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The last gasps of the Japanese Army’s hold over China were taking place, but they did not know that yet. Apa frantically followed news of the war through the radio, local gossip, various newspapers, and other sources he did not name, relaying the information through his terse responses, the way his eyebrows knit together, his daily shifting mood. The day he received word the Japanese had lost Iwo Jima to the Americans, Apa closed the bookstore early, went out, and came home with a rare treat—a bottle of Coca-Cola. He poured it among the five of them and raised his glass to China’s formidable allies. Suchi was delighted by the sweet syrupy drink, the loveliest thing she had consumed in months, maybe years, savoring how it fizzed her nose and prickled her tongue, how it left her teeth squeaky and metallic. Now, according to Apa’s sources, Germany had surrendered, and Apa remarked, “It’s only a matter of time before the Japanese do too.”

There were air raids every few days now, low US fighter jets that vibrated the buildings long before the sirens went off. They often heard the distant staccato of Japanese antiaircraft artillery returning fire, sporadic and hollow like New Year firecrackers. Apa tried to explain to them about the politics surrounding the war—their own current government, a puppet government installed by the Japanese; the machinations of Stalin and Hitler and Chiang Kai-shek and Roosevelt (now dead) and Mao Zedong. Suchi was fourteen now, he said, Sulan seventeen; it was time they understood the world from a bird’s‑eye view, not just the way the war affected their everyday lives.

But Suchi didn’t know how else to make sense of what was happening. She didn’t understand tactical battle strategies or the struggle for political power. What she understood was scarcity and hunger, the pang in her belly never quite sated by the porridge they ate most days of the week, more grit than rice. She understood destitution, the desperation ragged on the faces of the swelling numbers of refugees squatting in the dusty corners of her city. She understood danger, the current of it running beneath the surface of everyday living, made live one morning when, not fifty meters in front of her on a busy street, a man was shot in the leg and dragged shouting into a dark car. And she, of course, understood death, had herself passed corpses fatting flies on the sidewalk, her face averted, though she’d overheard boys in her class say a good look would tell you if the victim was one of starvation or of the Kempeitai.

Most of all, she understood fear. In particular, fear of the Japanese. She had been afraid of them nearly her whole life, having heard people murmur what they did to girls and women was worse than death, and though she hadn’t been able to fathom what that unspeakable horror could be, it had loomed over her like a shape-shifting monster. When the Japanese had finally seized control of the International Settlement two years ago, her fear had reached a fever pitch: her nightmares of being chased and bayonetted by faceless soldiers coincided with her new daily lessons in Japanese language and customs at school. The nightmares eventually slowed, not because the threat had gone away, but because she’d grown accustomed to its presence, a low habitual hum in the background that only spiked when a Japanese sentry asked for her identification card or a group of swaggering soldiers patrolling the streets stared at her for a beat too long.

Apa wanted her to care, and it wasn’t that she didn’t. But how could she care about the war apart from what was happening in front of her? And how could she live if she only focused on the death and fear and hunger? It was exhausting to constantly remember she and her family could die in any number of terrible ways at any given moment. When once Suchi told Apa she was sick of hearing about politics, his voice had grown low with disappointment. “I’ve shielded you from too much,” he said. “You haven’t known real suffering. Most people don’t have the luxury of turning their face from this.”

Suchi knew Apa was right. She knew she should try harder to educate herself, to listen more closely to the latest headlines shouted by the newspaper boys, to ask Apa to explain how the actions of a few powerful men affected the lives of millions. But it was spring, and the cherry blossoms were blooming, white-pink explosions that showered down like sweet snow when one pulled on their branches, and Suchi was in love.

She wasn’t sure when it had happened. Doudou had never struck her as anyone worthy of romantic affection—in fact, the suggestion of it only a couple of years earlier by a neighbor had been mildly revolting to both of them and they had pretended to gag and run away. He had been her best friend for years; they had walked to school together every day until he had switched to a foreign-run missionary middle school. Now that they were in separate schools, they anticipated the times they met even more, with Suchi bursting at the seams to tell him about her day and Haiwen eager to show her the newest piece he was working on. She’d always paid attention to him—deciphering his expressions, reminding him to eat, teasing him for his quirky habits. It was true that over time she had begun to collect this information more carefully, more intentionally. And sure, there were the occasional stray thoughts about whether he might like the purple ribbon she put in her hair, if he’d notice the scatter of pink pimples dusting her forehead, possibilities that fluttered in her gut like a trapped moth.

But love? It had never crossed her mind until one day, after Suchi had snapped at Sulan for misplacing one of her gossip magazines, Sulan had responded, “Don’t take your lovesickness out on me!”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Suchi demanded.

“Haiwen has been so busy practicing for his upcoming recital, he’s hardly paid attention to you.”

“So?” Suchi said. “It’s important. His teacher always invites his friends to these recitals, and this year, some faculty members from the music conservatory will be in attendance, and if he makes a good impression now, they might invite him to join the Youth Orchestra, usually only reserved for conservatory students, or maybe it will help him when he auditions—”

“Sure, but you’ve been in a foul temper about it all month.”

“I have not.”

“You have.”

“Why would I be? That’s his business. It has nothing to do with me.”

“Zhang Suchi, are you an idiot? You’re in love with him.”

For days afterward, the word love tumbled in her mind. Sulan was completely off-base, she thought. Haiwen was a brother to her, someone she had grown up with. She was fond of him, but it wasn’t love, not that kind, anyway. For one, she found it completely irritating how he spaced out, following whatever thread of music had hooked itself into his brain, even if she was in the middle of telling him a story. She found his hair, the way it stuck up in all directions, and his teeth, crooked and one slightly blackened from a cavity, unattractive. He’d sprouted many inches in the last year and now towered over her, awkward, a mess of gangly limbs, and his head, which once had seemed so big for his torso, was now a mere pin atop his shoulders. Ugh, Suchi thought, she could never, ever be in love with him.

A few days later, on a drizzly afternoon, she came out of her school gates to find Haiwen waiting for her under an umbrella. He straightened up quickly when he caught sight of her, and she saw his school shirt had come untucked from the back of his slacks, a wrinkled mass flapping behind him. She waved as he drew near and smiled to herself. He was always so disheveled. “I’ve been so busy I forgot to tell you the details of the recital,” he said. “It’s quite a bit away, on July twenty-fifth. But I hope you’ll come.”

“Of course,” she said. “But why couldn’t you tell me at home?”

“Oh,” he said, as if he was confused by the question. “I thought you might need an umbrella.”

Love crashed upon her in a pastel splash. Sulan was right, Suchi thought as they trudged home through the rain together. She loved his stupid hair. She loved his tedious aloofness. She loved the mystery of the music she couldn’t hear behind his eyes, even more than the music that came from his fingers. She loved him, and she felt dumb that Sulan had known before her.

Suchi sat with this knowledge for a week, an eternity. Now that she’d admitted it to herself, she was certain the obviousness of her love emanated from her in a cloud, each molecule announcing her feelings as it brushed Haiwen’s shoulder.

Suchi agonized over what to do about this turn of events. She worried about ruining their friendship, that to confess these feelings would be to irrevocably change the comfort that hummed between them. But Suchi was not one to hold things in. That she had withheld such an important revelation was nearly intolerable to her. She was losing sleep, unable to focus on the chores her mother gave her, filing books wrong at the bookstore. She decided, finally, to tell him.

Suchi watched Haiwen lift the needle off the record, recrank the Victrola, switch the motor back on, and gently place the needle on the record again. He lay down on the ground, curled alongside the gramophone, his right ear pressed into the courtyard’s slate tile. For a few seconds there was nothing but the scratch of the needle, and then out of the static, a single lonesome violin, like a child emerging from the dark woods.

He had already played the record through once—Suchi had caught him at the end, and not wanting to interrupt him, she had waited at the doorway. But her palms were damp, and she was worried she would lose her nerve if she waited any longer.

“Doudou!” she called as she leapt in front of him, twirling. The skirt Sulan had helped her sew bloomed like a petal.

“Susu,” he said, sitting up. He fiddled with the machine so the music played more quietly and turned to her with an expectant smile. Her heart contracted.

“I was watching you,” she told him. “You listened to this record the whole way through once already.”

“Twice today,” Haiwen said. “This is the third time.”

She laughed. “So dedicated,” she said. “I noticed you were listening on your side again.” He had told her it was a habit from when he’d lived in the big European-style house with wooden floorboards. He’d liked to listen to the gramophone and radio with his ear pressed to the ground so he could feel the vibrations of the music through his body. Although it didn’t work in the same way with stone tiles, it was a habit that gave him comfort. Suchi had thought it odd at the time, but now she found it endearing, a quirk of his that made her chest swell. “What are you listening to?” she asked.

Haiwen’s face brightened. “Sibelius! Mr. Portnoy just played this copy of his violin concerto during lesson and I loved it so much he lent it to me. This violinist is Jascha Heifetz; Mr. Portnoy said he came to Shanghai back in the late twenties and he’d met him. Isn’t he amazing? Mr. Portnoy says he was even more amazing in person.”

Suchi couldn’t stop smiling. This was the only time Haiwen was ever forthcoming with his words—when he was excited about something musical.

Haiwen was still going on. “This concerto though! Listen to the cadenza in this first movement, but wait, it’s a few minutes in . . .” He turned up the volume.

The music was dark and unnerving. It reminded her of the feeling she got when she passed Japanese soldiers on the street, who, in the last year, had begun eyeing her as she walked to school. An urgent desire to cross the road, slip into some back alley where they couldn’t watch her.

“It’s like,” she said, hesitating, “the violin is the heroine of the story.”

Haiwen nodded. “That’s exactly it.”

Suchi imagined herself as the violin, its notes dodging Japanese soldiers, kidnappers, gang members, spies. But then a lovely turn, the discovery of sanctuary. The tenderness caught her breath.

“I like this better than some of the other music you’ve played for me. Like that . . . What was his name? Ba . . . Bu . . .”

“Bach,” Haiwen said. “He’s a genius.”

“That was so messy sounding, so much going on,” she said. “I didn’t know what to listen to.”

“That’s how Bach is. It’s amazing how he can get so many threads going on at the same time and yet together it sounds perfect.”

Suchi wrinkled her nose. “You know I don’t understand the music you listen to, anyway.” As soon as she said the words, she regretted it. She was suddenly conscious of how uneducated she was on this thing Haiwen loved so much, how stupid her earlier comments had probably sounded. “Speaking of music though,” she said, “I heard a new Bai Guang song on the wireless receiver the other night.” Although the Japanese had ordered radios to be confiscated, many families, like theirs, still held on to them in secret and played them with the volume turned low. “I keep turning on the radio hoping it’ll play again, and it’s starting to get on M’ma’s nerves. She doesn’t like how I hover over what she considers her radio, even though Apa said the only reason he hasn’t already sold it on the black market is so he can stay informed.” 

She plugged two fingers in her ears to block out the violin crooning on the gramophone, and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to recall the evocative tune, something that made her think of intriguing dark rooms and mysterious women.

“Yanbo liu, ban dai xiu . . . huayang de yaoyan, liu yang de rou . . .”3 She trailed off and blushed. “I can’t remember the rest, but it’s so sexy and jazzy, you have to hear it. It’s perfect for her low voice! I wish I sounded like her. Maybe if I listen to it enough times, I can figure out how to sing it the way she does, kind of the way you listen to those records over and over.” She added, excitedly, “And there’s a violin part in it too! So you can play it for me while I sing. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“I’ll see if I can catch it being broadcast,” he said, giving her a sweet smile, and again she felt that warm rush of gratitude. Haiwen patiently tried to reproduce accompaniment to the pop songs she loved, ignoring how frustrated she became when he couldn’t get it based on her hums alone. Suchi knew he didn’t enjoy this type of music himself, the shidaiqu, or as Apa referred to it, “yellow music,” as if it were degrading or pornographic somehow. They didn’t understand, she thought. This music moved from her ears through her ribs down to her fingertips and toes, igniting each piece of her. It transported her to a different place, a different body, a different world. And the women who sang the songs! Glamorous, elegant, beautiful. She was sure even Haiwen’s mother appreciated their star quality. Wang ayi nearly looked the part herself in the way she dressed, the way she held herself. Suchi had wondered if she went out to dance halls and nightclubs, but she’d never asked Haiwen; it seemed impolite.

“By the way, is your school participating in the city-wide school choir competition?” she asked.

Haiwen shook his head.

“Oh, because our school was assigned ‘East Asian Nations March.’ I don’t actually like it that much, but guess who sings the radio recording? Bai Guang!” She clapped her hands together. “Do you think,” she asked dreamily, “it’s possible for me to become as talented and beloved as Bai Guang someday?”

“Of course,” Haiwen said. “You already practice all the time. I bet Bai Guang started off as a girl who just liked to sing songs she heard on the radio too.” He paused, then cracked a smile. “And anyway, Bai Guang probably doesn’t know how to sew her own skirts for performances. You have that advantage.”

Suchi’s cheeks warmed. Haiwen had noticed her new skirt. To hide her embarrassment—and the skirt’s uneven hem—she gathered the fabric in her lap and mumbled, “It doesn’t matter, Apa will never let me be a singer, anyway.”

“Why not?” Haiwen asked. “Doesn’t he always say that girls can do anything?”

But Haiwen misunderstood Apa. Apa was progressive about many things when it came to women—he insisted to M’ma, when she lamented not having produced him any heirs, that girls were as good as boys, and encouraged the girls’ curiosity by bringing them piles of books from the shop—but one thing he couldn’t stand was his daughters’ infatuations with Shanghai’s starlets. He considered singers and actresses barely a step above prostitutes. “They exploit themselves for everyone’s gaze,” he said. Suchi and Sulan still purchased entertainment magazines without their father’s knowledge and pasted pictures of Bai Guang, Zhou Xuan, Yao Lee, and others in scrapbooks they kept hidden beneath their schoolbooks.

“Apa says that all the time, but that doesn’t mean he wants me to be a singer. Anyway, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” Suchi grumbled. “Have you noticed that most of the women in the neighborhood are wives or mothers? The ones who work are almost all factory workers or waitresses at eateries or assistants to their husbands for whatever business they’ve opened. I want something more. Travel, adventure, glamour!” She sighed.

For several months now, a growing awareness of the futility of everything Apa had pushed her to be had begun gnawing at her. It had started with the arrival of her new teacher, Hu laoshi, a power-hungry, petty man who enjoyed picking on students for the smallest infractions—if they answered too slowly or their shirts weren’t well ironed or they didn’t understand his terribly explained lessons or they wore too bright of a ribbon in their hair. He berated them for being stupid and useless, reminding them that their unimpressive family backgrounds meant they were only good for being vases to be placed on their future husbands’ shelves, and that was if they were lucky enough to be pretty. The rest of them, he said, were destined to become factory drones, so trying to teach them was like playing a lute to a cow.

At first Suchi had only cared about not invoking Hu laoshi’s wrath: she’d studied diligently for all of her subjects, had been prepared any time he had called on her, had worked hard on all the assignments he had given her. She’d thought once he realized she was a quick learner, he wouldn’t be able to find fault in her, that she would show him she was meant for more than what he believed. She was wrong. At first, he had seemed mildly amused by her aptitude, but that had quickly turned to annoyance, then anger, boiling over on the day she tried to point out an error she noticed in one of the characters he had written on the board. He had whipped around and hurled a piece of chalk at her, narrowly missing her face. “Arrogant fox!” he had bellowed. “Don’t you know entire dynasties have been brought down because a woman believed she was smarter than everyone?” Wu Zetian, Yang Guifei, even the recent, most reviled Empress Dowager Cixi—he spat the names of these infamous women as proof Suchi was headed down a dangerous path.

So she had stopped trying, had folded herself into obscurity, answering questions just often enough to avoid being accused of laziness but not so much as to invoke Hu laoshi’s wrath again. Mediocrity was a safe place to be, even if it did not bring her the same joy as excellence. But once there, once she stepped out of the inertia of achievement she’d been caught in for her whole young life, she realized that in a way, Hu laoshi was right. School was pointless. What was it all leading up to? She saw the way M’ma worried about money for groceries; they wouldn’t be able to afford university. And while she had once delighted in being good at school, what were these lessons actually teaching her? Math was rote memorization, which she could do easily enough, but most bookkeeping positions were given to men. Classical Chinese was dated and impractical. Even geography seemed laughable to her, what with the way occupations kept shifting as the war ravaged on. Sure, Japanese language could certainly be useful, but it felt like a skill of survival, not something that excited her, and in fact, when combined with Japanese culture lessons, made her feel sick. And then there were the “womanly arts”: sewing, embroidery, painting, sketching. Those classes might have been fun if they’d been allowed to be creative, but instead they were graded upon their ability to replicate uninspiring premade samples. She spent more time in Apa’s bookstore, reading travel memoirs and translated foreign novels, and dreaming of a different life. The singing competition was the first exciting thing that had happened at school in ages.

“Maybe you can convince him,” Haiwen said. “Doesn’t he realize being a singer takes guts? Didn’t you say he respects those who are courageous?”

He looked at her with such seriousness that it took everything in Suchi not to reach out and touch him. He was the one person in the world who believed in her wholeheartedly. She felt an urge to confess then, to take his hand and tell him, but at that moment, he whipped his head back toward the gramophone. “Here!” he exclaimed. He cranked the volume a little higher.

The solitary violin slid up and down as if running stairs, before turning an odd corner. It was jarring, frantic at parts and lonely in others. But oddly enough, whenever Suchi thought she couldn’t bear it anymore, it became tender, like a woman stroking her hair.

“It’s so different from everything else I’ve listened to,” Haiwen said. “All the scale figures, the double stops, the trills and leaps . . . It’s messy but beautiful, don’t you think? It feels like how an actual human is inside.”

They listened to the rest of the record without talking. Suchi, aware of the warmth of his body beside her, snuck glances at Haiwen’s intent face. How he stared off at nothing, lips slightly parted. How his head moved to the music in gentle circles. How his fingers waved lightly on his forearm, touching invisible strings. She found herself committing these things to memory. Little gems.

The movement ended, and Haiwen stopped the Victrola. He sighed—a contented sound.

“Is that what you’re playing for the recital?” Suchi asked.

He shook his head. “Mr. Portnoy says most of his friends prefer the classics—Brahms, Mozart. This would probably be too modern for their taste.”

“So what will you be playing?”

“Beethoven’s Spring Sonata,” he said. “It’s pretty, and of course I’m working hard on it, but . . . it’s nothing like the Sibelius concerto.” He looked dejected. “Mr. Portnoy thinks it’s too advanced for me, anyway. He says we can revisit it for my music conservatory audition in a few years.”

It was strange, Suchi thought, how things she had known about Haiwen for years presented themselves as new. Now she found herself charmed by how passionate this Sibelius piece made him, so different from his usual neutral self.

“You’ll impress those teachers no matter what you play,” she told him. “And when you apply to the music conservatory, they’ll remember you.”

Haiwen lifted the record from the machine. “What if—” he started, and stopped. He kept his eyes focused on what he was doing.

“What if what?” Suchi prodded.

Carefully, he slid the record back into its sleeve. “What if they don’t like me?” he finally said in a quiet voice.

“Of course they’ll like you!” Suchi exclaimed. “How can they not?”

Haiwen gave a short, sharp shake of his head, though whether he was shaking off her comments or his fears, she couldn’t tell. He turned to look at her, a smile just a pinch too bright on his face. “Why did you stop by today? Any reason in particular?”

A damp trail sprung along Suchi’s spine. She looked at Haiwen’s expectant face, at the tension that hadn’t quite eased from his brow. She shook her head vigorously. “Can’t I drop by and see my best friend when I want to?”

A week later, M’ma put Sulan and Suchi to the task of mending some old clothes she piled on the table in front of them. There were navy and brown qipao with tears in the seams and a few of Apa’s shirts and pants requiring patches. Some clothing was in such poor condition it would have to be repurposed for scarves or small jackets, even dishrags. Sulan suggested she might be able to patch some of the more salvageable cloth together and make new dresses. M’ma agreed, grumbling. “Nyau lausy was right. The fortune teller warned me the little money we had would disappear as if our pockets have holes! I told your father, but he doesn’t listen; he insists on spending money on his . . . politics . . . instead of using what’s left over on useful items. He acts as if we aren’t in the middle of a war, as if we can guarantee there will be food on the table tomorrow. If he has leftover money, shouldn’t he be thinking about your futures? Laelae, soon we’ll have to find you an appropriate marriage match—how can a young woman show her face wearing shabby old clothes like this? Your father never thinks about these things!”

Sulan frowned. “M’ma, I’m too busy these days for suitors—”

Suchi cut her off. “Nyau lausy tends to be pretty accurate, right?”

M’ma peered at the patch she was mending. “He said you would get a lot of colds, didn’t he? I warned you to stay away from cooling foods, to eat more ginger, especially during your monthlies, but you didn’t listen and how many times have you been sick so far? You’ve—”

“Where does this fortune teller live, anyway?” Suchi asked, interrupting her mother’s familiar refrain. “How come you never take me with you?”

“Out in Hongkou, in the ghetto where all those poor European Jewish refugees live,” her mother answered. “Nowhere a young lady should go, especially now, with all the air raids and increased patrols. I wouldn’t go now myself.” She sighed. “It’s too bad, I don’t think he can afford to move anywhere else.”

Two days later, Suchi waited at Haiwen’s shikumen for him to come back from his lesson. She played with Junjun, who wanted to show her the present she had received for her ninth birthday, a wooden jewelry box that opened to reveal a twirling ballerina and a tinkle of a foreign melody. Suchi, whose birthday had passed several weeks earlier, felt a streak of envy. She had never received anything so pretty. Every year, Apa gave them books, and though Suchi loved reading, she wished just once to receive something shiny and precious.

When Haiwen returned a little before dinnertime, he seemed tired. Junjun ran to him and threw her arms around his waist. “Susu jie is here,” she said. “I was showing her my music box.”

Haiwen patted his sister on the head and looked at Suchi. “Were you waiting long?” he asked in Shanghainese.

Suchi hesitated. Was this a stupid idea?

“I was thinking—” She stopped and restarted. “So my mother has a fortune teller she sees once a year, right after the Spring Festival, Nyau lausy. The fortune teller tells my mother what to watch out for, what ailments we might have, as well as advice and predictions about how hard things will be.” She paused and twisted a strand of hair around her finger. “Maybe if you know the recital won’t go too bad, you won’t be as stressed. Or maybe the fortune teller can tell you how better to prepare.”

Haiwen looked at her dubiously. “My mother says fortune tellers are part of the old backward ways,” he said. “And what if he tells me it will go terribly? Then I’ll just be worried.”

“Or,” Suchi said, “you’ll practice harder. The fortunes aren’t a sealed fate.”

Haiwen sighed but listened to Suchi because he always did.

They met that weekend, early in the morning before Haiwen’s afternoon lesson. Suchi rode sidesaddle as Haiwen pedaled his bike through the International Settlement toward Hongkou. The breeze cooled the summer stickiness on their skin, but Suchi felt wet with nerves. They traveled the most straightforward route they could—Apa had warned them time and time again never to venture too far out, that the destitute on the fringes of the city grew more desperate each day, that danger lurked beyond the borders of what they knew.

Several meters from one of the checkpoints, Haiwen slowed. Beneath a sign reading Stateless Refugees are Prohibited to Pass Here Without Permission stood a bored-looking Japanese soldier. Suchi shuddered.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Haiwen asked.

She steeled herself. “Yes.”

The Japanese guard held up a palm as they parked the bike and drew close. “Identification,” he barked in heavily accented Mandarin.

Haiwen handed over his identification card, but Suchi froze, realizing she had left hers in a different purse.

“Well?” the guard said impatiently. He looked the two up and down and frowned.

Suchi could feel the exact moment Haiwen realized the reason for her hesitation. A failure to bring identification could be life-threatening, depending on the soldier. She could be dragged in for questioning by the Kempeitai, she could be disappeared the way suspected spies were disappeared, she could suffer whatever it was they did to women.

For a moment, Suchi did not react, the cold sweat beading along her neck. Her nightmares prickled her skin, the false memory of a bayonet in her stomach. Then, as if someone were drawing strings upon her face, she felt her features rearrange into something soft, innocent, and girlish. Smiling sweetly, she responded in Japanese, her voice a pitch higher than normal. “Sorry for the trouble, sir.” She bowed. “It’s our elderly uncle, who lives here. My brother and I received word he has suddenly gotten very sick. I’m afraid I was so worried, I ran out without my identification. Please forgive me; it won’t happen again.”

Suchi stood, the smile taut on her face. She noticed a sprinkle of acne on the soldier’s cheek; she realized he couldn’t have been much older than herself. After an agonizing few seconds, he jerked his chin. “Well, I guess there’s nothing that says Chinese can’t move freely in and out. Don’t forget your identification next time.”

Once they were out of earshot of the soldier, Haiwen looked at her with an expression of both admiration and concern. “Someone’s been paying attention during their Japanese classes,” he half-joked. She could hear the nerves jagged in his voice.

She shook her head. “I just figured if I ever came face‑to‑face with a soldier who wished me harm, he might be kinder if I could speak his language.”

“Looks like you were right,” he said. “The way you were talking and acting . . . I’ve never seen you like that before.”

She shrugged, trying to slip the grip of fear from her shoulders. Whatever she had just done, she had not done it consciously and probably couldn’t replicate it if she tried. She hoped she wouldn’t need to.

The street they’d been let onto was grimy, littered with old cans and broken glass, mangy dogs rooting around in the gutter for food. The stench of recently emptied chamber pots wafted in the air. Several young foreign children in patched‑up clothing ran by Suchi and Haiwen, singing in a language neither could understand. Despite the run-down appearance of the ghetto, there were businesses thriving on the streets. A bakery advertised sweets in both Chinese and a foreign language; next door was a milliner whose hats appeared well constructed despite the cheap material; beside that was a music store, selling secondhand instruments: a rusty flute, a beat‑up violin, a few scattered harmonicas, an accordion stretched out like teeth. In front of these stores were mobile Chinese vendors with more familiar offerings: bamboo baskets, thread and cloth, boiled water from tiger stoves, haircuts, ear cleanings.

“It’s not too different from our neighborhood,” Suchi whispered. “Except for the foreign signage.” The truth was the condition of the streets and buildings and the appearance of the people themselves all pointed to a certain destitution that made her want to flee. Suchi had learned from her father that when the Japanese had seized Shanghai, they had forced all the recent Jewish immigrants—the ones who had come from Germany and Austria and Poland, not the Russian Jews who had been around for a while, like Mr. Portnoy—into this cramped settlement, which had already been bursting at the seams with people, both Chinese and foreign. It’s better than what their kind are rumored to be enduring back in Europe, her father had said. But he never elaborated further what that meant.

They went into a Chinese-owned tobacconist and asked the surly man if he knew of a Nyau lausy who was a fortune teller. The man picked his teeth before answering them. “En,” he grunted. “One block over, down the alley in the row house between the Hungarian café and the stocking store. You can’t miss it. He leaves food out for the stray cats and dogs. As if there weren’t people starving in this neighborhood!”

In front of a dirty gray door, they found plates of rubbery chicken feet and glistening raw fish tails littered on the stoop. They knocked. A few seconds passed; they heard the bustle of someone shouting in Shanghainese, “Coming!”

An old man wearing wire spectacles and a changshan opened the door, a calligraphy brush dripping with ink in one hand. “Who are you?” He blinked with disinterest.

“Excuse me, Nyau lausy—” Suchi began, but the man turned his head before she finished her sentence.

“Nyau lausy! Young folks here to see you!” the man called up the staircase. He turned to the two, letting them into a grimy, dim foyer. “Go on up.”

They climbed up the rotting wooden stairs. Suchi tingled with apprehension. She had no idea what to expect. Would he read her palm? Touch her head? Would he go into a trance? Or would he be able to tell everything just by looking at her face?

At the top of the stairs was a short hallway with a door. They knocked and it opened immediately.

A woman slightly older than Suchi’s mother stood in the doorway. Her gray hair was swept cleanly from her thin face. She had on a navy changshan, similar to the one the man downstairs wore. Suchi had never seen a woman in a changshan before.

Suchi smiled uncertainly. “Ayi,” she said in Shanghainese, “we’re looking for Nyau lausy—”

“Yes.” The woman was curt in her response. Suchi was confused.

“You’re Nyau lausy?”

“Yes.” The woman looked impatient. Her eyes flicked to Haiwen, then behind their shoulders, as if expecting someone else to show up.

“Ayi—” Suchi started.

“Lausy.” Haiwen was correcting Suchi’s choice of honorific. “Nyau lausy.”

Suchi was still trying to understand. She’d assumed all fortune tellers were old men;4 she hadn’t expected a middle-aged woman.

Haiwen elbowed her gently in the rib cage.

Suchi shot him an annoyed side glance but said, “Nyau lausy. We’re so sorry to bother you like this. I’m Tsan Suji and this is Waong Haeven. We were wondering if we could trouble you to do a reading for him?”

“Tsan Suji? The name sounds familiar,” the woman said.

“My mother is Sen Sieu’in,” Suchi said. “She’s a client of yours and she speaks highly of you.”

“Ah.” The woman paused. “You have an older sister. And a father who sells books.”

Suchi nodded, surprised by her memory.

“Hmm,” she said, looking between the two. “I don’t normally do readings for children without their parents.”

“We’re fourteen,” Suchi protested. “Our nominal age is fifteen.” She hated being looked down upon because she wasn’t an adult yet. Haiwen nudged her side, but she ignored him. “In many villages, people at our age marry and fortune tellers tell them what days are auspicious. Why shouldn’t we get a reading done?”

Nyau lausy’s face cracked into amusement. “That’s right. You’re spirited.” She gestured at them to follow her. “Come in. I’ll bring you some tea.”

A stone of annoyance formed in Suchi’s throat, and she bit it back. She didn’t like that this woman already seemed to believe she was familiar with Suchi, just because she’d known Suchi’s mother. She didn’t know anything about her.

The apartment was old and sparse but clean. Nyau lausy gestured at two chairs in front of a long wooden table and sat across from them. She poured water from a kettle she had left heating on a portable stove into a smaller pot containing tea leaves and let it soak. Waiting in silence, Suchi felt anxious. She glanced at Haiwen, who sat with a placid expression and didn’t look her way. After several minutes, the fortune teller poured the tea into two ceramic cups and placed one in front of each of them. She poured herself a cup and sipped at it before speaking. “So, you want a reading.”

Suchi leaned forward. “He has a recital coming up and—”

Nyau lausy narrowed her eyes at Suchi. Suchi stopped talking, although her annoyance ground more insistently. Nyau lausy focused her attention on Haiwen, who was palming his cup.

“I have a violin recital coming up,” he said. “Some important people will be there from the music conservatory, and I’m just wondering . . . I guess I want to know if it will go okay.”

“I’m afraid I can’t be that specific, but let me take a look.” She pushed over a brittle sheet of old newspaper and a pen. The newspaper bore years-old news about Nationalists agreeing on a truce with the Communists at the very start of the war against the Japanese. “Please write your full name and birthday.” Haiwen wrote his information down in a gray, smudgy margin.

Nyau lausy took the paper back and read it. She ticked her thumb across her remaining four fingers, silently counting something invisible.

“You’re like a well,” she told Haiwen. “Clear and still, but if a man dropped a stone in, he would find it to be quite deep. You display little of your emotions, but you feel things keenly. You are sentimental. You transfer all that you don’t know how to share into another world you live in. One of your imaginings. And yet, in life, you try to be practical, to be obedient, to do what is expected of you. You aren’t a rule breaker.”

While Suchi was mildly impressed by the woman’s accuracy, she mostly felt impatient. Why was the fortune teller telling them what they already knew?

As if she could sense what Suchi was feeling, Nyau lausy ticked her fingers before speaking.

“You have fairly good ming. You will find success far from home,” she said to Haiwen. “You’ll have many mentors and friends who will help you, but not here. The further you journey from the place of your birth, the better your fortune.”

Taken aback, Suchi glanced at Haiwen, who appeared stricken.

“What do you mean?” she asked. “Does that mean he won’t get into music school?”

The fortune teller shook her head. “I can’t tell you something that specific. I can tell you this year is the beginning of some fluctuating luck—good things will be tempered by bad things and vice versa. It will be like that for two years. Then there will be a hard period for several years, where your luck will be closed to you, where you will find everything is a struggle.”

“Just when I’ll be auditioning,” Haiwen murmured.

Suchi could feel Haiwen deflating beside her, his dreams draining away. This was her fault; she shouldn’t have brought him here.

“Well, isn’t there anything you can do to change it?” she demanded.

Nyau lausy ignored Suchi. She looked with kind eyes at Haiwen. “Nothing is set in stone. That’s something you have to understand. The I Ching tells me what it tells me, but it doesn’t mean anything is definitive.” She paused. “You know the word mingyun, right? Your personal destiny in this life?”

Haiwen nodded, but Suchi refused to react.

“Think about the two characters that make up the word. Ming is the inherent nature of your life as given to you by the gods. It’s a destiny that can’t be changed, the way the innate characteristics you are born with can’t be changed. But what is yun? Yun is where flexibility comes in. Yun is fortune that changes with the seasons of the universe but can also turn depending on the actions you take, the choices you make. Together ming and yun make up a river, one that wants to carry you to a particular destination but moves fluidly, possibly diverging if a tree falls along its path or a large rainfall swells its banks. You, too, can change the path of the river; you can even swim upstream if you want to. Just expect it will be tiring, not as easy as moving with the current.”

Haiwen nodded again, and Suchi was seized with irritation at how earnestly he was taking in everything Nyau lausy was saying.

The woman continued. “You might have a harder time in two years than you would right now; you might have a harder time being successful in Shanghai than you would in Chengdu. But if what you want is to stay, you can stay. You’ll just have to work harder than you otherwise would have. It doesn’t mean you can’t be successful or attain your dreams. But I tell you what I know so you can be better prepared, whatever choice you make.”

“I understand,” Haiwen said. “Thank you, lausy.”

“Don’t look so sad, child,” Nyau lausy added. “It’s wartime. This period is hard for everyone.”

Suchi couldn’t tell if Nyau lausy was saying this because it was something she interpreted from the reading or because she felt the need to be an ayi with kindly advice, but it didn’t matter. Both possibilities incensed Suchi with their totally useless outcomes. “Can’t you give him a charmed amulet of some sort, something to change things?”

Nyau lausy focused her gaze on her. Suchi noticed her eyes were almost gray in color, clear and intense. “Tsan Suji,” she said, sliding another strip of newsprint toward Suchi. “Remind me of your birthday.”

For some reason, with Nyau lausy’s eyes on her, Suchi felt chastised, as if she were a little girl. She obediently jotted down her birthday.

The fortune teller started calculating on her fingers again. She stopped and looked at Suchi. “You’re very stubborn.”

Haiwen burst into laughter. “Well, you can’t say she’s not accurate,” he murmured. Suchi scowled.

Nyau lausy smiled and continued. “You’re passionate, smart. You have a natural curiosity, a natural ability to learn new skills, to expand your knowledge, to adapt, but it’s one of the things that makes you lonely. You feel lonely often, and the more you learn, the more it sets you apart and the lonelier you become, though you try to hide it. It’s why you are fiercely loyal to the people important to you. For the people you love, you can turn into a dog with a bite.”

Suchi loathed this woman. She seemed so smug, so certain of herself! Sure, she wasn’t exactly inaccurate, but what a lack of humility, to assume she understood Suchi! Her mother had probably revealed Suchi’s temperament in her previous visits. It meant nothing that she could recite it back to Suchi.

“You wear your emotions everywhere—on your face, in your words, in the way you move. But it’s not because you can’t hide it. You just don’t want to. If you wanted to, you would be adept at hiding your emotions. You are like an octopus; you can change your skin to match the sand or sea.”

Aha! Suchi broke into a grin. The fortune teller was finally wrong. Suchi was a terrible liar; Haiwen and Sulan could always guess how she was feeling (although, a voice nagged at her, if this was the case, why hadn’t Haiwen already guessed how she felt about him?).

Nyau lausy checked her fingers again. “Unlike Haeven’s, your luck is better if you stay close to home, not as good if you leave. These next two years will be very good for you; your luck is open. Things will come to you easily. You just have to allow it.”

“That means I don’t have to study as hard at school then, I guess,” Suchi joked. Haiwen shook his head.

Nyau lausy frowned. “A boat doesn’t get to its destination by current alone; it still requires steering. You have good opportunity luck right now, but not if you squander it.”

“I’ve been telling her she needs to work harder for months,” Haiwen said, nodding.

Suchi was stung by his betrayal. He was supposed to be on her side. He was supposed to understand. She swallowed her hurt. “It’s not like I’m failing,” she muttered.

“Yeah, but ever since that teacher got into your head, you’ve given up.”

Suchi felt a spike of anger toward Haiwen. Didn’t he know how pointless doing well in school was when you couldn’t afford to go to university? He had the whole world open to him. Someday, after this war was over, he might tour the globe, meet singers and celebrities. He’d have the cosmopolitan life she dreamed of, but she’d still be trapped in their longtang, probably mending clothes and minding children like her mother.

“You know my school isn’t fancy like yours, where the graduates go on to attend pricey universities and run around with the upper echelons of society. We don’t even learn English, which might actually be useful if I ever want to travel abroad or work in a foreign-run company. That’s why I’m going to be a singer. I know for a fact that your background doesn’t matter, just your voice. And I can keep practicing.”

Haiwen looked stricken. “Well, of course you’re going to be a singer. I just thought—I mean, you were always so happy to be at the top of your class. It just seems so unlike you to suddenly not care.”

Suchi didn’t answer. She glanced at Nyau lausy, who was looking serenely between the two of them. This was her fault. Look at her, she thought. Dressed like a man. As if that were all it took for the world’s doors to open to a woman. She was a fraud, Suchi decided. She’d been wrong about Suchi’s temperament; she could be wrong about everything else.

“Suchi, I’m sorry,” Haiwen said.

The fortune teller looked at them with a small smile on her face. She counted on her fingers again. Then she stared up at them.

“Are the two of you . . . a pair?” she asked, holding her two index fingers out and sliding them together.

“No,” Suchi exclaimed, her face flushing pink. She didn’t dare look at Haiwen. “We’re good friends. That’s all.”

Nyau lausy hesitated. “I see,” she said. She smiled slyly. “That’s too bad. You make an excellent match. You have strong yoefen.”

“What does that mean?” Suchi asked, flustered, her voice coming across as more defensive than she’d intended it. She knew, of course, what the word meant. She’d heard it tossed around by girls in school who had crushes, what they called “yuanfen” in Mandarin. But what did it mean for Haiwen and Suchi?

“You’ll find yourselves pulled toward each other again and again,” the fortune teller said. “Like you’re tethered to each other with string.” She folded her hands. “It’s a predestination more than anything. But like I told you earlier, this is meaningless in the scheme of your own actions. You have destiny with many people in this world. Perhaps your friendship is the fulfillment of that destiny. I’m just telling you what I see.”

Suchi opened her mouth again—though she wasn’t sure if it was to ask another question or argue with her—but Haiwen cut her off before she had the chance. “Thank you, lausy,” he said. “We appreciate your time. We’re sorry again for barging in on you.”

Nyau lausy smiled indulgently at Haiwen.

On the table, Haiwen placed the two silver dollars they had brought between them, nearly worthless in this wartime economy, yet all the two could part with. Nyau lausy pushed one coin back at them. “I don’t do this to make money. But the dollar will balance out the slight tilt in the universe I’ve caused by telling you your fortunes.”

She pocketed the coin, nodded curtly, and stood up. The session was over.

Outside, Haiwen and Suchi said nothing. They walked side by side until they passed the checkpoint—the Japanese guard gave them a brief nod and Suchi thought she even saw a tiny flash of a smile—and hopped back on the bicycle. After ten minutes, Suchi couldn’t contain herself any longer. “I’m mad at you,” she said in a pouting voice, poking at Haiwen’s ribs.

Haiwen jerked his neck around, the bicycle swinging. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” He stopped abruptly and was quiet for a moment. “I just think you shouldn’t squander your opportunity luck. Look, if things can come easily to you, why wouldn’t you take advantage of that to do even better than you might normally? Maybe if you do well enough you can get one of those scholarships I hear some of the universities give out. Or if you want to get a good position at a big company, I think you could! You’re already so smart, smarter than me.”

“That’s not true,” Suchi protested. “And I’m not talented like you. I’d much rather have a gift like yours.”

“Too bad I don’t have luck on my side,” Haiwen said. Guilt streaked through Suchi; Haiwen might second-guess himself because of what that woman had told him. Her silence must have betrayed her feelings because Haiwen added, quickly, “It’s okay. I mean, if what she says is true, I’ll just have to work extra hard. I’ll practice twice—no, three times—as much as I do now. But that’s good. It’s an incentive.”

“I don’t even know if I believe in these things,” Suchi said. “My father says traditions are important, but some old-world rituals are just superstitions, things to keep the masses in check.”

“She was accurate about our personalities,” Haiwen said.

“Yours, maybe. I don’t know about mine. What was that about being an octopus? I can’t lie to save my life!”

“You seem octopus-like to me,” Haiwen said, smirking. “You always have so many arms to poke me with. Maybe I should start calling you Zhang Suyu,” he added, making a pun with her name.5

“Hey!” Suchi said, crossing her arms heavily. The bicycle teetered with the sudden shift in weight.

“I’m kidding,” Haiwen said, glancing back at her. “Don’t be upset, Susu. I only half believe this stuff, anyway.”

“I’m not upset.”

“You looked ready to throw tea in her face,” he said.

Suchi cracked a smile. “See? I’m terrible at hiding my emotions. She’s wrong.”

“Yeah,” Haiwen agreed. “In that case, she couldn’t be more wrong.”

Neither talked about the other thing the fortune teller had said, about their yuanfen. But of course, Suchi couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Suchi stood by the bookstore’s back shelf, secretly thumbing through a copy of Su Qing’s Ten Years of Married Life. She was marveling (and feeling slightly breathless) at the fact that a woman writer could so boldly write about her marriage and bedchamber antics, when her father’s voice cut through the air. “Tsan Suji!” Suchi quickly shelved the book. Her father had used her full name. With trepidation, she went into the adjoining room, where Apa was sitting. When he looked up at her, she knew she was in trouble.

“I bumped into your teacher this afternoon,” Apa said, his words clipped and tight. “He mentioned you are doing poorly in class, that your essays are sloppily done and that you seem ill prepared for lessons. He asked if having you skip a grade of middle school might have been a mistake.” He stared at Suchi intently. “Was it a mistake?”

Suchi was furious. After all that grumbling Hu laoshi had done about the waste of time it was to teach them, he had the gall to complain to her father about her poor marks?

Sullenly, she muttered, “What does it matter if I get good grades or not? I’m not going to university anyway, and I don’t need good grades to be a singer.”

Apa’s voice rose in fury. “What have I told you about singers? They’re no better than—”

“What about Bai Guang?” Suchi asked defiantly.

“What about that woman?”

“You think she’s just a lowly prostitute, but she’s so respected, our school choir is singing one of her songs for the city-wide competition!”

Apa gave her a hard look. “What song?”

“ ‘East Asian Nations March,’ ” she said. “It’s all over the radio and it’s state sanctioned and that goes to show you can be important and still be a singer!”

For a moment Apa said nothing, and Suchi thought he was digesting the information, reevaluating his opinion on the singer. But all at once he was a mass of action and sound—his newspaper cracked against the table, his chair nearly toppled over from the sudden force of being shoved backward as he leapt up. Suchi jumped in surprise.

“State sanctioned?” he roared. “Have you forgotten whose state we’re under? Have you not been paying attention to anything I’ve been telling you? Heavens, I thought that teacher of yours was a fool, but now I see that you, precious daughter, are the fool! Think, daughter, think! Why would this government want all of you youngsters to learn this song that glorifies this idea of a Japanese-controlled Asian state? Why do you think this song is all over the radio, presented by popular celebrities? That precious Bai Guang of yours is nothing more than a Japanese-loving traitor, using that pretty voice of hers for Chen Gongbo’s propaganda so she can become rich and famous! And you have the audacity to use her as an example of why you should be a singer!”

Suchi’s breath quickened. She had been so excited about the singing competition she hadn’t stopped to think about who had sanctioned that song or what those lyrics meant.6 But surely what Apa was saying about Bai Guang was an exaggeration. Surely she had been coerced and had no choice. Did women have a choice when it came to the Japanese? Did anyone?

“I should have sold that radio on the black market! You want to be a song girl, but what does a song girl do? She sells her voice, her body, her face. My daughters will be better than that. Even if I’m not a wealthy man, that doesn’t mean my daughters shouldn’t be just as educated, just as smart. In fact, my daughters will be better than the frivolous offspring of rich Japanese collaborators. My daughters will have a purpose, a conscience, a role in remaking this world. Do you understand?”

Suchi nodded quickly. Her face burned with shame.

“Think long and hard about the person you want to be in this life,” Apa said. His voice had evened, but the words came out through his teeth. His hands had found his newspaper again, and it crinkled under his fingers. “I didn’t raise you to be a fool, but if that’s who you want to be, make that choice now so I don’t have to waste any more time on you.”

Desperation spiked in Suchi. Apa’s pride in her was draining away, as surely as if it were blood from her veins. She wanted to please Apa, but she didn’t know how to be the person he wanted her to be. What was the pathway to this ideal woman he expected her to become? She wanted to explain the situation, to tell him how Hu laoshi hated her for being too studious, how he wasn’t the only one, how all her teachers seemed irritated whenever they learned she was good at school. She wanted to tell Apa that even if he believed she was meant for great things, that women could do whatever men could do, the rest of the world didn’t agree, that she’d heard all the good positions at the best companies went to St. John’s graduates, that everyone still expected women like her to become nothing more than wives and mothers. What he wanted seemed impossible.

“Apa—” Suchi started to say.

“Go,” he said. He sat back down in his seat and snapped his paper open. She knew the conversation was over.

When, a
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