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1

February 2016, Harbin Railway Station

ON THE EVE OF THE New Year, the train to Beijing pulled into Harbin Railway Station as a thousand people jostled at the gate, bound for a thousand homes. The babble grew fierce—it was time, the time had come. Song helped River into his backpack and handed him their bag of snacks for the journey. One at a time, she loaded up the rest of their things, small and large—several bags looped around each shoulder, the biggest one on her back, looming over her head.

As the gate opened, she picked up the rice sacks she’d stuffed with winter clothes and cooking supplies, two in each hand, and shouted, “Follow me, son.”

The mass of people surged—young people in their school tracksuits, rich people in shoes that had never touched the earth, retired people and other people who collected dust, working in the sun—and Song moved forward with the determination of a mule. The bags creaked around her, straining against their straps. Someone stepped on her heel and she felt the pile of bags sway and she leaned to the other side and willed them back into place. She made sure River was beside her and there he was, as she knew he would be, hugging her side, grasping at her sleeve.

“Stay with me,” Song said anyway, and they fought through the gate and squeezed onto the escalator and spilled out onto the platform where the train waited and the tracks stretched clear to the setting sun.

People dashed toward the open doors, shouting as they pushed their suitcases past Song, and she crouched and began to run, too. A bag slipped down her shoulder, forcing her to run like she had one leg, lopsided. The pots tied to the bag clanged in warning. Making her way down the platform, she peered through the windows of the cars. She had booked their tickets two months ago but with every migrant worker in China doing the same thing, the only tickets left had been for standing room on the slow train.

It happened every year, like birds flying south and salmon swimming upstream; the nation’s people heeded the call of the Spring Festival and flooded the railways and airways and highways by the millions to rejoin their families. Now, as Song searched for standing room, she saw only people—braced against armrests, sitting on suitcases, pressed back-to-back in the aisles.

The conductor swung out of a doorway as Song passed. “All aboard! Everybody squeeze in,” he bellowed in Song’s ear, and she stopped at the next car and shouted for River over the whistle of the train.

“Quickly! Get on,” she panted, looking up and down the platform. It was emptying, the last of the passengers pushing into the train.

“Squeeze in, squeeze in,” the conductor urged, pulling people into his car, herding them closer together.

The train hissed and spat and the conductor hollered, “If you want to make it home for the Spring Festival, for heaven’s sake, squeeze. Otherwise you’ll be left behind.”

Song lunged for the nearest doorway. Setting one foot inside the car, she forced herself into a wall of bodies. “Make room, la! Make room, o!”

The bodies were warm and moist from simmering inside the train. Song pushed at them until they yielded and she kept pushing until both of her feet and all of her bags were inside the train. She set down the rice sacks.

“Come on, River. Your turn,” she puffed, sticking her hand through the doorway.

River shook his head, staring at the people crammed in the train corridor, toeing the edge of the doorway, and they blinked back at him like goldfish.

The door sighed and began to slide shut. With a yelp, River sprang toward her and she caught him by the elbows and pedaled backward, ignoring the gasps of the people behind her.

“You’re squeezing me to death,” someone snapped, pushing back at her with a sweaty forearm.

Song whirled around, growling, “Then get out of my way.”

“Ma, there’s no room,” River said, and Song shuffled her feet and shrank back. River pushed forward but one foot remained stranded on the top step. The door bumped against his leg as it closed. It jerked open.

Song angled her shoulders and sucked in her stomach, fighting to make more space. As the door reversed, sliding shut once more, River pulled his foot onto the train. He wedged himself between Song and the wall just before the door clamped shut, catching the corner of his backpack.

“River!” Song pried at the door, trying to force it open. “Pull, son! Pull!”

River pulled at his backpack and Song seized it with both hands and yanked with all her might. The door hiccupped, stuttered open, and Song freed River before it slammed shut. The floor lurched and the wheels screeched as the train pulled out of the station.

River inched toward her, his snack bag rustling as he clutched it to his chest. She lowered the rest of her bags and placed her hand on the hump of his neck, which was shy and brown like a camel. Gazing at the pile at her feet, at everything in the world that belonged to them, she exhaled into his hair.

“We made it, son. We’re on our way.”

He rested his soft cheek against her rough coat as she ruffled his bangs. She had cut them while he was practicing the piano, taking the fastest route—a straight line, one snip—so that they sat like a curtain rod above his eyebrows. When he peeked up at her, his face was bright, eager to please—he was just a boy, after all, eleven years old—but it was a careful face, too, because of his weak lungs.

To keep him safe, Song had taught him to avoid elements and extremes. He had learned not to run too fast or jump too high and as time passed how he survived his condition became who he was. He moved through life without laughing too loudly or speaking too boldly or wishing too freely or fervently. When he did go outside, he stiffened his arms and balled his hands into fists, hunching his back like he knew what the world thought of him and he believed it.

If that was why River made himself smaller, then for the same reason Song made herself bigger. She was the mother. It was up to her to clear a way for River, and all he had to do was step back and let her.

But their lives were changing, Song knew. It was obvious at a glance that her son was meant for more—those ears, protruding from the sides of his head, perfectly formed to scoop the music right out of the air.

“That sink runs water in G,” he would mention as he dried his hands. That spoon clattered to the floor in A-flat and that lightbulb flicked on in D-sharp and that tinker hollered under their window in a hoarse C while the keys over his shoulder jangled in a brassy F. That sports car cruised to the stoplight in an easy B and that three-wheeled wagon—the third wheel was the bicycle, powered by a man whose eyes seemed two sizes too big for his face—creaked along in E, loaded with young coconuts.

Her son had dimples like her husband’s, and his amber eyes caught the light like hers did. Those eyes did the laughing for him. “Mama, look. Look at me,” he’d say before shooting a pea out of one nostril or playing the “Rondo alla Turca” a half step down.

“Well, Mozart didn’t have a bedtime,” he’d retort when she told him it was time to stop practicing.

When the walls of the train stopped juddering, people began venturing deeper into the cars, hoping for more space in the aisles, maybe even an abandoned seat. They camped outside the bathroom and dozed underneath the hot water dispenser and the corridor to Song’s left was just as clogged. Everywhere she looked, there was already someone there.

Sweat pricked Song’s eyes and her arms were numb, the tips of her fingers tingling. They would be here all night and her back would snap if she didn’t find somewhere to sit. She noticed that the metal door leading to the next car was propped open, leaving an empty space behind it, a small triangle formed by the door and the wall.

“Come,” she said, picking up a bag. It swung around her body, clipping the jowls of a fat man crouched against the wall, sweating over his phone.

“Are you people blind? Who needs so many things for a few days?”

“We’re moving house,” she retorted, holding the bag higher as she stepped over suitcases and squeezed past bodies. She reached for the metal door and the people around her shifted, shooting her the same look—you people. She wrestled the bag off her back and the sudden sensation of lightness made her dizzy.

“Sit on it, River,” she instructed, shoving the bag into the corner. She elbowed her way back to the doorway to fetch their remaining bags, and she piled them up beside River and sat atop them with her toes skimming the ground, her chin lifted like she was a queen on a throne. She leaned forward to pull the door open, creating a barrier between them and the world.

As people on the other side of the window yelled into their phones and played videos at maximum volume, Song calmly made a list of ingredients in her head—minced pork and green onion and ginger, black vinegar and garlic for dipping. Once they arrived in Beijing, there were things she had to cook to make the new place smell like home.

It would be just the two of them over the Spring Festival but she would make it feel like a holiday for River—dozens of dumplings, lined up on the counter waiting for the water in the big-bellied pot to boil. Pig trotters, stewed until the skins curled and slipped off like little gelatinous shoes.

The train chugged south toward the capital and Song maintained her hold on the door, keeping it open to protect the corner she had claimed, and eventually she found a piece of string in her bag and tied one end to the door handle so that she could rest her arm as she held the other end.

Beside her, River took Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1 out of his backpack and bent over the score. He wasn’t a singer but his voice was high and clear as it arrowed through each note.

“You’ll ruin your neck doing that. I’ll hold it for you.”

Song plucked the book from his hands, remembering the sound it had made five years ago when he’d opened it for the first time—like biting into an apple. The first page had been unmarked then, crisp and white. Now she smoothed her hand across the mealy surface, following the map of the years of River’s life. Fingerings were scribbled in pencil beside the notes. A tea ring was stamped into the bottom of the page. The directive at the top—Maestoso, meaning majestic—had been underlined twice by River’s former piano teacher, whom they had once trusted.

Anger blossomed in Song’s stomach at the thought of what he had done, and she suppressed it with a shudder. She knew how to leave people behind. The trick wasn’t in forgetting about them—it was the opposite, preserving them like a thousand-year egg in the clay of the past. There was no longer a teacher for River back in Harbin and there was a teacher waiting for River in Beijing. This was their best choice and this was their only choice and it wasn’t often in life that things aligned so neatly.

A baby began to cry, the shrill sound threading through the hot, packed corridor, making Song’s teeth throb, and River covered his ears and said, “F-sharp.”

As the mother fumbled for a bottle, the train jerked and the bottle went flying. The baby screamed. Someone—the fat man who had snapped earlier at Song—pounded the wall and screamed back.

“Shut the fuck up! Shut that baby up!”

Song dropped the music book and charged out from behind the door. “For heaven’s sake—you shut up! Have a heart!”

The man rose, breathing hard, plucking at the damp shirt that clung to his meaty shoulders and hips. “Don’t you tell me what to do. Go back to your village.”

He meant to cut her down but she made herself as immovable as a tree trunk, and her tone was sharper than any cleaver. “Motherfucker, you sit down. Shut your mouth.”

Then, shoving past him, she picked up the bottle and brought it back to the mother, who lowered her head, cheeks burning. Song knelt and looked her in the eye.

“You’re doing fine,” she said. “The baby will stop fussing. You’ll sleep again. One day you’ll wonder, where did the time go?”

She thought back to those days, which had been lonelier than being alone. How weary she had been! How River had squalled!

When she looked over her shoulder, she saw that River had picked up the Tchaikovsky, and he had found a room in his head and closed the door and was listening now to the swell of the strings.

In thirteen hours, the train would arrive and there would be no one in Beijing to pick them up. There would be no one to help them. But Song had stopped asking long ago.

She had managed to carry their bags onto the train; she would manage to carry them off again. She had money saved up, and she had fists for swinging and legs for marching. Most important, she had the phone number of the piano teacher who would make River great.

She didn’t need help anymore. Returning to her corner, she settled onto the pile of bags and picked up the string and closed her eyes, undaunted.
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The door banged against Song’s forehead as someone barged past. A serene voice said, “We are now arriving in … Beijing Railway Station.”

Song woke instantly, realizing that it was morning. She had meant to set an alarm so that they would be the first to disembark, ready with all of their bags at the front of the line, but as she clambered now to her feet, gripping the side of her neck, she saw that the line had formed without them, stretching down the length of the car. The metal door that had protected them became a trap as people jammed themselves into the corridor, swarming the exits.

“Motherfucker,” Song croaked. “River! Up!”

He mumbled something, folded in the corner with the Tchaikovsky nestled under his cheek, and Song hauled him to his feet without waiting for him to rouse himself. As he rubbed his eyes, she slipped her arms through the straps of the largest bag and looped the remaining bags around her shoulders and it felt like she was moving underwater. She stood, and the weight of the bags yanked her back.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said, crashing into the door. She shook River’s hand off her wrist and pushed his backpack into it instead. “You go first.”

She used her body to block the doorway, allowing him to dart forward as the people behind her protested. As she bent to pick up the rice sacks, someone shoved the door, using their suitcase as a battering ram, and she staggered. A few people squeezed through, slipping between her and River.

“Son?”

She bobbed on her toes, scanning the packed corridor.

“River, where are you?”

“Here, Ma.”

Several people and suitcases in front of her, a hand appeared, waving, and she let out her breath.

Across the platform, another train arrived and people gushed out in a panic like they were running for their lives. At the sight, Song felt an urge to take River and flee as well, but she couldn’t even turn a shoulder. There were too many people in the too-narrow corridor, and the grip of the crowd was tight enough for her to feel the squeeze in her lungs.

Then the doors of their train opened and everyone began to push, crushing her.

She fell over, her feet leaving the ground, but she remained suspended, pinned in place by the people around her. In the next second, she found her feet and charged the door, spotting River as she nearly toppled down the steps.

The crowd caught her in its whitewater roar and she turned, sputtering. With her arms weighed down by bags, she drove toward River with her shoulders and legs, sweeping him up just before the current forced them toward the stairs.

“The handrail,” she shouted, spitting out a mouthful of someone else’s hair. “Hold on to me!”

River hung on to her with one arm, clutching the Tchaikovsky with the other, and she threw herself at the rail like it was a lifeboat. Her hands were full so she pressed her hip against the rail and began to descend. She fought to go slowly but the current battered her, people rushing past.

She saw, with an icy clarity, that they would be trampled to death if they fell. But whenever her feet slipped, she found another step. River stumbled and she summoned a burst of energy and grabbed the back of his jacket. The bags bore down on her and she hoisted the mountain higher on her back, strength coursing through her.

She spilled out of the stairwell with River tucked safely against her body and now they were in the Main Hall, a long straight highway crowded with glowing signs. Numbers flipped like tile puzzles overhead while arrows blinked underfoot, pointing the way, but to where? There was no end in sight, only the staggering sea of people, with more people crashing in like waterfalls from both sides. Song pushed River behind her, sheltering him as she caught his hand.

“Ouch! Let go, Ma! Slow down!”

Song ignored him, following the arrows and staying with the current, growing breathless as the waves pounded at her. A man in a bomber jacket broke through the flow of people and bolted past her, knocking over River.

As River went sprawling, Song tightened her grip and didn’t let go. Her son never hit the ground; it was the Tchaikovsky that fell, a flurry of pages, as if River had released a bird.

“You son of a bitch,” Song snarled at the man, and then, to River, “Leave it—”

“My book!” He twisted and his hand was like a small fish, slipping out of hers as he dove to the floor.

The current pulled Song instantly forward and she shouted for River, wading back to the spot where he had lost the Tchaikovsky. She scanned the crowd, struggling to plant her feet as she looked for the break where her son would eventually appear.

Where are you? Her eyes jumped from one face to the next as she moved against the crowd, bumping into bodies and tripping over suitcases.

Where are you? The crowd kept coming and she bumped and she tripped through a moment that had no end.

Where?

Where?

She paused when she sensed a shift at her back—daylight, entering through a row of doors, and two big banks of escalators ascending into the haze.

Her heart stopped. That was the end of the Main Hall; that was how far she had drifted.

“River,” she screamed, but the waves rose and crashed, pushing her farther away, drowning out the sound of her voice.

She pictured him flailing and sinking. She pictured him cowering as people flowed over him, their feet pounding relentlessly against the cord of his spine, their suitcases flattening the delicate ridge of his neck. She heard his shriek of pain. Mama!

Song dropped the rice sacks. She threw off her bags, every single bag that held her back, and she surged against the current, clawing at arms and backpacks and ponytails, grabbing people and casting them aside.

Son, I’m coming, she thought as she slogged her way back up the hall.

But when she finally reached the spot, she didn’t see River, and terror exploded inside her. She gathered up every jagged fragment and every scalding drop of that terror and hurled it out in every direction, screaming for River, crying for help.

The current couldn’t hear her; the current didn’t care, and it swept her away once more, and she fought it. Her face contorted, despair streaming out of her nose and pouring out of her mouth.

“River! River! My son, have you seen my son?”

Over and over, the ocean rose and she rushed headlong to meet it. She commanded her body not to slow down and then she commanded it simply not to stop. Her legs cramped, muscle hardening into stone, and her throat thickened with some sticky substance, and she kept going because she could tolerate just about anything.

She reached the spot again and River wasn’t there, waving the Tchaikovsky. He wasn’t there with his big ears and relieved grin.

He wasn’t there and the intolerable pain overtook Song, the stretching and the tearing as a part of her own body was separated from her.

Her son was lost.
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July 2004, Lakeyard

SONG GAVE BIRTH IN THE swelter of July, wearing wool socks and a padded coat. The window was tightly shut, the door, too, and the room with its cement walls and cement floor filled with a jungle heat, her own blood, her own breath. She labored on the hearth bed that was made entirely of brick, kneeling with her forearms braced against her husband, and she looked over his shoulder at the filmy window.

She wanted to open it and beckon to the wind. She wanted to peel off the socks and tear off the coat and run into the lake, past the women squatting on the banks, scrubbing their hands raw in the muddy waters, past the gaunt men wading in and sighing like life was good to them, those lucky sons of bitches. The courtyard shimmered with dust. Sweat trickled into her eyes and became tears when she greeted her son.

“Let’s call him River,” her husband said as they gazed down at the squirming bundle.

“Because he’s noisy,” Song guessed, making Blue laugh, which was the point. “Because we’re in a house near the lake?”

In the winter, the lake would freeze solid and the children of the Lakeyard would skitter across with blocks of wood strapped to their feet for skates. Song imagined River among them in a few years, red coat, red cheeks, shining with joy as the bitter Northeastern winds cut into him.

Blue shook his head. His dimples reappeared, wells that were sweet but also deep, so that a little sadness pooled at the bottom. “Because rivers stretch on forever. Endless.”

“Our River,” she said, so that it sounded like an echo.

“Stop crying, Song,” her mother interrupted, crouched like a crab at the foot of the hearth bed. “Wang Lisong! Keep your tears. Your body has lost enough fluids.”

Song watched her mother scrub the floor, knuckles grinding against cement. She didn’t have the energy to lift a hand and dry her face, but she pressed her lips together so that nothing else could escape. This was the house she had grown up in—the main room with a hearth bed and a doorless cupboard cluttered with every loose item they could call theirs, the crooked ear of the kitchen with a giant wok and a basin that held lake water for cooking and drinking and washing.

Song hoisted herself into a half-sitting position. Through the bedding, the bricks of the hearth bed dug into her spine. She eased herself to one side, rolling onto her elbow, perching on her hip bone. The five of them slept on the hearth bed at night and she’d spent the last month of her pregnancy wide awake, counting the bones in her body and the kicks of her baby.

She tugged at her coat, trying to air it out. It was like a sponge, growing heavier as it absorbed her sweat. But it could be worse. The hearth bed was hollow inside, with a grate at the base that could be opened and stuffed with straw and tree bark and torn leaflets, and when the kindling was set ablaze the whole thing glowed like a giant fireplace. At least her mother hadn’t fired it up to hasten her recovery.

A wave of nausea rolled through Song. She sat up, fumbling with the buttons of her coat, and her mother snapped the cleaning rag. “Stop that, daughter. How many times do I need to tell you? After birth, one month of bed rest. Stay warm. Your body needs to heal.”

Song thought the heat would sooner kill her but still, she did as her mother bid. It helped to keep her eyes on her husband, who was crooning to their son.

That first week, she felt like she was lying in a bog, gnats swarming her greasy hair, ants crawling up her sticky back. Whenever she rolled over, she saw her mother crouched at the foot of the bed, cleaning the vegetables or the floor or the diapers, which had been cut out of soft sweatshirts. The village was a mud pit when it rained and a dust bowl when it didn’t; something always needed cleaning and so her mother did it with her eyes hollow and her mouth twitching.

Song didn’t have to look for her older brother to know that he was curled around a beer bottle, snoring in the corner, on a beaten rush mat. He didn’t wear shirts in the summer; his stomach was bloated and his skin reeked of sweat and cigarettes.

The family ate dinner late in the afternoon, when Song’s father returned from the mahjong den, because there was nothing else to do before the sun set. Song ate chicken soup that was mostly water and bone; she wasn’t allowed to have salt in this month of healing. She ate on the hearth bed as her mother and her father and her brother unfolded the card table and ate on the other side of the room, the three of them slurping and smacking with their backs turned to her, like she wasn’t there at all.

Between six and seven in the evening, her husband returned from the cornfields, calling out to her mother and father and brother, who sat in the alley with the neighbors, gossiping and slapping at mosquitoes.

Song knew all the sounds of her husband—the dusty clap of his shoes and the ladling of water from basin to wok and the crack of a single precious chicken egg, followed by the precise beating of chopsticks—and when she heard those sounds, she bent her head toward River. “Everyone is home.”

The steamed egg custard that Blue prepared wasn’t for himself and it wasn’t for sharing; he insisted that it was only for her and so she ate it while watching him carve a face into a wooden clothespin.

“I used to make these little things for fun,” he said with a push and flick of his knife, and with his thumb he brushed off the wood shavings. “Three soldiers for my three brothers. A spoon for Ma and a little dog for Ba and a whistle for myself. Funny what you remember about being a child once you become a father.”

He pulled back to examine the clothespin doll, which had a thick knot of hair and a slanted, skeptical mouth—or was that a suppressed smile? It could’ve been either but then Blue raised his knife and carved the eyes, pinched with mischief.

“Isn’t that me?” Song marveled, setting her empty bowl on the windowsill.

The following evening, Blue carved a second clothespin doll, every feature soft and warm, eyes and hair and smile, dots for dimples—himself, of course, and Song said, “Look what you made.”

“Look what we made,” he said, setting down his knife.

As one week turned into two, Song stopped caring that she wasn’t allowed to rise—not to stretch, not to catch a breeze, not to step outside and wash away the blood between her thighs. Her baby, her River, lived in the middle of the hearth bed, sleeping and shrieking and suckling ferociously, and so she lived there, too.

Suddenly, for the first time in years, she wasn’t on the move, taking jobs to make money or looking for jobs to make money. She wasn’t on her feet, whirling like a harsh wind, everywhere and nowhere. She was simply here; she existed beside her son, bathing in the days.

As her mother banged joylessly around the kitchen, Song told River about his family—about his grandpa, who had worked his way up from laborer to foreman at a state-owned coal mine before retiring; and about his grandma, who made the most pungent fermented bean paste in the village and had won a prize for it once; and she saved his uncle for last because he was supposed to be the bright spot, the balloon released into the sky, full of hot air and ambition.

It was the math teacher who had first told them that her brother showed some promise with numbers, and from that moment on, the entire family scrimped and saved to send him to college in Wuhan or Guangzhou, somewhere made of concrete and tile rather than mud and dust. To contribute, Song had dropped out after junior middle and worked at a factory that made frozen chicken legs. In the end, they saved up enough money, but her brother never left the village. The township leader had more money than Song’s family could ever save, and with all that money he stole her brother’s spot and gave it to his own son instead, leaving her brother to sink back to the earth, down and down.

Song left that part out of the story; there was no point in feeling sorry about it. She looked at her brother in the corner, a deflated balloon, and she told River about who his relatives had been before, not who they were now, and she touched a finger to his nose, tap, tap, like raindrops, and he startled with each gentle splash.

“So that’s your family, Baby. You are beloved.”

One afternoon at the beginning of the third week, she woke and saw her mother beating her father with a slipper.

“How many days of losing at the mahjong table? How many days of your son staggering around the bar? Is there anyone here who can make money?”

Shouting back, Song’s father seized the slipper and threw it at the wall. Blearily, Song brought River to her nipple and winced as he latched on to her like a tiny shark, clamping down with his gums.

She waited for the shouting to stop and said, “I can, Ma.”

Her mother buried her face in her hands, racked by dry sobs. “When was the last time we tasted noodles? We can’t even buy one bowl to split between us. Who will help?”

“I’ll always help you,” Song said, and she always meant what she said.

There was no real work to be found in the village; the strong had no choice but to leave behind their young and their old and set out for wherever, cities that needed them but didn’t want them, to work for however long, until they weren’t needed anymore. For now, confined to the house by the lake in the village, the best Song could do was piecework.

She began making earrings on the hearth bed after midnight, when she was awake anyway; River mewled for milk every two hours, sometimes every hour. Those were strange passages of time, fable-like, when she threaded earrings by moonlight with slumbering bodies heaped around her. Her brother snored on the other end, guttering like an unsettled flame, and her father stretched out like a reclining Buddha, deaf to the world, and her mother was motionless in the middle, lying flat on her back like a corpse.

Song wanted Blue to be well rested but she was glad all the same when, one night as she made earrings, he sat up beside her, uncurling his body, which in sleep had sheltered River while growing toward her. He placed his hands on her shoulders and she let her head fall back as he kneaded. Then, picking up a straight pin, she resumed threading earrings. She hunched, squinted. The holes in the glass beads were minuscule.

“Stop,” she whispered. “You’re rocking me.”

He watched her make one, two, three pairs of earrings, and then he picked up a pin and stabbed at a bead. Song eyed his clumsy attempts and relieved him of the pin.

Working quickly, she looped her earrings through labels provided by the factory. They were glossy purple, printed with black skulls. She couldn’t read the symbols but she could read the numbers. Someone in America would pay twelve dollars for them. Someone in Harbin would pay Song twelve cents.

Grabbing another pin, Song hissed. A red bead formed on the tip of her thumb.

“Let me,” her husband said, taking her hand. He licked off the blood and put her thumb into his mouth, applying pressure with his tongue, and when he caught her eye and grinned, she felt herself falling into those deep, sweet wells. After a moment, he pulled back and examined the puncture. “There.”

“I’m all right now. You need to sleep,” Song urged, because Blue was leaving in the morning to look for work and he was prone to car sickness when he was tired.

But he didn’t go back to sleep and she didn’t ask him to stay longer and they didn’t talk about his departure as it drew nearer. They were migrant workers, after all; they came and they went, the same way they slept and they woke, mourned and laughed, scattered and gathered, remembered and forgot. That was the relentless rhythm of their lives, powering the growth of a nation.

“We’ll see each other for the Spring Festival,” he said, knowing her thoughts. “That’s just half a year away.”

When the summer was over, Song would also have to go out in search of work, leaving River behind with his grandparents, but she didn’t want to look that far ahead. She would grow dizzy peering into her future, that vast emptiness.

“Only for one or two weeks. Only once a year for the Spring Festival. If everything goes smoothly for us.”

“It will. And after a few years of me working and you working, we’ll have enough money to start another business of our own, and we won’t have to leave each other anymore. We’ll never leave River behind again. We’ll be one family in one place. Together ever after, eating chicken eggs and pineapple shortbread all day long.”

Song followed the lines as he drew them, the beginnings and the ends—a future with a shape, one she could envision without tipping forward and falling in.

“Once a year, then ever after,” she said to seal the deal, adding, “No pineapple anything,” as she remembered how they’d numbed her tongue and left her hands sticky.

“Still!” Blue bumped her shoulder, teasing. “Hasn’t it been two years?”

That was when they’d met—two years ago, a few months after Song had quit her job at the factory closest to the Lakeyard. The girl next to her on the assembly line had collapsed and Song had looked down into the girl’s face, which was the same fleshy hue, tinged with misery, as the frozen chicken legs strewn around them, and she had decided there were other places to make money.

Her mother had shouted herself raw and Song had stood there and taken it. Then she’d gotten onto her scooter, riding four hours to Harbin, the capital of the province, where she sold pineapples out of a wagon. She chopped off the tops and skinned the prickly sides and dug out the eyes, working her way down the pineapples in meticulous spirals. Sweet juice dripped from her fingers and perfumed the air.

In the gaps in foot traffic she watched the construction workers across the street, tearing down one shopping center to erect another. They hollered over the jackhammers and they squabbled as they smoked and they roared with laughter upon hitting the bottle. Song took note of the quietest one, because the others quieted, too, to hear what he had to say.

One evening as she watched them banter, sitting with her ankles crossed on the back of her wagon and fluttering a paper fan over her flushed skin, she caught sight of a pack of not-quite-policemen ambling up the sidewalk past the construction site. These particular officers were charged with keeping the streets orderly, and there were four in this pack and one was swinging a baton. He stopped when he noticed Song and the pack changed course, moving toward her.

She snapped her fan shut, sticky and irate, because if the officers decided there was something wrong, then there would be something wrong. Just the other week, after discovering that his wife had been having an affair, one officer had taken a wrench to a watermelon vendor who happened to be on that corner.

As trouble approached, Song pried up one of the wagon floorboards and retrieved her documents. That was what the officers demanded first from people like her—her ID and her rural residence permit, which she had inherited from her parents, which her children would inherit from her, which stamped them as peasants and chained them to the old village even as they lived and worked in cities elsewhere.

“My documents are in order,” Song said as the officers fanned around the wagon, two in front of her and two behind her. “What’s the problem?”

“Clear out! You think you can peddle fruit anywhere you want?”

The officer with the baton gave her back wheel a kick and the wagon shuddered, the plump satin-smooth pineapples at the top of her pyramid plopping to the floorboards.

Song’s throat tightened. “Have a care. Look, you’ve dirtied my pineapples.”

She whirled to her other side as a different officer chimed in, “Your pineapples?”

He smirked at his comrades, his lips as thin and red as his eyebrows were thick and black. “They’re our pineapples now. Leave the wagon and get lost.”

“You can’t have my wagon. That’s called stealing, when you take other people’s property.”

The red lips disappeared, the eyebrows darkening. “Watch your stinking mouth, farmworker. Around here, that’s called confiscating.”

Song jumped off her wagon. The officers moved closer. The one with the baton took aim like playing golf and the pineapple made a wet noise as it landed in the street.

“Bandits!” Song’s hands became fists. Fury oozed from her pores, sticky as the juice from the crushed pineapples, filling the air with its sickly sweet scent.

Then a voice she’d never heard before washed over her like a morning breeze, both gentle and bracing, and it said, “You don’t have to fight.”

A construction worker—the quiet one—slid between Song and the officers. He repeated his words, sweetening them with his dimples, and Song was so startled by the notion that she actually took a step back, her fists unclenching. The construction worker stood in front of her and faced the four officers, an undersized brown figure in an oversized orange vest, a bag of steamed buns dangling from one hand and a small pail of toiletries dangling from the other.

“Think carefully before you do anything,” he said to the officers in that same mild tone, but without the dimples.

The baton rose and the officer said, “Fuck off.”

The construction worker didn’t flinch. “If you’re going to beat her, then you’ll have to beat me first. But don’t forget—people are watching.”

The baton stopped moving as the officer’s eyes drifted to the construction site, where the other workers had stopped hollering and squabbling and roaring and were now looking their way, and his gaze snapped back to Song. Her heart fell as he slid the baton into his waistband and said, “Leave the wagon and get lost.”

Song left without her wagon or her pineapples but she did leave with the construction worker, the quiet one who could make people listen. Her knees shook as they walked away. His face was sweet and his voice was soft but when he took her hand—briefly, before returning to the construction site—his knuckles were hard and his grip was strong, which meant that hers didn’t have to be. A candle flared in Song’s chest, a molten warmth pooling beneath her belly.

Over the next few days, she sold pineapples out of a cooler on a different street and tried not to think anymore about what had happened. But in the evenings, as her dorm mates chattered around her and climbed into their beds, she conjured the quiet of his voice. You don’t have to fight.

Each night, his voice brushed her ear and trailed down her neck and slipped all the way to the base of her spine. She didn’t know his name but she shivered, imagining him whispering hers.

By the end of the week, she was tired of fighting. She made a dough in the kitchen of her dorm, and she boiled and mashed a handful of red beans, enough to fill two hotcakes. She fried them up on Sunday morning so that they were still warm when she arrived at the construction site and gave them to the worker.

“I wanted to thank you,” she said, turning red because that wasn’t really the reason, and then he smiled at her, looking so happy that it shattered her heart.

“Can I walk you home?” he asked.

The next day she brought him two more hotcakes and again he walked her back to the dorm and that became their ritual, in rain and in sun, in fall and in winter.

“I don’t mind the job. I’ve always liked making things,” he said as they left the construction site one spring morning, sharing breakfast and walking home. “I’m just tired of doing it for other people. I want to start making things for us.”

He caught her hand and stopped under the blooming magnolias. She turned to him and saw the quiver of his throat and the tremor of his smile and so she became the steady one.

“Why, Blue,” she declared. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

Less than a year after they met, they traveled to Song’s old village for their wedding, and afterward, back in Harbin, they pooled their money and bought a food cart that hitched to a bicycle—Song’s idea. How many times had Blue joked about the hotcakes being worth their weight in gold? How many workers had cajoled her to bring a few for them, too?

In the afternoons, Song and Blue hunched over their table, tucking spoonfuls of red bean paste into envelopes of dough, and in the dark, at four in the morning, they loaded up their cart. That was their ritual now, sharing the work and setting out from home. By six they were at the construction site, lining up hotcakes on the griddle and dishing them out to the brown-faced, bare-shouldered workers who stepped to the side and wolfed them down, and by ten all the hotcakes were sold.

It wasn’t easy to make something of their own—but how easy it was for Song to make Blue laugh, turning each evening into a game. How easy it was for Blue to drape his jacket around her shoulders and pull her feet into his lap. After years of living in dorms full of people, how full their room was when the night stilled, just the two of them moving and breathing.

After several months in business, when the foundation for the new shopping center had just been laid, the construction site went silent for some reason no one seemed to know although everyone assumed there must’ve been a good one. Dump trucks and big roosters filed out onto the road, shoveling away the workers—the food cart’s customers—as if they were mounds of rubble.

That had been a setback, another loss of livelihood—and that hadn’t been their only change in circumstance. Packing one bag each, Song and Blue had returned to the old village, as they had for their wedding, only this time it had been for the birth of their child.

In Song’s lap, River unlatched with a sigh, a sound of supreme contentment.

“Lucky baby,” Blue said as River placed a possessive hand on the swell of Song’s breast. It was a big hand, compared to the rest of him. Song uncurled his fingers and pressed his palm to her cheek.

“These hands will do great things,” she murmured, even though none of them were meant for much. But she said it because they were a family now, and family was the most important thing. It was more important than money.

“We are as rich as the richest family,” she whispered to River.

“That’s the first thing you’ll learn in this life—Mama is always right,” Blue said, lifting River’s lolling body to his shoulder, and Song leaned into her husband and the three of them became one—inseparable, even though they faced a lifetime of separation.

“I have a feeling about you,” she said to their son, not knowing if their future had a shape or if it was an empty formless sea, their moments together like islands, few and far between. River’s head bobbed on the soft stalk of his neck as he fought to lift it, like her voice was the sun.

“You’ll be beautiful and you’ll be strong—running and jumping, singing and dancing.”

Her husband set River down on the hearth bed and she placed her hand on the scrawny plane of his chest, feeling the miraculous rise and fall. “You’ll go to school and be number one and you’ll make a good friend. You’re a good boy. Mama loves you, and you’ll know that you are someone who matters.” Leaning over, she inhaled the softness of his head, aching for him.

And then River smiled. He smiled his first smile, and it was for her.

When day came, the world moved around Song and River. Through the closed window, the sun beat down and bleached the pink flowers on the bedsheet and from the alley came the impatient tap of a horn.

Blue knelt beside the hearth bed and brushed his lips against River’s forehead, a kiss like a whisper, stirring the fine hairs. “Once a year, then ever after.”

When Blue straightened, Song saw a wooden clothespin clenched in each of River’s fists, the girl and the boy. Then Blue slipped something into her hand, too, and she tried to push the money back into his pocket but he pinned her arms down. He touched his forehead to hers and they lingered there, breathing. She inhaled when he exhaled, taking him in.

The horn sounded again, no longer a tap, and Song stole another breath before her husband was gone, climbing into a dusty van of dusty men packed three to a row.

The van was making its way south, to the heart of China’s rust belt in Shenyang, where migrant slums were being demolished to make room for high-rises, and sleek industrial parks were populated by German car manufacturers and IT companies. Blue had heard about it from a teacher who liked to read the People’s Daily—Shenyang was developing and there were jobs to be had, opportunities for any kind of person, as long as they worked hard. Even the robotics companies needed people to tend to the boiler rooms and sort through the trash.

Song lifted River to the window and he flinched to hear the door of the van slide shut. He began to cry, fists screwed around the girl clothespin and the boy clothespin.

“Up in the sky, the stars don’t speak. Down on earth, the child misses Mama …”

It was the lullaby she had sung to herself as a child, every night as she’d drifted off to sleep, and she sang it now to River to soothe them both, soaking in the music so that her heart felt big and soft even though the world was small and hard.

The van reached the rotting mountain of trash that marked the end of the alley. The left blinker started to flash. The other workers dozed, already weary, but her husband gazed out the window with bottomless eyes and drank in the sight of his wife and his son as the van took him away.
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February 2016, Beijing Railway Station

“COME BACK HERE!”

River snatched the Tchaikovsky off the grimy floor, a boot heel imprinted on the cover. “Got you! Look, Ma.”

He sprang to his feet and turned to show her the book.

“Ma!”

He turned to his other side, feeling the press of bodies around him. He tilted his ear and listened for the B-flat of her voice, but the static of the crowd overwhelmed his senses.

“Ma!”

She had been right there, and now she wasn’t. Panic struck at him, a brilliant hammer that fell repeatedly on C. The crowd turned him this way and tugged him that way and he lost his bearings.

“Mama? Where are you? Mama!”

He squatted, squeezing his eyes shut and covering his ears. People began tripping over him and he realized his mistake as he found himself smothered by coats. No one could see him down there, and a boot stomped his knuckles and a knee drove into his temple and his head struck the side of a suitcase.

He tried to cut through the crowd like his Ma had but each time he attempted to stand up, people flowed into him, knocking him back down, and by the time they reached back to help, they had already flowed away, the gaps they left instantly filled by other people.

He gave up and shrank into a smaller ball instead, to defend the Tchaikovsky, and a voice like a tiger’s claw slashed through him.

Get up, son!

He blinked and saw Mama, as if she were really there. The sunspot on her cheek matched the light brown of her eyes, where little lanterns flickered and swung when she looked at him.

Rolling onto his knees, he began to crawl.

He moved in frantic bursts, an insect seeking safety, until he emerged into an alcove formed by a set of escalators. There, at last, he was able to stand.

The crowd split to his left and to his right, flowing around the escalators, moving toward the exits. The smell of fried chicken coated the air. Sniffling, he zipped the Tchaikovsky into his backpack. He clutched the straps, backing into the alcove until his head bumped against the sloped ceiling.

“Mama!”

He took off his yellow jacket and waved it like a banner but the crowd continued to stream past. He puffed his chest and cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted as loudly as he could and his voice was just a small dog, chasing itself around the alcove. No one could hear him.

He wished desperately for a phone. Then all he would have to do was call Mama and wait in the alcove until she arrived—problem solved.

He knew Mama wanted to buy him one but couldn’t, because money didn’t fall from trees. But now he wondered angrily—why didn’t it? Why couldn’t Mama do what she wanted?

If he had a phone, he would buy a ticket and take a train back home to Harbin and knock on his old piano teacher’s door. He would ride a bus or hail a car or check out a share bike, even, and pedal it to Beijing’s Central Conservatory of Music where his new piano teacher was expecting him for their first lesson.

Without a phone, he couldn’t even walk into a store and buy a bottle of water for one piece. Cash was old and brown, a dead thing. People didn’t want to touch it.

A phone was a key to a house, and inside the house was a kitchen with food and a room with a bed and a desk stacked with textbooks, and clean air and boiled water and medicine for the sick. Without a phone, he couldn’t go into the house and he couldn’t leave it, either. He was stranded on the front stoop as wild beasts lurked in the bushes.

River felt so sorry for himself that it didn’t occur to him to borrow a phone until someone else entered the alcove—a narrow man, sliding out of the crowd and slipping toward River.

“What’s the matter, child? Do you need help?”

“I’m lost, Uncle. I need to call my Ma.”

Looking concerned, the narrow man laid a veined hand on River’s arm. “Of course, child. We’ll find her. I’m sure of it.”

He squeezed River’s arm in reassurance but it was somewhat painful and River glanced down at the narrow man’s hand, with its web of blue veins. His eyes were full of veins, too, filaments of red.

“My phone is in the car,” the narrow man said without letting go of River’s arm. “Here, come with me. It’s not far from the station.”

In a burst of longing for home, River said, “All right.”

He needed a phone. Mama would be sick with worry, barreling through the train station with her eyes like flashing sirens. She would be wondering why he hadn’t called yet.

The narrow man glanced around the alcove. “Then we should go quickly.”

His voice started on one note and slid up half an octave, a nervous glissando, but River shook it out of his ear and let the narrow man steer him into the crowd.

“Quick,” the narrow man urged as River broke into a trot to keep up, “before your mother leaves you behind.”

River pulled back. “She wouldn’t.”

His ear never failed him; he shouldn’t trust this man. Wrenching his arm free, he ducked past the narrow man and ran.

He couldn’t run very fast because of all the people, but he tripped through the crowd for what felt like a long time, and when he looked over his shoulder, half expecting a veined hand to appear, there was no one behind him.

The narrow man was gone. He had given up, whoever he was, whatever he wanted. When it came to grown-ups, River knew, it almost always had to do with money.

But, as he faced forward, he saw a shadow slipping through the crowd. It slid into gaps with ease, sidestepping obstacles, and those bloodshot eyes were locked on River.

The narrow man was following him.

River lurched into motion, every part of his body pumping, propelling him away from danger. He stumbled and glanced back.

How had the narrow man gotten so close? He moved through the crowd like there was no crowd—like he was an arrow, aimed at River.

Once more, Mama’s voice came to him, and this time it told him a story from when she was a little girl, playing tag with her brother. He was bigger and faster, with longer legs; she always lost, until she decided to change the game. Without saying anything to her brother, she stopped playing tag one day and started playing hide-and-seek instead, crouching along the riverbank, waiting for her brother to pass before flitting to a different tree.

In the train station, the trees were the people. There were countless places to hide.

River stopped running and dropped low. A middle-aged couple with fanny packs and hiking poles got into line at the fried chicken kiosk and River stepped behind them, disappearing as the narrow man flitted into view. He stood where River had stood just a moment ago, scanning, searching.

When he started moving again, River darted behind a man with a briefcase and followed him
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