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Chapter 1
MEI
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I liked how my sneakers didn’t make a sound as I walked along the concrete pavement. Cars drove past, and I didn’t doubt that they would have their air-conditioners on full blast. Not that I could blame them. Even as I glanced ahead, the path shimmered. For once, it would be a nice night at Elder Park for the Moon Lantern Festival. 

Lao Lao loved the parade most of all and insisted I go with friends this year. She had broken her leg a week ago after, according to her, the step moved to test her and she failed. At first, I was disappointed. Attending the festival with her had become our own mini tradition after she had moved from Beijing to live with us five years ago when Wai Gong passed away. 

I loved having a grandparent around and she had taught me so much about Chinese culture. A lot of my friends in school just assumed because I looked a certain way that I must therefore be an expert, but I had been born and raised in Adelaide and my life didn’t seem all that different from anyone else’s at school. Except maybe the food. Ma could cook the best dishes and most of them she had learnt as she grew up in China. My parents had moved to Australia to study at university; that’s where they had met, fallen in love, and years later married and had me. They were still so much in love. I wanted to experience that mutual love one day. 

Ahead, I saw Lucy as she waved her hand back and forth. Even after I waved back, she didn’t stop. I guess she wanted to be sure I saw her. When I got closer, I saw her defending herself from blowflies. I sniffed the air; they were probably attracted to the perfume, which had an odd scent.

“Back off, you evil winged creatures or I’ll...” 

Lucy didn’t finish the word as her mouth slammed shut. She swiped at her mouth as a fly attempted to infiltrate it. The unusually warm weather so far in spring seemed to have triggered them to appear in numbers. At least the bus would provide some respite from them.   

“Should have used the spray,” I said as I stopped nearby. The flies stayed away from me.

“I didn’t want it to mix with my new perfume, though,” Lucy said. Her pitch hit a new high as she squealed and swiped again. 

I shook my head but couldn’t help but smile. The bus rumbled closer and Lucy stepped aboard as soon as the doors opened. We chose seats on one side and mainly sat in silence as the bus continued on its route into the heart of the city. 

Our plan was to watch the parade and then check out the stalls, listen to some music, and watch the fireworks. Ma had allowed me to stay out until midnight since I was seventeen. Well, that was what she had said, but the truth was I knew she would like me home way before, or at least out of the city centre.

The bus stopped right outside the festival, so at least we couldn’t get lost. Lucy got a map of where everything was as we entered through the gate. I glanced around and guessed that the festival had a similar layout to other years. Lao Lao had very specific ideas of where to go when I came with her. No matter, Lucy has a map; we don’t need two.

Elder Park had been transformed for the event. Paper lanterns were strung high above us and the trees had fairy-lights weaved through them. I cast my gaze towards the rotunda to see musicians chatting to its side; I loved listening to live music and one had a guqin. I had begged Ma for a guqin when I was about eight, determined to play the wooden instrument with seven strings. I loved the idea of making the sliding tones. To me, it made the most beautiful soft music. Sadly, no one in the family could play one and when no tutor could be found, so they said no. Part of me still wanted to learn, though. 

The music mixed with the chatter of people, as Lucy pulled me towards a stall with lanterns on poles. I gave her the money and told her to choose one for me; that was one less decision to make. My attention fell on another stall. That one hadn’t been here the previous year, and I looked at the array of gold and silver.

“Hey, come on Mei, the sky is darkening and people are getting all the good spots,” Lucy said.

She handed me a white lantern with a silhouette of a rabbit on the moon while she held her own up to look at the dragon on hers. I glanced back at the other stall.

“These are so awesome.” I felt her elbow attack my rib. “Girl, why are you looking at them? You know you can only get one of them if you actually open your mouth and talk to a guy first.”

I turned my gaze on Lucy. “Who says? Maybe best friends can do one too?”

The lantern bobbed up and down in her hand as she said, “You’re right, friends over guys always, but do it later! Come on, we got a parade to watch.”

It felt like I watched the parade with an overexcited seven-year-old. Every time people passed us by with giant lanterns in the shapes of moons and animals, she gushed about them and her phone worked overtime as she tried to snap half-decent photos to upload to social media later.  

“That dragon got an upgrade from last year.” Lucy sighed as we walked back into the park.

“Definitely got a bit of a makeover,” I replied. 

“Like you paid any attention at all. Don’t go getting all coy with me. I saw you watching him.”

“Who?” Ma’s right, I’m a terrible liar. 

“Hmm, let me see. It was a guy, tall, with shortish brown hair. You know, I believe you have science with him. Now, what’s his name? Kevin, Kline, Kurtis...”

“Kane,” I said. 

“Ah, yes. Girl, why don’t you just go and talk to him? Tell him you think he’s hot? Ask him out?”

I shook my head. “There is no way I could ever do that. I mean, what if he’s like: Who are you? I would never live that down.”

“Being a teenager is all about making an idiot of yourself, Mei. Live dangerously just once,” Lucy said. “Anyway, you guys watching each other when the other isn’t looking is getting old.”

“Well, we’re getting old just standing here. So, whereabouts is Miki’s stall?” 

“Ah, let me see where I put the map.”

Lucy came to a standstill and patted the sides of her jacket, then jean pockets. She arched her back a little to squeeze two fingers, with manicured nails painted neon green, into her jean pocket. They emerged holding a folded piece of paper. How she always managed to get the tight jeans on was a mystery to me. I also had many unanswered questions as to how her phone screen never cracked as she manoeuvred it in and out of the pocket.

“Okay,” she said and unfolded the paper. Her index finger, well the nail, ran across the page and she tapped on one spot. “That’s hers there. Now, am I holding this in a logical way so that we can just walk forward?”

My dark hair fell across my face as I tilted my head to get a better look. The map consisted of a bunch of numbers on a page showing the layout of the park for the event. Her nail pointed at number thirty-eight.

“I think if we turn the map to the side.” I pointed to Torrens Lake. “That’s over there, so the map should be like this. I think.”

I rotated the map forty-five degrees and hoped I was right. The noise of the parade had been replaced by the chatter of people as they lined up at the food stalls, which seemed to be everywhere. I glanced at the sky to see the mixture of red and orange lingered on the horizon from the sunset. Once it was fully dark and close to the time in the advertisement, people would start securing their spots for the firework display. 

“Okay, we’ll go that way. If it’s wrong, I’m totally blaming you,” Lucy said.

“I wasn’t the one who got lost last year on that orienteering hike at camp.”

“Well, they should make the compass thingy easier to read.”

We started to walk in the direction I had pointed. Once we got past the food stalls, the people thinned out and we could see the table ahead with Miki. She wore a red cheongsam with gold and silver flowers embroidered on it as she stood behind the table. At school last week, she told us at school it was only a cheap replica, as her mum wasn’t convinced it would come back in one piece. Miki’s mum was probably right considering Miki had a habit of sewing random pieces of fabric onto clothes whenever she felt inspired, or paint... and it wasn’t always fabric paint either. 

“Ah, my besties! About time you got here,” Miki said.

“What do you have for us? You promised us something great,” Lucy said.

“And I do. Oh ladies, I do have the best and most special of products for you tonight.” Miki stretched her hands out over the table. Hundreds of little bottles lined the surface of the table with sparkling liquid inside. There were several colours and my gaze fell on the pink ones as Miki picked one up and cleared her throat.

“Oh boy, we’re about to hear the consequence of five years of theatre practice,” Lucy said.

“Hey, the whole world is a stage and I’m sure my particular flair will help make some money. I want that pair of shoes I showed you last week. Now stop interrupting,” Miki replied.

I admired Miki. The thought of being behind a stall and talking to complete strangers terrified me. Let alone putting on a show of drama that I suspected Miki was about to do. I admired her level of confidence around people.

“Here is the very elixir of life that the great goddess Chang’e stole away and drank to protect her loved one.” Miki waved her hand over the bottle before she gave it a shake. The contents bubbled. “It was brought to us by divine work to put it in the hands of all those who wish to have good fortune in love.” 

Ying Yue, Miki’s grandmother, who sat in a chair nearby, got to her feet and the blanket fell to the ground. She reached out for the walking stick that leaned against the side of the chair; her fingers tightened around the handle as she steadied herself. 

“Hang on,” Miki said. She placed the bottle back in its spot before she turned away from us.

“I am definitely getting a couple,” Lucy said to me.

“Nai Nai, you are meant to rest,” Miki said in Mandarin. “Come on, sit back down.”

Ying Yue though, seemed to look at me. She had come from Beijing to Australia at the same time as Lao Lao and met on the plane. The corners of her lips curved up and more wrinkles appeared on her face. She shuffled forward until she reached the table. Behind her, Miki put her hands on her hips.

“Sorry, Ma asked her to come and keep an eye on me, but you know it’s really
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