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SAVE FOR THE GENTLE hum of the pods, the growing room was silent. Yi Ling stood towards the back, the red-tinged overhead lighting dimly accenting her surgical mask and hat, scrubs and latex gloves. Long rows of coffin-sized pods surrounded her. She placed a hand on a pod, checking for a soft vibration. The pod was working satisfactorily, whirring nutrient solution warmed to 36.9 degrees Celsius into and out of the donor growing inside. She read the display: KH934—Chou Ching Mei. 

The display lied. A donor for Chou Ching Mei was not growing in this pod. In place of the requested donor was one of Yi Ling's making. A clone of herself she had been illegally nurturing for the last twelve weeks. She scanned the room. She would have liked to lock the door, but if anyone tried to enter it would look suspicious. But it was long after the end of the working day. There was no movement. She was alone. 

Walking around the pod, she flipped the locks that sealed the lid. The ping, ping, ping of an alarm sounded. She inserted her ID card into the slot next to the display and typed a password. The alarm stopped. She thumbed the release button, and air whispered as it rushed inside. Plastic creaked as the seal split open. Yi Ling tensed at the loud noise, and quickly checked around her again. The lid lifted.

Submerged in a translucent, pale pink liquid, a human figure floated face down inside the pod. Shoulders, buttocks, calves and heels, wet and slick, broke the surface. Wreaths of long, black hair like fine, ebony seagrass hung suspended, drifting in the circulating current. Almost imperceptibly, the donor's hands quivered. At its fingertips, pale, soft, unkempt fingernails grew. 

After pulling her gloves as high up her wrists as they would go, Yi Ling slipped a hand under the figure's shoulder. She tried to lift and turn it over, but it was slick and difficult to grasp. Twice she lost her grip, and the donor slipped back into the nutrient solution, which sloshed dangerously close to the lip of the pod. On the third attempt, the donor eased over, gracefully trailing its arms. An umbilicus, purple and thick with veins, protruded. 

Hair swathed the figure's face. Only the lips and the tip of the nose peaked through, glistening. She lifted the strands of hair, smoothing them aside, easing apart the tangles, and revealed the donor's face section by section. Finally, only a few hairs clung to the forehead and lips. Yi Ling held her breath. Now was the moment of truth. The eyes were closed. The mouth hung open, and pink liquid slopped from the lips. Yi Ling studied the face. Her frown relaxed, and her mouth widened into a smile. It was like looking into a mirror. All she had hoped for. The donor was her perfect twin. A doppleganger. 

Her pager warbled and vibrated in her pocket. Someone in the hospital was trying to find her. But if she touched the pager to answer she would contaminate herself. 

A few moments later, she snapped the last of the pod's locks down, just in time. At the far end of the growing room, the face of a man wearing glasses appeared in the narrow window in the door. Yi Ling's manager. He peered through the dim lighting. His voice came over the speaker.

"Yi Ling?" 

She waved back. The man beckoned, and she walked over to him, skirting the lines of pods. At the door, she looked through the window.

"I thought I might find you here," said the manager. "I paged you, but you didn't answer."

"I'm sorry, I—"

The manager waved dismissively. "It doesn't matter. I noticed your computer was still on. Hard at work as always, huh?"

Yi Ling looked down.

"Well, don't stay down here too long. Security will be locking up soon. And don't forget to shut your computer down before you leave. They're updating the system over the weekend. See you Monday." The manager strode away. 

Yi Ling went to the scrubs room door, which slid open. As it closed behind her, she sank against the shelving and exhaled heavily. She pulled off her hat, mask, gloves, shoe covers and lab clothes and pushed them down the recycling chute. After smoothing her hair in the mirror and straightening her blouse, Yi Ling left the room and shouldered open the fire door leading to the stairwell. Her hands were busy retrieving her cellphone from her jacket pocket and clicking on her messages.

From her mother: Where are you? It's half past seven and dinner's on the table. 

From her father: You're late again, and you've missed dinner. You must stop upsetting your mother like this. 

Her fiancé had texted, Are you on your way? Did you forget we were going to look at engagement rings tonight? Yi Ling winced. She'd agreed to meet him at nine o'clock. It was nine thirty. If she hurried, she could get there by ten, but there was no point. 

He would be steaming mad by now. She turned her phone off. Maybe he would believe her if she said she forgot to charge it.

Outside, she called an autocab. When it arrived, she bent down to let the cab scan her face. 

"Lan Yi Ling," the cab declared, and a door opened.

Yi Ling climbed in.

"Good evening, Yi Ling," said the cab. "Please state— "

"Song Shan District, Nan Jing East Road ...." Yi Ling reeled off her address.

Gliding away from the curb, the taxi slipped efficiently into the flow of traffic. Yi Ling relaxed in her seat and gazed out the window at the familiar route. Shades of pink, green, yellow and amber from neon lights flitted over her face as the car navigated the brightly lit streets. The noise-canceling shell of the vehicle blocked most of the noise, but Yi Ling could still faintly hear the hum of traffic. Advertising hoardings and the automated megaphones of street vendors endlessly repeated sales pitches to the streaming crowds of evening shoppers and homeward-bound workers. A heavy summer rain began to fall, smudging and distorting the view, so neon signs bled into people, cars merged with the road, and the road became a black, liquid river. 

Yi Ling shivered as she stepped out of the cab. The rain had stopped, and she looked up into the cold, clear sky. City lights had faded out all but a few of the brightest stars. Slowly, she walked to the front door of her home. The house security scanned her face, and the door opened.

As she stepped inside, her father appeared in the hallway.

"Yi Ling, you're home at last. We were worried about you." 

"Sorry, Baba."

"Are you hungry? Your mother's saved some dinner for you."

"No, I'm not hungry, Ba, I—"

"Nonsense, you must eat. Come and sit down at the table. Your mother will bring you some food."

Yi Ling stepped past her father in the narrow hallway. 

"Wait. What's that?" he said.

She stopped. Her father was staring at her shoulder. He picked off a piece of lint and tutted.

"Go and sit down."

She seated herself at the dining table and placed her hands in her lap. Her father took the chair opposite.

"Yi Ling, I think it's time we had a talk."

She twisted a cuff button on the sleeve of her blouse.

"Yes, Ba."

"This is the second time this week you've arrived home late. Is it necessary you work such long hours? We worry about you. You could have been in a car crash, or attacked or something. Anything could have happened to you, and we wouldn't know. Now, is that any way to treat your parents? What if something had happened to us, and we were waiting for you to come home?"

"I'm sorry, Ba."

"Yes, yes, you say you're sorry, and then the next week you go and do the exact same thing again." He leaned back in his chair. "Now, Yi Ling, your mother and I aren't getting any younger, and we rely on you more and more each day that passes. We need you, Yi Ling." He cleared his throat. "Work is important, of course, but we, as your parents, simply must come first. You do understand that, don't you? We didn't put all our money, time and effort into bringing you up only for you to turn your back on us in our old age."

"I won't— "

"You should show more respect, Yi Ling. That's what worries me the most. You seem to have no respect for us. Do you show respect for your mother and I, Yi Ling? Can you honestly tell me you do?"

Her father paused as the dining room door opened. Her mother entered the room carrying a tray of covered dishes. She placed the tray on the table in front of Yi Ling. Handing her chopsticks, she motioned her to eat before sitting down next to her father.

"What were you talking about?" her mother asked.

"I had brought up the subject of respect," replied Yi Ling's father. 

"Oh, yes," nodded her mother. "Respect."

"You see, Yi Ling, this behavior cannot go on any longer. Your poor mother was distraught this evening when you were late again. Absolutely distraught, weren't you?" Her mother nodded again.

Yi Ling ate, lifting noodles to her mouth, her mind drifting. Her father's words faded in and out. She tried to think about work, the donor she was growing, anything to take her mind off her father's lecture. The volume of his voice was growing louder. She nodded, and ate.

Two hours later she sat in the same place, weeping. Her head was in her hands; her ears were ringing from her father's shouting. He stood before her, his face contorted and red. Yi Ling's mother had left the room. 

"I will not tolerate this kind of behavior from you any longer, Yi Ling. Why do you do this? You've made me angry again. Why do you do this to me? Don't you know I love you?" He paced up and down. "Do you understand how dangerous it is for a man of my age to lose his temper? But you continue to act disrespectfully. You ignore all my advice and do exactly as you please. What have your mother and I done to deserve this kind of behavior from you?" He paused. "Go to bed. We'll talk about this more tomorrow."

He opened the dining room door, and glared at Yi Ling as she passed him. She climbed the stairs and went into her room. Her head aching and her face swollen with crying, she lay down on her bed. Eventually, her tears stopped flowing. She pulled a tissue from her pocket, wiped her face and blew her nose.

Her eyes closed, and she recalled the time before her father had retired. There used to be a brief period between arriving home from school and the late hour her father got in. She would go upstairs to her room, put on headphones and listen to her favorite pop songs. Sometimes her best friend would come over and they would sing karaoke, though not loudly enough to disturb Yi Ling's mother. She could see her friend's face; her laughing eyes and daringly short hair. She wondered what had happened to her, and how they had lost touch.

No matter how much her father shouted at her or her mother ignored her, no matter how much pressure her teachers put on her to score highly in her tests, for that hour or two before her father came home, Yi Ling had been free to do exactly as she pleased. Those were the happiest times of her life.

Now, between work and home she had little free time, and her father's rants were never-ending. Scarcely a day passed when he didn't find some cause to be angry at her. He didn't like her getting home late, but if she got home on time he would attack her for not working hard enough and putting the family's financial future at risk. And there were always new things he thought she was doing wrong. If the problem wasn't the time she arrived home, it was her attitude, or her clothes or the way she looked at him.

Yi Ling went over each step of her plan in her mind. Just thinking about it tightened her chest so much it hurt. But she could see no alternative, and this way, everyone could have what they wanted and no one would be hurt. 

Chapter 2
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CHOU CHING MEI WIPED sweat from her neck and shoulders, lifting the thin straps of her bunny costume. The heat and humidity were becoming oppressive. Her eyes lingered on the air-conditioned department store next to the temporary stage, but she had at least another fifteen minutes in her role as compere of the dance contest before she was allowed to take a break. She pulled her costume down where it was trying to ride up over her butt, adjusted the bunny ears on her head, forced her mouth into a broad smile and stepped up to the microphone as her colleague finished her patter. She was preparing to raise her voice over the rhythmic music that pounded the air, when a fit of coughing took her. 

Her hand over her mouth, she turned her back to the crowd and coughed until the spasm passed. From the corner of her eye she saw the cameraman looking at her with concern. She waved a hand to show she was okay, cleared her throat and caught her breath. She turned back to the crowd, a broad smile on her face.

"Who'll be next to try out for our top prize, two weeks on the Moon? Come on ladies and gentlemen, it's a lot cooler up there, or so I've heard, and there's a beautiful view of Earth from your hotel window. You can watch the rest of us sweating down here for a whole two weeks! Come, ladies and gentlemen. Watch yourselves boogie on the overhead screen. Your video will be broadcast all over the world for Sun Defense customers to vote on. Who'll be next? It costs nothing to try."

"Why don't you have a go, then?" a muscled young man in a sleeveless T-shirt called from the crowd. "I'd like to see you shaking your ass," he added, glancing sideways at his friends, who laughed and slapped his back.

Ching Mei fought down the first response that rose to her lips, knowing it would cost her her job. Instead, she faked an embarrassed giggle. "Oh sir, Sun Defense employees aren't allowed to enter company competitions. But maybe if you came up here it would be all right for me to dance with you."

"Sorry, darling, I don't dance."

"Oh, that's okay, sir. I know it takes a lot of courage to come up here and dance on our stage. Maybe next time when you're feeling braver?"

The young man's friends laughed and he flushed. "Well, if I can get up close and personal to you, I'll be right there." He shouldered through the crowd and climbed the stairs to the stage. Ching Mei whispered in the camera operator's ear. He nodded and Ching Mei stepped up onto the dance platform. The young man started to hesitantly jig to the music but then lunged toward Ching Mei, his hands grasping. She stepped to one side so he stumbled, and the crowd tittered. His face turning redder, he made a more calculated lunge. This time he managed to catch Ching Mei's arm and draw her close to him, but she spun around, breaking his hold. 

The heavy bass beat faded and slower, more sensuous music began to play.

Ching Mei swirled her hips invitingly, and motioned for the man to copy her. Hope and excitement lit his face. He swirled his hips in return. Ching Mei shimmied, and the man copied. Chuckles swept over the crowd, but the man was too transfixed on Ching Mei's undulating body to notice. Ching Mei put her hands together over her head and, swaying gently, turned a neat circle. As the man copied her, laughter erupted in the crowd, breaking his distraction. Frowning, he followed the direction of the crowd's eyes to the overhead screen. His behind was the focus. The crowd had been following its movements the whole time. 

Face contorted and fists clenched, the man turned back Ching Mei, only to find himself alone on the platform. She had run off the stage and was hiding behind it. The man raised a fist, but the crowd's scrutiny forced him to drop it and laugh good-naturedly. He quickly stepped down from the platform and disappeared into the throng.

Behind the stage, Grace, one of Ching Mei's colleagues joined her, frowning disapprovingly.

"Ching Mei, you should be more careful. What if he makes a complaint?"

"What if he does? He was rude to me. We shouldn't have to put up with that, even if we do have to wear these ridiculous costumes." She pulled down one of her bunny ears and released it so that it pinged up. 

"If management see that video you'll get into trouble, and you'll get the camera operator into trouble, too."

"Oh, he can just say the camera slipped and he didn't notice or something."

Grace tutted and shook her head. 

Ching Mei sighed. "I know what you're saying. You're right. I'll be more careful. Look, it's nearly break time. Shall we go inside? Su Yi can cover, and the other girls will arrive soon."

"Oh, yes. I heard they've got a two-for-one offer on iced green pearl tea."

The two young women stepped through the store's open doors.

"Chou Ching Mei, welcome, honored guest!" the store's announcement system crooned. "How can we help you today? Our latest range of especially comfortable pajamas has just arrived." 

Ching Mei groaned and pulled Grace into the store. "I have an account here. I wish they wouldn't do that." She stood beneath an air-conditioning unit. "Oh, that's so gooood." She leaned back so the cold air bathed her face and neck. Shoppers awkwardly worked their way around her. She pulled off her bunny ears and grabbed her friend's arm. "The cafe's on the fourth floor."

Escalators carried the two women up, and at the cafe they bought their drinks and dropped gratefully into chairs. They sucked up the tapioca blobs in their tea through wide straws.

"How many more days for this campaign?" asked Ching Mei. "I forget."

"We finish this time next week," said Grace, pulling a make-up mirror from her bag and checking her mascara.

"A whole week?"

"It isn't so bad. At least we have jobs."

Ching Mei sucked at her straw and spoke through a mouthful of tapioca. "As soon as I finish my degree I'll find something better."

"What are you studying?"

"Fine arts." 

Grace stopped checking her eyelashes and stared at Ching Mei.

"What's wrong with that?" said Ching Mei.

"You think you're going to find a job as an artist?"

"Maybe I'll become famous. Some people do, you know." 

Grace pursed her lips and went back to her make-up mirror, scanning her skin for pimples.

"And maybe I'll end up painting portraits on the boardwalk in Danshui," said Ching Mei. "I don't know. But I love it, and that's all that matters."

"Eating matters more."

Ching Mei shrugged. "My family will look after me."

"Oh, you've got a rich family?" said Grace. "That makes sense. My parents would never allow me to study something like fine arts. I have to study engineering." She sighed. "I think I prefer dancing in bunny ears."

"Nothing's worse than dancing in bunny ears."

"Why work if you don't need to?"

"Oh, I don't know. A girl's got to have some self-respect. Though to be honest, I'm beginning to see your point." She vacuumed up the remaining pearls in her tea. "Hey, my parents' company hires graduate engineers. When you've finished your degree, let me know. Maybe they can find a job for you."

"Wow, thanks.” Grace checked her phone. “We’ve gotta get back to work."

"So soon?" said Ching Mei. She sucked the dregs of her tea noisily through her straw, and went to stand up. But as she got to her feet the room swam. She grabbed the back of her chair as darkness flooded her vision. Her friend reached out to catch her, but it was too late. Keeling over in a dead faint, Ching Mei dropped to the floor, hitting her head on the table as she went down. 

***
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LOUD MUSIC FROM THE dance competition thrumming her ears was the first thing Ching Mei became aware of as she regained consciousness. She was lying down, and she could feel something over her face. Curious onlookers passing were the first things she saw when she opened her eyes. She was on a gurney that was rattling as it was wheeled over the ground. 

"Mmmmfff ...." She tried to push the mask off her face.

"You're coming round finally?" said the medic holding the mask. She patted Ching Mei's shoulder. "Don't worry. You fainted and hit your head. We're just taking you to hospital to have you checked over."

Ching Mei stopped struggling. An ache from the spot where she had hit her head was starting to penetrate her muddled mind. She wondered what had made her faint. She had felt fine, apart from extreme boredom and sore feet. 

At the hospital, the doctors seemed nonplussed. They looked into her eyes, took her temperature, tested her breath and her urine, and checked her reflexes. Everything was normal and she was not pregnant, though she knew that already.

"I suppose I should just go home and rest, then?" Ching Mei said hopefully. She didn't want to be ill, but neither did she want to compere the next round of the Sun Defense dance competition. 

"We're just waiting for the results of your blood tests to come back," said the doctor. "If they're normal, you can go. Your fainting was probably due to too much time outside in the heat, but we'll just make sure."

"Ching Mei! Ching Mei!" A late-middle-aged man and woman bustled toward her. "Your company phoned and told us you were in an accident," said the woman. "Oh, Ching Mei, what happened? Are you okay?" The man and woman hugged her tightly.

"Ma, Ba, I'm fine," she said, gently easing herself from her parents' embrace. "The doctor said it's probably just too much heat."

"Ching Mei, I told you not to take that job," said her father. "Why do you insist on working? You know we're happy to give you an allowance while you study."

"I know, Ba, but I'm not happy to take it, as I've already told you many times."

"Oh, you're a silly girl. Much too proud and stubborn. And look where it's got you."

"Ba, really, I'm fine. I'm a grown woman now. I need to be independent."

"No one is ever so independent they don't need their parents once in a while. That's what families are for," said her mother.

"Ma, Ba, sit down, and stop fussing. I feel fine now. It's nothing, and you're both overreacting as usual."

Her parents grumbled, but pulled up two chairs and sat next to her bed.

The doctor had slipped away when Ching Mei's parents turned up. She returned.

"I'm afraid you can't go home just yet, Ms. Chou," she said. "Your blood results are just coming through, and there are one or two figures that need some more investigation."

"Oh, doctor, what's wrong? What's wrong with her?" said Ching Mei's mother. "Ching Mei, I told you not to work, just study. Now look what's happened. You've made yourself ill."

Ching Mei looked at the doctor in the expectation she would offer some words of reassurance to calm her mother down, but she didn't. She was reading a computer screen with a frown. 

"Could you both please wait in the waiting room while we take Ms. Chou down for a scan?"

Ching Mei's mother grabbed her father’s arm. Ching Mei tried to smile confidently to reassure her parents as they wheeled her away, but it felt more like a grimace than a smile. This was all turning far too serious far too quickly, and the nurses and doctors with their somber faces were no help at all. She tried to calm herself, but she wasn't good at hospitals, or doctors or tests. She was beginning to wish she was back in the broiling heat outside a department store in downtown Taipei.

They slid her into the scanner. She held her breath and kept her eyes closed while the machine hummed and clicked around her. As she slid out again, she checked the expression on the operator's face, but it was impassive. Deliberately so, Ching Mei suspected. 

An hour later, she was in the doctor's office to hear the results of her scan. She had been annoyed at her parents for what she had thought were their overreactions, but she now was grateful they were there. Seeing the look on the doctor's face, she decided she preferred the scanner operator's expression earlier.

The doctor cut quickly to the chase. It was cancer. Lung cancer. The tumor was pressing on an artery, restricting her blood flow. Hence the fainting. Ching Mei felt like fainting all over again as she listened to the doctor's explanation. If only she could faint at will. Her mother's grip tightened to an iron fist on her hand.

"Ow, Ma," she protested. Her mother let go of her hand. "I don’t understand. I’ve never smoked."

"Not all lung cancers are caused by smoking. Probably we’ll never know what caused it. I’m sorry, sometimes these things are just bad luck."

"Is it curable?" said her mother.

"As yet, we aren't completely sure the extent of the cancer. This is just a preliminary scan. With further investigation—"

"It is curable, isn't it," said her mother. It wasn't a question.

"Doctor, money is no object," said her father,"and if Ching Mei needs a transplant, we have a donor being grown for her at this very moment."

"You have a donor?" The doctor's fingertips brushed the screen before her, and her expression brightened. "Ah yes, I see. Well, that puts a different spin on things. In that case, the outlook is much more positive. With a donor we can operate invasively and quickly. We don't need to worry about being conservative. You see, where the cancer is situated, removing excessive amounts of tissue and possibly bone ... well, it isn't compatible with long term recovery. But if we can immediately replace whatever we remove with genetically identical material, recovery is a simple matter of incisions healing, coupled with chemotherapy to catch any stray cancer cells." She smiled at Ching Mei. "You, young lady, are a very lucky woman."

Ching Mei turned to look at her parents, her eyes glistening. "I know I am."

Chapter 3
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FIRST, THERE WAS A feeling of heaviness. Then a jumble of sensations, overwhelming, terrifying. Cold creeping over her skin and light penetrating her eyes. There was sound as well. Something making a noise that rose and fell. The sound came from the thing that touched her, pulled her, held her, dragged her. She choked. Something was wrong. Something was missing. She opened her mouth, drawing in a substance that spread through her. Pain, terrible pain. She coughed and drew in the substance again, and again. It expanded inside her. 

Later, when she had words to put to her memories, that was all she could remember of that time. From then, until the room, there was nothing. 

***
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HER PROGRESS WAS RAPID, except she could not speak. Wearing the learning cap, she began to understand about the world: people, houses, work, money, shopping, food, weather, nature, animals, insects, the ocean, the sky. Cars, taxis, trains, airplanes, ships and spaceships. Sports, entertainment, crafts, vacations, parks, museums. Fumbling with a pad and keys, she also gradually learned to read and write, and do simple math. But speaking eluded her.

She opened her mouth and moved her lips and tongue, but no sound came out. The one who fed her
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