their master?”

I sneaked another few side steps. A pair of wooden crates in the corner presented a tempting hiding space.

I last glimpsed the girl hanging over a man’s shoulder on his way down the ladder. Other men followed, hauling women who kicked and scratched while their abductors laughed. I had to move faster. I crept on my knees until the crates’ deep shadow was just two or three steps away.

A girl, no older than thirteen, dashed in front of me and launched herself in a big, springing leap toward a gap in the rear rail. As a Punti, surely she couldn’t swim. A man threw himself at her, grabbing her collar which tore off in his hand. She disappeared over the side with a yell.

Lucky you. The same man turned his attention to me. I was beyond his reach, but it was too late to hide. Faint outlines of hills formed in the distance. Soon the sun would be up. I had to take my chances and swim it.

I tensed my legs—now or not at all.

My scalp, neck, and shoulders ignited with pain. Someone lifted me clear off the deck.

“Who’s this delicate little butterfly, all poised to wing away?”

I aimed a knee at my captor’s groin, but he hopped back just in time. Pulling my hair skyward until I thought it would rip from my skull, he pressed his face close to mine.

“Where were you going, little butterfly?”

A pair of slug-like lips formed a hideous grin, his eyes little more than fissures.

My fingernails raked his face.

I expected a knife in the gut as a consequence. Instead, he laughed and twisted my head aside.

“More like an angry snake. What do you think, brothers? Should we—”

My fist smashed into his throat. The pirate lost his grip and staggered backward. I dashed toward the gap where the girl had jumped.

Two more steps…

Someone tackled me to my knees. A dagger appeared at my neck.

“You want to slice her, Captain? Or allow me the pleasure?”

The blade nudged my jaw up until I met the eyes of the man I’d struck. So, he was the captain of this pathetic junk who’d lost face in front of his wretched crew because of me.

The pirate captain gagged into his hand, studied his fingers and then, in a slow movement, extended his arm to the side, leaned back, and spun his body as if swinging an axe. The ball of his hand cracked my cheekbone. Deck and sky traded places. My skull struck wood.

The captain stood over me and spat.

“Send the snake bitch to my cabin.”

 

The captain’s quarters smelled of must and rancid oil. Dawn light seeped through a gap in the porthole shutter, barely illuminating a cramped cabin whose only ornament was a shrine at the back. A large porcelain seafarers’ goddess Tin Hau squinted at me through the gloom. Fat beams hung so low across the ceiling that I would have to stoop to walk. That is, had I been at liberty to stand up at all.

I lay curled up with my arms and legs bound behind like a crab for market, trying to relieve the itch under my wet clothes, though every scrape of a rib against the bare floor shot pain up my side. My throat was so parched and swollen that I had to work to breathe.

I needed water. I needed escape, whether by jumping ship or through the refuge of sleep. I needed to shut out the thumping and cries which continued unabated on the poop deck directly overhead.

A latch rattled. The door slid aside. The captain stepped in without a glance my way. Head hunched under the low ceiling, he walked to the shrine, kindled fresh offerings, bowed, and mumbled prayers to Tin Hau. Incense smoke scoured my throat.

“You’re a tough one,” he said over his shoulder. “Pretty, too. Who’s your master?”

Interpreting my cough as a flippant reply, he rushed at me. A sheathed dagger bounced on his hip.

“Your husband’s name.” He yanked me into sitting position and leaned closer. He smelled like the aftermath of a night of drinking.

I considered inventing a spouse. But what would happen when his scouts returned with the truth? He would kill me, or worse, keep me.

“Talk, little sister!”

His hand cupped my chin. I tried to squirm away, but his grip tightened.

“Untie me,” I said.

“So, you do speak. Answer my question.”

“Untie me!”

I snapped my head sideways and would have sunk my teeth into his wrist if his reflex had been a little slower.

The slap struck without my seeing it, then again, and once more. I fell, bucking and straining against my binds, screaming, “Untie me! Untie me! Untie me!” until my voice shattered into uncontrollable coughs.

A voice through the door: “Captain? The purser—”

“Not now. Fetch the water jar.”

My eyes were swollen and too painful to keep open, nor did I wish to see the gloating look I heard in his voice. The sound of an earthenware lid scraping open, liquid pouring. My head was wrenched upright, a bowl tipped against my lips, like someone feeding a sick farm creature. Eyes closed, I clamped my mouth tight. Water dribbled past my chin.

“Untie—”

His wheeze said the rest. I girded myself for another slap.

“Remove her bindings,” he said.

“Captain?”

“You heard what I said.”

“But—”

“Now!”

Behind me, the sailor loosened the cords. I clenched and unclenched my hands, feeling them tingle back into life.

I heard the captain dip the bowl in the water pot. With one hand he pried open my jaw. Stale liquid filled my mouth.

I cracked my eyes open to take aim and spat the water in his face. “Dog! Let me go!”

The crewman waved a cutlass at me. The captain motioned him away, wiped his eyes, and, to my surprise, bared his teeth in a grin.

“Your husband must be a bull to handle a wild snake like you.”

“No husband. No family. No money for you.”

“Such stunning beauty without a husband?” He examined a fingernail and chewed it off. I looked back and forth at the door and the porthole. The crewman crouched at the entrance, eyes burning into me.

“Those cows up there…” The captain’s eyes pointed to the ceiling. “All belong to me now. If no ransom, I sell to my crew. Forty taels for the prettiest ones.” His palm grazed my breasts. “For you, I think eighty.”

“I’ll pay,” I said, leaning forward, as much to hold his gaze as to distract from the bulges in my vest pockets. “Pay you one hundred to let me go.”

“No family, you said. No money.”

“She’s lying,” the crewman said. “Just fuck the useless bitch and feed her to the fish.”

“Silver is in my house,” I said. If I could convince them to take me ashore, I might be able to…what? One step at a time. “I’ll give you two hundred, all I own.”

The captain cocked his head at the crewman. “What do you think?”

“That she’s lying trash.”

The captain nodded and placed a hand on his dagger sheath. He ordered the crewman out.

He pulled out the dagger and slid it across the floor, far beyond my reach.

He stroked my thigh.

I’d seen this look ten thousand times before: playing at seduction, wrapped in threat, inviting me to make the next move, to incite desire. Both of us pretending I had a choice. If I played his game to his ultimate triumph, would he take a chance on my lie? Something dangerous simmered behind those fat lips, that stony chin, and those cheekbones halfway to the sky.

His fingers traced down my nose and caressed my lips, while his breath dampened my cheeks. I tilted my head back ever so slowly, my mouth rounded and tongue curled like an orchid beckoning a bee. Two rough fingers slid into my mouth.

I bit down hard.

His skin was bitter. Ragged fingernails scraped my tongue. I willed my teeth into animal fangs, impaling his knuckles between iron jaws. I was an animal, not thinking of death or consequences, only of release.

His fist drew back for a punch, but with the advantage of two free hands I caught his forearm and twisted it down and back. My throat foamed over with blood-salted saliva, but even as I choked, my jaws clenched harder. He kneed me in the belly, knocking us both off balance. His head loudly struck the floor, mine smacked into his chest. He took that moment to yank firmly on my jaw with his trapped hand. Every muscle in my neck was on fire, crying to let go.

I punched myself in the chin.

Teeth struck bone and sinew. His cry was a python's hollow hiss.

A hidden pair of hands wrenched my arms behind me until my shoulders threatened to snap, my mouth sprung open, another man’s knees sunk into my belly.

“I told you to kill her,” he said.

The captain knelt in close, examined his hand, and wiped his bloodied knuckles on my cheek. His face was a shadow, eyes black slits over a wolfish grin.

“Beautiful as a butterfly, fierce as a tiger.”

He pressed his lips onto mine and smothered me with a dry, leathery kiss.

“Tell the crew I’m taking a wife.”


III

Shame
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I was alone with the flies.

Light seeping around the porthole frame suggested it was midday. Someone had inserted a wedge behind the shutter with the obvious intention of discouraging escape. They needn’t have bothered; any attempt to sit up sent swords of pain up my back. My head felt puffed up and empty as a fish bladder. I drifted back into darkness.

The aroma of fresh rice filled my nostrils. My eyes opened to a bowl cradled in a bony hand and followed the faded gray sleeve up to an old woman’s creased face. My stomach yowled. Had it been days since I’d eaten?

The old lady propped me up against a rattan pillow and set the bowl in my hands. I shoveled in red rice and fish jerky with hardly a pause to chew or breathe until bones caught in my throat and I coughed a mouthful onto the mat.

“So, you’re the wife.”

What was she talking about?

Then I remembered. I shook my head. This wasn’t the first time a man had declared his intention to marry me, usually in a voice heavy with drink, always forgotten before his next visit. I mopped stray rice grains from the bowl’s rim with my finger and sucked them in.

The old lady unrolled a pouch filled with thread and needles, then flicked open a red kerchief and spread it across her lap. An embroidered flower was in progress. She threaded a needle with yellow silk.

“Do you talk?” she said.

I spat fish bones into my hand. “I’m nobody’s wife.”

“Ha! Thank your luck it’s Cheng Yat and not one of those other monkeys.”

“Is that the reptile’s name?”

The woman laughed without taking her eye off her sewing. “You’ve not heard of him?”

“Heard of who? Why would I care about a sea scum bandit?”

“Careful, missy. Among us ‘sea scum’, he’s a big man. You know Cheng Sing-kung?”

I shoveled in more food, plucking rice from my trousers.

“The Ming patriot,” the old lady said. “Threw the red-haired devils out  of Taiwan. But people called him a pirate. Cheng Yat’s paternal great-great-grandfather.”

I shrugged. I didn’t need a history lesson; I needed a sampan back to shore.

The woman cackled like a duck. “Never met someone more ignorant than me before.”

My next swallow of rice came right back up into the bowl. I set it down and picked my teeth with a fingernail.

“Dull company, you. Won’t talk, only vomits,” the old lady said. She snatched a slipper from my pocket. “What’s this?”

“Give it back!”

She examined a frayed thread at the toe and reached for her sewing pouch. “Let me fix that for you.”

“No!” How dare this stranger touch a single fiber of my mother’s remains? I stuffed it back into my pocket, then hid my face behind my sleeve. Curse the old goblin for making me cry.

“Sleeve’s torn. Maybe you’ll let me fix that before the rip spreads.”

“Help me get out of here,” I whispered, trying to keep the pleading out of my voice.

“Ah…”

“I mean it.” I patted the pocket holding my pouch. “I can pay.”

“Don’t be stupid. Life’s not so bad for a woman on a ship like this. Better than where you come from.”

“What do you mean, where I come from?”

The old lady chuckled. “You’re water folk like us. Anyone can see that. But these…” She felt my fingers the way a shopper fondles fabric. “So long and smooth. Never seen a rope callus nor nicked by fish scales. And a full purse! I can guess what kind of boat you’re used to. Sailing on your back, am I right?”

I hurled the rice bowl across the cabin, an explosion of grains and ceramic. “Stupid baat po! Get out!”

She chuckled and went on with her stitching.

“Girl, there’s no shame in what you’ve been.” She tied off a thread, rolled up her pouch, then collected porcelain shards on her way to the door.

The woman shot me a parting look. “And there’s no shame in being a sea captain’s wife.”

I clenched my eyes and squeezed out the tears. What could that old hag possibly know about shame?

 

Shame began at seven years old.

 

The beach held just me and the shorebirds and, being low tide, the mudskippers. Ah-Ma called them kindred spirits, those land-walking fish who lived their whole lives in the mud. She wanted me out of the house that day. By the time I came home, she said, I might have a baby brother or sister.

I should have been able to quickly fill my bucket with clams, but I was in no hurry. There were too many prettier things to collect: a pebble so blue it might have been a jewel, a brilliant red scallop.

Ah-Ma would love these. She could put them on the side beam that stuck out like a shelf, a little sun and moon to brighten our home. Or maybe I’d give them to my new brother. I hoped it would be a brother.

I picked up the shell and squealed with laughter when a hermit crab stuck out a claw and tickled my palm.

Then I heard my name on the breeze.

A woman from the neighboring stilt house waved me over. I carried the heavy bucket, but the woman urged me faster. Something wasn’t right. I dropped the clams and ran.

Before entering the cabin, I smelled blood. I heard my mother’s weak cry.

My father yelled and stamped his feet. Ah-Ma’s face was white against the bed mat, shiny with a big dark stain. Something lay beside her, wrapped in a bloody rag.

My father yelled at me, “It’s your brother! See what she did!”

Ah-Ma tried to speak, but he drowned her words.

“She didn’t have to push so hard! Couldn’t wait! Those women—Choi-tai, damn her!—Push! Push!—all they can say! So much hurry! A boy needs to be ready to come out! Why’d you listen to those demons?”

He grabbed her shoulders and shook her like a sack as though if he shook hard enough another son, living this time, would come flying out. I rammed him off her and pummeled his chest. “It isn’t her fault!”

Ah-Ba pried me off, then crouched in the corner and beat his head with his fists. “I want my son!” It was the closest I’d ever seen him come to crying.

I spent the day cleaning up, while Ah-Ba slumped on deck drowning himself in wine. The blood spilled from between Ah-Ma’s legs until finally, in the morning it trickled to a stop.

I sat with her all day, dribbling broth into her mouth. I lay with her, not daring to move while her fingers faintly stroked my hair.

Late that evening, she whispered something about a package under a floorboard. In a shaft of moonlight, I unwound the dusty paper and found a pair of embroidered red slippers.

Ah-Ma strained to fill her lungs, then her voice crackled like wind sweeping empty shells, “For your wedding.”

What a waste those final words were, I decided right then, at age seven. A wedding meant marriage, meant a man like him, a short life like hers.

I stepped outside to tell him. Ah-Ba smashed a wine jar against the deckhouse.

“How am I supposed to pay for two caskets?”

 

That, old lady, was just the beginning of shame.

 

He called me Daai-dai, a nickname many water folk gave their daughters. Its literal meaning: bring a younger brother. He spoke it with amusement almost verging on affection, but the intention was clear to a little girl; I was an obstacle on his path to having a son. My name was a conjure. I wasn’t me.

He called me by that name long after it had lost its purpose, when I was the only one he had left. He called me Daai-dai while he trained me in the skills he would teach a son.

He taught me to fish. How to read water. How to properly dry nets, coating them with egg whites when there was money to spare—if he hadn’t exchanged it yet for wine, if he hadn’t gambled it into the air.

He taught me to read the weather: a crow’s cawing meant fierce wind and rain, a goose feather on the water meant an approaching storm. Always bad omens, always prohibitions, always something to fear.

My pride was in working the yuloh. Sometimes, I’d have to stand on my toes to swivel the oar into the thickest currents. But in calm and shallows I sculled as fast as boys twice my age.

Still, I hated the sea. The work was rough and busy and boring, all at the same time. The sun burned you. A squall could drown you. Sharks were enemies, dolphins and turtles taboo. And the rituals: prayers and offerings to the sea and sky, for every contrary wind, every promontory and river head. At least on the water, Ah-Ba could blame his troubles on the cursed gods. Always so sad, cocooned in his dark world.

By my thirteenth year, the thought of marriage loomed like an approaching gale that would sweep me away, but we never mentioned it out loud. Ah-Ba said we were fated to each other, though such talk grated on me. Any time he mentioned fate, it was like the weather portents: a choice between bad and worse.

Fate had nothing to do with gods on that night he came stumbling home drunk, screaming about being cheated by Puntis. This was nothing unusual; every four or five days he raged at the injustice he’d suffered at the fish traders or the fan-tan table. But that evening, he refused food and bolted himself inside the cabin. All night long I heard things breaking.

For two days he didn’t come out. He didn’t speak. I left food by the door. Sometimes he took it; other times, birds got there first.

Then two men showed up and kicked in the cabin door. My father pleaded and promised, though I didn’t know about what. Something cracked and he let out a throat-burning scream.

I found him lying on the floor. His face was swollen, blood dribbled from his nose. One finger dangled like a broken twig.

“Daai-dai, ask the neighbors for fish gall,” he said. A remedy for pain.

“What did you do?” I said.

I dipped a rag in water and wiped his bloody lip. Something in his hurt and angry face made me think of a trapped animal who would just as soon devour its rescuer.

“You’ve been gambling,” I said.

His eyes squeezed shut.

“How much did you lose? How much do you owe?”

A tear pushed between his lids.

“Tell me!” I said.

I made him repeat whatever he’d mumbled. “The ship. I lost the ship. It’s all I have.”

Days later he disappeared, and I didn’t see him for another three days. The two men returned, but finding him gone, left without a word.

He came back before dawn, took in the ropes, and sculled past the headlands before raising sail. He pointed us upstream into the delta, not toward any familiar fishing ground. Were we running away? Where were we supposed to live? Where would we fish?

“They’ll find us,” I said.

He told me to change into my best Spring Festival clothes, which were small on me now. He thrust a sack at me and said to keep it close.

Midmorning, he pulled up to a boat anchored inside a small tributary. This was no fishing vessel. It looked like one of the square-sailed pig boats which ferried animals up the inland waterways. A woman emerged from the arched canopy at the back and waved.

What happened next is a jumble in my memory. People chased me across the deck, tackling me like a pig. I swung my sack at them; they laughed. Strong arms lifted me. The woman pried my jaws apart and commented merrily about my teeth while baring her yellow gap-toothed grin.

My father stood with his back turned while he counted silver from a purse.

The woman tore the sack from my hands and dug inside. Her hand came out holding my mother’s slippers.

“Mine!” I lunged for them, but she lifted them out of my reach.

“Inside!” she ordered.

Someone shoved me. I tumbled into the gloom under the canopy where at least five other girls hunched over, hugging their knees and watching me with soulless eyes.

“My shoes,” I pleaded.

The dark figure above me placed a foot on my chest and pressed me between two girls. The slippers dropped near my knees.

I screamed for my Ah-Ba. He leaned down and locked eyes with me. I couldn’t hear what he said but read by his lips: “Daai-dai.”

At least call me by my name before you turn away forever.

I caught a last glimpse of him back on his deck hugging the purse, a deep, sad frown scoring his face.

 

Is that shame enough for you, old lady? Because there’s more.

Shame was not the first time a man pierced me, drawing blood.

Shame was not the next thousand who shoved their smelly pricks in me before I turned fifteen.

Shame was not allowed amidst the showy merriment of the flower boats.

 

It took thirteen years—half my life—before they informed me I’d paid off my debt. My father’s debt.

They invited me to stay. They implored me. I was one of the best, they said: beautiful, artful, voluptuous, and poised. I knew how to arouse a man and keep him at his peak for just long enough and no longer. And they always returned. I had many good years left, they said. I could keep all the money, minus rent, minus perfumes and makeup and contraceptive herbs, minus drinks and food and servant boys’ tips. I would be able to save, one day buy my own girls and manage a flower boat, live an easy life. That was the way the world went ’round.

Instead I returned to Sun-wui, intent to find him and punish him. But all I found was the old junk, empty and mired in mud, showing no trace of the man who sold my life away, not even a rumor, as if a man who could do such a thing wasn’t worth a puff of air to the rest of the water folk.

Moving inside that boat felt like living inside my own bare womb.

Yet, there I owned my life for the first time. I had no debts, no obligations, no father, madam, or overseer. No man could buy me without my consent. No man could sell me. No man could lose me to a table covered with tokens.

Until Cheng Yat came and snatched me away.

 

That, old lady, is what shame is.

Don’t ever speak to me about shame.


IV

Wife
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The goddess Tin Hau’s eyes appeared to follow me wherever I moved within the cabin. Legend had it that she was a real fisherman’s daughter, like me. She saved her father and his crew from drowning in a typhoon, and was worshiped by seamen ever since. Eventually, she had been elevated to the rank of goddess, undisputed protector of all who live on the sea.

If this were true, which prayers to Tin Hau had I missed that might have saved my mother? Had my father’s daily offerings and entreaties rescued him? Would this in turn have redeemed me?

I would not pray to the hollow porcelain goddess posing on her lacquered throne under a chipped headdress, offering only empty hope.

I had to rescue myself.

The porthole was open barely enough to slide a hand through. No amount of tugging made the shutter budge. My fingers protested each attempt to pry loose the wedge that held it. I needed a tool: an iron bar, even a musket rod might do if the wood was hard enough.

Maybe I’d find something in the captain’s chest, a weighty crate of dense carved mahogany, pressed against the back wall. The key had been left in the brass bolt. I quietly slid open the clasp and raised the lid.

Purses bulging with what was certainly silver or gold ingots weighed down stacks of paper- and silk-wrapped packets. He wouldn’t miss a purse or two, but first, I needed a way to escape.

My eye caught on an official-looking scroll. I slid it out of its embroidered sheath, but the wooden pin was too fat to act as a lever. The scroll unrolled onto the floor. Of course, I couldn’t read—it didn’t even look like Chinese—but I recognized the blocky red chops that indicated a person of authority. As I returned it to its place, my eye caught something more promising at the bottom of the chest: a bright yellow box adorned with a painted elephant encircled by more strange writing. Its heft suggested something of solid metal, maybe a dagger. I snapped open the clip to discover a large bronze name seal laid out on a satin cushion. It was cold to the touch, like something from the bottom of the sea. The flat engraved end was flecked with dried red ink—it had been used, but not in a long time.

What kind of pirate held onto such authoritative objects? Had they belonged to his famous ancestor? Or, more likely, were they stolen from some hapless official long digested by sharks? If they were plunder, why hadn’t he sold them? The scroll and chop obviously had some meaning.

Neither was of use to me. Like the scroll pin, the chop was too wide and rounded to get a grip on the porthole shutter.

The cabin door rattled.

I rushed back to the chest. My scalp grazed a beam. As I hurried to put everything back in place, my head throbbed, my bladder protested.

I surprised myself by smiling. There might be another way out.

I knocked on the door.

“I need to relieve myself!”

No reply. Whoever had tested the latch had no intention to enter. I banged again, harder, repeating my words.

Somebody outside cleared his throat and spat.

I kicked the door again and again. I really did have to go.

“All right,” I said. “Do you want to tell the captain you made me shit on his sleeping mat? Or shall I tell him?”

The latch rattled once more, this time with purpose.

It was the same squat crewman who’d pried me off the captain earlier. He pulled me out the door.

“Hands off,” I said.

“Cheng Yat ordered—”

“I don’t care. Touch me again, I’ll bite!”

The day was later than I’d thought, the air beginning to cool, but even then, the light pinched my eyes. I leaned on the companionway rail, taking in the scene. The ship was at anchor, the shore a distant blur through a blanket of haze. The main deck stretched out below like a busy marketplace with human livestock. Female captives huddled inside a makeshift pen toward the front while men in black turbans bullied teams of bareheaded men—more Punti prisoners, I guessed—into hoisting incoming spoils over the gunwales. A chorus of men counted, “One, two, three”, and a squealing pig tumbled onto the deck.

In the middle of it all, pirate women, wearing black trousers and tunics like their men, sat in a circle splicing ropes and darning sails. How extraordinary to chatter and laugh as if the commotion around them was routine daily business, though of course, it was.

My guard prodded me toward the stairs. “You said you have to—”

“I’m going. Hands off!”

At the bottom step, I nearly stumbled into a Punti woman lugging a water bucket.

“This way,” the guard said. He pointed me up a ladder to a platform extending from the deckhouse like a narrow wing. Below me a sampan rode low in the water, crammed full of frightened villagers. I guessed them to be those whose ransoms had been paid, waiting to return to Sun-wui. A name was called, and one more blubbering woman clambered over the gunwale into the boat.

With a well-aimed leap, I could land between them and hide beneath their legs. If they would let me. If fifty pirates weren’t all watching. If I didn’t break my neck in the fall.

The guard, who required no intelligence to read my thoughts, grabbed my arm and pushed me toward the latrine, which consisted of a hole in the platform. A waist-high vertical plank served as a privacy barrier.

“You going to hold me while I shit?”

The guard let me step over the plank unaided. “No tricks.”

I squatted over the hole and considered the hopelessness of my plan. That, in fact, I had no plan.

Someone whistled a signal. The sampan pulled away, the sculler turning it toward land. It teetered through a swell, carrying men who’d had me for a few copper cash and women who’d spat at my feet, who had just bought their freedom with silver or pigs. I wished the little boat would overturn and sink.

Inside the cabin, a steaming bowl awaited me. Beside it stood a needle and thread stuck into a patch of cloth which nearly matched my sleeve.

I couldn’t see the departing sampan through the slit in the porthole, only wide-open water, an expanse of nothingness.

I pulled my mother’s slippers from my pocket and stroked the toes, taming the broken thread, smoothing tiny ripples in the silk, trying to make at least one precious thing perfect again. I searched for a place to keep them safe: too visible under the sleeping mat; too thick with soot behind the shrine. I worked the heavy mahogany chest away from the wall, dropped the slippers into the gap, and pushed it back into place.

I settled in front of the congee bowl and watched its steam wisp and fade, while my heartbeats filled every corner of the room.

 

A hand slid under my tunic.

Jagged fingernails scraped my nipples.

Too dark to see, but not to smell: alcohol, fish, and smoke fumes smothered me. My trousers rolled past my knees. Coat buttons stabbed my ribs.

I wasn’t ready, never would be ready for him. He pried my thighs open and stabbed like an angry wasp, before he spat on his hand and moistened me. He pierced, withdrew, and pierced again.

Thirteen years of habit brought a moan to my throat, but I made no effort to coat it with pleasure. His panting was a tempest in my ear.

He finished quickly.

His throat whistled in his sleep.

The porthole was wide open. I rose to my knees and leaned on the frame. Constellations crowded a brilliant sky, blending with the few wisps of clouds.

Almost as if I had called it forth, a star fell in a white burning streak: one brief and futile moment of beauty, silent and alone, before it died.


V

Lotus
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My eyes opened to gray dawn light. Chanting and scratchy incense smoke wafted across the cabin.

I had a view of Cheng Yat’s back bent over toward the goddess. Leading the prayers was the chubby man in a black shiny robe I’d seen tallying prisoners the day before; the ship’s purser, I presumed. Between them, a third man, whom Cheng Yat addressed as Taumuk—the ship’s second-in-command—whose face looked stitched from leather.

Chants finished, the purser read from a book in his lap: “Favorable day for travel. Most auspiciously, you’ll be delighted to know, toward south-southwest.”

The Taumuk shot me a cold glance and mumbled to the others. Cheng Yat followed the man’s gaze.

“Awake finally,” he said, as though I was late for some business. The others looked impatient for me to leave. I was delighted to accommodate them.

No sentry guarded the door. No one tried to stop me. A fresh breeze blew, the clouds were thinning, and the air was clear. We were anchored in the same spot, perhaps two li from shore. I padded down the companionway stairs, weaved between men and women at morning chores, and squeezed into a crowd by a corner deck shrine. Someone muttered “Captain’s wife”, a statement of fact as unremarkable as the weather, which made it all the more grating. But men stepped aside at the words.

Behind the latrine barrier, I had a view of the now-empty sampan drifting at the end of a tether, though its yuloh was missing, which made it useless to me. Two local fishing boats kept their distance from the pirate junks.

Soreness between my legs reminded me of a more immediate problem. The bastard’s seed was inside me.

I searched every corner of the deck for the old lady. I didn’t know her name, who to ask for. The ship seemed enormous now, though it couldn’t have been more than forty paces from transom to bow.

A younger woman climbed from a nearby hold with an armful of rolled mats. Old enough to be some sailor’s wife, but too youthful to be a widow. I stepped in front of her and whispered, “Missy, please. I need contraceptive herbs.”

Her contempt was clear; I was one of the new batch of captives. I was chattel.

“I’ll pay.” I pulled the purse from my pocket, which alarmed her more. Maybe she thought I’d stolen it from on board.

“I’m the captain’s wife,” I said, hating the taste of the words. But they worked. She had obviously heard the news.

She looked side to side and mouthed the words, “He’d kill me.”

I slipped a wedge of Spanish silver into her hand, far more than a dose of herbs was worth. She passed me the mats and climbed down into her hold, returning with a small paper packet.

I unfolded one end: a handful of black ash.

“Lotus leaf?”

The woman nodded. Not the most reliable remedy, but better than nothing. She retrieved her mats and hurried away.

I slipped the sachet into my pocket and found the galley hold, where a cook labored in clouds of steam. The aroma of fresh boiled rice made my stomach sit up and talk.

“Bowl?” The cook held up his palm.

“No, but—”

“No bowl, no congee.”

I considered whether he too required a bribe when a familiar feather-bearded face emerged from beside the stove and pointed. “Captain’s wife.”

The cook rummaged under the cutting ledge, blew dust and insect wings from a bowl, and spooned in rice gruel. He made a performance of dropping in an extra sliver of dried fish for his esteemed customer.

I hurried up the poop ladder, hoping for familiar company, even Punti ones, but the top deck was vacant. The other female captives, I noted bitterly, had likely been ransomed.

Sitting on a crate, blowing on the hot congee, I gazed across the water at the familiar shore which, as miserable and poor as it might be, I considered home. Yet here on this cursed ship, three times this morning, the words “Captain’s wife” had earned me special treatment. In one direction, life as a mud-splattered whore, and in the other, perhaps a kind of privileged imprisonment. It was too much to consider.

I stirred half the lotus leaf ash into the gruel with my fingers, sucked them clean, and took a big swallow. The bitterness burned my empty stomach. Chewing a shred of salty dried fish somewhat reduced the urge to vomit.

A man said from behind me, “You’re not going to bite my hand off again?”

Cheng Yat stepped from the poop ladder, arms raised in mock self-defense.

I gulped a large, acrid mouthful and covered the incriminating gray-streaked bowl with my hands. He settled beside me.

“What’s your family name?”

I pressed the bowl to my face, licking clean the evidence. Before he could take it from me, I hurled it across the deck.

“Why don’t you talk? You like to fight only!” He held my jaw, firm but not punishing, and turned my head to face him. “Speak to me like a wife,” he said.

“Which one?”

“Which what?”

“Which wife? Number Three? Five?” I tried to pry his hand off, but his grip tightened.

“You speak in questions instead of answers. So can I: Do I have to beat you to make you tell me your fucking surname?”

“Maybe you do.” I patted my left ribcage. “Here’s a place you haven’t kicked yet.”

He let go, leaned back, and laughed.

“Shek,” I said.

“Shek,” he repeated, nodding. “I don’t have the strength to ask your other name. Save that for later.”

“How many wives?”

He stood and walked to the taffrail.

I repeated, “How many wives?”

“Not your concern.”

“Finally, some truth. You’re right, I’m not concerned with you
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