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PROLOGUE

WHEN NGA-YEE LEFT her flat at eight that morning, she had no idea her whole life would change that day.

After the nightmare of the last year, she was sure better times were ahead if they just gritted their teeth and clung on. She firmly believed that destiny was fair, and if something bad happened, something good must naturally follow. Unfortunately, the powers that be love playing cruel jokes on us.

A little after six that evening, Nga-Yee dragged her exhausted body homeward. As she walked from the shuttle bus stop, her mind busily calculated whether there was enough food in the fridge to make dinner for two. In just seven or eight years, prices had risen alarmingly while wages stayed the same. Nga-Yee could remember a pound of pork costing twenty-odd dollars, but now that barely got you half a pound.

There was probably a few ounces of pork and some spinach in the fridge, enough for a stir-fry with ginger. A dish of steamed eggs on the side would complete a simple, nutritious dinner. Her sister Siu-Man, who was eight years younger, loved steamed eggs, and Nga-Yee often served this soft, silky dish when the cupboard was almost bare—a fine meal with chopped scallions and a dash of soy sauce. Most important, it was cheap. Back when their finances were even tighter, eggs got them through many a difficult moment.

Although there was enough for that night, Nga-Yee wondered if she should try her luck at the market anyway. She didn’t like leaving the fridge completely bare—her upbringing had left her wanting a backup plan at all times. Besides, quite a few vendors dropped their prices just before closing, and she might pick up some bargains for the next day.

Ooo-eee-ooo-eee.

A police car sped past, the siren piercing Nga-Yee’s thoughts of discounted groceries. Only now did she notice the crowd at the foot of her building, Wun Wah House.

What on earth could have happened? Nga-Yee continued walking at the same pace. She wasn’t the sort of person who liked joining in the excitement, which was why many of her secondary school classmates had labeled her a loner, an introvert, a nerd. Not that this bothered her. Everyone has the right to choose how to live their lives. Trying to fit in with other people’s ideas is pure foolishness.

“Nga-Yee! Nga-Yee!” A plump, curly-haired, fiftyish woman waved frantically from among the dozen or so onlookers: Auntie Chan, their neighbor on the twenty-second floor. They knew each other to say hello, but that was about it.

Auntie Chan sprinted the short distance toward Nga-Yee, grabbed her by the arm, and dragged her toward the building. Nga-Yee couldn’t make out a word she was saying, apart from her own name—sheer terror made her voice sound like a foreign language. Nga-Yee finally began to understand when she picked out the word “sister.”

In the light of the setting sun, Nga-Yee walked through the crowd and was finally able to make out the horrifying sight.

People were huddled around a patch of concrete about a dozen yards from the main entrance. A teenage girl in a white school uniform lay there, tangled hair obscuring her face, dark red liquid puddling around her head.

Nga-Yee’s first thought was, Isn’t that someone from Siu-Man’s school?

Two seconds later she realized the still figure on the ground was Siu-Man.

Her little sister was sprawled on the cold concrete.

All the family she had in the world.

Instantly, everything around her turned upside down.

Was this a nightmare? If only she were dreaming. Nga-Yee looked at the faces around her. She recognized them as her neighbors, but they felt like strangers.

“Nga-Yee! Nga-Yee!” Auntie Chan clutched at her arm, shaking her violently.

“Siu … Siu-Man?” Even saying her name out loud, Nga-Yee couldn’t connect the object on the ground with her little sister.

Siu-Man ought to be at home right now, waiting for me to cook dinner.

“Move back, please.” A police officer in a neatly pressed uniform pushed through while two paramedics knelt by Siu-Man with a stretcher.

The older paramedic held his hand beneath her nose, pressed a couple of fingers to her left wrist, then lifted an eyelid and shone a penlight at her pupil. This took just a few seconds, but Nga-Yee experienced every one of these actions as a series of freeze-frames.

She could no longer feel the passing of time.

Her subconscious was trying to save her from what would happen next.

The paramedic straightened and shook his head.

“Please step back, clear the way please,” said the policeman. The paramedics walked away from Siu-Man, looking somber.

“Siu … Siu-Man? Siu-Man! Siu-Man!” Nga-Yee pushed Auntie Chan aside and dashed over.

“Miss!” A tall police officer moved quickly to grab her by the waist.

“Siu-Man!” Nga-Yee struggled futilely, then turned to beseech the officer, “That’s my sister. You have to save her!”

“Miss, please calm down,” said the policeman in a tone that suggested he knew his words would have no effect.

“Please save her! Medics!” Nga-Yee, all color drained from her face, turned to implore the departing ambulance crew. “Why isn’t she on your stretcher? Quick! You have to save her!”

“Miss, are you her sister? Please calm down,” said the policeman, his arm around her waist, trying to sound as sympathetic as possible.

“Siu-Man—” Nga-Yee turned back to look at the broken figure on the ground, but now two other officers were covering her with a dark green tarp. “What are you doing? Stop that! Stop that now!”

“Miss! Miss!”

“Don’t cover her, she needs to breathe! Her heart is still beating!” Nga-Yee leaned forward, her energy suddenly gone. The policeman was no longer holding her back, but propping her up. “Save her! You have to save her! I’m begging you … She’s my sister, my only sister …”

And so, on this ordinary Tuesday evening, on the empty ground in front of Wun Wah House, Lok Wah Estate, Kwun Tong District, the normally voluble neighbors fell silent. The only sound among these cold apartment buildings was the heartbroken weeping of an older sister, her sobs rushing like the wind into each person’s ears, filling them with a sorrow that could never be wiped away.


CHAPTER ONE

1.

“Your sister killed herself.”

When Nga-Yee heard the policeman say these words in the mortuary, she couldn’t stop herself from blurting out, her speech slurred, “That’s impossible! You must have made a mistake, Siu-Man would never do such a thing.” Sergeant Ching, a slim man of about fifty with a touch of gray at his temples, looked a little like a gangster, but something about his eyes told her she could trust him. Calm in the face of Nga-Yee’s near hysteria, he said something in his deep, steady voice that silenced her:

“Miss Au, are you really certain your sister didn’t kill herself?”

Nga-Yee knew very well, even if she didn’t want to admit it to herself, that Siu-Man had ample reason to seek death. The pressure she’d been under for the last six months was much more than any fifteen-year-old girl should have to face.

But we should start with the Au family’s many years of misfortune.

Nga-Yee’s parents were born in the 1960s, second-generation immigrants. When war broke out between the Nationalists and Communists in 1946, large numbers of refugees began surging from the Mainland into Hong Kong. The Communists emerged victorious and brought in a new regime, cracking down on any opposition, and even more people started arriving in the safe haven of this British colony. Nga-Yee’s grandparents were refugees from Guangzhou. Hong Kong needed a lot of cheap labor and rarely turned away people who entered the territory illegally, and her grandparents were able to put down roots, eventually getting their papers and becoming Hong Kongers. Even then, they led difficult existences, doing hard manual labor for long hours and low wages. Their living conditions were terrible too. Still, Hong Kong was going through an economic boom, and as long as you were prepared to suffer a little, you could improve your circumstances. Some even rode the wave to real success.

Unfortunately, Nga-Yee’s grandparents never got the chance.

In February 1976 a fire in the Shau Kei Wan neighborhood on Aldrich Bay destroyed more than a thousand wooden houses, leaving more than three thousand people homeless. Nga-Yee’s grandparents died in this inferno, survived by a twelve-year-old child: Nga-Yee’s father, Au Fai. Not having any other family in Hong Kong, Au Fai was taken in by a neighbor who’d lost his wife in the fire. The neighbor had a seven-year-old daughter named Chau Yee-Chin. This was Nga-Yee’s mom.

Because they were so poor, Au Fai and Chau Yee-Chin didn’t have the chance for a real education. Both started work before coming of age, Au Fai as a warehouse laborer, Yee-Chin as a waitress at a dim sum restaurant. Although they had to toil for a living, they never complained, and they even managed to find a crumb of happiness when they fell in love. Soon they were talking of marriage. When Yee-Chin’s father fell ill in 1989, they wed quickly so at least one of his wishes could be fulfilled before he died.

For a few years after that, the Au family seemed to have shaken themselves free of bad fortune.

Three years after their marriage, Au Fai and Chau Yee-Chin had a daughter. Yee-Chin’s father had been an educated youth in China. Before his death, he’d told them to call their child Chung-Long for a boy, Nga-Yee for a girl—“Nga” for elegance and beauty, “Yee” for joy. The family of three moved into a small tenement flat in To Kwa Wan, where they lived a meager but contented existence. When Au Fai got back from work each day, the smiling faces of his wife and daughter made him feel that there was nothing more he could ask for in this world. Yee-Chin managed the household well. Nga-Yee was bookish and well-behaved, and all Au Fai wanted was to earn a little more money so she could go to university one day rather than having to get a job halfway through secondary school as he and his wife had had to do. Academic qualifications were now necessary to get ahead in Hong Kong. In the 1970s and ’80s you could get a job as long as you were willing to work hard, but times had changed.

When Nga-Yee was six, the god of fortune smiled on the Au family: after years on the waiting list, it was finally their turn to get a government flat.

In land-scarce, overpopulated Hong Kong, there wasn’t enough subsidized government housing to meet demand. Au Fai got the notification in 1998 that they’d been allocated a unit in Lok Wah Estate, just in the nick of time. In the wake of the Asian financial crisis, Au Fai’s company had done a big restructuring, and he was one of the workers let go. His boss helped him find a position elsewhere, but his wages were much lower, and he struggled to pay Nga-Yee’s primary school tuition. The letter from the Housing Authority was manna from heaven. Their new rent would be less than half of what they were currently paying, and if they were frugal, they might even be able to start saving.

Two years after moving into Wun Wah House, Chau Yee-Chin was pregnant again. Au Fai was delighted to be a father twice over, and Nga-Yee was old enough to understand that becoming an elder sister meant she’d have to work hard to help share her parents’ burden. Because his father-in-law had left only one name for each sex, Au Fai was stuck for a second girl’s name. He turned to their neighbor, a former schoolteacher, for help.

“How about calling her Siu-Man?” the old man suggested as they sat on a bench outside their building. “Siu as in ‘little,’ and Man as in ‘clouds colored by twilight.’”

Au Fai looked to where the old man was pointing and saw the setting sun turning the clouds a dazzling array of hues.

“Au Siu-Man … that’s a nice-sounding name. Thanks for your help, Mr. Huang. I’m too ignorant to have ever come up with something so beautiful on my own.”

Now that there were four in the household, the Wun Wah flat began to feel a little cramped. These were designed for two to three people and had no internal walls. Au Fai put in an application to move somewhere larger. They were offered places in Tai Po or Yuen Long, but when the couple talked it over, Yee-Chin smiled and said, “We’ve gotten used to living here. Those places are so far away. You’d have a nightmare commute to work, and Nga-Yee would have to change schools. This place might be a bit of a squash, but do you remember how much smaller our wooden hut was?”

That’s the sort of person Chau Yee-Chin was, always content with her lot. Au Fai scratched his head and couldn’t think of a single argument, although he still hoped to give his daughters their own rooms before they started secondary school.

He couldn’t have known that he wouldn’t live to see it.

Au Fai died in a workplace accident in 2004. He was forty years old.

After the 1997 financial crisis and the SARS outbreak in 2003, Hong Kong’s economy was in the doldrums. In an effort to cut costs, many employers outsourced operations or started hiring on short-term contracts, thus avoiding the burden of employee benefits. A big company would hire a small one to carry out certain operations, and the small company farmed the job out to even smaller ones. After each of them had taken their cut, the workers’ wages were much lower than before, but in this precarious climate they had to no choice but to quietly accept what they were given. Au Fai made the rounds of these contractors, jostling with the other laborers for the few available jobs. Luckily, he’d been at the warehouse long enough to have acquired a forklift license, which gave him the edge when it came to distribution or dockside jobs. With the latter, it wasn’t goods he was moving, but cables. The mooring lines used by the cargo ships were too thick and heavy to be secured by hand and had to be hauled by forklift. To maximize his income, Au Fai was working two jobs at once, moving goods at a Kowloon warehouse as well as unloading ships at Kwai Tsing Container Terminals. He wanted to earn as much as he could while he still had the energy. He knew his strength wouldn’t last forever, and the day would come when he wouldn’t be able to work his body this hard even if he wanted to.

One drizzly evening in July 2004, the manager of Kwai Tsing Dock Number Four noticed that a forklift was missing. Au Fai had been driving toward Zone Q13, and there his coworkers found a post that had been badly scraped along one side. The shreds of yellow plastic on the ground next to it were immediately recognizable as part of the forklift, which Au Fai had accidentally driven into the water, ending up pinned between the vehicle and its prongs, both of which were half buried in the seabed twenty feet deep. By the time they hauled the forklift out with a crane, Au Fai was long dead.

Nga-Yee was twelve when she lost her father, and Siu-Man was four.

Even though Yee-Chin was heartbroken at her beloved husband’s passing, she didn’t allow herself to sink into grief, for her daughters were now completely dependent on her.

According to labor law, the family of anyone killed at work ought to receive sixty months’ wages in compensation, which Yee-Chin and her daughters could have lived on for a few years. Sadly, the Au family’s bad luck struck again.

“Mrs. Au, it’s not that I don’t want to help, but this is all the company can offer you.”

“But Ngau, Fai worked hard for Yu Hoi for so many years. He left the house when it was still dark and didn’t get home till the girls were in bed. He hardly ever got to see his own daughters. Now I’m a poor widow with two fatherless girls. We don’t have anyone to help us. And you’re saying we can only have this tiny bit of money?”

“The company isn’t much better off, to be honest. We might have to close our doors next year, and if that happens, we couldn’t even give you this small sum.”

“Why would the money come from you? Fai had worker’s insurance.”

“Fai’s claim … It seems there’s a problem with it.”

Ngau had been at the company longer than Fai, and he’d met Yee-Chin a few times, so the Yu Hoi boss Mr. Tang asked him to have a “chat” with her. According to him, the firm had indeed arranged worker’s insurance for Au Fai, but when the insurance company got an adjuster to look into the case, they denied the claim. The accident took place after Au Fai’s shift ended, and there was no way to prove he’d been operating the forklift for work purposes. Besides, they’d found nothing wrong with the vehicle, and they couldn’t rule out the possibility that Au Fai had simply passed out.

“I heard they even wanted to pursue damages for the forklift, but the boss said you shouldn’t kick a man when he’s down. Fai worked hard for our company, and even if the insurance company won’t honor the claim, we have to do something for him. So the company is offering this small sum as a condolence. We hope you’ll accept it.”

When Yee-Chin reached out to take the check, her hands wouldn’t stop trembling. The words “pursue damages for the forklift” had filled her with such rage, she could have burst into tears, but she knew Ngau was just passing on what he’d been told. This money—the equivalent of three months of Au Fai’s wages—would be a drop in the bucket.

Yee-Chin sensed that the boss was hiding something, but she didn’t see any way to fight back. She had to accept the check and thank Ngau.

Yee-Chin hadn’t worked full-time since the children were born, had only helped out now and then at a Laundromat to earn a bit of pocket money. Now she had no choice but to go back to waiting tables at a dim sum restaurant. Although the cost of living had skyrocketed in the ten years since she’d last done this, her wages were about the same as before. Realizing there was no way she and her daughters could survive, she was forced to take a second job. Three days a week, she worked the night shift at a convenience store, getting off work at six a.m. and sleeping barely five hours before heading to the restaurant.

Quite a few neighbors urged Yee-Chin to quit her jobs and go on welfare, but she refused. “I know I’m only earning a bit more now than I would on welfare, and I could take care of Nga-Yee and Siu-Man full-time if I stopped working,” she would say, smiling sweetly. “But if I did that, how will I ever teach my girls to stand on their own two feet?”

Nga-Yee noticed and remembered every time she said such things.

Losing her father was a big blow for Nga-Yee. She was just starting secondary school, and Au Fai had promised that after her final exams, the whole family would take a three-day trip to Australia to celebrate—but he was ripped away from them before this could happen. Nga-Yee had always been an introverted child, but she became even more withdrawn. Yet she didn’t give in to despair—her mother’s example showed her that no matter how cruel reality was, you had to be strong. With work taking up all of Yee-Chin’s time, Nga-Yee had to be in charge of the housework: cleaning, food shopping and cooking, and taking care of her four-year-old sister. Before turning thirteen, Nga-Yee was already adept at all these chores, and she understood how to scrimp and save. Every day after school she had to turn down social invitations and miss extracurricular activities. Her classmates called her odd and a loner, but she didn’t mind. She understood where her responsibilities lay.

In contrast, Siu-Man’s development didn’t seem affected by her father’s death.

Sheltered by her mother and elder sister, Siu-Man had a fairly normal childhood. Nga-Yee sometimes worried that she was spoiling her, but one sight of Siu-Man’s innocent smile and she’d decide it was perfectly natural to adore her little sister. Now and then Siu-Man would get too mischievous, and Nga-Yee would have to put on a stern face and scold her. Yet when Nga-Yee got stressed and burst into tears—after all, she was only a secondary school student—it was Siu-Man who comforted her, stroking her face and murmuring, “Sis, please don’t cry.” There were times when Yee-Chin got home late at night to find her daughters curled up together in bed, having made up after an argument.

It wasn’t easy for Nga-Yee to get through five years of secondary school, but she survived, even managing to get some of the highest exam results in her year. She did well enough to get into a sixth-form college, and her form teacher thought she’d have no problem winning a place at a top university. Yet no matter how her teachers tried to persuade her, she refused to be swayed, insisting that she was ready to get a job. This was a decision she made the year her father died: no matter how well she did in her exams, she would give up her shot at a university education.

“Mom, once I start work, we’ll have two wages coming in, and you can take it a bit easier.”

“Yee, you’ve worked so hard and done so well. Don’t give up now. You don’t have to worry about money. At worst, I can find a third part-time job …”

“Enough, Mom! You’ll wreck your health if you keep going like this. It’s been such a struggle paying my tuition for the last couple of years, I can’t let you go on worrying.”

“It’s just another two years. I heard that universities have some sort of assistance plan, so we won’t need to worry about tuition.”

“They’re called student loans, Mom—I’d still have to pay them back after I graduated. Starting salaries aren’t great for degree holders these days, and arts students like me don’t have many jobs to choose from. I’d probably wind up making loan repayments out of my tiny salary. There’d be hardly anything left over. Another five years of you supporting all of us, and then probably another five or six when I couldn’t contribute much. You’re forty, Mom. Do you really want to keep working this hard till you’re fifty?”

Yee-Chin had no response. Nga-Yee had been rehearsing this speech for almost two years now, so it was a pretty watertight argument.

“If I get a job, everything changes,” Nga-Yee went on. “First, I can start earning now, not in five years. Second, I won’t be in debt to the government. Third, I can get some work experience while I’m still young. And most important, as long as we both work hard, by the time Siu-Man finishes secondary school, we’ll have saved enough that she won’t have to worry about any of this, but can focus on her studies. Maybe we’ll even be able to send her to an overseas university.”

Nga-Yee had never been one for making speeches, yet these heartfelt words came out smoothly and persuasively.

Yee-Chin gave in to Nga-Yee in the end. After all, looking at the matter objectively, she’d made many good points. Still, Yee-Chin couldn’t help feeling sad. Did it make her a bad mother that her elder daughter was sacrificing her future for the sake of the younger?

“Mom, trust me, this will all be worth it.”

Nga-Yee had it all planned out. Between housework and taking care of her sister, the only hobby she could fit in was reading. As they had no money, most of her books came from the public library, where she now hoped to find a job. And sure enough, she successfully applied for the position of library assistant at the East Causeway Bay branch, making her an employee of the Hong Kong’s Leisure and Cultural Services Department.

Although Nga-Yee was working for the government, she wasn’t considered a civil servant, and thus got none of the associated benefits. In order to cut costs, the Hong Kong government, like many private businesses, cut permanent staff in favor of contract employees, usually for one- or two-year terms, after which the job naturally came to an end without any hassle or payout. Thus, in times of economic downturn, there could be “natural attrition” of payroll, while contracts could be renewed if there was money to spare, with the employer retaining complete control. In addition, the government outsourced some jobs, so it was entirely possible that someone stacking shelves at a public library might actually be working for a contractor, on even worse terms than the contract employees. When Nga-Yee learned all this, she couldn’t help thinking of the way her father was treated, and seeing him in some of the library’s old security guards.

Still, Nga-Yee wasn’t discontented. Her position was low-ranking, but she took home about ten thousand Hong Kong dollars a month, which greatly improved the Au household’s situation. Yee-Chin was able to give up her second job, easing her burden after years of toil. She continued working at the dim sum restaurant, but got to spend more time at home and gradually took back the task of raising Siu-Man. Nga-Yee’s shifts kept changing, so she didn’t have a definite schedule and as a result spent less time with her sister. To start with, Siu-Man would seize on her exhausted sister as soon as she got back from work, gabbling away about any and everything, but eventually she seemed to accept the fact that her sister was busy and stopped pestering her. Nga-Yee’s family slowly became normal. She and Yee-Chin were no longer constantly worried about making ends meet. After all their suffering, they finally had a taste of something better as their once-chaotic lives settled into regularity.

Unfortunately, this respite lasted only five years.

The previous March, Yee-Chin had fallen at the restaurant and broken her right thighbone. When Nga-Yee got the news, she took the rest of the day off and hurried to the hospital, not expecting to receive even worse news when she got there.

“Ms. Chau didn’t break her bone in the fall—she fell because her bone snapped,” the consultant said. “I suspect she may have multiple myeloma. We need to do more tests.”

“Multiple what?”

“Multiple myeloma. It’s a form of blood cancer.”

Two days later, as Nga-Yee waited with trepidation, the diagnosis arrived. Chau Yee-Chin had late-stage cancer. Multiple myeloma is an autoimmune disease in which a mutation of the plasma cells causes bone marrow cancer in many places in the body. If detected early, patients might survive another five years or more. With proper treatment, some even make it past a decade. But in Yee-Chin’s case, it was too late for chemotherapy or stem cell transplants. The doctors thought she had six months.

Yee-Chin had noticed her symptoms—anemia, joint pain, weakening muscles—but attributed them to arthritis and exhaustion. Even when she sought treatment, the doctor hadn’t seen anything other than normal degenerating cartilage and inflamed nerves. Multiple myeloma mostly strikes older men, rarely a woman in her forties.

To Nga-Yee, her mom had always seemed as resilient as Úrsula Iguarán, Buendía’s wife in One Hundred Years of Solitude, and sure to reach a healthy old age. Only when she looked closely at her mother did she realize with a start that this woman of almost fifty was no longer young. All those years of backbreaking labor had eaten away at her, and now the creases around her eyes looked as deep as cracks on tree bark. Holding her mother’s hand, she shed silent tears while Yee-Chin remained self-possessed.

“Nga-Yee, don’t cry. At least you got through secondary school and have a job. If I leave now, I won’t have to worry about the two of you.”

“No, no, don’t …”

“Yee, promise me you’ll be strong. Siu-Man is delicate, you’ll have to take care of her.”

As far as Yee-Chin was concerned, death wasn’t something to be afraid of, especially as she knew her husband was waiting for her on the far shore. The only thing tethering her to this world was her two daughters.

In the end, Yee-Chin didn’t make it as long as her doctors predicted. Two months later, she was gone.

Nga-Yee held back her tears at her mother’s funeral. In this moment she completely understood how her mother had felt when sending off their dad—no matter how sad she was, how heartbroken, she had to stay strong. From now on, Siu-Man would have no one to rely on but her.

In Siu-Man, Nga-Yee saw herself a decade ago: hollow-eyed, grieving her father’s death.

That said, Nga-Yee suspected that their mother’s death was hitting Siu-Man harder. Nga-Yee had always been quiet, while Siu-Man was the talkative one. Now Siu-Man grew silent and withdrawn. The contrast was so great, she seemed like an entirely different person. Nga-Yee remembered how lively their family dinners used to be, with Siu-Man chatting animatedly about school—which teacher embarrassed himself saying the wrong thing at assembly, which teacher the student aide snitched to, what pointless fortune-telling game people were playing. These happy moments might as well have taken place in a different world. Nowadays Siu-Man shoveled food into her mouth, barely looking up, and if Nga-Yee didn’t make the effort to start a conversation, Siu-Man would just say “I’m full” and leave the table. She’d retreat into her “room”—when Nga-Yee started work, Yee-Chin had rearranged the furniture to give her daughters a little privacy, carving out two little nooks with bookshelves and wardrobes—to tap blankly at her phone.

I should give her some time, thought Nga-Yee. She didn’t want to force her sister to do anything, especially at the awkward age of fourteen. It would only make matters worse. Nga-Yee was sure that before too long, Siu-Man would find her own way out of this depression.

And indeed, after about half a year, Siu-Man returned to her former self. Nga-Yee was glad to see her sister smiling again. Neither of them could have imagined that fate had an even worse calamity in store.

2.

A little after six p.m. on November 7, 2014, Nga-Yee got an unexpected phone call and hurried with a heavy heart to Kowloon Police Station. An officer led her to an office in the Criminal Investigation Department, where Siu-Man, in her school uniform, was sitting on a bench in the corner, next to a female officer. Nga-Yee rushed over to hug her, but Siu-Man didn’t respond, just allowed her sister to wrap her arms around her.

“Siu-Man—”

Nga-Yee was about to start asking questions when Siu-Man seemed to come to herself and clutched her sister tightly, pressing her face into Nga-Yee’s chest, shedding tears like rain. After sobbing for ten minutes, she seemed to calm down.

The lady officer said, “Miss, you don’t have to be scared. Your sister’s here now. Why don’t you tell us what happened?”

Seeing a flicker of hesitation in her sister’s eyes, Nga-Yee grabbed Siu-Man’s hand and squeezed it in silent encouragement. Siu-Man glanced at the policewoman, then at the statement form on the table with her name and age already filled in. Letting out a breath, she began to speak in a small, unsteady voice about the events of an hour ago.

Siu-Man was studying at Enoch Secondary School on Waterloo Road in Yau Ma Tei, close to other elite prep schools such as Kowloon Wah Yan College, True Light Girls’ College, and ELCHK Lutheran Secondary School. Enoch’s exam results weren’t quite as good as these posh schools, but it was still considered one of the better mission schools in this district and was also known within educational circles for its emphasis on the internet, tablet computers, and other high-tech teaching innovations. Each morning, Siu-Man took a bus from Lok Wah Estate to Kwun Tong station, then another half hour’s MTR ride to Yau Ma Tei. Enoch’s classes ended at four p.m., but she sometimes stayed back at the library to do her homework. And so, on November 7, she headed home a little later than usual, leaving the school around five.

That September, mass protests had risen up in response to proposed electoral reforms, and the government had escalated the situation by sending in the riot police. Huge numbers of disgruntled citizens poured out into the streets, occupying the main roads of Admiralty, Mong Kok, and Causeway Bay, paralyzing part of the city. With the roads blocked and buses rerouted, many people switched to using the Mass Transit Railway, causing massive congestion, particularly at rush hour, when platforms got so crowded that two or three trains would come before you were able to squeeze on. It was even worse in the cars—never mind grabbing a handrail, you’d be hard-pressed even to turn around. Commuters were squashed like sardines, back-to-back or chest-to-chest, even standing on tiptoe, swaying forward or back as the train sped up or slowed down.

Siu-Man got on at Yau Ma Tei station and found herself a space in the fourth car, pressed against the left-hand door. On the Kwun Tong line, Mong Kok and Prince Edward are the only two stations where the doors open on the left, so after those stops, Siu-Man was effectively boxed in. This was her usual spot. She got off at the terminus, and this way she could stay put rather than having to step aside at each station to let other commuters on and off.

According to Siu-Man’s statement, something went wrong as the train pulled out of Prince Edward station.

“I … I felt someone touching me …”

“Touching you where?” asked the policewoman.

“My—my ass,” Siu-Man stammered. She’d been clutching her schoolbag, facing the door, and hadn’t seen who was behind her, but she felt a hand groping her. She looked around, seeing lots of ordinary faces. Apart from a few foreigners chatting among themselves, a stout, yawning office worker, and a curly-haired woman talking loudly into her phone, everyone else had their heads down, staring at their screens. Never mind how crowded the train, they weren’t willing to miss a single second of social media, chat, or movie streaming.

“At … at first I thought I was mistaken …” Siu-Man’s voice was as thin as a mosquito’s hum. “The train was so full, maybe someone was just taking their phone out of their pocket and accidentally touched me. But then a while later, I felt—aah …”

“He touched you again?” asked Nga-Yee.

Siu-Man nodded, agitated.

As the policewoman asked more questions, Siu-Man blushed furiously and continued her account. She’d felt the hand passing slowly across her right buttock, but when she made a frantic grab for it, there were too many people in the way and she couldn’t reach it in time. There was no way to turn around, so she twisted her neck as far as she could, thinking she would glare at the pervert to warn him off, but once again she had no idea who’d done it. Was it the man in a suit right behind her, the bald geezer next to her, or someone out of her line of vision?

“Didn’t you call for help?” said Nga-Yee, regretting the words as soon as they left her mouth. She didn’t want to sound like she was blaming her sister.

Siu-Man shook her head.

“I—I was scared of causing trouble …”

Nga-Yee understood. She’d once seen a girl screaming and grabbing her attacker after getting groped on a train, but it was the victim everyone looked at with disgust, and the culprit yelled at her, sneering, “You think you’re a supermodel or something? Why would I touch your tits?”

Siu-Man was silent for a few minutes, then pulled herself together and slowly started speaking again. The policewoman wrote everything down. Siu-Man told them how she’d started to panic, then the hand suddenly pulled away. Just as she was breathing a sigh of relief, she felt it lifting the skirt of her school uniform and
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