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To those of us whose ambition is to turn into a Vera when we grow up.
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Chapter 1

VERA

Vera Wong Zhuzhu should be having the time of her life. She is, in fact, having the most wonderful, lovely, delightful time. Today, like every day, she wakes up at four thirty in the morning and jettisons herself out of bed like an army general with a new troop of terrified soldiers to scream at. And today, like every day, she puts on her gear, protecting every inch of her skin from the sun, and bustles out of the house to go on her extremely aggressive morning walk. But today, unlike most other days, Vera does not open up her tea shop after her morning routine. No, today is Sunday, Vera’s favorite day. After a freezing, character-building shower and a simple breakfast, Vera marches to the kitchen, where she gets to work.

She’s planned the menu with the meticulous care of Ralph Fiennes’s character from that strange movie The Menu, and she’s rather excited to get going, because tonight’s meal will include mud-baked chicken. Vera rarely makes this dish because, to be honest, the idea of cooking with mud seems like something a hippie would do, but she is making it tonight because she knows how much it will delight little Emma, and she would do anything for Emma. She lugs the bag of clay she’s bought from the garden center for this occasion alone outside of her tea house and mixes in some water.

“Aiya, why are you making such a mess so early in the morning?” someone calls out in Mandarin. Someone extremely irritating.

Vera scowls before she even turns around. “Mind your business, Winifred,” she says.

“What?”

“I said: Mind your business, Winifred!”

“Eh, don’t shout so loud so early in the day!” Winifred shouts back. “People are trying to sleep.”

Vera sucks in a deep breath and goes back to mixing the clay. Aiya, thanks to Winifred, she’s poured in too much water. She grits her teeth and shakes out more clay from the bag.

“Playing with clay, are we?” Winifred says, walking out of her bakery while stretching her arms over her head. “I’m glad you’re finding a hobby, Vera. I was starting to get worried about you.”

Vera straightens up so fast that her back clicks. “Why would you be worried about me? I have a roaring social life. It is you who people should be worried about.”

Winifred raises her eyebrows. “Oh? I have twin grandbabies. I barely have time to run my extremely successful patisserie—”

“Chinese bakery,” Vera mutters. The mention of twin grandbabies stings. To make matters worse, against all rules of nature, Winifred’s grandkids are actually cute. Considering their genes, Vera thinks sulkily, those two babies should have been born with fangs and a forked tongue, but no, they are so adorable they belong in the pages of parenting magazines. How unfair life can be sometimes.

“My extremely successful French bakery,” Winifred continues. “And every day I get to see my little baobei, oh they love me so much, you know! The other day, little Frieda actually said, ‘Ah Ma!’”

“They’re two months old, they’re hardly going to be saying anything,” Vera says flatly. “Maybe you hallucinated it because you’re going senile.”

Instead of looking scandalized, Winifred merely smirks. “Oh, you know my little grandbabies, they have such good genes. They are geniuses, of course. I expect any day now, they will be invited to join MENSA.”

Vera wants so badly to say something snippy about MENSA lowering its standards, but when she thinks of Winifred’s chubby little grandkids, all she wants to do is snuggle them and squish their round cheeks and tell them what precious treasures they are. Damn it, if she can’t bring herself to be mean about them, she’ll lose this round. Oh, who is she kidding? She was always going to lose their sparring matches. Those annoyingly cute little bundles are Winifred’s trump cards.

“Well,” Vera huffs, “if you’ll excuse me, I am very busy cooking a feast for my weekly family dinner.” She stirs the bucket of clay mix so aggressively that it squelches and droplets of sticky clay splat onto Winifred’s trousers.

“Aiya!” Winifred cries. “Look what you did! These are pure cotton, you know. My daughter-in-law bought them for me from that fancy organic shop down at Union Square. They cost three hundred dollars.”

“For those pajama pants? What is this European nonsense?”

“They are not pajama pants, they are called lounging pants.”

“They look like pajama pants to me. In fact, I have a pair just like them from Costco. Are you sure your daughter-in-law didn’t get them from Costco?”

Winifred huffs. “My Kelly is a good girl, very filial. She likes to spoil me. I hope that if you ever get a daughter-in-law, she will be half as good as my Kelly.”

“When I get a daughter-in-law, you mean,” Vera says cunningly.

“Oh?”

“Tonight’s dinner is so special,” Vera says with a small smile.

Winifred falls for her bait. “And why is that?”

“Because it will be at Tilly’s new place. Tilly’s and Selena’s new place.”

Winifred’s eyebrows rise to her hairline. “Oh? They are moving in together, your Tilly and that police officer?”

“Yes!” When Vera thinks of this fact, she feels a joy so fierce it bubbles up inside and bursts into a huge grin. “And once that happens, you know it won’t be any time at all before they get engaged.”

“Hmm,” Winifred grunts. “Maybe. But you know young people these days, they think nothing of moving in or breaking up. So I wouldn’t count your chickens just yet, Vera.”

And with that, Winifred saunters back to her accursed bakery, muttering about her expensive pants. Vera hopes they are forever stained. She looks down at the bucket of clay and takes a deep breath. She’s being silly, she knows it. There is no need for her to be nervous. Tilly and Selena will settle nicely into their new place, and before she knows it, there will be a proposal, then a wedding, and then … twin grandbabies. Nay, triplets! When Vera closes her eyes, she can just see it—Vera sitting on an overstuffed sofa with one arm around Emma and the other arm around three fat babies. She is manifesting like the TikTok told her to. She can practically smell their milky baby smell.

Tonight is going to go perfectly. She can tell, it will be the beginning of an amazing chapter in her life.

Tilly and Selena’s new place is a sweet little duplex in the Mission District, just a short ten-minute drive from Vera’s house. Oliver arrives at two with Julia and Emma in tow to pick Vera up. They come out of the car to help Vera with the ungodly amount of food she’s prepared, even little Emma. She carries a Thermos of cold winter melon drink that is nearly as tall as she is and totters down the driveway, and the sight of her makes Vera’s heart ache with affection.

“Vera, don’t you think that you’ve made too much food?” Oliver says, grunting as he heaves a cooler stuffed to the gills with food into the trunk.

Julia elbows him viciously. “No she didn’t.” She turns to Vera and says firmly, “No, you didn’t, Vera.”

“There’s enough food here for twenty people,” Oliver says.

“And I will happily take any leftovers home,” Julia says. “Stop telling her to cook less, Ollie, you know Emma and I basically live off Vera’s Sunday leftovers.”

Oliver rolls his eyes. “Well yes, so do I. I’m just saying, you should take it easy, Vera.”

“Tch,” Vera tuts. “I’ll take it easy when you young people learn to take care of yourselves. But you are like children, I have to make sure you get fed.” Ever since Vera solved the mystery of Marshall’s death last year, she’s remained close to the people who’d been involved in the case. Oliver, Marshall’s twin brother, Julia, Marshall’s ex-wife, and Emma, Marshall’s daughter. Now, she steps inside the car and helps strap Emma into her car seat.

“You haven’t kissed me yet,” Emma says in her usual solemn voice.

“You supposed to kiss me, I’m your elder.”

Emma considers this for a second, then nods and plants a kiss on Vera’s papery cheek. Vera smiles and returns the kiss. They hold hands the entire way to Tilly and Selena’s.

When they arrive at Tilly’s, there are lots of hugs to be given and received, and everyone oohs and aahs over the amount of food that is being carried inside.

“Hi, Vera,” Selena says.

It took Vera a while to stop thinking of her as Officer Gray and to start thinking of her as Selena, and now Vera has started thinking of Selena as her future daughter-in-law, and what she really wants is for Selena to stop calling her Vera and start calling her Ma. But Tilly has made Vera swear on Jinlong’s soul not to ask Selena to call her Ma, so here she is, being referred to as Vera by her future daughter-in-law, as though Vera were a stranger.

“Hi, Xifu,” Vera says, enveloping Selena in a tight hug. Xifu means daughter-in-law, and when Vera started calling Selena that a month ago, Selena asked what it meant, to which Tilly had screamed, “It means ‘dear’ in Chinese!”

They all pile into the house, and Vera nods with satisfaction when she sees how much unpacking Tilly and Selena have done in the past few days. There are only a couple of boxes left in the living room, marked: POLICE FILES. Everything else seems to have been unpacked and sorted out, and though they only moved in less than a week ago, the place looks like a home, with houseplants adorning it here and there. Tilly and Selena make a good couple. Vera watches Tilly getting onto his knees to speak to Emma at eye level and her heart swells at the sight.

“Hey, Emms, there was a sale at the corner bookstore, so guess what I got?” Tilly says.

Emma regards him with reservation.

“Ta-da!” Tilly pulls out two picture books, and Emma smiles shyly. “Do you wanna read them with me?”

Emma nods. The two of them settle on the couch and Tilly starts reading out loud. Vera sneaks a glance at Selena, hoping her future xifu has witnessed this heartwarming sight, but Selena is too busy chatting with Julia and Oliver. Aiya! If only Selena would look over at Tilly, she’d know what a good father he would make. Vera coughs.

Julia looks over. “You okay, Vera?”

Now they’re all looking over at her with concern.

“Yes, don’t make such fuss,” Vera says, her cheeks reddening. She shifts her attention to the food, lifting the mud-packed chicken from its container and going to the backyard with it. The grill has already been prepped beforehand, so all Vera has to do is slide the heavy load inside and close it. Three hours of baking and it will be fall-off-the-bone tender when dinner time rolls around.

The rest of the afternoon is spent chatting and playing various games. At four, Riki, his younger brother Adi, and Sana arrive, bearing homemade samosas and mint chutney, and the little house starts feeling too packed, so they spill out into the backyard. Riki and Sana had been Vera’s other suspects in Marshall’s death, and Vera is glad that none of them turned out to be the killer. Everyone is talking and laughing and snacking, and by the time dinner is ready, they’re almost too full to eat. Vera, Adi, and Emma hammer away at the mud-packed chicken, and everyone cheers when the baked clay finally cracks apart. Vera unwraps the layers of aluminum foil and lotus leaves to reveal the perfectly baked chicken, and despite the ridiculous number of snacks they’ve had throughout the afternoon, nobody can resist the food. Aside from the chicken, there’s also braised pork belly, grilled carp with Szechuan chili sauce, and half a dozen side dishes.

“Oh my god, this chicken is so juicy,” Sana says, her mouth full.

“Mmm. Worth the mess,” Selena says.

“Oh yeah, totally,” Oliver agrees.

Vera beams at them. Her little ragtag family. Sometimes, she can’t believe how lucky she is, to have found this wonderful group of people. Sometimes, she wonders if she’s dreamed them up, if she will one day wake up to find herself alone once more. The thought is so painful that she always shakes her head when she thinks of it, as though to shake it off.

Life couldn’t be better. She is surrounded by a loving family and her tea shop has a steady stream of customers. Vera should be content. And she is, really. But she’s also kind of — dare she say it — bored.

Sometimes, all an old lady wants is a murder to solve. Is that too much to ask for?




Chapter 2

VERA

Vera should have known better than to wish for a murder to solve. Because of course the universe wasn’t ever going to do what she asked it to. When has it ever? And anyway, she isn’t the kind of awful person who would wish death upon a stranger just so she could solve it. Well, maybe she is, but only if said stranger was a horrible person like Marshall Chen, may he rest in peace.

But no, the universe did not grant her wish. What it did do was give her a knockoff, kind of like ordering something from Wish. Here’s what actually did end up happening:

On Monday morning, Vera is just returning from her morning walk when she hears her phone ringing. To have someone call her so early in the morning must mean there’s urgent news. Vera hurries back into the house, locates her cell phone, and answers the call with, “Who is it? Who died?”

There is a slight pause, then the person on the other end of the line says, “Um, is this Miss Vera Wong?”

“Yes, who are you?”

“Miss Wong, I’m from the Bank of San Francisco. Can you please confirm your account number with us is 652-473-1736?”

Vera falters. She’s too ashamed to admit that she does not actually know her bank account number by heart. “Wait,” she says shortly to the caller before scuttling to her bedside table, where she takes out her checkbook. Tilly has repeatedly told her that nobody uses checks anymore and that she should opt to go paperless, but she’s not quite sure how that would work exactly. She flips through it, squints at the numbers, and recites them into the phone.

“Thank you. I’m calling to confirm the charge of four thousand dollars made to your credit card this morning.”

“WHAT?” Vera squawks. When she was young, Vera had tried for a bit to be the kind of girl that squeals instead of squawks. But now that she is in her sixties, she’s given up trying to remove the squawk. The squawk is here to stay, she might as well embrace it. And she does. The one she emits now is particularly impressive, conveying shock, rage, and fear all at once.

To give the bank teller some credit, he doesn’t react to Vera’s squawk. Merely says, “Yes, ma’am, at five thirty-seven a.m. there was a charge made on Target.com for the amount of four thousand, two hundred, and fifty-eight dollars on your credit card. As part of our security, we’d like to double-check that you are aware of this transaction.”

“No!” Vera squawks again. She clears her throat. “No, it was not me. Not me! Block it. Cancel the card!”

Another short pause, then the teller says, “Ma’am, are you saying that your card was stolen?”

“No.” Well, was it? Vera rushes out into the living room, where she finds her handbag and rummages through it for her wallet. Sweat trickles down the small of her back. Her scalp itches, and she wishes she could scratch it, but she must find her credit card quickly. She feels sure there is something lodged in her throat, preventing her from breathing. Oh, right, it’s her heart. After what seems like ages, Vera finally locates her wallet. Her hands are trembling so badly that it takes a couple of tries before she gets it open. She slides out her credit card and breathes a huge sigh of relief, then feels silly for being relieved, because what does it matter if her credit card is physically here, given that someone’s managed to use it virtually anyway? “I have it with me,” she says.

“I see. Then I think what’s most likely happened is that someone managed to clone your card—”

“Clone?” Images of her poor little credit card floating in a tube in some nefarious lab alongside several other tubes filled with identical credit cards crosses Vera’s mind. Is that how they clone things, including credit cards?

“It’s just a way of saying someone got hold of your credit card details. Ma’am, I will try to block this transaction, and in the meantime, I will connect you to the police to report this incident. Is that okay?”

Relief surges through Vera. She sags onto the couch. “So, you going to block it? I won’t lose four thousand dollars?” She blinks away the tears that have been threatening to fall without her realizing it.

“I should be able to block it. Don’t worry, ma’am. This happens a lot.”

“Does it?” Vera’s chest puffs out. Now that the immediate fear of losing so much money is past, indignation floods her. “Well, if it happen a lot, then you people should fix it. Is a problem, you know! Oh, I just feel so unsafe, I better change bank.”

If the teller is taken aback by this sudden switch from helpless old lady to annoyed warrior, he doesn’t show it. “I apologize for the inconvenience, ma’am. I’ll transfer you right now. Please hold.”

Vera fumes quietly for the next few moments. By the time the line is picked up by a gruff voice saying, “Inspector Kevin Pan speaking,” she is ready with her tirade.

“I just get scam!” Vera crows into the phone. “You need to solve this, you catch the no-good bad guy who did it, and you tell him, ‘How dare you scam elderly folk?’ We are the most vulnerable people in society, we should be—”

“Uh … Ma’am, can you—let’s start from the beginning. Please state your name and date of birth.” Vera tells him, and he says, “Sixty-one years old. That’s hardly elderly, ma’am.”

Vera sniffs. “Oh, is very old. Any day now I will die, which is why I always say to my family to treat me well.”

“You sound very healthy to me. Um, right, I will need to know a few more details, in addition to a photo of your ID, and you’ll be all set. The report will be filed and—”

“And you catch this bad guy?”

“We will catch whoever was behind this.”

Vera nods happily and rattles off the answers to Inspector Pan’s questions, including, strangely enough, her social security number. After they end the call, she takes a picture of her ID and sends it to the email address the inspector gave her, and he replies less than a minute later, confirming receipt and telling her he is on the case. Only after that does Vera let out a huge sigh. She glances at the clock. Oh my, not even seven in the morning, and already she’s had quite the adventure. Still, she supposes, she was the one who had asked the universe for some excitement.

“Not the kind of excitement I ask for,” she says out loud, in case the universe is still listening. “I ask for murder, not credit card scam. Murder is exciting, credit card scam is scary and very stressful. You trying to drive me early to my grave?”

After a while, Vera, who is not one to dwell, gets up and sets about making herself some breakfast. While slurping up her congee, she shoots off another email to Inspector Pan, asking if he’s made any leads yet since it has been at least twenty minutes since she made her report, but to her surprise, she immediately gets a response: “This email address does not exist.”

Vera stares at her phone, then she tries sending another email. Again, she is told that Inspector Pan’s email address does not exist. Frustration bubbles inside her. Why is it that technology seems to always be fighting her? She tries so hard to keep abreast of all of modern tech; she’s even got the Threads app, for goodness’ sake. Huffing, Vera calls Selena instead.

“Morning, Vera,” Selena says in a tone of voice that can only be described as long-suffering but good-natured. Exactly how a xifu should sound. “How’s it going?”

“Hi, Selena, you have good sleep? Sometime Tilly snore, I know. All you need to do is poke him on the left side of his lower back, just a small poke, not to wake him, you know, but it work wonders.”

“Vera,” Selena sighs. Then she pauses and says, “Actually, I will try that, thank you.”

“You are welcome,” Vera says, pleased at her contribution.

“You didn’t call just to tell me that, did you?”

“No, of course not. I have important business. I need to know the email—or better yet—I need to know phone number of your colleague, Inspector Pan.”

“Who?”

“Kevin Pan. Aiya, Selena, you really should socialize more, not just hole up in your office solving murder.”

“Solving murder’s my job. Hang on, let me look him up.” There is a series of clacking keys as Selena types, then she says, “Nope, he’s not on our roster. Are you sure he’s from this precinct?” Then she suddenly adds, “Wait, why do you need to speak to an officer? Whatever it is — god I’m gonna regret this, aren’t I — whatever it is, Vera, you can talk to me. I’m also an officer.”

“Yes, you a good girl, a good officer,” Vera says placatingly, “but you are not my case officer.”

“Uh-oh. What case would this be?”

And so Vera fills Selena in on the credit card fraud incident. But instead of applauding Vera for acting quickly and getting her report in with such efficiency, Selena draws in a breath in an unhappy hiss. “Vera,” she says, and now her voice has lost all traces of good humor and turned very serious. “Tell me you didn’t send this guy photos of your ID and your social security.”

“Well, I—” Vera falters. She’d been so calm, so confident just moments ago, but now that fear is back, clutching at her chest, tightening her ribcage around her lungs and making it hard to breathe. “I did. He say I need to do that to make police report …”

“Oh, Vera,” Selena sighs. “The police would never ask you to make a report over the phone, never mind send your personal, private details over email.”

“Is it bad?” Vera says, and her voice comes out small and unsure, like Emma’s does sometimes.

“Yes, it’s—” Selena stops abruptly. When she speaks again, her voice is more level. “How about you just drop by the precinct now, and I’ll help you file a proper report, okay? And Vera? Don’t be scared, it’s going to be okay. We’ll get this fixed.”

“I’m not scared,” Vera snaps, but the snap has very little snap to it. In fact, it comes out more like a whine than a snap.

“Okay, good. Nothing to be scared of. I’ll see you in a bit, Vera.” With that, Selena hangs up.

Vera looks at the phone and mutters, “Aiya.” She looks up at the universe—or rather, the ceiling. “Are you happy now?”

No matter how frantic and stressed out and scared Vera might feel, she still can’t bring herself to drop by the precinct without bringing some food. What would people think? She’s visited Selena plenty of times to make sure her future xifu has a nutritious lunch to eat, and the other officers have taken to calling Vera “Auntie V,” which sounds rather badass, if Vera says so herself. And she always takes care to bring extra food for everyone. Unfortunately, she has no time to rustle up a slow-cooked pork rib soup, so she whips up a quick fried noodle dish with an assortment of seafood, followed by three-cup chicken, and packs it up in large containers. It’s hardly a feast, so on her way to the station, Vera swallows her pride and steps inside Winifred’s bakery.

“Five egg tarts, five pork floss buns, and two youtiao,” she says curtly to Winifred.

“You mean Bâtonnets de pâte frits? Right away.”

Lucky for that Winifred, Vera has no time to correct her faux-French names. She practically snatches the bag of pastries from Winifred and marches out of the bakery with her chin up high. As usual, she places a quick curse on The Café as she walks past it. At this time of day, San Francisco has woken up and the streets are full with honking cars and the sidewalks with students and office workers rushing, coffee cup in one hand and phone in the other. Not a single one thinks to stop and ask if Vera needs any help. Young people nowadays. But maybe it’s not all their fault. Vera has excellent skin, after all, so maybe they are mistaking her for a spry forty-year-old. Or maybe, a small voice pipes up in the back of her mind: Sixty just isn’t that old. Vera mentally swats that voice away. She enjoys being old. Many people across many Asian cultures do, because being seen as old is considered very respectful. Ever since Vera turned fifty, she has been telling Tilly that she is “ancient” and will “die any day now,” and it worked wonders getting him to do chores around the house. So, if she wants to be regarded as a venerable old lady, then she will be regarded as a venerable old lady, damn it.

Outside of the police station, a girl catches Vera’s attention, because unlike everyone else in the city, this girl doesn’t seem to be in a hurry. In fact, she seems to be at rather a loss, standing outside of the double doors and gazing up with wide, scared eyess at the sign that says, San Francisco Police Department. She chews on her thumbnail and hugs herself with her other arm. Vera’s maternal instinct picks her out right away as a vulnerable person (almost as vulnerable as Vera the old lady).

“Why you just standing there?” Vera says kindly to the girl. “You coming in or not?”

The girl’s head whips around and her fearful gaze locks on Vera. Her mouth drops open. “Uh, I”

“I am about to see my daughter-in-law in there. She is police officer, you know,” Vera says with pride. “Come, you talk to her too, she will listen.”

“Oh, that’s not—it’s okay, thanks,” the girl cries, and hurries off.

She is very obviously not okay, but Vera is carrying way too many bags of food to hurry after her. Plus, she has resolved not to meddle so much this year. With one last look at the girl’s retreating back, Vera turns and walks into the police station.

Making the police report turns out to be a lot more painless than Vera had expected, though the expediency of the process might have to do with Selena’s help.

“Honestly, Selena,” Vera says, “you doing things so fast, people might think is because you don’t want me hanging around here.”

Selena laughs weakly as she types into her computer. “Now why would anyone ever think that?”

“I don’t know, I am a treat.”

“Yes, you are,” Selena says drily.

“Well, your food definitely is, Auntie V,” a burly police officer calls out, his mouth full of noodles.

Vera simpers, then turns to Selena and says, “You better take some food first before all these people eat them up.”

Selena sighs. “I just want to make sure that we take care of this ASAP.”

The seriousness in Selena’s voice makes Vera’s stomach curdle. “Is it bad, what happen to me? Will I lose all my saving?”

Selena’s mouth thins. “No, not if I can help it. We’ve checked with your bank to make sure there hasn’t actually been a charge made to your credit card, and we’ve blocked the card, so as far as we know, your money is safe. And now I’m putting it into the system that your identity has been compromised, and this will help safeguard you for the future.”

Vera scrambles to follow all of this. Ugh, if there is one thing she hates more than anything, it’s feeling small and helpless. She only likes acting like a helpless little old lady; she doesn’t actually like being one, for goodness’ sake.

“In short, everything will be okay,” Selena says, as though she’s realized that Vera is struggling to understand everything she just said. She reaches out and places a gentle hand on Vera’s arm. “You’ll be fine.”

Vera puts her hand over Selena’s. “You are such good xifu. If only Jinlong were here to see you. He will be so happy. He will say, ‘Wah, son, you get such a pretty girlfriend!’”

Selena laughs. “Everything Tilly’s told me about his dad has been so sweet. I wish I could’ve met him. Speaking of Tilly, we’re taking a weekend trip to Tahoe, and—”

“You need me to come and feed Chichi,” Vera finishes. “Say no more. I will do it.”

Selena smiles. “Thanks, Vera. Tilly wanted to ask Oliver, but …”

“Oliver!” Vera cries. “What he knows about feeding cats?” To be fair, a small voice in her head whispers, It’s not exactly rocket science, but still. The thought of them asking someone else instead of her to do this is offensive. Vera needs to set a precedent to be the one they turn to when they need someone to take over, whether it be cat-sitting or baby-sitting. “I will do this. I feed the heck out of Chichi.”

“Okay. Thank you.” Selena hits a key on her keyboard and leans back. “There you go. All done. And Vera, take note, because of what happened, scammers will know you are vulnerable. Expect more scam calls to your number. They’ll come in various forms. They’ll pretend to be from your long-lost family, or even from the police. They’ll tell you that you broke some traffic law or something and you’re overdue your fines, and you must pay up or face prison time …”

“What?” Vera snaps. “This is …” She is about to wail about how awful all of this sounds when it hits her that actually, it isn’t. Because what could be better than picking up the phone and telling off a few scammers? Oho, she’ll give them a piece of her mind. First, she will tell them that their ancestors are very disappointed in them. Then she will launch into a tirade about young people nowadays. Finally, she will ask if they have eaten, and if not, she will impart some recipe and tell them to go cook themselves a nice meal and ponder their life choices. This is her chance to make a real difference in the world.

“Okay,” she says finally. “I understand.”

Selena narrows her eyes. “Vera,” she says in a warning tone, “when you get another scam call, the right thing to do would be to put down the phone. Not giving them life advice or offering them food. Okay?”

Aiya, how did Selena guess what Vera had been thinking? Ah, her police instincts. My word, Vera thinks, Selena is going to make an excellent mom. She’s almost as good as a Chinese mom at sniffing out the truth.

“Of course I know that,” Vera says, then busies herself with getting up and calling out, “Eh, you all stop eating my food! I cook for my daughter-in—ah, for my Selena—and you all finishing it up!”

Guilty faces look up, most of them chewing, and then look away. Vera walks over to the food containers where, sure enough, there is none left for Selena. “Aiya!”

“Sorry, Auntie V,” someone says.

Vera harrumphs.

“It’s okay, Vera,” Selena says. “I’ve had breakfast anyway.”

Still, Vera shoots the other officers dirty looks as she packs up her containers. “Next time, I make sure to leave some aside for you,” she says to Selena.

“Okay. I’ll see you later, Vera.”

As Vera goes down in the elevator, she realizes that her chest is no longer as tight as it was when she’d arrived. Thank goodness for Selena. Still, when Vera thinks of her credit card, she feels exposed, as though someone has found out her deep, dark secret. Not that she has any deep, dark secrets. She is a respectable Chinese mother, after all. No deep, dark secrets to be found here, no sir. She’s making a mental note to drop by her bank to have them issue her a new credit card when, while exiting the building, she nearly bumps into the same girl she’d noticed while walking in. The girl’s mouth drops open, but she doesn’t say anything. Anxiety is plainly written across her face.

I mustn’t meddle. I don’t do that anymore, Vera thinks. Whatever is bothering this girl, she’s clearly got the right idea, coming to the police station. She knows what she’s doing. I will mind my own business and walk away. She turns away and starts walking.

To give Vera some credit, she actually manages to walk three whole steps before she swings round, her face set in a determined expression. The girl shrinks back as Vera marches towards her. Vera’s expression softens when she gets to the girl. She pats the girl lightly on the shoulder, and says, “Come. We will have tea.”




Chapter 3

MILLIE

Millie’s mind is a mess. Granted, it’s been this way for a while now. Ever since she came to this place. Everything feels a bit like a dream. No, a nightmare. There’s such a sense of surrealness about life, as though she were standing behind herself, watching herself going through the motions every day. Sometimes, Millie can barely remember her own name. Millie, she reminds herself every morning, as she gazes into her cracked mirror. I am Millie. Just go through the motions, and she’ll be okay.

Except now she’s not going through the motions. She’s going through something else. Something entirely unexpected, and Millie doesn’t know what to do. Mother and Father don’t like unexpected. They’ve explained to her many times that unexpected is bad. She’s watched in the past week as they explained this to her little sister Mina. She’d nodded and agreed with them about the dangers of the unknown, and how they should always, always play it safe.

But this strange old lady has taken Millie by the hand and Millie could probably yank her hand out of her grasp and run away, if she wanted to. And she should, really. But there’s something about this old lady that reminds her of her grandmother, her nainai back home, and Millie can’t imagine doing anything as horrible as pulling her hand away from her grandmother. And anyway, the old lady promised her tea, and Millie really wants tea. And maybe unexpected is bad, but how bad can it be when it includes a little old lady? Little old ladies are known for being harmless.

And so Millie lets the strange old lady lead her down the streets of San Francisco to Chinatown, past numerous grocery shops and cake shops where everyone calls out to the old lady and she waves back at them. It’s clear that whoever she is, the woman is a beloved part of the community, and again, Millie gets that sensation that she’s outside of her own body, watching this scene play out before her. She can almost hear background music, something light and playful to serenade this scene. In a past life, Millie used to be a beloved part of a neighborhood. She thinks. She can’t be sure. Everything is such a blur these days.

The woman stops suddenly, and Millie almost bumps into her. She looks up at the huge sign above the door as the woman takes out her keys. “Vera Wang’s World-Famous Teahouse.” Millie’s eyes widen and she stares at the woman. To think, she is with the famous dress designer herself. Her mouth goes dry. Should she curtsy? She should definitely curtsy.

Vera opens the door and glances over her shoulder at Millie, then frowns. “What you doing?”

“Miss Wang, it is such an honor to meet you.”

Vera looks confused for a second, then she laughs. “Oh! No, no, I’m not that fashion lady. I’m just Vera Wong, tea expert and crime solver.”

Millie straightens up. Now she feels stupid. Of course it wouldn’t have been Vera Wang the dress designer. Why would Vera Wang own a teahouse in the middle of San Francisco’s Chinatown? Stupid, stupid. This is why they get angry with Millie so often. Why she gets punished so much. And why, after so many years of working for them, she still owes them so much.

“Come, come. Why you stand outside?” Vera calls out.

Millie blinks, gives herself a little shake, and steps inside the shop gingerly. Her breath catches in her throat as she takes in her surroundings. Has she stepped into a magical place? The walls are painted in colors so rich and vivid that she can practically smell them. She’s transported into a starry night in Shanghai—she’s only ever been to Shanghai once, but she was kept in the dark for most of that day, and then she’d left the country altogether so she doesn’t think it counts, not really, and anyway this is a very different Shanghai. There is a boathouse and people spilling out of it, laughing, drinks in hand. Red lanterns adorn the boat and the waters around it, and the scene is so beautiful Millie can only stop and stare.

“Very good, isn’t it?” Vera says from behind the counter. “My niece draw it, you know. Very talented artist. She is in such high demand now, I tell her, Sana, don’t keep coming to visit me, you must be so busy. But she says, Auntie Vera, you are most important person in my life, of course I must come visit you always.” She laughs to herself as she measures out some ingredients into a teapot. “Oh, that Sana.”

Millie feels an inexplicable surge of envy towards this Sana, a complete stranger she’s never met and yet already she knows Sana must be everything she’s not. Sana is ultra-confident and has never known what it is like to hate herself with so much passion that she wants to peel her skin off. She also feels jealous because Sana has an aunt like Vera. Millie has the feeling that if she had an aunt like Vera, she wouldn’t be in the mess she’s currently in.

“Sit,” Vera commands, and Millie’s body listens without consulting her brain. Vera then bustles out from behind the counter with a tray of accoutrements. As Millie watches in wonderment, Vera brews her tea just like her nainai used to, pouring scalding hot water all over the teacups and then throwing out the water. She smiles at Millie as the tea steeps, then lifts the tiny teapot daintily and pours it into four teacups. “Two each,” Vera says. “Come, you drink while is hot.”

Millie does so, and then has to stop because tears have filled her eyes. She sits there, blinking rapidly, begging her tear ducts to quit doing whatever they’re doing. Vera pretends not to notice, sipping her tea with exaggerated enjoyment.

“Dried candied winter melon peel with goji berries and rose petals. I make the candied winter melon peel myself, you know,” Vera says. “With my granddaughter Emma. Oh, she eat half of it before I manage to stop her.”

Millie swallows the knot in her throat and takes another sip. “You have such a big family here,” she says finally.

Instead of agreeing, Vera gives her a strange look before smiling. “Yes, I do, don’t I? Now, you tell me what is your name and why you act so strangely.”

She really shouldn’t be here. She should run. Drop this teacup and just bolt out of here. But there’s something about Vera that makes going against her not just hard, but nearly impossible.

“My name is Millie,” Millie says.

“Millie,” Vera says, nodding with approval. “Where are you from, Millie?”

“Yunnan,” Millie says.

“Oh, Yunnan!” Vera switches to Mandarin. “My dear, I’m from China too. I had some relatives in Yunnan, we used to visit in the springtime. The fruits there are beautiful. The soil is so rich there. I can still smell the fragrance of the mushrooms we went picking this one morning …”

Millie is swept away by Vera’s words. She knows exactly what Vera is talking about. Yunnan is indeed blessed with rich, fertile land that rewards its people with an abundance of glorious fruits and vegetables. Grapes so sweet they taste like candy and green beans that are tight and bursting with flavor. Mushrooms that are fat and tender and smell like rich broth. Tears fill her eyes once more. God, how she misses home.

“What brings you here, child?”

“Work,” Millie says, and she’s so glad to be speaking Mandarin once again. It’s been so long since she’s been able to speak her mother tongue. “My family has a farm back home, but it’s been given to my brothers. I have nothing to my name, and my parents wanted me to get married, but I was scared, so I chose to come here. They said there would be good work to be found here.”

“Oh, good for you,” Vera says. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, I can see that. You shouldn’t have to get married just because your parents were too short-sighted to let you take care of part of the family farm.”

I don’t have a good head on my shoulders, Millie wants to say, but the lump in her throat is once again too large, and anyway, she isn’t here to talk about her head or her shoulders.

“And why were you standing outside of the police station?” Vera says, her voice gentle. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Me? No. Of course not.” Has she said that too quickly? Does she look guilty now? And anyway, she has no idea what she should tell Vera. She’d been at the police station because—well, she’s not sure why she was there in the first place. Maybe because she’d just felt so lost, so devoid of hope. But now that she’s here in this tea house with this strange woman, Millie is at a loss. She can’t just come out and tell Vera the truth. Or can she? No, definitely not. Oh god, she’s hesitated for too long now. Vera is looking shrewdly at her like she knows exactly what’s going through Millie’s head, and she’s been silent for too long. She needs to say something, anything.

Millie swallows, then says, “It’s my friend. He’s missing, and I think something bad has happened to him.” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, Millie wishes she could kick herself. That was quite possibly the worst thing she could have told Vera.

Vera’s entire body perks up like a meerkat. “Tell me everything.”

Even though this is the first time Millie has met Vera, she somehow knows that there is very little point in trying to hide things from her. She can’t possibly tell Vera the truth, so she’s just going to have to make it up as she goes along.

Thomas was one of the first people Millie had met when she arrived in America. They’d been
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