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PART I

Mary, Tai Long Wan


CHAPTER ONE

Here’s what happened.

“Wake up, Dad,” I said. “Mom, wake up too.”

“Xixi,” he said.

“Sarah,” she said.

“Parentals,” I said. “There’s something outside.”

“The ocean,” she said, “and isn’t it perfect, waking to the sound of waves?” Mom, lying on my right, brushed hair from my eyes. Though surprised, I did the same to her, forgiving her morning breath. Up close she smelled of herbal essence and kiwi, her skin oily from sleep and peeling along the shoulder from being gweilo. On my other side lay Dad, reeking of hair gunk and tumours and the vinegar snap of overnight sweat.

“I need a smoke,” he said.

“No you don’t,” she said.

“Maybe you should wait,” I said, not sure why.

Groaning and rubbing his shoulder, Dad sat up. “Whose idea of fun was this, camping in Hong Kong?”

“I had fun,” Mom said. “Kind of. Did you, honey?”

“Dad snored,” I answered.

“You think?”

“It was loud.”

“It was a string of firecrackers going off. Wasn’t I glad to be closest to the water. It drowned him. Almost,” she added.

“You wish,” he said.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“I’ve been trying to tell you both,” I said. “There’s something out there.”

“A-smoking I go,” Dad said anyway.

“Aren’t you going to put on your shorts?” she said.

But he had already unzipped the flap and wiggled out in his black boxers, pack of tumours and Zippo in hand.

“How about that,” we heard him say. Then, “Good morning, ladies.”

“Ladies?” Mom said.

By the metallic click of his lighter, I knew he was firing up a Marlboro Red, the only brand for Cool Kwok. “Leah,” he called to Mom, “we may need a lawyer.”

I made the first move.

“Put on your hat,” she said.

“I don’t burn like Peking duck,” I said. “You do.”

“Put it on.”

For the beach I had brought my straw bowler with the crown of blue ribbon and the three pins. Once I had slipped on my knock-off Vuittons, the lenses pink-tinted, and slid my phone into my pocket, I was one-two-three go.

I crawled out.

“Sketchy,” I said.

“Mermaids,” Dad said, “come to serenade us.” His smile was easy but his grip, when I took his hand, was not.

“Shit,” Mom said. To my offer of holding hands she made a Lawyer Leah face. Not a scoff, nor a smile.

I counted thirteen “mermaids” between our tent and the ocean, a few with their flippers still in the water. Neither parent could quite believe their old eyes, and squinted at the sight, as if it all might be a dream and them still sleeping. I had excellent hearing and vision and knew at once that the most remote beach in Hong Kong had been invaded. Remoteness made Tai Long Wan ideal for camping, Mom had read. The strands were accessible by two methods. There was a long, sweaty hike through a New Territories country park, or a short, terrifying speedboat ride from Sai Kung. Fifteen minutes ago I had awoken to a motor being cut, and the splash of feet and shush of giggles.

“Are they amahs?” I said. I was thinking a little of Gloria, who took care of me, but more of the maid armies occupying city parks and squares every weekend. Going on appearances and postures and uniforms of jeans and T-shirts, twelve of these women would have blended into any Sunday gathering in Kowloon or Causeway Bay. They were about the right age, early twenties or even older, totally grown-up. But Hong Kong amahs were mostly Filipino and Indonesian, along with a few Thai. Those ladies arrived on discount flights, their visas arranged by agencies and paid for by rich people. They didn’t wash ashore at dawn like Styrofoam cartons.

“Back inside the tent,” Mom said.

“Why?”

“We shouldn’t be here. Or they shouldn’t be. We definitely shouldn’t be here at the same time.”

“And yet here we all are,” Dad said.

“Sarah,” she said to me, “what did you just do?”

“Nothing.”

“Did you—I think she just waved to one of them,” she said to him.

“No, I didn’t.”

“A furtive Asian-girl wave. She tried hiding it from us.”

“Is that a crime?” Dad said.

The girl I’d waved to, an open-palmed, fanning wave—“furtive,” according to my mother—stood out. First, she had on a dress, blue with white straps, and though it was shapeless and cheap she wore it well, thanks to her model posture and leggy legs. Second, in order to keep her distance from the far worse fashion around her she was allowing the ocean to caress her ankles, her knees knocked together. Third, she wasn’t only the tallest and prettiest but was also A-cup and hipless, not much in the way of bum. Though she noticed me looking, she didn’t wave back.

“What’s that older one up to?” Mom said. She was talking about a different mermaid who had emerged from the pack. Squat and bow-legged, with a sweat bib across her chest and an inner-tube belly, she made any amah in a Hong Kong park seem a regional beauty queen by comparison.

“Making a call,” Dad answered.

Twice already the woman had punched in a number, her face scrunched to read the keypad. Both times she then raised the phone—pink, plastic, the kind of China knock-off on sale in Chungking Mansions, minus a SIM card—over her head.

“She’s contacting her local connection, isn’t she?” Mom said. “Triad.”

“Mos def,” he said.

“They aren’t speaking Putonghua,” I said, meaning Mandarin, or real Chinese.

“Inside the tent, Sarah. I already asked.”

“A dialect,” Dad said, “from one of those pirate cities along the coast towards Fujian.”

“The pickup will happen shortly,” she said. “They aren’t walking off this beach.”

“Why drop the girls from one boat, only to collect them in another?”

She ignored his question. “We can’t be here when they arrive, Jacob. We can’t.”

“Will they care?”

“They’ll care about Sarah.”

“What does that mean?”

Mom was suddenly blocking my view of the water, and the girl in the blue dress. “Here she comes now—the Boss Lady.”

“I’m not properly attired,” Dad said. But he looked Cool Kwok in the boxer shorts, and knew it.

As the Boss Lady approached, waddling through the sand, Mom finally joined the hand-holding chain. Her palm was buttery, probably in fright. Boss Lady had a pig nose and chicken lips, a forehead of greased hair. Little about her was easy on the eyes. Even less was feminine.

“Good morning,” Mom said, stepping forward to meet her.

“Jousahn, Mom,” I corrected. “She doesn’t speak English, obviously.”

“Jousahn,” the woman replied. She said something about her cell phone, holding it out. Amazed that she could talk without opening her mouth, I caught maybe half the words but none of the meaning. Her fingernails were painted with quarter-moons of dirt.

“What’s she saying?” Mom asked. “And why is she saying it to Sarah?”

Being six inches taller, I could look over Boss Lady and see whether the girl was still watching, and noticing that I wasn’t showing fear.

“She can’t get a signal on her phone,” Dad said. “She doesn’t think it’s broken.”

“Tell her to look at me.”

“What?”

“Tell her.”

Dad translated. Pursing her lips tighter—her teeth probably resembled kernels of canned corn left in the sun—the woman shrugged.

“We can’t get a signal either,” Mom said to her. To my surprise, she held up her iPhone, sleeker and more lawyerly than any Android. “It’s one of the reasons we decided to camp here. That, and the guarantee of solitude.”

While Dad struggled to translate this, Boss Lady stared at the phone, as if she were starving and it a delicious treat. He knew, I knew, and Mom quickly knew too. By showing off the quality Apple product, she’d blown it. Realizing we had no choice, he pointed to the hill at the southern end of the beach, the one we had climbed down yesterday. “Yours should work up there,” he said in his so-so Cantonese.

“Kimberley Tsoi called my phone when we were on the trail,” I said in English. “Remember?”

“You’re pretty,” the woman said to me in her language. Then she spoke further to Dad.

“What did she say?” Mom said. Her cheeks were now ruddy, the legacy, she had explained umpteen times, of being a “MacInnes of the Isle of Skye.” If applied using rouge, the blush highlighted her Gollum eyes and distracted from the lines crossing her cheeks. If natural, it was a humiliation, making her feel and look, she said, like a helpless child.

“She wants me to walk with her to the top of the hill so she can make a call,” Dad explained. “She’d like me to bring our phone, which is a superior model, as she can now clearly tell.”

“No chance.”

“She’s asking nicely, Leah.”

“No chance, Jacob.”

“She thinks Xixi is a knockout.”

Mom glared at me, like it was my fault. I arced on my toes, not easy in sand, to locate the girl in the dress. “I’m not that pretty,” I said, comparing us. I wished I had a mirror, for a check. Also a brush for my hair, in spite of the straw bowler.

“I’ll walk her up the hill,” she said. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Bring some water,” I said.

“I don’t need advice from a fifteen-year-old.”

Even Boss Lady arched a brow.

“Tumour?” Dad said to her, offering the pack.

“Sorry,” Mom said, pulling me in for a hug. I didn’t soften against her, didn’t release myself into her arms, the way I did with him. But I did fetch a bottle of water.

“Should I know your name?” she said to the woman. “No, wait, I don’t think so. What do I want to know about these girls? Nothing. And what do you want to know about my family? Nothing again. Now let’s go,” she added with her own bossy wave of the hand.

We watched them etch tracks along Tai Long Wan. One set was tidy—super-fit Leah stepped lightly, her markings birdlike—but the other resembled the churnings of a dog with sloppy paws. Ten minutes to the south lay the headland they would have to climb, a craggy rock jutting so far into the sea that it severed the beach in half. Out over the water a smeared sun was coming up. Soon it would be high and hot, ready to boil brains unprotected by hats and burn the skin of foreign ghosts, even those wearing SPF 60 sunblock.

“Why’s Mom so tense?” I said.

“Lawyer talk. Pay no attention.”

“Are we in trouble with bad guys?”

“Not that I can see,” he said, slipping on his Ray-Bans. “And you are a knockout, Xixi Kwok. Asian Vogue, front cover.”

“And you’re a Big Daddy-O, even in boxers.”

He gave his left buttock a pat. Then, guessing correctly, he glanced over at the twelve mermaids. A few giggled and covered their mouths with fingers, how Asian girls do. All were watching him, definitely with more interest than worry.

“Bet you they’ll smoke my cigarettes,” he said.

“They must be hungry. And thirsty.”

“We should help.”

“Can we?”

“Offer whatever we have.”

Back in the tent I found five more bottles of water, three apples and pears, plus an unopened box of six granola bars. Transferring Mom’s digital camera and Dad’s phone out of a knapsack, I filled it with the food. His real shorts were folded up in a corner, the belt still attached. I asked if I should bring them.

“Let’s give these ladies something to smile about,” he said.

“Mom won’t like it.”

“She won’t have to know.”

Hand in hand, we marched to the edge of shore. The wet sand, and then the ocean, tickled my feet, a nice feeling.

The women didn’t just smile at us. Though obviously tired, they tried smoothing T-shirts of wrinkles and wiping sand off jeans. I had guessed their ages correctly, but been too hard on their looks. Most were attractive enough, with wide, single-lidded eyes and fairly clear skin.

“Jousahn, leng neoi,” Dad said. Calling them “pretty ladies” tripped wider smiles and flirtier giggles. I didn’t like how they clustered around us, grabbing at Marlboros and driving their arms into the knapsack. I didn’t like how they liked him.

They asked questions in their dialect. “She’s my daughter,” he answered in an even worse mangle of English and Cantonese. He gave my age and height—“so tall, lah,” they said—and admitted that, yes, I was a half-half, although he was convinced I had inherited mostly from his side. When they laughed some more, I decided to go talk to the girl in the blue dress. She was keeping her distance.

One apple remained. I brought it to where she stood almost to her knees in the sea. Her dress, I now noticed, was soaked, not only along the hem but across the chest, probably from jumping out of the boat. The water, up to my knees as well, contained a pull, a tug towards the real ocean. I loved the sensation of it, the embrace and maybe danger.

“Ping guo,” I said in Mandarin.

“Ping?”

“Apple. It’s the same in Mandarin or Cantonese, isn’t it?”

“Ping gwoh,” the girl said. She held the apple before her, but did not bite it.

“Okay.”

She had a sunflower-seed face, like I did, black hair and gaze, an oval mouth and naturally bruised lips. Her skin was bronze, as if already warmed by sunlight, and her hair shimmered, also from light, the mysterious kind cast over statues in churches. If her eyes were cloudy, it was from being cold and wobbly after a sea journey. Up close, her body, bare from the shoulders, was the opposite of a statue—a long-stemmed rose. She had a stem neck, protruding collarbones, shoulders with the same raw petals as my own.

“I’m Xixi Kwok,” I said in English. “I like your dress.”

She squinted, her way of asking.

“My mom calls me Sarah,” I replied. “But I prefer Xixi. Eat the ping gwoh. You must be starved.”

Saying it, I realized I hadn’t eaten a thing since last night. My tummy grumbled.

She took a bite, flashing perfect teeth. Apple skin went crunch and apple juice sprayed. Offer me a bite, I said silently, and I’ll take it. She stared at the fruit, as though surprised by the sweet taste, worry lines drawing her brows closer.

“Are you sick from the boat ride?” I said, trying to understand.

Crunch, another bite.

“I know I’d be barfing.”

Crunch, she was a third of the way through. Are you sure you’re okay? I nearly said. “You’ll like it here,” I said instead. “Great food, although the street stalls serve pig guts, which are disgusting, and amazing shopping, especially for knock-offs. And don’t be frightened by the masks people are wearing. They’re afraid of another epidemic, like when I was little. Two hundred and ninety-nine people died that time. I remember the number from the newspaper. Which is weird,” I added. “Why would a kid remember 299 dead and 1,755 infected? Dad says Hong Kongers are always on the edge of a collective nervous breakdown.”

The girl nodded, but only because I stopped babbling. Then she dropped the core into the water and looked elsewhere. Over at my father, to be exact, still in his boxers and still flirting with the leng neoi. “That’s him,” I said. “Cool Kwok. His iPod isn’t all Dad rock. Some of it’s pretty good.”

Her gaze was back on me. On my neck, because of what I do when I’m nervous. Run the cross along its chain, back and forth, zipzipzip.

I babbled on. “It was a First Communion gift,” I said, pinching the cross between my fingertips. “I wish it was the Virgin Mary. Not crucified, but a—what do you call it—pendant with her and the baby. Not that there’s any Jesus either. Just the cross. I went to Sunday school for a year to get ready for communion. We lived in Stanley then.”

Finally, she spoke. I heard her say a name.

“Mary?” I said. “That’s so funny. We were talking about her.”

She squinted again.

“But it’s your English name, right? What do your parents call you?”

After a pause to chew her lower lip—I did the same when I wasn’t sure how to answer—she repeated it. Mary, and Mary only, she called herself.

I loved this! The two of us talking and maybe becoming friends, staying in touch long after the beach.

“I’m on Facebook,” I said. “Are you?”

She kept chewing. Her lips were thicker than mine, something boys apparently liked.

“I’ll probably need a last name to find you,” I said, switching to Cantonese to make sure she understood. “Or you could find me.”

Suddenly Dad was squeezing my arm. Mary retreated a step, nearly stumbling. Even Manga the Mutt, who yip-yipped at his own image in mirrors, wasn’t scared of Jacob Kwok. But she seemed to be.

“We should go back to the tent,” he said.

“I gave her the last apple.”

He looked Mary up and down without, I sensed, focusing. “She’s a bit young for this,” he said.

“My hat!” I said. “Or else her brain will boil.”

I gave her my straw bowler, saying “Please” in three languages. “Sailor Moon,” I said of the decorated pins, “Pikachu, plus Chihiro, you know her, from Spirited Away?”

“Zala oon,” she answered, pointing to the Sailor Moon pin.

“Girl power!” I said, raising my hands up. “Though I know that stuff is for kids.”

Mary put on the hat. Her beauty went Asian Vogue cover then, her smile forming the speechless wow! of models doing the pretend-surprised expression. When she shifted to the teen rebel pose, the kind friends post on Facebook walls, I felt my own smile widen.

Pulling out my phone, I positioned Mary in the frame. For her first face, her lips went push-pouty and her eyebrows arched, super cute. For her second, she was the sweet girl giving the peace sign, her head cocked and her finger running along her cheek. I laughed at those expressions, the same warm, tugging feeling as the ocean around my calves.

For her third face, Mary reversed the hat, hiding the pins, and yanked it down over her skull. Her eyes emptied and her lips formed a catwalk sneer, also pretend. I didn’t like this pose nearly as much, but snapped it.

This time Dad, who had been scanning the beach, pinched my skin. “Enough, Xixi. Come on.” He pulled me to the tent, splashing water on us both.

“I could see her heart beating through her chest,” I said.

“What?”

“Mary—she’s all bones. Should I be worried about her?”

“Mary?” Dad said. Then, raising his Ray-Bans up onto his forehead, “Here they are.”

Mom and the Boss Lady, having chosen higher ground for their return, were laying fresh tracks in the sand. One trekker, her shirt even more sweaty, was panting, the pff-pff rising above the lap of waves. The other wore a slight flush, as if from repeated compliments about her toned body and brisk good looks, the Isle of Skye in her gaze.

Boss Lady peeled off. She made straight for Mary, wagging a finger. Readying herself, Mary bowed her head, her hands back to being clenched. Soon the other girls formed a shell around them, blocking our view. I kept expecting the hat to wash ashore. If it did, I’d put it back on.

“Xixi gave the girl her hat,” Dad said.

“I noticed,” Mom said. “That one’s special cargo, I bet, worth double the rest.”

“You can almost see her heart in her chest,” I said again.

“Did anything else happen?”

“No,” Dad said.

“I told you not to do anything.”

“We didn’t,” I said.

“Jacob, I may have fucked up.”

We waited.

“On top of the hill,” Mom said. “I cut a deal. Her crappy phone still didn’t get a signal up there, so I let her use mine.”

We still waited.

“She got to contact her Triad connection and we get to walk away. Everyone forgets we ever met.”

“Sounds good,” Dad said.

“I hated how she looked at Sarah. I’ve seen that look before.”

“So you made a deal.”

“I hope so. It was a pretty broken communication. But a phone number is a track directly to us,” she added, staring down at her iPhone. “They could obtain our names and address from it.”

“Maybe they could visit us,” I said, not smart.

Her scowl made clear just how not-smart. “We have to vanish from this beach as well.”

“I’ll take down the tent,” Dad said.

She told him to forget about the tent. “Mamasan began checking that headland the instant we were back on the strand,” she said, pointing to the north end of Tai Long Wan. “They won’t need an hour to bring speedboats from Sai Kung. They were probably waiting all night in a cove. We have twenty minutes or less. And Christ, here she comes now. Bet you she’ll insist we stick around to meet her friends.”

Mom must have changed her mind and asked Boss Lady her name. Mamasan approached, her phone raised like the chalice at Mass. Two photos she took, one of the parentals, the other of me.

“Okay?” she said in English.

“I let you use my phone!” Mom said.

“Pretty girl, Xixi Kwok,” she offered. “Pretty face.”

“We won’t make trouble for you.”

“Was that a threat?” Dad asked.

But Mamasan had already turned her back on us.

“No deal, I guess,” he said.

I managed to grab the electronics and bring Dad his shorts—“Put on your effing shorts, Jacob,” Mom said—but the sheets and pillows were also abandoned. We followed their path back towards the hill, making a mess of each step, and though I was pinched between the parentals, and had been instructed not to look over, nor to smile, and definitely not to wave, I managed a few glimpses of Mary. Her height, and my hat, made her stand out. She was where I had left her, up to her knees in the tugging ocean.

Fifteen silent minutes later, climbing the slope, Mom finally spit out her complaint. “You told them your name?” she said to me.

“Look,” Dad said.

Tai Long Wan lay half in sunlight, half still in shade. It was perfect, the most beautiful, secluded strand in Hong Kong. Three speedboats the size of plastic toys had rounded the headland and were ripping seams in the ocean. They slowed nearing the shore, their engines the faint growls of dogs letting you know they’ll attack if you don’t back off.

“Come to collect their cargo,” he said.

“Their property, more like it.”

“We’re off the beach, Leah. Our tracks will have dissolved by mid-morning.”

“You told them your name?” she said again.

Friend me, Mary, I said to myself. I’ll accept. And made the Asian-girl wave, in plain sight of both parents, although there was no hope she could see it from so far away.


CHAPTER TWO

November 8, 20—

*Atypical pneumonia

*74 infected, none dead

Other stuff happened that same day. Between abandoning our tent on the beach and pulling into Sai Kung on the minibus. During the hike back to the road and then the ride out. Stuff happened, but I couldn’t remember all of it. Not yet.

Like the photo my sister Rachel was examining. It had been sent at eleven this morning from seesawk@gmail.com to rachelk312@gmail.com with the caption “Mary, Tai Long Wan.” SeeSaw was me and Mary was her, the girl in the dress, and at that hour I was seated in the back row of the bus, squeezing the railing and trying not to throw up. Did I still manage to email Rachel a photo of Mary? I must have. Could I remember touching Send? Kind of not.

“Nice hat,” Rachel said.

“Is it …? Can you see my pins?” I asked, hoping I had emailed her the first or second photo, not the third.

“Sailor Moon, Pikachu, and Chihiro,” she answered. “The SeeSaw Trinity—Father, Son, and the Holy Goat.”

“Funny.”

“She’s hot.”

“Do we look alike? I think we do,” I said. Hair fell over my eyes, and I twined strands together.

“Don’t.”

I pretended not to understand.

“I’ll reach through this screen. I have superpowers too.”

“Fine,” I said, dropping the braid, though not before it had passed between my lips once or twice, a soft tickle.

“Hands by your side, please.”

“Anything else?”

“No slouching,” she said.

In my room in our apartment in Mid-Levels, Hong Kong, I slouched. In her room in her dormitory in Toronto, Canada, Rachel sat prim and proper. Thanks to FaceTime on the MacBook Pros our parents bought us last summer, before she went away to university, the duck-egg face of Rachel Kwok filled my screen. My own sunflower-seed face was tiny in the bottom corner. To decide if Mary and I looked alike, she held up her iPhone, her eyes darting. Watching her watching me was okay, but watching me watching her watching me was too much, a 3-D action movie about giant robots, made for boys who live inside video games.

“I read that there are two Chinese face shapes,” I said, “the duck egg, and the sunflower seed. Between us, we’ve got both.”

“Say what?” she said. Translated, she meant, Stupid SeeSaw comment, hardly worth the bother.

“My face is long and thin, and yours is more … round, I guess.”

“You mean, I’m the peasant in the family, you’re the aristocrat?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You know so,” my sister said. “Just not consciously.” I was silent.

“What SeeSaw doesn’t know about the grown-up world would crowd a gigabyte memory stick,” she said. “But I’m going to school you as best I can. You’re too exposed in that apartment. Too vulnerable to seeing and hearing shit that will mess you up.”

I kept silent.

“Okay,” she added, “you’re not ready. I get it.”

“I think I look like her,” I repeated.

“Who?”

“The girl wearing my hat.”

She studied her phone again. “A little. Except she’s grown-up.”

“She’s only a year older.”

“This hottie is sweet sixteen? You sure?”

“She told me.”

“The final photo especially,” Rachel said, holding the screen up to the camera. “She’s doing fuckable.”

Images don’t transfer from screen to screen, leaving me staring at a rectangle of black. Still, I knew the photo she was describing. Meaning I had emailed all three, and failed to recall this as well.

“Not Milan runway or Cosmopolitan,” my sister said. “Not ‘You want to fuck me, but it’s a fantasy.’ She’s doing ‘You can fuck me, if you pay.’”

“Rachel!”

“Adult life lesson number one, Baby Kwok. This is a wet T-shirt shot! A teen wankadesiac. Can’t you see it?”

I examined the third photo on my own phone, the one of Mary pretending sexy. Her dress had gotten splashed. She was chilled from spending a night on a boat.

“Her perky nipples, dummy,” Rachel said. “You made sure to include them in the frame … Are you maybe the youngest fifteen-year-old on the planet?”

“Definitely not,” I replied. “Kimberley Tsoi’s parents don’t let her watch YouTube. She didn’t even know Justin Bieber.”

She sighed. “In this case, it’s probably a good thing. It’s why you and Miss Asian Lolita here don’t look alike. Don’t look the same, talk the same language, or live in the same country. And be grateful for that fact,” she said. Her expression betrayed surprise at her own words. Which made sense—she’d never sounded like Leah MacInnes before. Our mom, who didn’t care about me, and Rachel said she hated.

“Mary’s a good girl,” I said, feeling teary.

“Who’s that?”

“Her.” I pointed to the phone still in her hand.

“Her who?”

I explained about our conversation on the beach, and her telling me her name, and it being Mary, in both Cantonese and English.

“Dad’s really got you hooked on that Catholic mumbo-jumbo, hasn’t he?” my sister said. “Or is it Gloria?”

“It’s her name.”

“There’s no chance this girl’s name is Mary. You just wanted to hear it. And that chain will break. And you will lose your precious Jesus stick.”

I quit zipzipping the cross. We paused for so long that Manga, curled on my bed, whimpered.

“You honestly don’t remember sending me the photos?” Rachel finally said.

“No.”

“Or the ride into Sai Kung?”

“Or much of the hike out from the beach,” I said.

“When did it happen?”

“On the bus, I’m pretty sure. I remember everything becoming bright and clear. Then I remember Mom shaking me at the village terminal, telling me that I’d had one.”

“A seizure?”

“An episode.”

“Did you take your pill this morning?”

“That’s the first thing she said—‘Did you take your pill?’ Like she wasn’t on Tai Long Wan with us, and didn’t notice that we’d been busy, and maybe someone might not have thought to swallow a pill, especially without water. She can be so nasty,” I added. “I don’t know why.”

“Because she’s married to him?”

“I went through my searches for the day,” I said, ignoring her remark. “I’d looked up two words, probably once we got a signal on the path. Do you know what a mamasan is? I figured it was a first name.”

“Polite Japanese for pimp,” Rachel answered. “The woman who runs the brothel and runs the girls.”

My tummy flipped.

“What’s the other word?”

I told her.

“Furtive?” she said.

There was a knock, and Gloria entered.

“She doesn’t wait to be invited?” my sister said.

I switched off my phone. When we first started doing FaceTime, the sound of Rachel’s voice freaked Manga out. Shih Tzu are normally as quiet as Buddhas, but he would yip-yip and jump down from the bed, nosing beneath it and scratching at the closet door, in case she was hiding in there. Gloria wasn’t much better, describing my appearance for Rachel and asking me to ask her questions. She couldn’t believe my sister was live on the screen—was in the bedroom, courtesy of the digital superpowers—and could see and hear us almost as well as we could see and hear her. Two months ago I gave her my old Mac and told her to tell her son, Miguel, to use some of the money she sent every month to buy a web camera. Only once she began seeing and hearing her family in Batangas City, Luzon, did our amah get how people talk now, how we connect. Though Manga still didn’t get it, he eventually settled down, wagging his tail when Rachel called to him, his eyes perplexed behind his emo-boy bangs. Her absence-presence became yet another doggie-life mystery, like the stone Shih Tzu that served as temple guardians around Hong Kong.

“Lean over,” I said to the only helper either of us had known. “Rachel can’t see you.”

Gloria Bella smelled of clove hair oil and Tiger Balm. She wore flip-flops non-stop, and was my Filipino mom.

“Rachel-boo,” she said.

“A mask, Gloria?”

Most of Gloria’s face squeezed next to mine inside the icon. The SARS mask dangled from the earlobe that was on camera. I wished she’d taken it right off.

“Another epi-dem-hick comes,” she said. “Any day now.”

“Comes to the Kwok-MacInnes residence?” Rachel said.

“To whole city.”

“We took showers the second we got home,” I said.

“SeeSee, not you,” Gloria said, putting my name first in her sentence, the Filipino way. She straightened up and out of the camera eye. “Those women on the beach this morning, maybe they are sick already. Last time, one Chinese man goes to wedding in Kowloon, he brings the killing flu.”

I’d told Gloria about Tai Long Wan. Not the details, or anything about Mary. Just the facts. Already she’d twisted them, as usual.

“Dad said that we won’t wear masks this time either,” I told my sister.

“I could have guessed.”

“Your father is fool,” Gloria said, “and I hope he hears me call him this.” But she lowered her voice, in case.

“He says Hong Kongers never see waves, only tsunamis,” I said.

“And Mr. Clark, he is tsunami or wave?” Gloria said of the lower-school headmaster at East Island, the school that Rachel had graduated from in June and I still attended, grade ten. He’d been off sick for a month, and there were rumours. We’d both known Eric Clark for nearly as long as Gloria Bella.

“Is it definitely SARS?” Rachel asked.

“Who’s saying that?” I said.

“Everyone,” she replied, meaning everyone on Facebook. “Remember how he stood in the school entrance each morning, calling the kids by name and hugging the little ones? And how they’d all line up for a squeeze? He was a creepy Dumbledore, minus the beard.”

“Not creepy,” I said. “He smells nice.”

“Don’t tell me …”

“No! My last hug from Mr. Clark was a year ago, almost.”

“You’re not his variety of jailbait,” my sister said, her second nasty comment in as many minutes.

Gloria said goodnight to her, even though it was good morning in Toronto. She had trouble with time zones as well.

“What?” I said once the door was closed. But I knew.

“She’s our amah, SeeSaw, not our parent.”

I hated this conversation as much as the one about Mr. Clark. Strands of hair fell back before my eyes. I twisted a few.

“Sorry I’m not there for you,” she said.

“Because of the epi-dem-hick?”

“Your problem. Your condition.”

“When I was told about it, I knew right away what you’d have said if you’d still been living with us.”

“What’s that?”

“‘No big deal, Baby Kwok—I’m also damaged goods!’”

“Fucking A,” Rachel said.

“I wish Mom or Dad had said something nice,” I added.

“I wish they had too.”

“He just joked how he was pretty sure he hadn’t dropped me on my head when I was little.”

“Ha ha, Dad.”

“She freaked out for a few days, like I was going to die. Then she went to work making sure I got the best treatment.”

“Leah’s good at getting to work. It’s all she can usually handle.”

I didn’t know what Rachel meant by that, and didn’t want to. It had been a long, strange day.

“One request,” she said. “Two, actually.” The first was that I quit chewing my hair. The second was a shock.

“Do the parentals know about the photos?” she said.

“Dad saw me take them.”

“Did she?”

I shook my head.

“You’re sure?”

“I remember everything about the beach,” I said.

“Don’t tell her, or Gloria, okay? Don’t tell either of them about Mary.”

“Won’t Dad tell Mom?”

“Definitely not.”

“Not saying anything feels wrong.”

“Not saying to Mom, or to Gloria?”

“Both,” I answered, though I really meant my amah.

“Uh-huh,” Rachel said.

Petit mal was why I was now the girl with the condition, the problem, treatable with valproic acid, 250 milligrams per pill, three times a day. Small epileptic seizures that I might grow out of, or might not. For years I’d been Spacey Xixi, the one who never listened to her parents or teachers and couldn’t remember the simplest things. That child was dopey and none too bright, but cute and loveable, another shaggy-haired mutt. Nice Xixi/Sarah. There there. But a fifteen-year-old who has to swallow stuff in order to stop the brain disturbances that last only a few minutes and are difficult to detect—some of us flutter our eyelids and smack our lips, pouty starlets at the premieres of movies we aren’t even in—and which leave gaps in memory, deep, narrow crevasses that are scary to look down, never mind to fall into and get stuck, shouting help! help! while basically waiting to die, alone and sad and with terrible skin? She wasn’t cute at all. She was damaged goods. She was mal-brained.

Better that I’d never found out. But I did, in early September, and with the specialist, Dr. Wilson, saying the diagnosis of absence seizure epilepsy had been confirmed, there was no going back to being that earlier Xixi/Sarah. Rachel had left for Canada a week before nurses strapped a suction-cup cap onto my skull, called an EEG. She didn’t really know her little sister anymore.

Before she fled Hong Kong for boring commerce classes and non-stop partying in Toronto, Rachel showed me a trick. “They spy on us all the time,” she’d said, “or on me, at least. We have to spy back.” Since the move to 2201, 26 Old Peak Road, sixteen months ago, parental conversations of any importance had been occurring on the balcony, the sliding door clicked shut. Once, Mom accidentally pocket-dialled me, and I listened to five minutes of adult snarls until I ended the call. But otherwise the door, and the low, steady roar of Hong Kong, sealed them outside, him smoking and drinking at the railing, her seated at the table checking for texts and sighing.

Rachel’s old bedroom, where Dad now slept, had a window onto the balcony. Crack it ahead of time and keep the curtains drawn, squat or kneel below the ledge, and voices would come trickling in, easy as water under a door. Important to lock Manga in my room at the far end of the apartment, and under no circumstances bring a phone or emit a cough, even with cancer smoke passing through the crack as well.

Tonight, he was smoking and drinking—ice clinked in his glass—and she was reading messages between sighs. For a while they blah-blahed about how “flu-like symptoms” could easily graduate to “atypical pneumonia” and “acute respiratory distress,” and how “in this country” microbes jumped from animal to human with “terrifying ease.” If that happened, “all hell will break loose again.” Mom considered Asia an infected pool, smelly and scummy and coated in floating fish, and loved frightening everyone with warnings to Keep Out, to not dip a toe. She did the doom talking. He said “okay” and “right” and lit another tumour, poured another vodka.

At last, they moved on to an interesting subject.

“Any idea which Triad?” she said.

“The 14K, maybe. Or the Sun Yee On. They run most of the massage parlours in Mong Kok and control the Guangdong coast. Not that I’m any expert.”

“If you say so.”

“It’s true.”

“Tell me you don’t know anything about the Sun Yee On, Jacob. Tell me you don’t make it your business to be aware of whose food, liquor, and prostitutes you’re paying for in Shenzhen.”

“Don’t forget the opium dens.”

“Here’s what I know,” she said. “Earlier today those women we met on the beach were escorted to the apartments where they’ll be imprisoned, in effect, for the next several months. They’ll be cleaned up, told what clothes to wear and what makeup to put on, and be working shifts in the clubs and parlours by tomorrow. Lap dances, blow jobs, getting screwed in every hole—they’ll be expected to do it all. Most will be fine, but a few will struggle, like the too-pretty one wearing Sarah’s hat. She seemed fragile.”

“She thinks her name is Mary.”

“That child …”

“She says the girl introduced herself that way.”

“One or two may even commit suicide, their bodies dumped in international waters. The odd corpse washes back to shore, the faces gone.”

“Were they trafficked?”

“More likely they paid for their spots on the boat. Loads of superfluous females in Guangdong, as you well know. Cheap pussy couldn’t be easier to come by.”

“Are we going to have this conversation again?” Dad said. He sounded sad.

“You’re right. Sorry.” She stood, the legs of her chair scraping concrete, probably to watch the tram ascend the slope beneath us, its lights flickering up through branches. For the first year we lived in Mid-Levels, I never knew when the tram to Victoria Peak would climb past our building, and didn’t care. But once Rachel went away and I had no one to talk to except Gloria and Manga, I taped the schedule to my bedroom wall. Every night since late August I’d slipped onto the balcony three minutes after a listed departure, and first listened for the grind of the cable, and then checked for the lights below. Only once had the Peak Tram failed to be at the exact spot at the exact minute. During a Black Rainstorm Warning—a typhoon, basically.

“They all have dreams of earning a quick fortune in Hong Kong and opening a beauty salon back in their hometowns,” she said. “A few do but most never get close … And there was definitely trafficking in some of the mainland orphanages I dealt with. No one would admit it, especially to the foreign lady lawyer—they’d been threatened by the gangsters—but you could see the fear in the older girls. Fourteen, some of them, or younger.”

“But this isn’t so bad, is it?”

“How is it so good?”

“I mean, the women on Tai Long Wan looked grown-up, and if they’re choosing to do this …”

“Choosing, like I ‘chose’ between Osgoode Hall and McGill for my law degree? Like you ‘chose’ to be handed control of your father’s business, and relocate it here, where conditions were right for maximum profitability?”

“Not what I meant.”

Her phone vibrated, rattling the tabletop. Neither spoke until after the third ring.

“Go ahead,” he said.

“Sanjay? Hi … No, no bother. I’m on that, for sure, first thing tomorrow. Can we talk then? … Seven is fine. A bit early for tiffin, but I’ll have a Starbucks, the usual.”

There was a silence, the Peak Tram climbing the slope, and them possibly following it through the tree canopy. The low squeak and grind of the cable reminded me of Gloria. She didn’t grind her teeth only in her sleep. She did it in taxis, on buses, while riding the Star Ferry. Anytime we were on the move in public. Anytime she was responsible for my safety.

“It’s why I do corporate law now,” Mom said.

“To take tiffin with Sanjay at seven in the morning?”

“The heartbreak, Jacob, the endless cycle of exploitation of girls. I couldn’t help any of them, really, and by the end I couldn’t watch it going on any longer.”

“Okay.”

“You’ve heard all this before, I know. Sorry to bore you.”

I decided to sneak out soon, before my backside went numb and I had to drag myself across the floor, like a one-legged man I watched in an underpass in Shanghai and made Dad give some yuan to, even though he hadn’t been begging. But I also wanted to know more about why Leah MacInnes had quit her old job, the one she had loved and hated in equal parts, and which had kept us in our plain, sunny apartment in Stanley for almost a decade, and instead gone to work for a law firm with head offices in London and local offices in the Landmark Building, Central, floors 22–23–24. About the new job she never expressed any real love or hate, because, as she once said in front of us both, you couldn’t have strong feelings for something without a soul. I’d been desperate to know for more than a year now, and not only because I wanted our old apartment back. I wanted my old mom back just as much.

When Leah sighed, Dad liked to say, even potted plants felt badly for her. “How did this happen to us?” she asked.

I froze. He didn’t answer.

“All we did was go camping in the New Territories,” she said. “To see if we’d treat each other better outside this apartment.

To take Sarah’s mind off her disorder. We weren’t trying to help anyone!”

“Nothing has happened, Leah.”

“The mamasan told them on the phone. That phone, during the call I foolishly allowed her to make. I heard the words gweilo and hou leng. You don’t work in China and not recognize gweilo and hou leng, said twice. She told her bosses that the moron smugglers had dropped them off near a tent containing the only humans on the entire beach, and that a half-foreign couple with a teenage daughter had witnessed everything. And oh yes, the daughter was hou leng, very pretty, which was worth repeating.”

“So?”

“Don’t play dumb.”

“What, the Triads are going to kidnap Xixi into prostitution? Crazy town,” he said. “Totally.”

“They hate outsiders knowing their business. They don’t tolerate it for long.”

By the click of his Zippo, and her fresh sigh, I guessed how Dad was responding to her latest mean words.

“Disgusting,” she said.

“My smoking? I didn’t know you felt so strongly.”

That was strange—she must have complained about his smoking a thousand times, right in front of me and Rachel. “Your tattooed Shenzhen business associates have probably fucked girls Sarah’s age,” she said. “Or not much older.”

“Christ.”

“And I gave them our number. Call display, Leah—hello! How stupid can I be?”

“Get another number. Or another phone.”

“By now they have our basic information. Where we live and work, possibly even her school. Another phone won’t help.”

“Then do nothing.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Let’s go off-grid for a while. Maybe we should, regardless. It might be good for us.”

“Sometimes …”

“Sometimes what?”

“They’re going to call.”

“So they call. And we reassure them that we aren’t interested in their business. That we didn’t see anyone on Tai Long Wan this morning. That we weren’t even on the beach! ‘My foreign ghost wife helps shipping firms pay no taxes in any sovereign nation,’ I’ll say, ‘and I manufacture jeans that European ladies buy for five times their actual worth. We could give a shit about what goes on in Mong Kok.’ They’ll appreciate that,” Dad added. “It’s what they already think of people like us.”

The tabletop rattled again. Both of them drew sharp breaths, but then laughed. Only their laughter wasn’t the kind I remembered from when Rachel or I did something adorable, or that I used to hear from behind their bedroom door. It just wasn’t.

Sanjay was back on the line, asking to push their morning meeting ahead by thirty minutes. Next, the parentals started talking about my “disorder,” and how much trouble it was causing them. Quick as I could I slid across the bedroom floor, a crippled almost-beggar in a Shanghai underpass.

First I drained a two-thirds-empty carton of OJ, dribbling just a little and shaking bottles and jars in the fridge to give her fair warning. Then, because it was past ten, her bedtime, and no light seeped under her door, I knocked twice, feeling badly about waking her up.

“SeeSee, ho-kay,” Gloria finally said. “You come in.”

The amah cell, designed for women from near the equator who didn’t deserve better, was the one room in the apartment without air conditioning. I entered a jungle, hot and humid and scented of Tiger Balm, the herbal ointment she rubbed over her shoulders and hands every night, even when they weren’t sore, and sometimes applied to her temples, for migraines. Gloria switched on a lamp and smoothed a patch on her bed. Why else did I hate this apartment? Because in Stanley her room was bigger and brighter and its window opened not onto a brick wall, as in posh Mid-Levels, but a garden of orchids and lilac, butterflies on palm fronds and kites in banyan trees.

“Rachel can be so bossy,” I said.

Gloria had a pillow head, which I tried to fix. “Don’t look,” she said, patting her hair. Her face was a penny, hair black and eyes brown, nose pug and smile reluctant, a defence against showing her so-so teeth. Her skin was lighter than women from the islands further south, but those eyes and teeth, that nose, were standard issue. She had small breasts and bow legs, was short, poor, and Catholic, and spoke English scrambled by Tagalog, the music of excited birds. Little about Gloria Bella, thirty-six, of Batangas City, Luzon, distinguished her from the other Filipino amahs camped around the city on Sundays, clattering in their bird tongue and behaving rudely cheerful. Little except what she meant to me—everything.

“I miss her,” I said.

“But you talk to her tonight? Talk to her, and see her.”

“You talk to Miguel and Jesus, and see their faces, every night. Don’t you miss them anyway?”

“Jesus score a goal in soccer game.” Her gaze rested on the school photos on the table.

Oh right, and Gloria meant everything to her sons as well. Miguel, aged fourteen, and Hey-zeus, aged eleven.

“He’s the best player on his team. Everyone says so. On Facebook,” I said, to her frown.

“I don’t understand this Facebook.”

“And Miguel is pretty cute. He looks more like you than Jesus does.” Last time I checked, Miguel Pacquia wore a red bandana and hoodlum shades, an unlit tumour dangling from his lips. He didn’t look cute at all. He looked sketchy, another advertisement for why most boys, Asian or Western, weren’t worth the bother. To please Gloria, and maybe feed her information she might need to know, I had asked both her sons if I could be their friend, despite their profiles being mostly in Tagalog. Jesus accepted my request. Miguel didn’t.

I stretched out on her bed. Gloria hugged me from behind, the same way I hugged Manga. Sometimes she reached around my shoulder to play with my cross, also zipzipping it along its chain, but not tonight. A wooden crucifix, with an actual carved Jesus, hung from the door. Way back when, Mom had objected to her putting it up, but Dad said it was her room to decorate as she pleased.

“Tell me,” she said.

I told her.

“Why she say this to you?”

“Not to me,” I answered. “I overheard them. On the minibus. They thought I was asleep.”

Of the three people I couldn’t lie to—Cool Kwok, Mr. Clark, Gloria Bella—she was the hardest. I blamed how her eyes, warm and laughing, turned cool and serious, and her stare saw right through me, right to my sins, which no priest had managed.

Luckily the lamp was forty-watt dim. “Mom says they’ll get screwed in every hole.”

“Your parents, they should be more careful what they talk about.” She tightened her hold on me. “They used to be.”

When they still loved each other? I kind of wanted to say. For sure, a Rachel thought, spiky as a durian.

“How many holes do I have, Gloria?”

She took in a breath and then, instead of speaking, released a curt, swallowed sob.

“What is it?” I said.

“Nothing.”

“I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

“I know.”

“You smell like Tiger Balm.”

She was silent.

“And I’m glad you don’t sleep with your SARS mask on,” I said, noticing it folded on the table. “That would be too weird.”

“Sickness is coming,” she said. “This time much worse. But the Lord will protect us.”

“Ho-kay,” I said.

She demanded a proper hug. Still not sure what had made her cry, I collapsed into it, grateful that anyone could love a one-legged loser with a mal-brain.

Up the winding stairs we climbed, the 6 already lurching back into traffic. Our favourite seat was free—the upper deck was pure amah, most of whom got motion sickness in the front row—and I slid in first. Dad followed, widening girl gazes and flaring smiles with his ironed white shirt, slim-fit Pearl jeans, and polished black boots. He was Cantopop glamour, lean, clean, and casual.

“Nurse,” he said, “scalpel please.”

“Ha ha, Dad,” I said. Surgical masks, hooked at the ears and protecting skin from above the nose to beneath the chin, adorned each and every female face except mine.

“There’s no outbreak. Not officially, at least.”

“Kids say they’re going to close the school starting this week.”

“They didn’t need to close the schools last time, and they don’t need to close them this time around either,” he said. “But they will.”

“Because of Mr. Clark. He has SARS.”

“Is that one hundred percent certain?”

“I think so.”

“I like Eric Clark. I do.”

“People say he’s gay.”

“People aren’t wrong.”

“Will he die?”

“Of course not,” Dad answered. “He’ll be fine.”

Sunday bus chats were the best, whispering to each other while never taking our eyes off first the city, and then the country, coming at us through the wide window. When we lived in Stanley, the 6 was the ride from our sleepy village on the south side of the island into frantic downtown Hong Kong on the north side, facing Victoria Harbour and Kowloon. Now the bus took the Catholic half of the household back out to Mass once a week at St. Mark’s, the church located sixty-four steps, or twenty-two skips, from the apartment that had once provided Gloria Bella with a lilac and butterfly view.

“Kerry Chung has an auntie in hospital,” I said. “She’s kept in a special room that no one can visit. Even doctors aren’t allowed.”

“My staff have started calling in sick because of the rumours,” he said. “Why wait until there’s a genuine crisis to panic? Board up schools and shut down businesses. Crash the economy again.”

“I don’t remember much about SARS, except hanging around all day. Gloria let me walk to the temple by myself. I followed the cats.”

“I’m glad I didn’t know about that.”

“About what?”

“Gloria letting you wander the village on your own.”

“It was safe.”

“You were a small child. And it wasn’t her decision to make,” he said.

“Jesus still wasn’t walking yet,” I said quickly, remembering, kind of, finding Gloria in her room, the fan switched on to cover her weeping.

Dad lifted his Ray-Bans up onto his forehead. He didn’t believe, or didn’t like, what I was saying.

“He was only eleven months old when her husband went away and she had to move to Hong Kong to find work,” I explained. “She left Jesus and his brother, Miguel, with her mother.”

“Isn’t it pronounced Hey-zeus?”

“What did I say?”

With a flick he plopped the glasses back down onto his nose.

“Hey-zeus is nearly twelve now,” I added. “He scored a goal in his last soccer game.”

“Good for him.”

“Gloria raised me and Rachel instead.”

“No kidding.”

“I mean, you and Mom did too.”

“As I recall, Gloria’s husband didn’t go away—he abandoned her. Up and walked out one day, no note, no nothing.”

Now he was definitely angry, and I didn’t know why. When I stretched over to kiss him, nearly cracking my forehead against his cheek as the bus lurched into Repulse Bay, the hungry-eyed amah seated behind us let out a sigh straight from a Filipino teleseryes.

“He’s my dad,” I said to her. “We’re going to Mass in Stanley.”

She unclipped her SARS mask. “St. Mark’s, eleven o’clock,” she said. “I see you there sometime.” She was hoping he’d turn as well, and flirt. Usually he did.

“You don’t go to the nine o’clock?” I asked about the service in Tagalog.

“Six days a week I must be up early. Sundays, I lie in bed.”

“Our helper goes to that Mass. Her name is Gloria Bella. She’s from Luzon.”

“Cebu,” the woman said.

Different island, different Philippines, Gloria always said.

“I grew up in Stanley,” I said. “From the window of the amah’s room you could almost see the ocean.”

“You are beautiful child. Maybe thirteen years old?”

“Now we live at the Peak,” I replied. “There’s an ancient guy with a rickshaw waiting outside the Peak Tower all day. Tourists get their picture taken sitting in it.”

“Mid-Levels is as high as we’ve climbed, honey,” Dad finally said, staring straight ahead. “Not the Peak. And that old man quit, or more likely died, a while back.” He didn’t want to talk to anyone, even a pretty girl.

Ten minutes, max, was all it took Cool Kwok to shift his mood from black to blue to the hue of sunlight through tinted glass—his natural colour. I checked my watch.

“Is it weird that I grew up here?” I said to him.

“No. Why?”

“The other day Rachel said she loves Toronto, and doesn’t miss Hong Kong. She says she never thought of it as home. Like Mom, I think.”

“But you do?”

“I don’t know much about Toronto.”

“Then this is it—for you.”

“Home?”

“Where else?”

“You must be the same. We must be the same.”

“You bet,” he said, squeezing my hand.

The squeeze wasn’t good. “Because this is where nai nai and ye ye come from,” I said of my grandparents, who probably rode in real rickshaws when they were my age but now lived in a house in Richmond Hill, Ontario, with stone lions guarding the front steps and no furniture in half the rooms. “This is home for the Kwoks?”

“Sort of.”

“What’s our family village called?” I asked, not for the first time.

“Tai-something-or-other. It’s up in the delta.”

“I’d love to see it.”

“There’s nothing left there, except a dumpy little temple.”

“I’d see the dumpy little temple.”

The bus stopped.

“Please don’t go all Leah MacInnes on me,” Dad said, sliding a tumour between his lips, ready to fire up the instant we were on the sidewalk. “Or whoever says I should be Confucian or Daoist. And naturally abstemious and disciplined, and good at math.”

“Remember how I barely passed algebra last semester? And I like being Catholic.” I’d Google “abstemious” later.

“Amen,” the amah said. She was in no hurry to break into the queue of ladies at the top of the stairs. Not when she could show Jacob Kwok her silky black hair—washed, rinsed, and brushed a hundred strokes, a job that sprang her from her bed at sunrise, I bet—and soft bare shoulders, a perky backside.

“St. Mark’s, eleven o’clock,” he said to her. “We’ll just make it.”

She nearly wept in gratitude.

Inside the church, Father Romesh was also getting a head start on SARS panic, mostly by sweating through his purple cassock and shaved skull. At the beginning of every November St. Mark’s switched off its air conditioning, no matter if the weather was still hot and muggy. Windows and doors were flung open and four wooden propellers, motionless for the previous six months, resumed shuddering overhead. Gweilos especially were soggy, fanning themselves with bulletins and pinching dress hems and pant crotches. Of the sixty-three worshippers today, forty-four were adding to their discomfort with N-95 particle masks, bestsellers once again.

The church was tall and narrow, with side walls of glass. Thrilled by the high ceiling, swallows lived inside it year-round. They darted and dipped, the air their dance floor, the music the swish-swish of the fans they cruised safely above. Not once had I seen a swallow clipped by a blade. Not a single feather had seesawed to earth. People said it happened, but I didn’t believe them. Humans fell from grace because we did bad things to each other. Birds glided near whirling propellers because they were innocent.

Father Romesh was delivering his sermon. “This morning’s reading from Isaiah is one that I cherish,” he said in his posh accent, “and go back to often, especially in challenging times. As such times are upon us, it is good to be reminded of God’s love.” He patted the top of his skull when he talked, as if saying Nice doggie. “‘Do not fear,’ the scripture provides, ‘for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you. Because you are precious in my sight, and honoured, and I love you.’”

“He’s a Mini-Me Prince Charles,” Dad whispered, “with a sprayed-on tan.” Every week he commented on Father Romesh’s height, and accent, and how he patted his own head. The comment about his Sri Lankan skin was new.

Four rows towards the front, the Cebu amah kept twisting around and smiling for her life. I returned her first smile but not her second or third. He ignored all of them. But he enjoyed studying her, I could tell, especially during the standing-up parts of the Mass—her hundred-brushes hair to her waist, her pillow butt.

“‘Called you by name.’ ‘Precious in my sight.’ ‘Honoured,’” the priest said. “All these assurances by God may come to matter more during the waters we must traverse in the weeks and possibly months ahead.” He paused for another nice doggie, this time with a hankie, to sop up the sweat. “God is minding us, esteeming us, and so must we mind and esteem one another. His knowing our names obliges our knowing the names of not only family and friends but neighbours and strangers whose fates intersect our own. His shared love must be our shared love as well. Love and concern, kindness and compassion. These are his promises. These must be my promises to you, and you to me. ‘You are mine,’ the Lord says, not to declare us his property but to assert that there is but one family, the family of humankind. And that all this, friends, comes through him, with him, and in him. In the name of the Father,” he concluded, making the sign of the cross, “and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.”

Standing on the front steps with Dad, I said hi to the Stanley gweilos, who’d known me since I was five, called me Sarah, and asked about my mother and sister, and to a couple of Stanley amahs, who’d also known me since I was little but who called me Xixi and asked after Gloria. Father Romesh stood there as well, offering clammy handshakes and muffled God-blesses.

“Et tu, Father?” Dad said to him.

“The virus is airborne, Jacob,” the priest answered from behind his mask. “No home is safe, including the house of God.”

“For Christ’s sake, Romesh.”

“Christ will carry the burden of this sin for us all. Lovely Sarah knows this, doesn’t she?” he said, stretching a finger towards the cross around my neck.

“I need a drink,” Dad said.

“I need a hat,” I said.

We agreed to meet in an hour on the patio of his usual bar on the promenade. Finding a replacement for the straw bowler would be easy, but replicating the pins, bought during a family holiday in Tokyo, might be tough. I settled on a new hat and then wandered the lanes, offering Cantonese greetings to the same merchants who’d been selling the same stuff for years and definitely remembered the half-half girl who used to live in the village, and nodding to others, who kind of recalled that girl but couldn’t figure out if it was really me, four inches taller and less of a green bean. I even trailed a cat down to the breakwater, for old times.

From behind the breakwater I could see Cool Kwok at his table, reading the paper and sipping beer. His gaze drifted upwards every so often to watch women stroll past—alerted by their high heels, or their chattering—and his phone rang twice, one call causing him to laugh too happily for it to be Mom. No Filipino soap opera star slid into the chair across the table or paraded up and down the promenade, pretending not to notice him while silently begging Pick me! Pick me! My handsome father sat by himself, content to wait for his daughter, the only girl he had eyes for.

That evening I posted the sweetest of the three photos on my Facebook wall. Like I did with the file I sent to Rachel, I captioned the image “Mary, Tai Long Wan.” But my brain wasn’t misfiring, and I knew where I was and what I was doing. Father Romesh said that since God was minding us, we needed to mind others. Because he knew our names, we had to know the names of those we encountered. Mary was her name and I intended to use it. I intended to esteem and honour her. I intended to help.


CHAPTER THREE

November 17, 20—

*Human H10N8

*103 infected, none dead

Dr. Wilson wanted me to share my feelings about having absence seizure epilepsy. I wanted him to stop glancing at my mom like a dog waiting to be called by its master. She wanted to be back in the Landmark Building, floors 22–23–24, helping companies pay no taxes in any sovereign nation, instead of dealing with her furtive daughter. Outside the window, Hong Kong poured down rain, slanting and warm, the air cancer-smoke-grey from perpetual China pollution.

“The episode on the minibus,” he said. “Your mother reported that it was different from the others?”

I shrugged.

“Take off the hat,” Mom said.

“Will it cure my disorder?”

“You have a condition, not a—”

“I have a mal-brain. A hat might be smart.”

“It’s rude.”

“I don’t mind,” Dr. Wilson said.

“Well, I do.”

“Can I keep my dress on?” I said.

Her lips, already unpursed by my using the word “disorder,” parted in shock.

“Let’s start over,” he said. Then, “It’s fine, Leah.”

“If you say so,” she said, like it was all about her.

“Can you explain what happened a week ago Saturday?” he said to me.

“Mary got taken away in a speedboat by bad people,” I replied. “We didn’t even try to help.”

Now Mom widened her already popped eyes until they fired out of her head and rolled across the floor. Alexander Wilson, MD, Dartmouth Medical School, and PhD, Neuroscience, Boston University, wanted to expel the rude daughter from the examining room and retrieve the yummy mummy’s eyeballs on his hands and knees, then watch from below as she reinserted them. He was lanky and silvery, the best, most expensive neurologist in Hong Kong, but all he desired was to lose himself in the after-storm blue of Leah MacInnes’s gaze. Told that the next available appointment wasn’t for five months, she’d shown up at his office and insisted on speaking with the doctor. “Call me Alex,” he’d said to her, not me, a few minutes into my first examination—the following day.

“We’re talking about the episode,” he said.

“The seizure?” I said, because he “preferred” the other term, as though petit mal were a reality TV show.

“Sure.”

“I went away. I came back.”

“Was there any warning?” Dr. Wilson asked. “Remember I mentioned the term ‘aura’ when we first started talking?”

“Things turned weird,” I admitted, “like wearing 3-D glasses to watch a stupid robot movie.”

“And then …?”

“I’m taking the pills. I’m abstemious. They give me headaches and make me dizzy.”

Mom repursed her lips at “abstemious.” Probably I wasn’t using that word correctly either.

“We can always adjust the dosage. And the side effects may go away. Or,” he said with a silvery smile, “you’ll get used to them.”

She sighed. “We all get used to things. Even when we shouldn’t.”

I checked the plant on the windowsill to see if it felt sad for her. Dr. Alex Wilson sure did. But then she did something I didn’t expect, and neither, I sensed, did she—she wept. One plump tear only, welling in a corner of her right eye and sliding down her snowy cheek. I was mesmerized. He was in love.

“Sit up, please,” she said to me.

“It’s going to be fine,” he repeated. “There’s no telling how the condition will develop as she continues to grow. It could simply disappear. Or if it doesn’t, we can get the epilepsy under such control it will be a virtual non-factor in her adult life. And here’s the best part …”

Reading the pause, she granted him a brave flickering smile. Alexander Wilson, MD, Dartmouth Medical School, and PhD, Neuroscience, Boston University, was basically an idiot.

“I’m the best,” he said. “I just am. Sophie couldn’t be in better medical hands.”

Sophie?

Don’t, she pleaded with her gaze.

“I have to pee,” I said.

“Sarah Kwok!”

“Sarah, sorry,” he said, almost glancing at me in apology. “Of course.”

Actually, I had the worst tummy ache since I’d eaten street meat in Phuket two Christmases ago, and spent a night gazing at the yellow and blue tiles covering the hotel bathroom floor. This morning I had woken up bloated and now had a cramp in my belly, like I got after being forced to participate in a cross-country race at school, or else get a zero in gym class. I first walked, and then cross-country ran, to the Ladies. But I didn’t urinate. I stained the bowl with blood the way grape concentrate stains fizzy water. The insides of my thighs were sticky.

A sound—no words, for once—escaped my lips.

I heard the bathroom door open.

“What’s going on in there?” Mom said, her lawyer shoes peeking beneath the stall door.

I told her.

“My baby,” she said.

“But I’m just a kid!”

“Your sister was a year younger when she had her first. You had to be expecting it?”

I had been expecting it, at least for the last twelve months. “It’s so disgusting.”

“Open the door.”

“I can’t.”

“My baby girl,” she said again.

Someone else entered the Ladies. For a second I worried it might be a man. If it was, I’d die.

“Sorry,” I heard a voice say. It sounded like Dr. Wilson’s secretary, the Australian who had tried blocking Mom from meeting the doctor, and who now called me “possum.”

“She’s having her first period,” Mom said.

“OMG!” I said.

“Poor possum,” the secretary said in Australian, which was kind of English. “You’ll survive. We all do.”

I flushed the toilet again, only to have the surface restained grape Slurpee, X-large.

“She’s gone,” Mom eventually said.

“What should I do?”

“Try stopping the flow with toilet paper. We have to get you home.”

“Nasty.”

“Do your best.”

“Disgusting and nasty.”

“I’ll tell Alex that we’ll finish the appointment another day.”

“He has a thing for you,” I said. “The hots.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“He wants to lick your tears.”

Seeing her face made me finally cry. All glamour and queenliness—enough to drop Hong Kong’s best, most expensive neurologist to his knees—had been scrubbed away. “You’re beautiful, Mom,” I said, a surprise.

She opened her arms.

“My hands,” I added. “I’d better wash.”

At the sink she insisted on helping wash off the blood, like I didn’t know how. I let her.

We hugged.

“Everything all at once,” she said.

“Poor possum,” I said in Australian. She laughed, gunk exploding out her nose. That inflamed her cheeks, and she confirmed the humiliation in the mirror. I was framed in the glass as well—I’d been examining myself, to see if I’d changed one more time—and met her gaze there, telling her not to be embarrassed. I had Dad’s smile, not hers, but for once I wished it were different.

In the cab she held my hand and grinned herself silly. Her phone emitted the text-message sound twice in her lap, but she didn’t glance down. To the masked driver’s scowl, as though we were planning to smear SARS over his back seat, she said, “It’s hysteria, you know. Calling it a tsunami, when it’s just another wave.”

“That’s what Dad says,” I said, “watching the world and the waves go by.”

I had made those words up to buy a second to think. Something I’d seen in the doctor’s bathroom upset me. During our hug Mom’s unlatched handbag—Fendi, not a knock-off—had opened wide for examination. Neatly folded at the bottom was an N-95 particle mask, the best available. But with the amazing feeling between us now, more girl-girl than mother-daughter, I decided to put the mask out of my mind.

“You’re fantastic,” Mom said.

“So are you,” I replied, hoping she’d meant it. “I bet you’re the top lawyer in the Landmark Building.”

“Men get the job done, Sarah. It’s quite a sight.”

“Okay.”

“My only real function, I sometimes think, is to protect you and your sister from the effects of them getting the goddamn job done.”

“Thanks.”

Her smile, which had slipped off her features, came back, although not as real. “I’m not making much sense, am I?”

Not wanting to agree, or disagree, I shook a few hairs loose—just in case.

“I can’t find any balance,” Mom said. “Especially now, with the situation here deteriorating so rapidly. And then there are how things are between me and your father.”

If this were Rachel, I’d hum loudly until she stopped. “I love you both,” I said.

“But him a little more? Sorry,” she added, “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“You’ve got Rachel. She’s the loudest, funniest half-Asian chick at the University of Toronto.”

“But you’re different. Not built of the same stuff.”

“Not smart?”

“Sharp. Or cynical. I love my big girl with all my heart and soul. But she’s too old for her age. Which you’re not, and I don’t ever wish you to be. Even after today.”

What about today? I almost said. Then I figured it out, mostly because of the wet between my legs and the hurt spreading to my back. “The way you’ve been smiling, Mom, it makes you look a lot younger.”

“You think?”

“It’s like you don’t need foundation or mascara to still be beautiful.”

“Now that, my darling, is what you can say, sweetly and perfectly, and your sister can’t.”

“Don’t cry again.”

“Silly me. I can’t seem to—”

Her phone rang. Dr. Wilson’s office was in Western, twenty minutes by taxi from Central, the business district where men got the goddamn job done. The closer we came to the narrow, sunless canyons of office towers along the harbour shore—once inside Central, there never seemed a way back out of it—the more Mom examined herself in her pocket mirror, applying blush to her cheeks and liner to her lids. Because she was getting ready to be a woman among those men, I told her to take the call.

“You’re sure?”

I nodded.

“Unknown caller,” she said. Touching the Call button, she sang her own name. But then she listened for a few seconds, and all music went away.

“Who is this? … Fine … Of course I remember the beach …” Her voice tensed. “Yes, that is her name. Both her names, as a matter of fact … I’m sorry, I don’t quite understand? Sorry? I’m really having trouble understanding what you’re saying.”

“Hang up,” I said.

“Speak Cantonese? I can’t, but my husband can, a little. Kwok is his name. First name, Ka-Shing … In Wan Chai, correct, though I can’t fathom how you would possess that information as well. Pearl Jeans on Jaffe Road … Yes, that’s the address … Yes,” she said, “most people know him as Jacob.”

“Hang up!”

“Speak with him, please. And don’t call this number again.”

She pressed End Call. We sat in silence, arms crossed, no longer touching.

“You gave them Dad’s Chinese name?” I said, remembering her scolding me on Tai Long Wan for giving mine.

“His English was primitive. And they’re his effing people—let him explain.” She almost spat the words.

“He didn’t do anything, Mom.”

“Oh darling …”

“And we didn’t do anything that morning on the beach. You made sure of it.” She wasn’t the only one who might be angry.

“I did what I thought was best,” she said slowly. “For our family.”

“What about Dad?” I said, suddenly a bit scared. “You’re going to get him in trouble instead.”

“Instead of who?”

I thought of Mary. Her sweet face and my bowler hat, both now on Facebook.

“Not that girl you met?”

I shook my head.

“I hope not. Honestly, you don’t have a clue.”

The phone rang. Another Unknown Caller.

“Don’t pick up,” I said.

“It’ll be a blocked number if I redial.”

“Turn off the phone.”

Mom hesitated. Each vibration and ring—she needed both to hear calls over the engine noise of Hong Kong—was like extra turbulence after the seat-belt sign has been switched off. She gripped the armrest.

Finally, it stopped. “They’re gone,” I said. And the amazing feeling between us, the lovely moment, was gone too.

The driver had veered from the tower canyons and was climbing Old Peak Road. We pulled into the circular driveway outside our building. “Directly into the elevator,” Mom said. “I’m going to instruct Gloria not to let you out, even to walk Manga.”

“Why?”

“Because of the call. Both calls.”

Standing up intensified the cramps. The pain, dull and deep, was new. “Can’t you come in with me?”

“I’m very late for a meeting.”

“Just for a minute …?” Mr. Wu, the daytime concierge, was holding the door open. He had the best English on staff.

“I’ll be home early tonight.”

“You mean nine o’clock rather than ten?”

“Sooner,” Mom said, deliberately checking her phone. “Look, Gloria can help you. She can show you how—”

“Maybe I don’t want to ask Gloria.”

“Why not? You share everything else with her.”

I chewed my lip.

“Open the cupboard under the sink in our bathroom. I keep a box of pads there.” She told the driver to drop her at the Landmark Building, Pedder Street entrance. “Got to run,” she said. “I’ll text you.”

“Run,” I said.

20—-11-17 3:50 pm

Mom: Extra Strength Advil. I forgot to mention. The only thing that really works

Me: Where?

Mom: Gloria knows. Start with just 1

Me: OK

20—-11-17 4:18 pm

Mom: Did you?

Me: Yup

Mom: Any better yet?

Me: Nup

Mom: Give it time. Or take a second Advil. And the pad?

Me: Gloria showed me

Me:??

Mom: I’ll be home as soon as I can

20—-11-17 6:54 pm

Mom: Google Maps is a predator’s dream

Me: Huh?

Mom: A colleague explained that they’ll just Google our address. I’m looking at our building right now—the front entrance, where you got out of the taxi. The garden around back, where you walk the dog

Me: I Google Mapped Rachel’s residence at university. I thought I saw her through a third-floor bedroom window. But then I read the date—it was taken 2 years ago

Mom: This stuff … It’s like putting a lock on the door when all the windows are wide open … Is it bad, honey? Are you in pain?

Me: Want to die

Mom: I’d blend you a smoothie

Me: Gloria made spicy chicken rice for dinner. And mango ice cream—2 bowls

Mom: What about your father?

Me: He said he’d be late

Mom: I’m in a meeting that refuses to end

Me: Good for you

Mom: Did you tell him?

Me: He can’t ever know!

Mom: About the call in the taxi … About my giving them his name … because I am so angry with him all the time

Me: Was he named for a rich guy?

Mom: Li Ka-Shing, the richest man in Hong Kong. Your grandparents thought it would bring him—or them—luck

Me: I didn’t tell him about the call

Me:??

Mom: Thank you

Me: He said he’d see me in the AM

Mom: I’ll be home well before midnight. 10 or so

20—-11-17 10:03 pm

Mom: This dinner meeting … lawyers from Singapore … someone put me out of my misery

Mom: Sarah? You—or U, right?—there?

Mom: The women in our family are truly cursed … I can explain better … Sarah?

20—-11-17 11:34 pm

Mom: I’m in a cab. I swear it. If you’re still awake, ask Gloria for another Advil, and help with the pad. And maybe put a towel between your sheets? No balance, but no excuses either. Sorry sorry

“Sick,” I said.

“Hong Kong chic,” Rachel said from behind gauze.

When she first came onscreen wearing a SARS mask, the craziest anime scene played out in my brain. My big sister had been kidnapped by Triad guys in Toronto, on orders from their bosses in Hong Kong. She was tied to a chair in the middle of a warehouse with a leaky roof and a floor covered in burning oil barrels. One gangster, his fingernail a stiletto for cutting flesh, bent over Rachel, ready to make her bleed. But then I swooped down from a skylight with my right arm extended and my hand fisted, knocking him cold. Run, Rach! I said, ripping off her mask. At that moment ten, no, twenty, Galactic grunts also dropped from the ceiling. That was weird—I stopped watching Pokémon before Team Galactic became the sworn enemy, and hated video games—but I kept my concentration. Trouble, I said, shielding her. Though nothing I can’t handle …

“Take it off, please,” I said now.

“But I could catch SARS just by FaceTiming you. Or sorry—Human H10N8, or whatever they’re calling the new flu.”

“I’ll hang up if you don’t.”

“Touchy,” she said, unclipping the mask. “I’d forgotten how horrible they are. Like breathing through a sock.”

“We’re about the only ones not wearing them. Dad and me, at least,” I said, picturing the bottom of Mom’s handbag. “They probably wouldn’t let me into East Island, even if it was still open.”

“So it’s official?”

I leaned back in the chair to ease the cramping. “They aren’t saying when they’ll reopen the schools. Last time they waited until the number of infections had gone down three weeks in a row. It could be Christmas, or longer.”

“Has anyone died?”

“Aren’t you checking Facebook?”

“Every fifteen minutes.”

“Then you know. But 299 died during the last outbreak, and 1,755 were infected.”

“What a freak you are. And stop squirming!” she said.

“Something happened today.”

“Me too.”

“Sorry?”

Now Rachel bounced in her chair. “You can’t tell the parentals. On pain of death—my own.”

For a second I worried she was going to pull up her T-shirt, like a girl gone wild, and show off a baby bulge. She’d had a boyfriend since orientation week, and had given it up to him pretty much before he asked. Greg S. was a cultural studies major who liked tofu burgers, playing mandolin in a rap-metal band called Head Tax, and the “China Girl” who “rocks it, lights off or on.” He was fashionably scruffy, and baby-man pretty, and exactly the kind of gweilo that Rachel had been drooling over since she was my age and first gave it away. Greg made me a friend on his Facebook, but I wasn’t friendly enough to tell him that his page revealed way too much information, dude, or how my sister had once said that while Western boys were fun to date, she wouldn’t be marrying one. “Asia rules the new century, SeeSaw. We some lucky fiddy-fiddy bitches.”

Instead of hiking the shirt, she rolled up a sleeve. “Isn’t it cool?”

“What?”

“I’ll lean into the camera.”

At first I saw only a blotch on her bicep, as if she’d been punched by a gangster. But then an outline resolved itself within the murk. The tattoo was of a woman, inked head to toe in a flowing robe. On her head was a tiara fronting a high bun of hair. On her face were pencil brows and single-lidded eyes, downcast. Even how she crooked her fingers held significance, though I could never remember the meanings.

“Shut up,” I said.

“Guanyin, the super-hot goddess. Like me!” Rachel said, collapsing back in her chair in, I could tell, shock.

“Does it hurt?”

“Greg said my arm will be sore for a couple of days. He has three of them, including one on his—”

“Is that why you’re crying?”

“Am I? Shit.” She wiped her cheek.

“Your pupils are all Sailor Moon.”

“I had to smoke pot to get through it. Ninety minutes of raging pain. I might as well have popped out a baby.”

“Dr. Wilson and Mom—wheels,” I said, anxious to talk about something else. “Wheels”—to flirt, and get ready for a hookup. Miriam Tsang taught me the term last week.

“He wants to have sex with her?”

“Mos def,” I said, another expression that wasn’t mine.

“Makes sick sense. She’s his vanilla mistress fantasy.”

“She cried in the washroom at his office.”

“Because he wants to jump her skinny bones?”

“No!”

“Because you have epilepsy? She’s been sobbing non-stop since you were diagnosed. And why can’t you sit still?”

I told her why. Rachel let out such a whoop that Manga jumped down from the bed and began nosing the closet door, in the hope of convincing her to come out.

“Welcome to the jungle, Baby Kwok. Took you long enough to get here.”

“Get where?”

“I mean, almost sixteen is way late to be starting.”

“I’m not a freak,” I said. “Though I feel like one now.”

“Is Leah micromanaging your first hours as a woman? She hovered over me my entire debutante period.”

“She’s not home yet.”

Rachel arched a single eyebrow, an expression she used to practise in the mirror.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Gloria helped.”

“If it’s so okay, why the late-night snack?”

“You’re rubbing your tattoo,” I answered, retucking the hair behind my ears.

“I’m just surprised that she isn’t right there, stressing and fussing and having more fun than a year’s worth of lawyer orgies.”

“Dad isn’t home either, and it’s midnight.”

“That’s no surprise. Plenty of hot lips yet to taste.”

“Rachel?” I said with as much impatience as confusion. Why did she have to say mean things about him too? I still hadn’t told her about the phone call in the taxi. But then she changed subjects.

“Those photos of the girl on Tai Long Wan,” she said, “the sexy one you call Mary?”

“I posted the nice photo on my wall.”

“I saw it. Did you also post the other two?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“I sent them just to you. By mistake,” I added.

Now it was Rachel’s turn to chew her lip. “You didn’t maybe decide to share the wet T-shirt shot with some drooling East Island Facebook boys?”

I shook my head.

“Well, it’s out there,” my sister said. Her expression made clear that she had no idea why.

“I don’t get it.”

“The fuck-me photo has gone semi-viral. ‘Mary, Tai Long Wan’—she’s all over the web.”

Though I wanted to keep saying it—I don’t get it!—I knew she’d be annoyed. “How could they know her name?”

“Exactly. Are you sure you didn’t share her?”

“Where did you find it?”

“I was on Piratebay, downloading some music, when an ad for a porn site popped up with her face attached. ‘Hey,’ I said, ‘that can’t be right.’ But it was.”

“Can you send me the link?”

“Why?”

“So I can see her.”

Like our dad, Rachel looked directly at a person when speaking to them, never blinking, nothing to hide. But tonight her gaze kept drifting past me to the wall behind her desk. “Trust me on this, okay?”

“Okay.”

“You don’t know her and she doesn’t know you. But take the nice-Mary photo down from your wall,” she said. “Tonight. If only so the parentals don’t go postal. You haven’t told them, have you?”

“You told me not to.”

“And Gloria?”

“The same.”

“And unlike me, perfect SeeSaw would never do anything sneaky … Fuck, it stings! I need more weed.” She rubbed her arm again.

My own ache widened out to wrap my stomach in a belt, and then tie it too tight.

“Speaking of drugs,” Rachel said, “what are you taking?”

“Valproic acid, three times a day. Why doesn’t anyone believe me?”

“For the curse, I mean. Extra Strength Advil is the one thing that does the trick. Mom says a pill at a time but I say two, every three hours. Swallow them like candy until you’re through.”

“I hate this.”

She clipped the mask back around her ears. “‘Help!’” she said, imitating my voice. “‘My life has been kidnapped by SARS and menstruation and parental units who can’t stand to be in the same hemisphere together!’”

“I’m going now.”

“But no worries, Sailor Moon. Guanyin has got your back. Sailor soldiers forever!” Rachel was fighting evil by moonlight and winning love by daylight, never running from a real fight, when I ended the call.

What I’d told Dr. Wilson about the episode on the minibus—I went away, I came back—I wanted to tell my sister as well. I hadn’t known what I meant when I said that to him, and still didn’t. But those words described the experience, and the feeling left behind by it, and if they were vague and maybe as weird as the wrong photo of Mary, Tai Long Wan going semi-viral, they were also important. I wanted to tell her that I wasn’t hurt by the seizures, like I was by menstrual cramps or she by a tattoo gun, but that every time I went away and then came back, I did feel not quite the same girl as before. That would have been even harder to explain, and I’d have made a mess of it. She’d have raised a practised brow, called me Spacey Xixi or Mal-Brained Girl, and then nattered instead about marijuana, and vodka shots, and stalking the profile of a dumb boy who was super cute. But I wanted to try.

A Google image search of “Mary, Tai Long Wan” opened onto a row of the third photo I had uploaded from my iPhone nine days ago. Was the image that dirty? Did a pretend-pouty expression and a real wet dress turn Mary into porn? I remembered her posing on the beach, the hat reversed to hide the pins. It was fun. I’d felt happier at that moment than at any time, pretty much, since Rachel went away. I couldn’t get my sister back until next spring, at the earliest—she’d already ruled out a Christmas visit, preferring to mooch off the grandparents in Richmond Hill—but maybe I could hang with Mary instead? At least we were in the same city.

I clicked onto each of the photos. One linked to a travel agency specializing in Asian beach holidays. Another site sold sun hats, offering to ship them for free anywhere in the world. The third, prettyasiangirls.com, showed a high school yearbook of Chinese, Japanese, Thai, Malaysian, Vietnamese, and Filipino teenagers, most in school uniforms. Girls volunteered their photos for posting, including a few who went to East Island. The fourth click took me to datingasiangirls.org, which claimed to be “the best singles bar on the web.” After that was a link to teenageasianpussy.com. It uploaded a blue screen with WARNING: ADULT CONTENT and a request that the viewer confirm he or she was eighteen. My final click on the photo led to the URL exploitedasianteens.com, a title I couldn’t decipher for a second—exploited, Asian, and teens. This website gave no warning and asked no one’s age. Instantly I was staring at naked girls having sex with men, sometimes two of them, or with other girls, and framed in the middle was a still from a video titled Three Dicks for a Filipino Chick that lasted 21:40 and had been awarded four stars out of five. Several minutes passed before I clicked the X on my toolbar and shut it down. My eyes stayed open the entire time.

Next I looked at my profile. For Photo, I usually rotated between a shot Rachel took of me holding Manga up to the camera—emo-dog face atop skinny-girl neck—and one of us together, smushing our cheeks to fit into the frame. For About You, I rewrote “50/50 girl with her body in Mid-Levels but her heart back in Stanley, LOL! BFF, non-Facebook—Gloria the Bella and Manga the Mutt!” For Favorite Quotations, I kept “Chihiro: ‘Dad, are we lost?’ Chihiro’s father: ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got four-wheel drive,’” and didn’t touch the quote from the film that my sister had added a while ago: “Chihiro: ‘There must be some mistake! None of these pigs are my parents!’” I left Life Events blank, not yet having had any.

Then I looked at my friends. Most of them were also Asian girls in school uniforms. There were Ashley Chung and Miriam Tsang, Suzie Ng and Chelsea Lam, along with Jackie Jones, who was Australian and lived in Repulse Bay, and the gweilo gang, two-thirds British, that I’d grown up with in Stanley. Xixi Kwok had 173 friends, not very many, and only thirty or so that I seriously stalked, to look at photo albums and “like” things or write on their walls. Of the 173 friends, 142 were teenage girls who wore hats on beach holidays and were pretty and, unlike me, already into dating. Did that mean they were teenage pussy ready to be exploited? Plenty of girls I didn’t really know, and basically every guy who asked, got turned down for friend requests. Not Now was the only answer Facebook let me give, which was fine, except when the request came from strangers, some of them grown-up men with profile photos that resembled the mug shots of actors caught drunk driving. The box I wanted to click for those men was Not a Chance! Or, pretending I was English, Piss Off!

But my friends were safe on my wall. We were all safe in our apartments and houses in Hong Kong. Mary, Tai Long Wan, the second most beautiful girl on my page—Nicole Jardin, with a China Doll mom and a French dad who dropped her at school in a Porsche, had already had her photo in Hong Kong Tatler—was less protected, thanks to the wrong photo I took of her having leaked somehow onto the web. Rachel had said I should edit her from my Facebook before Jacob or Leah discovered her there. Knowing that someone had stolen the other image was creepy enough, but then to disappear her nice, regular Asian girl photo from the rows of Suzies and Chelseas, Ashleys and Miriams? Not a Chance! Piss Off!

In the bathtub I washed myself over and over. Even so, sitting beneath the faucet with my chin on my knees, I watched my insides form a blood stream to the drain. The stream never stopped, never dried up.

Gloria knocked. “SeeSee, you ho-kay?”

“Go back to sleep,” I told her.

“Everything all right, honey?” Mom called a few minutes later.

“Fine,” I answered. Go away, I said silently to her. Getting out of the tub, I rubbed a hole into the steam on the mirror and examined still another Asian girl. She had the eyes, hair, and skin colour of the region. Only her sharp chin and the freckles sprinkled across her cheekbones, like pepper on a fried egg, suggested the far side of the planet. This girl had bumps for breasts and hips no wider than her shoulders, but she was, I decided, already fuckable, and not in the fantasy Vogue sense. XIXI, TAI LONG WAN, I etched into the glass below my face.

In the bath I’d had an idea. Back at my desk I created a separate page on Facebook dedicated to Mary, inviting my friends to like it. Then I uploaded the first photo and typed the caption, This is my friend Mary. She’s in trouble. Comment if you see her!

Next, I texted Rachel: Check the new page. I added, Is Mary already giving blow jobs night and day? For the last hour I’d sensed that my big sister remained at the far end of the digital connection. She’d known I would Google the photo and click on those sites, and then would return to my Facebook determined to do something for Mary, to really, really help. She had been waiting for me to text her again, and was no less worried or distressed than I was. After all, she was just like the rest of us.

Xixi Kwok created a Facebook page called “Finding Mary”? Rachel replied almost at once. BIG MISTAKE!

Me: Why?

Rachel: Check it now …

I did. Already, thirty-three people “liked” the page and seven more were “talking about this,” which basically meant sharing it with others. That was pretty fast, I had to admit.


CHAPTER FOUR

December 1, 20—

*Index case

*187 infected, 1 dead

“It’s what they call the patient who triggers the outbreak,” Mom said. “A medical term.”

“And you think it’s him?”

“He’s been in the hospital for two months. Hard to imagine anyone else who’s had it for that long. And we all know about his travels to favoured ports of call in Thailand and the Philippines.”

“Pretty scurrilous,” Dad said. “And medically unsound. Also, he’s still alive. How could he be the index case?”

Were they talking about Mr. Clark? Hidden again in Rachel’s old room, the window cracked to leak in balcony conversations, I couldn’t very well ask. I was sorry to be spying—“Girl, not like you,” Gloria said when I told her—but had no choice. There were things I needed to know, and neither parent was going to tell me. I kept hardly any secrets, so why should they? We were supposed to be a family.

“We need a plan, Jacob.”

“An exit strategy?”

“I can’t believe how glib you are.”

“It’s a wave, Leah. Another one.”

“Are you still convinced?”

“After eleven years here, we’re going to just abandon ship? Worse, we’re going to jump the queue over local women and children and nab those precious spots in the lifeboat? I’ve seen that movie,” he said, “and have no desire to play that asshole.”

“My firm has arranged a plane for partners. There’s no queue. Matter of fact,” she added, “I’ll have to petition for you and Sarah. They aren’t promising that all families can be evacuated at the same time.”

“Xixi and I will see it through, thank you very much. Survive the latest panic on dried noodles and orange juice, plus a crate of Absolut. Us, and Manga the Mutt.”

Yeah, Dad! Only he forgot to include Gloria among those riding out the epi-dem-hick. Cicada song, swelling from the hillside with the same force as Tagalog chatter from a park on Sunday, forced me to squat right under the windowsill. If a parental decided to peek through the crack, they’d see a mop of hair and know I wasn’t Perfect Xixi any longer. Next, they’d probably sneak onto my Facebook—like Rachel, I usually left it open on my desktop, as easy to read as a diary—and find things they wouldn’t understand that would make them angry. Or she would. He was too Cool Kwok to snoop.

“You can do as you wish,” she said. “You always do. But we have to remove our daughter from Hong Kong before things get any worse.”

“We’re nowhere near that stage.”

“They keep calling. Two new phones, two new numbers, and they keep calling. ‘Blocked ID’ and ‘Unknown Caller.’ Every hour on the hour for two weeks. I don’t pick up and they leave exactly one message per day. ‘Girl is none of your business!’” Mom said, trying to sound like a Triad guy mangling English. “‘Not smart to look for her.’ Which doesn’t make any sense, does it, given that we haven’t done a thing for those women from the beach … As Sarah likes to remind me.”

Maybe you haven’t, Mom, I thought to myself. But I have. As of twenty minutes ago my “Finding Mary” page had 4,418 “Likes” and 1,064 “Talking about this.” In fourteen days! People were making her, or my page about her, their business. We were all looking for her.

“And did you learn anything in Shenzhen?” she asked. “You were gone long enough.”

“I learned that the margin for producing jeans can quickly narrow. It can even disappear.”

“What can disappear?”

“The margin.”

“Margin of what? What are you talking about?”

Dad dragged on his tumour stick and drained his glass. “I put in twelve-hour days at the factories. No time for checking into the latest cross-border prostitution initiatives of the Sun Yee On. Sorry.”

“You didn’t visit a single club or karaoke bar after hours with your Shenzhen associates? Didn’t act surprised and bashful when a few young women suddenly joined you in a private room?”

“The things you think.”

“The things you likely do.”

“What do you know?”

“More than I wish to.”

I needed to get out of the bedroom. Here was a diary, a profile, that I shouldn’t be allowed to look at, no matter how much it related to my future. Fear kept me beneath the window. So did a growing interest in how differently adults talked when they didn’t think their kids were listening. But mostly I stayed so I could report the conversation to Rachel, and she’d be impressed by my own grown-up behaviour—spying on the parentals, telling Mom that Dr. Wilson wanted to lick her tears, watching too much of Three Dicks for One Filipino Chick, awarded four stars out of five.

“What I know, Leah, is that you still don’t understand this place. In your gut, rather than your head. How things work here, and how they usually go. I thought that by leaving your old job and relocating to a high corporate floor, you’d quit analyzing me, and just start cashing fat paycheques and taking tiffin with Sanjay. Asia is too much for you. It may be too much for us as well.”

She was silent.

“And I believe I did penance for those sins years ago,” he said, “whether you or our older daughter thinks so or not. I’m tired of confessing.”

“No one’s asking you to confess.”

“It was just sex.”

“It’s never just sex.”

“For some of us, it is. Flirting. Fucking. Having a little fun.”

“You’re a child.”

“I’m a full-grown man. Believe you me.”

She sobbed, a tight, almost gagging sound, as though she had tried to keep it in.

“I hate this,” he said. “I wish we didn’t keep having this conversation.”

“We can stop soon.”

“You mean that?”

“You want that?”

The silence lasted for so long I thought they were going to get divorced right then and there. But Dad said instead, “You’ve kept the phone messages?”

“I’m a lawyer. Of course I’ve kept the messages.”

“If it comes to it …”

“Right. And although I understand nothing about how things work in Asia, I can certainly attest to how helpful the legal authorities in most countries are in stopping human trafficking and prostitution. They’ll be of great assistance. Or, at least the ones not using the girls themselves will be.”

“I’ll ask around. I will.”

“Promise?”

“Sure.”

“I cannot fathom why they’re being so aggressive. It’s not like we aren’t holding up our end of the bargain. Between SARS, and this mess, Sarah is virtually a prisoner in the apartment. And you know,” she said, “I’ve never fully trusted Gloria as a helper. As a bodyguard, which we’re asking her to be now, I trust her even less.”

For some reason, he agreed with her terrible words. “I learned things about how she cared for Xixi during the last outbreak that pretty much confirm your worries. She may not be fit for the job.”

“You mean in Stanley?”

He must have nodded.

“Who told you?”

“Xixi. Though she didn’t realize it.”

Never would I say anything to get Gloria in trouble. Never!

“They’re almost too close,” Mom said. “It’s like Sarah needs her. She shouldn’t—she has plenty of friends.”

To swallow my own sound, I covered my mouth with first one hand, and then both.

“Maybe not as many as you think,” he said.

“There’s Kimberley and Chelsea and Miriam and, I don’t know, a half-dozen Britneys and Courtneys at that school. It’s like an American Idol episode, with Asian faces.”

“Or post-American faces.”

“Whatever that means,” she said, not unfriendly.

“A lot of those girls haven’t been around—or maybe available—lately. Especially since school closed.”

“Nonsense. They live on Skype and Tumblr and Facebook. They’re never unavailable. We should be too.”

“What?”

“On Facebook. Her Facebook. Checking to make sure she isn’t doing … well, I don’t know what,” she said quietly.

By her tone, I could tell Dad had rejected her idea with a look, or a shake of his head. What a relief. If they demanded to see my Facebook, “Finding Mary” would never happen.

“I think she’s lonely,” he said. “As well as a bit of a loner.”

“Sarah is the most beautiful girl in her grade, Jacob. Loneliness could not possibly be a problem for her.”

He sipped vodka. “You’re too busy at work,” he finally said. “We’re too busy.”

“Excuse me?”

“She needs Gloria right now. That’s all I’m saying.”

“And what if she has another episode with only the amah present? She might, you know, given her reluctance to take her medication. And suppose the seizures grow more frequent, and stronger, as Alex Wilson suggested that they could? How will Gloria handle Sarah then? I cannot hold these multiple anxieties in my mind and still think straight.”

Cicada noise—not music, noise—abruptly swelled, enough to flood my ears the way a Black Rain levels all sounds into a sustained thrum, the equivalent, I decided during one storm, of the loneliness, or maybe aloneness, of being alive but still trapped in the womb.

“We could try having sex,” he said. “It used to relieve the stress.”

She sobbed again, this time letting it out. I crawled back across the floor before any emotions escaped my chest.

He knocked, called my real name, and entered. For almost an hour I had lain on top of the bed waiting, teeth brushed and hair combed. Even my choice of clothes—Hello Kitty pajamas, now too tight and too pink—was because he brought them back from a trip to Korea. Manga had been good company, and though I’d cleared his bangs to smile into his marble eyes, and bopped his nose so he’d yip-yip, and not kicked him out after he farted, I’d also given warning. On seeing Dad, the pooch leapt to the floor.

“On Facebook with your friends all night?” he said, glancing at the MacBook on the desk.

“Facebook’s private, Dad,” I said too snappily.

“Is it? Your sister told me she has close to seven hundred friends.”

“I don’t have nearly that many.”

“But the ones you have, they can visit your, what do you call it, profile anytime?”

“If they’ve been invited.”

“Right.”

“You and Mom have never asked.”

“No, we haven’t.”

I waited, my heart almost in my throat, for him to ask to be invited. Could I say no? To her, easily. To him, much harder.

“But you were right here with Manga, weren’t you,” he said instead. “Did that dog fart?”

I dropped my gaze. “I was on FaceTime with Rachel,” I answered. He knew. Not about Mary being on my Facebook but about my being in Rachel’s old room, spying. I couldn’t do it again. Ever.

“And how’s she doing these days?”

“She’s a super-hot goddess.”

“Is she?”

“She and Greg are an item. His band is called Head Tax.”

“Funny name.”

“Their music is basically hideous. And he has three tattoos,” I said, picturing Guanyin pimpled onto her arm, “including one on his—”

“Whoa, kiddo. Some secrets are for keeping.”

I was trying to apologize! Not sure what to say next, I chewed my lip.

“Everyone has secrets,” he added.

“They sure do.”

“Not only grown-ups.”

“I love Rachel. And I’m definitely not telling you everything about her life.”

“Good. Keep at it. And your mother—don’t tell her especially.”

“If you say.”

“Are you angry with me, Xixi?”

“No.”

“Are you sure? Because I’d be pretty surprised if you were.”

“It’s about trust,” I said.

“Okay.”

“I trust Gloria.”

“Ah.”

“I trust her more than anyone.”

“No kidding,” Dad said. Only then did I realize that he had yet to smile. His grin upturned the corners of his mouth, two parentheses per side, pure Cantopop glamour.

“Should I leave you be?” he asked softly.

“God is a restaurant,” I said to keep him.

The smile rippled.

“Serving promises and prayers.”

He stretched out next to me. Unlike Mom, who couldn’t rest on her hip for long without it starting to ache, and who once actually fell off the bed, bruising her tailbone, we fit snugly together, two bamboo Kwoks sharing the family kang in the ancestral village in the Pearl River delta, now a dumpy little temple. Also unlike Leah, who turned squirmy at the hint of any real closeness, making me wonder if I had cuttlefish breath, Dad was happy to lie face-to-face, our eyes locked and our voices pillow whispers.

His hair smelled like cancer, but I wouldn’t tell him. Not yet.

“Do you remember when you said that?”

“In Bangkok. I was seven?”

“We’d visited Wat Arun, the great temple on the Chao Phraya, and were having lunch at the Ritz. You looked up from your noodles and said, ‘God is a restaurant.’ Not a question, a fact.”

“What did I mean?”

“Beats me.”

“What else did I say on that trip?”

“We were boarding a river taxi at sunset,” he said. “Two monks and a dog waited on the dock with us.”

“The monks were wearing orange curtains.”

“Saffron robes.”

“And the dog was missing a leg.”

“You patted it between the ears, even though your mother was worried it had a disease.”

“The dog smiled at me.” Though we’d retold the story a zillion times, I added something new. “That was when I knew animals could show emotions.”

“Was it?”

“We didn’t have Manga yet.”

“When the boat arrived and we stepped across the gap, you panicked. I had to jump back onto the pontoon and grab you before the stern pulled ahead too far. ‘You almost left me behind!’ you said.”

“And you answered, ‘The monks would have looked after you.’”

“Which they would have,” he said.

“And then I said the other thing?”

“The sun was setting into the Chao Phraya,” Dad said with a full Kwok star smile, “paving it gold down the middle, and the moon was already out. You said, ‘When the moon is full it means God is watching us. When it’s only half-full …’”

“… it means he’s only half-watching us.”

He had a new thought as well. “That was the moment I knew it was okay to insist you receive First Communion. That I wasn’t seducing you into being a Catholic—her accusation.”

When I’d said God was a restaurant, I was probably just thinking about the noodles. But whenever I remembered being on the boat, and noticing both the sun and moon in the sky, all I could see was the hopalong dog, and the orange-curtained monks, and the sleepy, happy face of the bronze Buddha lying inside another Bangkok temple—called a ‘wat’ in Thailand, which sounds like what but isn’t a question—that we visited. While I was wondering about this he pinched the cross, fallen over my pajama top, between his fingers.

“Was it full or half-full?” I suddenly had to ask.

“Hmm?”

“The moon. In Bangkok.”

“I can’t recall,” Dad said, “and neither can you, obviously. That’s funny.”

“What—or ‘wat’—is?”

He frowned. “Well, was God giving us his full attention that night, or just half? It’s sort of the point of the story.”

“Maybe we don’t know yet.”

He kissed me on the forehead. “We’ll have to go back and find out. Bangkok is perfect for a guy like me. Everything easy and casual. Everyone in it for fun.”

“I love you, Dad. Even with stinky tumour hair.”

“I should wear a cap when I smoke.”

“Bad idea.”

“Wouldn’t I look good in a Blue Jays cap? Or the Maple Leafs?”

“Who are the Maple Leafs?”

“You don’t know your hometown hockey team? What kind of children have we raised?”

“Rachel says we’re fiddy-fiddy.”

“Sorry?”

“Half-half.”

“You may be a higher percentage Asian.”

My MacBook went beep-beep. Someone wanted FaceTime.

“Must be her,” I said.

“Didn’t she just—?”

“She said she might call again.”

Dad got up, lowering his gaze to allow us both to keep on trusting each other. “Those PJs are ancient,” he said at the door. “They don’t fit anymore. Don’t wear them just to please me.”

I yanked the fabric down over my belly button. I’m no longer your Hello Kitty? I wanted to say. Manga wasted no time jumping back onto the bed, and I sat at my desk. The contact wasn’t one I recognized. Thinking that Rachel was trying to reach me on a friend’s computer, I accepted the request. The screen opened onto another bedroom, not my sister’s. This room was much smaller, and the low, grimy lighting made me think it had no window. Within the frame was a bed covered by a red duvet and a table with a box of tissues, a squirt-bottle of hand cream, and a lamp encircled by a halo, like the Virgin Mary in some paintings. The walls were coated in cigarette smoke—I could almost smell it through the computer—and bare except for cheap New Year’s decorations of a fat baby and a grinning Panda. Positioned front and centre was a chair.

“Hello?” I said. “Anyone there?”

I heard muffled voices within the microphone range and, further away, a door slamming. But no one appeared. Only the flapping of the cardboard baby, caused by an off-camera fan, made clear that what I was watching was here and now, live in Hong Kong.

“Miriam, is that you?” I said, though Miriam Tsang’s address contained her name. “Ellen?”

Weird. Manga, who agreed, sat up.

The voices kept murmuring. I couldn’t make out the language, or any of the words.

“Are you looking for Gloria Bella?” I said, deciding that the nearest I’d been to a room like this was back in Stanley when I’d tag along with Gloria on her visits to amah friends. But those cells had flower-patterned coverlets and frilly pillowslips, side tables crowded with family photos and Tagalog romances, jars of yam jam and jackfruit. Plus a worn Bible and coiled rosary, a dangling Jesus over the bed.

“Hello?”

The chair held my gaze. Hanging off the arm was a pair of girl’s underpants. Pressing my nose to the screen, I realized it wasn’t panties. It was a SARS mask.

Feeling queasy, and not from cramps, I said “Bye-bye” and touched End Time.

Sketchy.

Me: Did you FaceTime me?

Rachel: When?

Me: About 40 minutes ago

Rachel: I was otherwise occupied

Me: Sleeping?

Rachel: Giving head tax

Me: Gross

Rachel: You’re no longer such a baby, Baby Kwok. And I’m kidding. I was in class, Intro to Boring 100

Me: Can a stranger call FaceTime?

Rachel: They’re not supposed to be able. But you know how it goes on the wild web

Me: Do you remember any helpers in Stanley who loved pandas?

Rachel:??

Me: Gloria’s friends. She visited them. I went with her

Rachel: I didn’t. But then, she never fed me kare-kare and trained me to watch bad Filipino soaps on our old DVD player. She never tried making me Catholic

Me: Dad made sure I was Catholic. He said so

Rachel: Mr. Break-Most-of-the-Commandments? Great advertisement for becoming a Jesus freak

Rachel:??

Me: Do you still have your Hello Kitty PJs?

Rachel: The cheap ones he bought us in Korea? I wore those once, for that horrible photo, and then tossed them

Me: I have the photo in my computer. I’ll post it

Rachel: You will not

Me: Next to Mary

Rachel: Who should NOT still be on Facebook! Why won’t you listen to me?

Me: There are 4,511 “Likes” and 1,093 “Talking about this” today. It’s pretty popular

Rachel: Anyone message you?

Me: Lucy Lau thought she saw her at Pacific Place and Lindsay Choi said a girl like her was standing at the railing on the Star Ferry. She took a photo with her phone. Other people messaged stupid things

Rachel: Such as?

Me: Just stupid. You can check for yourself

Rachel: What about the photo from Lindsay?

Me: That girl was short and slouchy and maybe 25

Rachel: You aren’t accepting new friend requests, are you?

Me: A lot more people than usual are asking

Rachel: Say not a chance. Say piss off!

Me: What if I know them?

Rachel: You might only think you do. And you HAVE to contain this. Not just because of the shitstorm that happens if the parentals find out

Me: I have a question

Rachel: The answer is YES—take down the page! Forget about this Mary person, whoever she is

Me: Am I fuckable yet?

Rachel:??

Me: Lots of girls my age are. Men want them, and don’t mind if they’re still kids

Rachel: Lordy … You’re not bleeding again, are you? Too soon after your first

Me: No. Why?

Rachel: Some girls lose it when they menstruate. You don’t want to be one of those sad bitches

Me: I am, I think—almost. Fuckable. I must be

Me:??

Rachel: I have another class to get to—Even More Boring 200

Me: I wish I had a boring class to get to

Rachel: I wish you did too. Keep you off Facebook. I don’t like where this is going, SeeSaw

Me: Mom says I’m a virtual prisoner in this apartment

Rachel: I’d bust you out, if I was there, being a goddess and all

Me: Is your arm still bruised?

Rachel: The skin healed. Guanyin is me now, part of my body. Like you with the petit E

Me: My epilepsy is a tattoo?

Rachel: Kind of. But I have to run. Sorry

Me: Run

To convince Gloria to let me spy on Leah, I had to beg and bribe—lunch in a Pinoy restaurant in Wan Chai, where adobo stews and cassava cakes tasted like home—and promise not to fashion-slam the disguise she wore to the Landmark Building. She actually believed the outfit would keep people who weren’t legally blind from recognizing her. Running shoes instead of flip-flops, saggy-bottom jeans and a nylon jacket zipped to the collar, the Jackie O sunglasses she found in a drawer in Rachel’s old room, and a baseball cap with JESUS TALKS PILIPINO across its brim—would any of this stop her from looking and sounding like Gloria Bella? Though I hated to admit it, the SARS mask worked best, hiding six of the twelve beauty marks in Excelsis-Major, one of two constellations that lit her face, day or night. The three exposed marks climbed her left ear.

“Jesus does not like lies telling, girl,” she said from the second-floor railing.

“Did he say so in ‘Pilipino’?”

“You bring me here to spy on your mother?”

“We’re shopping.”

“In Landmark Building, where she work?”

“I’m a junior tai tai with no school to attend and parentals stumbling around in a gweilo fog. I’m supposed to hang here all day, or in Pacific Place, making shopping porn with brand guys named Dior, Hermès, and Vuitton. Or Shanghai Tang in Duddell Street. They sell eight-thousand-dollar cheongsams that only look good on starving Chinese ladies or hipless teens. And,” I said, “you’re basically a sock puppet in that mask.”

“Don’t talk so much like Rachel.”

“Or maybe Rachel shouldn’t talk so much like me?” In my mind, I separated us out. “Gweilo fog” and “shopping porn” belonged to my sister. But the price of the cheongsam, the starving Chinese ladies, and “sock puppet” were my own.

“You and her are different.”

“I’m just bored. Chairgirl of the bored. Whoops,” I said, “that’s Rach, for sure.”

She gave me the scold look, minus the usual laughter in her eyes.

“Aren’t you weirded out by what’s going on? I don’t remember hearing about this stuff happening during the last crisis. It’s like one of those movies set in the messed-up future. Look down there! Will Smith should come shooting up from the fountain and save humanity.”

Will Smith could come shooting up from the fountain below, but he wouldn’t find much humanity, or even many purse dogs, to save. If every day was a good shopping day in Hong Kong, then today was no-day, nothing, the shush shush of splashing water, normally lost to voices and phones and high heels clacking over marble, so loud I could have been lying in the bathtub on Old Peak Road wiggling my toes. In the café perched on the platform between us and the ground level, a place normally packed with dragon ladies sipping oolong tea and not touching their towers of cakes and finger sandwiches, one table was occupied. Seated there was a senior tai tai, lacquered in global brands, her chubby daughter, texting on her phone, and a young helper, Indonesian by her teak skin, poking a finger into a glass of ice water. On the helper’s face was the same kill-me-now boredom worn by the women drooping over counters inside the Dior, Hermès, and Prada shops located on all three shopping floors. When the Indonesian spotted us standing at the railing above her, I smiled and gave her the wave. She cocked her head, unsure why someone like me, travelling with her brown helper, would make friendly with someone like her. But she returned it, careful to keep her hand below the table.

Helpers, tai tais, store employees, and café hostesses all wore particle masks, N-95, naturally good for slimming.

“It’s dead in here,” I said.

“Then why do we stay?”

“I like the view.”

“You think Leah not recognize her own child because she wears beach hat and silly glasses?”

“You ‘tink’ she not recognize her own amah in same outfit, more or less? But the mask is clever.”

“SeeSee, please.”

“I wanted to do this with a friend. You know I did. Only there’s no one left. Or no one who’s allowed to go near the SARS Leper Child.”

Dad had been right to tell Mom that most of my friends had gone missing because of the epi-dem-hick. I’d texted Chelsey Chung this morning to be my co-spy—ages ago we played Harriet the Spy together in Stanley Market, trailing old ladies who kicked cats and men who butted tumours in flower beds—but she said she was flying to Los Angeles tonight, before the border closed. Me: What border? Chelsey: Got 2 go. Dad freaking! I guilted her into calling, and she explained that her father had bought three first-class tickets, the only seats left on the flight, and was yelling at her to pack for the Christmas holidays in California. “I’ll miss you,” I said, realizing it would be next year before we saw each other again. “I’ll miss my life,” Chelsey said.

With Miriam Tsang, our FaceTime gave me cramps, though it wasn’t that time of the month yet. “Is your Dad super religious or something?” she asked. Her family had forbidden her direct contact with the Kwoks, on account of our refusal to wear SARS protection. “The masks aren’t condoms, Miriam,” I answered. “They can’t stop you from making a baby, even if you don’t want to, or were forced.” Aware of how strange that sounded, I said, “He has values.” But Miriam kept talking. “They figure maybe you’ve got the virus now,” she said. That’s when I called her parents stupid and pressed End Call before she could see me crying onscreen. A minute later she sent a text. Miriam: I know you don’t have SARS … Do U? To Miriam Tsang, my best friend since we did sleepovers in Stanley, I had made no reply.

“Anyway,” I said to Gloria, “you have to be here. The parentals have promoted you to bodyguard. Do you know tae kwon do? Or Thai kickboxing? And there she is,” I added. “With her entourage of men who get the goddamn job done.”

Gloria withdrew from the railing as if from a crumbling cliff edge. I leaned over it, my upper torso in mid-air, wanting to shout, Hey Mom, you’re wearing a SARS condom!

Because she was, the powder-blue particle mask from the bottom of her Fendi bag. Leah’s protection blended nicely with her creamy silk scarf and tight black dress, the semi-nasty boots that drove men at the office crazy. Plague fashion obliged that the three male lawyers sport white masks, to offset their dark suits. Two formed a vanguard while a third walked alongside her, their arms brushing. He was the hue of honey off a spoon. They were so into each other that I could have executed a triple Axel from the railing, the index case suicide of the new SARS crisis, and not been noticed.

“You didn’t know?” I said to Gloria’s shock. “She never goes anywhere without it.”

“She’ll see us.”

“No, she won’t. She’s all eyes and ears for tiffin man.”

Sanjay Seran had the same build as Jacob Kwok, and similar looks and grooming. But his mouth turned down when he smiled, as if he’d swallowed a sea slug, and his nose ended with a point, witchy on a guy. His shoes probably cost twice what Gloria Bella earned each month, and his suit twice that again. He and his wife, Maya, had been to our apartment for dinner, and his boys, Vijay and Amitav, were on the swim team at the club.

As well, he had no cool. Was a honey-hued dork.

“Mr. Seran,” Gloria said.

“He wants to lick her tears.”

She recoiled even further from the cliff. I glanced over at the Indonesian helper in the café, who was watching us, her finger still in her water glass. Grown-ups, I said to her, using a shrug, what can you do?

“No worries,” I said to Gloria as they passed beneath us. “They’re busy planning exit strategies.”

“We can go home now?”

Yes, please, I thought to myself, because being this kind of daughter kept my tummy knotted. But then an image brought actual bile into my throat. Might Jacob Kwok also be secretly protecting himself against airborne diseases with a SARS mask? Leaving exactly one member of the Kwok-MacInnes family vulnerable, if not already infected. The girl too spacey and mal-brained to get it when adults were keeping things from her.

“Yummy Pinoy food,” I said. “Remember?”

For the first time ever, there was no queue at the taxi stand on Pedder Street. We walked to the top cab and opened the door. But the driver, staring at my maskless face, waved us away, saying “no business” in Cantonese.

I slid in first. “251 Jaffe Road, m’goy,” I said.

When he scowled into the rear-view mirror, I fired him my best Lawyer Leah glare.

“Gao cho ah!” he complained. You got to be kidding me! in English, more or less.

“Gao cho ah yourself.”

“Your father?” Gloria said. “You want to check him too?”

I concentrated on sending a text.

Me: Anything weird going on?

Mom: Just another day of chaos and collapse. Why?

Me: Are Vijay and Amitav still in Hong Kong?

Mom: Sanjay Seran’s boys? Why do you ask?

Me: What exactly IS tiffin?

Me:??

Mom: I shouldn’t be back that late

Me: Whatever

The ride from Central to Wan Chai took six minutes, the streets near-deserted on a Thursday afternoon. I paid, two twenty-dollar bills for a twenty-four-dollar fare, and told the driver to keep the change. He came around the side of the car with a spray bottle and rag, wiping the back seat while we stood on the sidewalk.

“Gao cho ah!” I said.

“Enough,” Gloria said.

She started across Jaffe Road to number 251, the slummy head offices of Pearl Jeans, floors 4–7. My grandfather owned the building, floors 1–24, and rented his son the space for free. I told her to wait.

“You want to see if he is also wearing a mask?” she said, a good guess. “We go inside and find out.”

“Let’s have a drink first. I’m thirsty.”

“Where?”

Across from the office was an indoor dai pai dong, the variety of no-star restaurant serving pork fat on rice, and noodle soup with fish balls. Eleven years in Hong Kong, and I’d never set foot in the place. We sat at a window table with a bottle of soy and a tube of toothpicks already provided.

“Not a restaurant for girl who shops Dior,” Gloria said, pronouncing the brand as “door.”

“We’ll just sit.”

“I have Handi Wipes.” She dug into her purse.

If other customers, masks pushed down around their necks to eat, weren’t staring at us from the start, the sight of a helper Handi Wiping a glass of iced tea got their attention. I kept the hat and glasses on, and corrected my slouch—to avoid contact with the seat.

“So …?” she finally said.

“Leslie Cheung jumped off a hotel during the last SARS crisis. He was a Cantopop immortal, almost … I don’t really remember him. They’re asking celebrities to please not kill themselves this year. Miriam Tsang said her parents think I already have SARS, because I won’t wear a condom. I called her mom and dad stupid … Does my father have values?”

“Give your hand.”

She squeezed it and, with her mask off to sip the tea, showed me Excelsis-Major, the entire constellation on view when she smiled.

“Chelsey Chung is basically gone for good,” I said, “and other girls are posting departure dates. Kelly took a photo of her plane ticket and keyed I’m out of here! in the caption. Isn’t that dumb? Wait!” I slipped from her grasp. “I figured out how to do this.”

Me: Wazzup, Cool Kwok

Dad: Hey XX

Me: So who was Leslie Cheung?

Dad: A famous singer and actor. People say I look like him

Me: Why did he suicide off a hotel?

Dad: I’d forgotten about that. It got pretty crazy last time … U ask because?

Me: Someone jumped off a building in Jaffe Road a few minutes ago. A friend put it on Facebook. See anything?

Dad: Hold on

Gloria asked me who I was texting. I was about to tell a lie when she slumped in her seat. “Girl, don’t move,” she said. “Your father.”

Jacob Kwok had emerged from the front door of 251 Jaffe, slipping on his Ray-Bans to filter the sun. He glanced first up, and then down, the street, seeking ambulances and police cruisers, TV cameramen and reporters, excited Hong Kongers with their Androids and iPads raised over their heads, snapping pictures and making videos and then posting, YouTubing, tweeting, Tumblring, and Instagramming the images and footage. Not for a second did he think to glance across at the dai pai dong he’d never stepped inside either. What happened next made me yip-yip and wag my Manga tail. Cool Kwok flicked his Zippo to light a tumour without needing to unclip any SARS mask from his movie-star face. Because he could tell the difference between a tsunami and a wave. Because he loved his Xixi doll.

“Now we can go have some sweet rice and cassava cakes,” I said. “This tea is yuck.”

“Wait.”

Embedded in the ground floor of my grandfather’s building was a nightclub with a prison facade of brick and a metal grate over a wooden door. A Wan Chai institution, according to websites, known for its two purple and yellow neon signs of a dangling tongue—one above the door, the other jutting into the street—Sticky Fingers didn’t open until most businesses closed. I could count ten bars and clubs on Jaffe Road alone, and had been told that after dark women in miniskirts and leather boots stood on the sidewalk outside number 251, luring men with cheap drinks and “special ladies.” Dad once explained that Wan Chai wasn’t where the “real action” was anymore, but underage boys from East Island claimed they’d received lap dances from dancers wearing thongs.

And today, though it was barely two o’clock, a woman in a halter top and leather skirt raised the grate from the inside, likely because my father had rung the buzzer next to it. On recognizing Jacob Kwok she beamed, her own smile confirming a Filipino, and crossed her arms over her breasts, which Rachel once told me meant a girl was interested. He said something that made her laugh, and then, worse still, cover her mouth with a finger fan—another sign. Next, the woman lifted my father’s glasses up onto his skull and touched, maybe by accident, his cheek. He ran a fingertip along her plump bare arm, its shade the muddier brown of Mindanao, where lots of special ladies came from.

“Gloria?”

“We must wait now.” Her voice was thick.

“We shouldn’t be here.”

“I know.”

“Did Dad do something when Rachel was my age?” I asked, the words ahead of any thoughts. “Something bad?”

“I am family helper,” she answered. But she couldn’t lie to me any better than I could lie to her.

“Rachel won’t tell me.”

“Fifteen is too young to find out. For you, or for her.”

We were smearing SARS over the back seat of another taxi driven by another surly driver when he texted.

Dad: You sure about the jumper? No one saw anything

Me: Maybe it was a joke

Dad: A sick one

Me: I’m fifteen, Dad!

Dad: Sweet sixteen the day after Xmas. You’ll be a young lady then. We’ll make it special

“If we have to leave Hong Kong because of the epidemic,” I said to Gloria, “I want us to fly together to Luzon, so I can meet Miguel and Jesus.”

“Yes?”

“We’ll hang out together. I’ll take Jesus to his soccer games, if you’re busy, and maybe help Miguel buy clothes that aren’t so gangster.” When she frowned—we still hadn’t spoken about his Facebook photo—I kept talking. “There’s no way I’ll fly to Canada. I don’t know anyone there, except Rachel and my grandparents, who are, like, a hundred. Mom and Dad won’t mind if I go with you instead.”

“SeeSee,” she said, sniffling.

“They won’t.”

Mr. Clark died the next afternoon. Facebook, which I’d gone onto to check the numbers for “Finding Mary,” exploded with the news. Chelsey reported it from California, and Kimberley Tsoi, travelling to her parents’ holiday home in Phuket, shared with all 849 of her friends from the departure lounge at Chep Lap Kok. Wanting to hear her voice, I called Mom. Four messages I left with her, along with two texts, saying that I was upset and needed to tell someone about the hugs Mr. Clark gave every morning at East Island, how he smelled of candied ginger and sounded like God would—if God ever had to pretend to have a human voice. Rachel had gone to Montreal for the weekend with Head Tax boy and Dad was back in Shenzhen, being lap-danced by a skag. Mom finally deposited two messages onto my phone, curt with lawyer busy. “Is this just about Eric Clark,” she said in the second one, “or is there something else?” She then texted sorrysorry three times in the following twenty minutes, none of which deserved more than my silent pity. At 9:37 that evening she knocked on the bedroom door.

“Sorry about Mr. Clark,” she said from the hallway. “Honestly. And sorry we didn’t connect all day.”

“You were busy with your exit strategy.”

She turned the knob. “May I come in?”

“Stay there,” I said. Rising from the bed, I yanked a gym sock up to my elbow, then unlocked the door and stuck the arm in the crack between it and the frame.

“‘Sup,” I said, my four fingers forming the roof of a mouth, my thumb the floor.

Nothing.

“I’m the SARS sock puppet. Call me Sticky. What’s your name?”

“I’m exhausted, Sarah. Please …”

“Sarah’s not here,” I said. “Talk to Sticky Fingers instead.”

She sighed so forcefully that Manga yipped in agreement about the overall sadness of life. “Decisions are being made, darling, about your future, our future—about everything. Do you want to be part of the conversation or not?”

“Do they keep calling?”

“Who?”

“The bad guys. The Triad gangstas.”

“Are you …”

“I’m not having a seizure. I’m not having my period again yet. I’m the SARS sock puppet, and I’m listening, Leah.”

“I need to see your face.”

Inside the sock I made a fist with ears. “You’re looking at it. Time for another tiffin?” I said, doing my best imitation of Sanjay Seran. It came out closer to Father Romesh.

“What …? What in the world …?”

“How could Mr. Clark die? I loved him.”

Her second sigh dissolved into a burbly shudder, like the tide pulling back from a pebble beach. “They keep calling,” she said. “On my latest phone, with my latest number. They tell me the name of your school and the address of our club. They talk about a photo we shouldn’t possess. They also say it’s dangerous for you to lean over railings.”

“Railings?”

“I think that’s what the man said. Could they not find someone with better English to issue their threats?”

Who’d been the real spy in the Landmark Building? My sock puppet ears drooped, and my sock puppet palm turned sweaty.

“And this is the week your father decides to tour his Shenzhen factories again? Un-fucking-believable.”

“He’s gone to talk to the guys who know the guys who are holding Mary hostage,” I said, making it all up. “And who may want me as well. People want you, don’t they? Lawyer people in the Landmark Building. And people in Wan Chai definitely want Dad,” I said, seeing the special lady cross her arms and finger-fan her laugh.

She was silent.

“Mom?”

“How can this be happening?” she said.

“It’s okay,” I replied. I didn’t want her asking more about the photo, or demanding, no excuses, to examine my profile. They still hadn’t sent me a friend request. I still didn’t know if I would friend them regardless. Every time I left the apartment now—not often, and never on my own—I made sure to shut the computer down. Nor did I want Lawyer Leah wondering why the bad guys believed it was dangerous for me to lean over railings.

“Gloria has a black belt in jiu-jitsu, and I’m a manga heroine. Sailor Moon forever!” I said, issuing the Sailor Moon salute, though it may not have shown through the sock. Being a Sailor Moon soldier wouldn’t have kept me from plunging to the floor of the Landmark, the screams of Gloria and the Indonesian helper echoing through the atrium.

For a second I didn’t trust myself to speak without betraying a sudden fear for my own safety. That was new, and unsettling. Luckily, Mom filled the silence. “Eric Clark was a sweet man. He loved you, loved each and every child at the school … I’m only trying to do what is right for you, and for all of us. I hope we can speak face-to-face in the morning,” she said. “I’d like that very much.”

She must have bolted down the hall and across the living room to the master suite. Following two, at most three seconds behind her, I watched the bedroom door close with a force that warned against knocking. I veered into the kitchen for a few swigs of OJ, not a visit with my amah. Only Gloria’s muffled sobbing, and the fact that she didn’t call my name no matter how noisily I rattled bottles on the fridge arm, made me knock on her door, and open it, and insert Sticky Fingers, though I wouldn’t call the puppet by that name with her.

“Who is this?” she said.

“Put on your glasses.”

“Not tonight.”

“Put them on!”

She complied.

“Hi there,” I said through fabric. “I’m Sanjay Seran.”

“You are SeeSee Kwok, very silly girl.”

“Why Gloria so sad?” I said, crossing to her bed. The joke was from the old days—Why SeeSee so sad? she used to ask, offering a sad clown face—but the expression in her eyes made me regret it. Crumpled on her side table was a pile of tissues. On the floor lay my old laptop, its screen blue.

She shook her head.

“Did you talk to Miguel and Jesus tonight?” She nodded.

“Everything ho-kay back home?”

Everything wasn’t ho-kay in Batangas City. In a single quavering exhale, delivered while ironing her pillowcase with her hand, Gloria explained. Miguel Pacquia, aged fourteen, had been suspended from school the day before. When she Skyped him earlier in the evening he told her he had quit entirely and was moving out of his grandmother’s apartment, which Gloria paid for, to go live with friends. He also called her a name. She begged him to pray with her, to ask the Lord for guidance, but he just stepped away from the screen—and his only real parent.

“Miguel is a good boy,” I said.

“I cannot say what he said.”

“Don’t.”

“He call me a ‘fucking cunt.’ Sorry—you should not hear such words.”

“I hear them, Gloria.”

“These boys are caught watching dirty movies on school computers,” she said, now pounding the pillow with her fist. “Three boys, his best friends. To me, he say, ‘No big deal, I am watching porn since I was eleven.’ ‘Porn’ he call it, like he is grown-up.”

“Isn’t he too young to quit school?”

“He is in a gang. Lots of boys with no fathers and mothers who are away join them …”

“He’s a good boy,” I repeated. But in my head I was saying, What a punk. Also, I’ll hang out with Hey-zeus only, who is still sweet, and better not be into porn yet.

I had a better idea than flying to the Philippines with Gloria. “If we get evacuated, you’re coming with us.”

She stared at me.

“I can’t be without you, Gloria. I need you.”

“My son …”

But he called you the c-word! “He needs you too, of course,” I said.

We hugged, and though my nostrils flared—she hadn’t showered, hadn’t rubbed her shoulders with Tiger Balm—I was soon holding her, a mother with her child, to contain her sobbing at what her punk son had done.


CHAPTER FIVE

December 13, 20—

*Infected port

*497 infected, 12 dead

I was in the room again. Better, it was live inside my computer, and so inside my bedroom. The same camera showed the same interior—the bed, the table, the chair—except for two details. Next to the lamp was a bottle of liquor, the sort that men poured out in small glasses, and hanging off the chair was a belt with studs and a buckle the size of Dad’s wallet. Lamplight cast the liquor the colour of seaweed snacks at 7-Eleven, and light from the camera glinted off the studs. Though the frame was once more empty, I had no doubt about what was going to happen this time. I waited, my own image in the bottom corner, a girl playing with the cross around her neck, zipzipzip.

A woman was thrust into the chair, a hand releasing her arm only once she stopped squirming. She wore a SARS mask and Hello Kitty pajama tops that, being two sizes too small, outlined her fuller breasts but equally bony shoulders.

“Mary?”

Her expression, hard to read with just her eyes showing, revealed more puzzlement than fear. She didn’t know what she was being asked to do, or why. Her hair was frizzy with static, as though she’d been forced to pull the pajamas down over her head, despite them not fitting.

“I almost didn’t recognize you,” I said. Talking wasn’t easy with my heart beating hard and fast and my throat suddenly dry.

She crinkled her eyes. They were beautiful—that much I remembered accurately—but everything else was different from five weeks ago. My gaze drifted to the bottle, and the belt, still partially visible. Five weeks of having sex with men had vanished teenage gawkiness and sparkle, leaving an adult of twenty or older, heavy with the same grown-up worry and aloneness that I often detected in my parents. As well, she seemed irritated about nothing, or everything—another adult quality.

“I have those PJs,” I said in English. “They must not make them any bigger.”

Someone off-camera barked at her. She looked past the lens.

“Sorry that awful photo of you got porned. I don’t even know how it happened,” I added.

“Gai le,” a female voice said. An arm handcuffed in cheap bangles pushed a sheet of paper into the frame. Mary held it before her face with both hands. At first I was distracted by the pig’s tail of smoke curling towards the screen. Her nails, too, the same neon purple as the Sticky Fingers sign, threw me off. Printed on quality paper was a digital photograph of another Asian girl, also taken on the beach. Five weeks hadn’t changed her one bit. Beneath my photo was an address, 2201, 26 Old Peak Road.

I switched to Cantonese. “That’s where I live. I hate it here.”

Rings from the cancer stick between her second and third fingers widened out and then dispersed. She lowered the photo. No matter how hard I tried drawing her in with my gaze, Mary wouldn’t focus. Her eyes registered a different space and place, like she was confiding her feelings to a mirror. Which feelings? Confusion, perhaps. Boredom, for sure. Plus that irritation, although not, I hoped, with me.

“I could try being you for a while,” I said, first in Cantonese and then, fearing it made no sense, English.

Nothing.

I tasted blood, and raised a finger to confirm the cut I had opened in my lower lip. Misinterpreting it, Mary lifted her own finger to her lips. Shhh, she said. Shhh, I replied, though I really wanted to show her the bleeding. Before I could, someone ended the call. Three times I called back, but no one accepted my request.

I was scared now—of answering FaceTime, of leaning over railings, of Hello Kitty, more or less. For real.

“It’s my sister,” I heard her say. “She keeps calling. Something must be wrong.”

It was true. I had banged on another door and barged into another room. Aware that it was early morning in Toronto, I kept on requesting FaceTime. But on finally being shown a screen I was startled to find it opened as well onto an empty chair. A sick notion nearly toppled me—Rachel had been kidnapped too, and was being held hostage in the same place as Mary. One more disappearance from my life and I’d lose it.

But then she sat in the chair, reaching out to adjust the laptop.

“It’s you!” I said.

“You were expecting …?”

“Why wouldn’t you accept my request?”

“Dude, I was asleep when you started calling, and it had to sink in that, yup, it is 7:19 on a Saturday morning and, yup, my crazy mei mei is insisting we chatter. Sorry I didn’t jump right up.”

Rachel, who was my jie jie, since we were using the Mandarin words for big and little sister, wasn’t alone in her room either. She kept checking herself in her box on the screen, pawing her hair. She wore it pixie-cut, a new look, to match the tattoo. Next she would get a nose ring.

“Oh yeah, baby,” a guy said off-camera.

“Greg is here,” she said.

Tofu Burger from Facebook muscled into the frame, his own hair spiky from sleep and emo-boy product. His shoulders were bare, aside from the tats, and covering his chest were pubes.

“Hi there, Baby Kwok,” Greg said.

“Tell him to leave,” I said.

“Hey!”

He grinned how cute boy-men do, in order to never be held responsible for their actions. From his Facebook profile I knew that the four characters inked onto his right forearm spelled the name of his thrash-folk band. The tattoo looked pretty neat. Shirtless, he was buff.

“You still in Head Tax?” I asked to not seem so bitchy.

“We broke up,” he answered. “Creative differences. I’ve formed a duo, mandolin and sitar—Yellow Peril.”

“Cool.”

“How’s your girl Mary, Tie-the-Long-One doing?”

I was too stunned to reply.

“The hottie from the beach? Your sister showed me that sexy pic of her. Man, oh man,” he said, “guys in the res got major wood from it.”

“Bad boy,” Rachel said. But her knotted brow told me she was equally puzzled. How did “guys in the res” even see the photo?

He kissed her cheek and she punched his bicep. Unable to help themselves, my sister and her boyfriend dissolved into each other, forgetting I was there. For the second time in fifteen minutes, I was see-through. Except for possibly being naked from their waists down, they could have been in a photo booth, smooching for the camera. How must it feel, being skin to skin with a boy? How must it—he, I supposed—smell?

Greg’s words about Mary rattled in my head. My leg, meanwhile, was pumping, causing the desk to shake and Manga to whimper.

Finally, she noticed. “Okay, SeeSaw,” she said. She instructed her sex friend to crawl back into the bed, insert his earbuds and crank his iPod, and pillow-smother himself.

“Zie jien, Sailor Moon,” he said, showing his own expertise in Mandarin.

“He’s cute,” I said, wiping my cheek.

“He sure thinks so.”

I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I thought it was you, Rachel. When I answered the call. The first time, at least. But it wasn’t—it was her! In a Hello Kitty top, which was weird …,” I said, suddenly realizing that since no one came onscreen during the first FaceTime, how could they have known what was I wearing? “The top didn’t fit her much better. We’re the same size, and I’ve a closet of stuff I never use. I could give her some dresses and Pearl jeans. She’s much older than sixteen.”

It registered. “Are we talking about—?”

“Mary!”

“She FaceTimed you?”

“I was in her room. Twice,” I said, regretting that I hadn’t told Rachel about the original call. “And she was in mine.”

All loudest, funniest half-Asian chick on campus vanished from her features, leaving our mother in Lawyer Leah mode. My sister issued two commands, one to Greg, the other to me. He was told to leave her dormitory room, now. I was told to march the MacBook into our parents’ bedroom with her still on the screen, and tell them what had just happened. Rachel issued a third command. “Stop crying.”

I tried.

“How many ‘Likes’ and ‘Talking about this’ today? Wait, I’ll check myself.” She opened the “Finding Mary” page in a corner of her screen. “7,551 and 2,754. Shit, shit, shit.”

I chewed some hair.

“Why are there twenty-nine messages for you? And those photos?”

“People send me shots of girls on the street. They think they’ve found Mary.”

“Turns out she’s found you.”

“I still don’t know where she lives,” I said. “Though I’m pretty sure it’s in Mong Kok.”

“Maybe your photo will turn up on her Facebook wall. Or maybe they’ll post it on your ‘Finding Mary’ page, with our address.”

“I won’t mind that.”

“You won’t mind?”

“I still want to meet her.”

Rachel blew air from her mouth in disbelief or exasperation—or both. “The parentals are still oblivious to all these cyber interactions, aren’t they? Jacob and Leah are stuck thinking in analogue about a digital happening. You’re in different universes.”

“We’re in the same apartment.”

“Not what I’m talking about.”

“Okay.”

“It’s growing-up day, Sis,” she added. “This isn’t a manga strip anymore.”

The dog yip-yipped at his name.

“What about Guanyin? Won’t she rescue me?”

The gingerly way she touched her bare arm made me wonder if, all these weeks later, her skin could still be bruised. “Fuck, I better put on a long-sleeve shirt. You can’t tell them.”

“I have to pee,” I said, straining to hold the computer, and her face, in front of me. I was already in the hallway.

“Seriously?”

“I won’t make you watch.”

Balancing the computer on the sink, the screen turned away, I did my business as quietly as I could.

“You back in the jungle?” I heard her ask.

“What?”

“Bleeding for babies.”

It was nearly time for my second-ever period. Earlier today I’d thought I might be starting. But then the cramps went away. “That’s gross.”

“Nature’s way of telling boys what might come out of where they want to put it into so badly.”

“What is nature telling us?”

“‘Danger!’” my sister shouted. “‘Our bodies could be invaded!’ Yuck,” she said. “You didn’t flush.”

“Shush,” I said, once more face-to-face with her. I—or we, in effect—had now crossed to the master suite and knocked on the door. To my surprise, both parents said “Come in,” harmonizing the words. My arms trembled, not just from carrying the laptop.

“Sarah?” Mom called.

“Rachel wants to talk to you guys.”

“Coward,” Rachel whispered.

“Come in, girls,” Dad said again.

“Girls?” Mom said.

She sat in bed in her nightgown, reading glasses on her nose and computer in her lap. He sprawled in the armchair, still dressed, one leg hooked over the side to flaunt his cowboy boots, their leather polished, as if to show that the night was young—for some. Stinking up the air, raw as salted fish drying on a dock, was a fresh argument.

“Put her where she can see all of us,” he said.

“Greetings, Asia-lings,” Rachel said.

“I cannot get used to this technology,” Mom said.

“You’re up awful early,” he said.

“Study study, Dad.”

“If you say so.”

“SeeSaw,” my sister said, “why am I up so early on a Saturday morning? Where are you, girl?”

I slid onto Dad’s side of the mattress. When I didn’t answer—how badly I wished I’d had the strength not to tell her about the FaceTime!—she pushed harder. “Why the hair chewing and lip bleeding and plummeting tears a few minutes ago about who’d visited your room, unannounced and uninvited?”

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said.

“You’re going to tell them. Everything. We agreed.”

“Someone was in Sarah’s room?” Mom said. By folding down the laptop she showed she meant business.

“Mary FaceTimed me,” I said, studying the duvet. “The girl from the beach. From Tai Long Wan.”

I might as well have raised my top and revealed my baby bulge.

“What in the world …?” Mom said.

“She was wearing a SARS mask, and Hello Kitty. And she had a photo of me, which she held to the screen. She’s older than I thought, and she smokes,” I added.

“How did—?”

“Let her explain, Leah,” Dad said.

“Is she explaining? Are you, Sarah?”

I tried to explain. My taking her photo three times on the beach, and then posting the nicest image on my profile. The third photo, not so nice, being stolen and turned into porn. The 7,551 “Likes” and 2,754 “Talking about this” on the page I created to help find her, though the numbers had surely climbed again in the last ten minutes. The first, and now second, FaceTime calls revealing the room where she lived. Her—Mary, Tai Long Wan—holding up the photo that Mamasan had snapped of me, reprinted on heavy-stock paper, and saying shhh with her finger but something else with her eyes. The address 2201, 26 Old Peak Road printed at the bottom.

“Oh boy,” Dad said. He quit showing off the boots, sitting upright in the chair, hands on the armrests.

Mom tried blaming Rachel first. “You knew all along?” she said to the computer at her feet. “Knew that she was putting herself, and us, in greater danger? And still you did nothing?”

“She didn’t know about the FaceTime,” I said.

“I’m telling you now, aren’t I?” Rachel said. “I’m here.”

“Not really, darling. Not at all, in fact.”

“I wanted to help her,” I said.

“Quiet.”

“Leah …,” Dad said.

“Those girls need us, Mom. Especially Mary.”

“Stop calling her that name!”

I chewed my lip.

“Back on Tai Long Wan,” she asked, “what made you decide that those prostitutes wanted, never mind needed, our help? No, Jacob,” she said, blocking any objections with an outstretched palm, “the question is fair. Why did Sarah latch onto the girl who just happened to be the youngest and prettiest, and look the most like her, and decide that she, and she only, deserved to be saved? Any ideas, dear husband? Any at all?”

Dad went to speak. Suddenly worried by what he might say, I decided to try explaining again. “Father Romesh … He said—”

“And you let Sarah take her picture?”

“He didn’t see me do it,” I said.

“I did see you,” he said.

“Does it matter now?” Rachel said. “Is this what we should be worrying about?”

“What does not matter any longer is you being part of this conversation,” Mom said. “Not when you advised your very foolish, very naive sister so poorly. And of course Jacob knew that Sarah bonded with an attractive young hooker and took her photo. He wanted a copy for himself.”

With a groan Dad dropped his elbows to his knees and his head into his hands.

“Chill, parentals,” Rachel said. “Please.”

“Switch her off,” Mom said.

“No!” I said.

“Sorry, SeeSaw, but if they’re just going to carve each other up, I’d rather be expelled from the abattoir. But here’s the thing—Leah? Jacob? Pay attention for a few seconds,” my sister said. “Check out our platforms. Learn where we’re at, who we’re hanging with and planning to meet. Learn how we move from place to place and space to space, silent and quick and beyond detection by your analogue radars. If you don’t know my Facebook, you don’t know me. It’s where us digital kids live, Mr. So-So Cool Kwok.”

Raising his head, he applauded her slap-down with a defeated smile. I wondered about the word “abattoir,” but didn’t ask.

“I’ll let myself out,” Rachel said.

Her screen went dark. All that remained was the three of us squeezed into the corner frame, Mom on the bed, Dad in the chair, me now moved to the floor next to him, legs folded under my bum.

“Don’t slouch, Sarah,” she said. “Your posture is terrible.”

She was making a mess of things—with me, with Dad, with Rachel—and had to know it. But she couldn’t, or wouldn’t, stop.

“Who are you calling?” he asked.

“I’m texting Sanjay.”

“Tiffin man,” I said under my breath.

“To beg for a seat for Sarah on the initial company flight. A seat, or seats, I already turned down for you and her.”

“We’re not ready to flee the infected pool just yet,” he said.

“Infected port, you mean,” Mom said. “Didn’t you hear? The WHO has declared Hong Kong port contagious, and shut it down. About a third of our business is with shipping companies. I could work twenty hours a day sorting this nightmare out.”

“You don’t sort out a nightmare, Mom,” I said. “You get through it, and then wake up.”

I sought my father’s eyes. We locked gazes, how we used to do, nothing to be afraid of or to hide. I couldn’t lie to him and he couldn’t lie to me.

“Dad and I will get through it,” I added.

Her phone pinged. “Never mind,” she said. “There are three partners ahead of us who want to bring family members with them. They’ve another plane chartered for December twenty-third.”

“We’ll be fine without you,” he said. “Gloria will look after us.”

Gloria! With all the drama, I’d forgotten my promise not to leave Hong Kong without her. But Dad, aware of how much she meant to me—my Asian mother, more than my Filipino one—had sent a reminder. Thanks, Dad, I said silently.

“You know I have no choice in the matter,” Mom said. “Partners signed contracts agreeing to accept repatriation in the event of a, what did they call it, ‘political or environmental emergency.’ I thought the clause was a joke. After all, what isn’t these days?”

“We’ll be okay, Leah.”

“They’ve threatened her directly, Jacob. What more evidence of an emergency do you require?”

He kind of frowned, kind of winced, like he wasn’t sure if, this time, she wasn’t being more than her usual mean, bossy self.

“I’m going to speak with Sanjay,” she said, rising so abruptly her laptop fell to the floor. “On the phone. Tell him that, if Sarah can’t come with me, I won’t leave on the first plane. He’ll just have to accept my decision.”

“Phew,” he said once she was gone.

“I still won’t go with her in two weeks. Not to London or Toronto or any city where it’s cold and grey and I don’t know anybody. I don’t belong over there. I belong here.”

He nodded. Her words had left him sad. All at once Dad looked tired, and older than usual. Closer to his actual age, although I’d never say it. Opening his own phone to the Net, he asked me to show him. “Mary, Tai Long Wan,” he said.

For more than a month—since November ninth, basically—I’d been waiting for one of them to ask.

“We’ve been sneaking, or creeping, is it called, onto your sister’s Facebook since she was your age. Your mother, mostly, though she stopped once Rachel left for university. Two weeks ago she asked if we should try sneaking onto yours, or make you show us.”

“You could have sent a friend request.”

“Would you have accepted it?”

“Did Rachel?”

“Emphatically not.”

“I might have,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter. I told her I didn’t want to see your Facebook. I said it was like our parents demanding the transcripts of the phone calls we made as teenagers. It’s not fair and it’s not healthy. Not that my folks would have asked,” he said. “My mother especially. She stopped taking me seriously once I started dating white girls.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I managed to say.

“I also said that we could trust you weren’t doing anything stupid with your profile. That we’d always been able to trust you to be the sensible, or just cautious, one.”

Dropping my gaze—okay, I’d lied to him a little lately—I opened my wall.

“Your friends?” he said of the rows of Asian girls with black hair, dark eyes, and regular features. “I can never tell them apart. How come they don’t come around anymore?”

I chewed more lip to stop myself from answering his question. Because we don’t wear masks. Because they think we’re infected. “There’s Miriam,” I said, “and there’s Chelsea Ho. That’s Xiaolong Chan, from Stanley, who did come to our house when I was little. And Clara, and Brittany, and Rachel …” When he failed to react, I added, “Your older daughter?”

He squinted to view the tiny screen. “Of course.”

“And here she is.” I pointed to the special page I had made for her. “Mary, with no last name.”

He took the phone from me. “Really? This photo is causing all the fuss?”

“Not that one.”

He waited. I didn’t want him to ask for the other image. I didn’t want to show it to him.

“We shouldn’t be the last people in Hong Kong to see it,” he said.

Now flushing—I could feel the same heat in my cheeks that I’d felt in the bathroom stall at Dr. Wilson’s office—I retrieved the phone and Googled “Mary, Tai Long Wan.”

Dad examined the photo for five minutes—or so it felt. I shouldn’t have studied him studying her. But although he knew I was, he allowed his expression to change. Jacob Kwok had a long hard look. He definitely liked what he saw. He also suddenly dropped—was this possible?—those same years that had crept back onto his face. “I was too distracted on the beach to really notice,” he said. “But I get it now.”

“Get what?”

He hesitated.

“Tell me, Dad. I need to know.”

“This girl almost certainly belongs to someone. Bought and paid for. We can’t be interfering with this.”

“Oh.”

“And we’d better show your mother.”

Being on my knees, I had no trouble snatching the iPhone back. “It’s still private.”

“Hardly, Xixi.”

“I’m not showing her Mary.”

“She can Google too. We’re not that last century.”

“I’m not …”

At the doorway he stopped. For a second I thought he was going to demand that I delete “Finding Mary” from Facebook. But instead he asked if I’d go to Mass with him tomorrow. “We haven’t been in a couple of weeks,” Dad said, “and I know I have plenty to confess.”

The next morning we were the only passengers on the 6 to Stanley not wearing SARS condoms. The driver gave us a dirty look as we paid, Hong Kongers on the lower level muttered gao cho ah while we made for the stairs, and even the upper-deck amahs, usually insta-members of the Cool Kwok fan club, showed their disapproval by not devouring him with their eyes. But at least we weren’t swarmed. The noisy Net—Twitter, Facebook, and websites set up by bored Hong Kong teens—was loud with stories of deepening weirdness. Girls were being hired by malls to bottle-spray customers who passed through their doors, masked or not, a minty disinfectant that triggered sneezing fits. Grannies were brushing by security guards to storm apartment buildings and banks and wipe down elevator panels and ATM machines. Gangs were roaming streets in Kowloon and the New Territories, chanting “No to SARS!” and hunting the unprotected. Surrounding the troublemaker, the gang members, named “N-95s” by the blogosphere, would force the person to choose from a selection of masks in white or grey, and then snap a cell-phone photo of the newly converted for posting, like police mug shots, on their website. YouTubes of N-95 interventions were attracting a half million viewers a day. On TV and YouTube, Cantopop idols, some of who did look like Dad, were asking the vigilantes to remember to be courteous.

Though we told no one, Gloria and I had been swarmed earlier in the week, and also ended up on the Net. Ready to pull out my hair from watching the Peak Tram climb up and down the hillside all morning, I convinced her to ride the trolley to Causeway Bay. Starving models on the outdoor stage in Times Square wore particle masks the same colours as their designer dresses—closer to towelettes, tugged over their flat chests and barely covering their behinds, each cheek no bigger than a pork bun—while they paraded beneath the usual pollution sun. Many of the girls wobbled doing the angry catwalk, as if balancing, never easy on an empty stomach and six-inch heels, was impossible due to the extra weight of gauze. I had been explaining to Gloria how the models were taught to pout onstage, and so were likely choking on fabric, when a granny with bow legs and tiny feet started yelling at me. I wanted to ask if her feet had been bound when she was a girl, but never had the chance. “You infect us!” the lady kept shouting. Soon a crowd, most with salt-and-pepper hair and spots over their skulls, blocked our escape. “If she spits, you’ll get sick!” another said. Someone pushed someone, who knocked into me, my sunglasses almost flying off. “Hey,” I said, “watch the Vuittons!” Onstage a model about my age, hearing the brand name over the techno beat, halted her strut. Her mask was canary-yellow with cherry lips outlined in sparkles.

“Run!” Gloria said through her mask. Crushing my hand in hers, she shoved old people from our path, not stopping until we were three streets from the square. Though the N-95s would have expired chasing us, she wasn’t taking any chances. In a laneway beneath the overpass she wept. “I know no kung fu,” she said. “How can I protect you?” “You don’t know kung fu?” I answered. “How’d you get this job?” In the taxi back to Mid-Levels, I Googled “Flash Mob, Hong Kong” and clicked onto a jittery forty-eight-second video, filmed from a window overlooking Times Square, showing a swarming from eighteen minutes earlier. Two victims, one masked, one Vuittoned, busted out of the mob and took off up the street. A teenager in a towelette, watching from an outdoor stage, must have misstepped, and when she toppled off the ramp the camera settled on her.

Dad and I reached St. Mark’s two minutes before Mass. But on pushing through another crowd to the front doors, we found Father Romesh blocking entry, arms crossed and scalp sweating. From within the church came the bleat of air horns, the kind used during rugby games.

“Fumigating the joint, Father?” Dad said.

“You missed last Sunday,” the priest replied from behind his protection.

“Business trip.”

“And you, Miss Sarah?”

“My mom wouldn’t bring me.” When I had asked Gloria if I could go to the amah Mass with her—I liked humming the Tagalog liturgy—she said she couldn’t attend. Not with the shame of Miguel on her conscience. Not with God so angry with her.

Father Romesh patted his skull, nice-doggie style. “We have a problem,” he said. “Two, matter of fact.”

The first problem was the flock of sparrows that had got trapped in the church earlier in the week, and which, unlike the resident swallows, zigged when they should have zagged around the ceiling fans. Six sparrows so far had been clipped by wood wings, emitting sprays of feather and plume and, most distressingly, kamikaze-ing onto the confessional, the sacristy, the baptismal font, and Mrs. Leigh-Jones. At the amah Mass earlier that morning, a sparrow had plopped onto the altar just as Father Romesh was preparing to turn the wine into the blood of Christ. He yelped and swept the bird from the surface using the first tool that came to hand—the Holy Book. About this reaction the priest was ashamed and, on being told that sparrows hated loud noises, ordered the fans turned off, the windows flung open, and all the air horns in the market bought and put to work.

“Such carnage,” he said with a sigh. Sweat now streamed from his skull, staining the mask like the underarms of a T-shirt.

“Why not leave the fans off during Mass?” Dad said.

“The swallows must still be exiled, Jacob.”

“What’s the second problem?” I asked.

The second problem was us. At Mass last Sunday the priest had announced that, effective immediately, any parishioner yet refusing to don an N-95 particle mask in sober, responsible precaution against the lethal airborne contagion would be asked to worship from the meeting room in the adjacent rectory. The room had its own entrance and washrooms, both of which could be scrubbed down afterwards, and a flat-screen TV to broadcast the service from a virally safe remove. Taking communion, sadly, would not be possible.

“Any blood smeared over the rectory door?” Dad asked.

Father Romesh patted his head, his eyes gone black. “That was to protect those within the house from the evil passing outside.”

“Exactly,” Cool Kwok said, lighting a tumour way closer than the ten-metre rule.

“Your daughter will remember the rectory from Sunday school,” the priest said, “including Christmas pageants. Didn’t you play a lamb one year?”

“I was a goat.”

He turned away from us.

“‘Do not fear,’” I said to his back, “‘for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.’”

“Isaiah 43:1,” Father Romesh said. “Well done, Sarah.”

“I like to be called Xixi.”

We agreed that Mom shouldn’t find out we’d been chased from St. Mark’s by air horns. With an hour to kill, Dad and I walked over to the waterfront. He drank beer and sent texts, smiling so often I didn’t bother asking if he was texting Leah. I sipped orange juice and zipzipped the cross along its chain, keeping my music low in case my phone buzzed like his did—or hers, constantly. To my surprise, neither parent had mentioned “Finding Mary” at breakfast. I checked the page twice for new visitors. The morning wasn’t sunny or warm, first signs that winter was clamping down on Hong Kong, a pot lid of cloud and rain that could stay sealed until late February. Even so, both of us wore sunglasses.

“I wanted to pray for Mr. Clark,” I said.

“Hmm? You still can.”

“I have better luck praying in a pew with Jesus hanging over the altar.”

“How about the Tin Hau?” he said, still not looking up from his phone. The Stanley Tin Hau temple, built ages ago for fishermen, had been renovated when I was a girl. The building sat at the rear of an open plaza facing the sea, near a Starbucks and a McDonald’s.

“I dreamed about Mrs. Ma last night,” I said, amazed by how our minds meshed. “The old woman who looks after the temple. She lives in the Tin Hau, with the gods, and incense sticks, and piles of fruit. Remember Mrs. Ma?”

He shook his head.

“They won’t give Mr. Clark a funeral. They’re keeping him in a jar until SARS is over.”

“A jar?”

“Miriam Tsang posted it.”

His attention strayed when a woman in a short dress paraded her dog along the promenade. A cat perched on the breakwater, and the dog lunged for it. To keep control the woman had to grab the leash with both hands, her leg muscles going taut. Dad watched that too.

“They’re driving us away, kiddo,” he said. “We may soon have no choice.”

“Because of the Triads?”

“No. Or only partially. It’s SARS hysteria that’s making me want to get the hell out of town.”

“Can we stay in Asia?”

“I’m pretty sure.”

After a pause, I said, “What about Mom?”

“She talked her way off the first flight. Had to threaten to quit unless they let her stay. But she still may end up back in Canada, or at law firm HQ in London.”

“She doesn’t care about me, does she?”

He gulped some beer before speaking. “You’re going to break that chain.”

“What?”

“Stop sliding the cross so hard.”

I stopped.

“She adores you, Xixi. I’m the problem.”

“She’s mean.”

“It’s tough for everyone.”

“Face it, Dad—Leah’s a bitch. Rachel has.”

His wince was real, as if from a gut punch.

“And she doesn’t understand anything. You said it yourself—she doesn’t get this place. And she doesn’t get me and Mary either. She keeps calling her a prostitute!”

“And when exactly did I say that?”

“What?”

“That she didn’t understand Asia. When did I say that to your mother? I don’t remember you being in the room—or on the balcony, to be exact—during the conversation.”

I decided to check “Finding Mary” one more time. A seventeen-second video had just been posted by Jonathan Rhys-Jones, one of the few boys I had accepted as a friend. Jonathan, a nerd teen with gorgeous eyelashes but dental needs, posted the file in the comments with the caption Is this her? He shot the video last night. The footage, jumpy and rain-streaked and made stalker-creepy by of his heavy breathing, trailed a young woman in a T-shirt and leather skirt for a block, until she noticed, or maybe heard him panting behind her. Going by her height, hair, and leggy legs she could be Mary. When she turned to scold Jonathan for being a pervert, her face was definitely familiar, even in a nighttime Hong Kong street blazing with neon. But she could also be Nicole Jardin dolled up for a dance at the Yacht Club, or Suzie Wu high-heeling it to Lan Kwai Fong. She could be me too, I supposed, on a stupid dare or becoming Mary for a while—as I’d offered.

“What are you looking at?” Dad said.

“Nothing.”

“She wanted to confiscate it, you know. The phone, and the laptop. Your mom said we couldn’t trust you any longer. I said we could. I said you’d been frightened into thinking clearly. I was right, wasn’t it?”

“Sure, Dad.”

“I’m trying to be patient, Xixi, trying to be a good guy.”

“You’re a great guy. You’re Cool Kwok!”

He didn’t smile, although I thought he might. “So you won’t make me look a fool for standing up for you?”

I considered lying again. But then I found a middle truth that kept my expression from betraying me. “Facebook is all I have left for friends. Facebook, and Gloria. But I won’t try contacting Mary on the computer or phone, okay? I won’t.” Later I’d have to thank bucktoothed Jonathan Rhys-Jones for the plan. So long as he didn’t expect us to become girlfriend-boyfriend.

Dad studied my face for almost as long as he had studied the porn photo of Mary. “Go pray for Mr. Clark in the temple. I have to make some calls.”

“Don’t you believe me?”

“Be back in twenty minutes.”

I strutted down the sidewalk, angry as a model forced to wear a canary mask and flaunt her pork buns.

Standing guard out front of the Tin Hau were the twin stone Shih Tzu, ancestors of meek Manga. Carved into the red doors were the temple bodyguards, fierce men with black beards, blue robes, and sabres at the ready. Inside was a tiger skin spread over a wall and rows of statues fronted by pots stuffed with smoking incense sticks and pyramids of oranges and apples, bananas and persimmons, along with flowers gifted by worshippers hoping for a favour in return. Also to be found in the partially roofed outer chamber, usually in a side room, was Mrs. Ma, older than the tiger and bent into a permanent question mark, whether or not she was sweeping the floor with her broom.

I hadn’t been lying about the dream. In it, Mrs. Ma sat on her tiny stool peeling a mango and feeding me slices. I ate several, careful to slip them off the blade, the juice trickling down my chin. In the outer chamber this morning, movie-set bright despite the sky, a maskless Mrs. Ma greeted me by name. “Kwok Xixi, nay ho,” she said, even though I hadn’t been by in a year and didn’t look much like the half-half girl who used to hang out here, more interested in the cats than the gods. Stranger still, she waved me to her corner and, having extended a bowl of hard candies, also mango, proceeded to say that, contrary to what most people believed, the temple wasn’t devoted to Guanyin.

“Only a single statue of her,” she said, indicating the hall to the main chamber.

I’d Googled Guanyin after Rachel got a tattoo of her, and read about Tin Hau. Other statues, Mrs. Ma said, were of sea captains and army generals, popular opera singers from history. But the majority were devoted, like to the temple itself, to Mazu, or Tin Hau in English. She was the protector of sailors and fishermen forced to challenge the sea.

“Everyone knows the story of Mazu,” Mrs. Ma explained. “She was just fifteen, your age, when she rescued her fisherman father and three of her brothers who’d been caught in a storm. After that, Mazu waited by the shore each afternoon, her red garments guiding boats to safety. Sadly, being only a regular girl, with regular limitations and problems, she wasn’t exempted herself. When about a year later her silly fool father insisted on going fishing one dark, angry morning, and needed to be saved again, Mazu swam out, ignoring the dangers. She drowned. He survived.”

“That lady isn’t Guanyin?” I said, sucking on a candy.

“Mazu was her reincarnation. Lots of brave girls are.”

“I’m sorry she died so young.”

“You’re a brave girl,” Mrs. Ma said.

Something occurred to me about our conversation. “How come I understand everything you’re saying? And how come you’re not wearing a SARS mask?”

I was thinking about all this—Mazu’s death at sixteen, mango candies versus mango slices, how Mrs. Ma looked like the less-evil spirit sister in Spirited Away—when my phone beeped.

Dad: You lost? It’s been an hour

An hour? I decided to ask Mrs. Ma the time. But she wasn’t on her stool by the door any longer. I barely made her out in the gloomy side room, lying on a daybed with her eyes closed and the rest of her face behind N-95 gauze.

“Were we really talking for that long?” I said to her. My Cantonese didn’t come out so fluently now.

She opened her eyes. “Can I help you?” she said, as though she didn’t know who I was.

“My parents love me,” I answered. “They’re just super busy.”

My phone beeped again.

Dad: Kiddo? You’re scaring me now

Me: You and Mom are super busy, right?

Dad:??

Me: Aren’t we late for Mass?

Dad: Mini-Me uninvited us. Don’t you remember?

Me: I took my medicine this morning

Dad: Are you still at the Tin Hau? Don’t move

Back outside I stopped in surprise at the livid ocean sky beyond the breakwater and the droplets streaking the Shih Tzu directly in front. Between stone dogs and wooden bodyguards, I felt protected from Triad kidnappers who might be angry that, at last check, “Finding Mary” had 7,842 “Likes” and 2,801 “Talking about this.” But I didn’t feel protected from the rain, now slanting across the plaza in sheets that could have been thin sails, strong enough to pull a temple out to sea, with no hope of return.

Mazu was brave, wading into the ocean to save her foolish dad. Mr. Clark was brave, hugging all those schoolchildren every morning, until he ended up dead in a jar. Rachel was brave enough to sleep naked with a smelly guy and let someone drill ink holes into her arm. Cool Kwok was brave, standing up to Lawyer Leah by refusing to wear a SARS mask or flee the infected port of Hong Kong. Gloria was the most courageous person ever, fighting her loneliness, her sadness at being so far from Batangas City and all-day Tagalog, and lately her despair—an adult word, “despair,” one I heard her using on the phone—at her oldest son’s foul mouth and knock-off gangster fashion, his pornified teen lust. And Mary, Tai Long Wan, wasn’t it brave of her to try communicating with me, regardless of how many real gangsters were threatening her behind the camera? To be a good person you had to mind and esteem and call people by their proper names. But you also had to carry on even when you were need-to-pee afraid, and less than certain you were doing the right thing. Be brave, Xixi Kwok. Be brave or be a goat.

“It’s my fault,” I said to Gloria four crampy, goat-grey days later. “I have to do something.” We sat on the balcony, the sliding door closed, as though we needed privacy from snoops. We didn’t—Jacob and Leah were rarely home, and never at the same time—but Gloria felt more at ease talking out here, despite the cool air and the honking, hammering, and mechanical squeaking of everyday Hong Kong.

“You bring this girl to Hong Kong and drop her on beach?”

“I let the Net kidnap her,” I replied, although I was now convinced my sister’s boyfriend had stolen and posted the third photo, “and then shared her with 8,751 people. That’s maybe worse.”

“No chance.”

“I want to see her. Not to help her. Just to be sure she’s okay and apologize for the mess I made. I know where she is.”

Gloria gave me a look.

“A boy in my class shot a video with his phone. She’s on Shanghai Road in Mong Kok.” I did text Jonathan Rhys-Jones to ask where he’d taken the footage. He replied in a nanosecond and said we should meet and talk about it. I said sure, possibly next week or the week after, but could I have the information right now? He replied that he’d be back in Manchester by the weekend—all his family were leaving for an extended holiday from SARS—but gave it up anyway.

“Xixi, no chance.”

“I saw her face clearly, Gloria. It was the same girl. We’ll find her in the street, and I’ll say sorry and ask her to forgive me. We won’t go into any dangerous places.” I paused before adding what I knew she couldn’t resist. “Shouldn’t I seek her forgiveness? Isn’t that the only way I’ll be able to wash away my sin?”

Gloria, my Asian mom, the sweetest, purest person on the planet, blinked twice, her eyes softening. We were both Catholic, after all, forever apologizing for our sins and being forgiven, and then recommitting them. I bet she secretly wanted her oldest son to say he was sorry, so she could forgive him on the spot and resume loving him. I bet she was also hoping that my parents would apologize for threatening to fire her. That wasn’t going to happen, and I much preferred her to stay mad at Jacob and Leah, and take her revenge by helping me out.

Two grey days earlier, Gloria had finally asked the parentals the big favour she needed—an extra two weeks off at Christmas to spend with her boys in Batangas City. Despite not wanting her to go, I coached her on the wording, guessing it would be a tough sell, especially since she refused to provide details. “Too much shame,” she had said, also very Catholic. We’d settled together on an “urgent family matter” and a “private emergency.” She had wanted to speak with Dad first, alone, but after waiting forty-eight hours for him to be in the apartment when any of us were awake, she approached Mom. She did so as Leah was stepping in the door from another long day of dealing with the infected port of Hong Kong. Their conversation was brief. “Leave us during this crisis,” Mom had said, “and don’t bother returning.” Dad, naturally, had been kinder. “The situation here should be resolved soon enough,” he told Gloria later that evening. “Can you wait until then?”

“Neither of them will be back before midnight,” I said now. “Mom has another dinner with Singapore lawyers and Dad is in it for fun at Sticky Fingers. We can do this and be home by nine. They’ll never know.”

I saw it in her sad gaze—she was ready to agree. “If they find out …,” she said.

“They won’t.” The kiss I planted on her cheek helped avoid any eye contact between us. Her return hug, pulling me so close that I smelled clove hair oil and fear in equal parts, did the same.

But in the elevator, having approved my outfit of jeans, zipped-up jacket, and a Toronto Maple Leafs baseball cap—a recent gift from Cool Kwok, special-ordered from Canada—Gloria rallied. “Your parents fire me from job, I don’t care,” she said from behind SARS protection. “You never speak with me again, I don’t care. But I will use strong words and I will slap you, Xixi Kwok, if you go too far.”

“We won’t do anything dangerous,” I repeated.

“You promise?”

“I promise,” I said, even though I didn’t. Since I was see-through, easy to confuse with any other Asian girl, maybe I could step right into Mary’s room. To help her, or not. To understand her better, or not. Non-stop I’d been mulling over the offer I’d made during our FaceTime, trying to figure out less why I’d said that I could become her for a while than what I’d meant by those words.

And Gloria could sense my not totally promising. The lie, or the half-truth, might as well have been written across my forehead in easy-to-read Tagalog.

“I will slap you,” she said again.

“So slap me.”

Suddenly I wanted to FaceTime Rachel and run the plan by her. But we were already in the lobby, a taxi waiting outside the door.

“You won’t put this on.” She pulled a second mask from her purse.

“Sure I will.”

“Oh,” she said in surprise.

We kept to ourselves during the ride into Central. In the subway under the harbour I reached over and took her hand. Her palm was moist, and above the subway noises I detected the squeak of her grinding teeth. But I couldn’t ask why. If I did, she would repeat her worries, and I’d have to offer to cancel the search. I deliberately opened my purse.

“Why you bring apple?” she said, staring into it.

“In case I get hungry.”

“You okay wearing the mask?”

“It’s like breathing through a gym sock,” I answered. The fabric collapsed over my mouth with each inhale. When I tried using my nose alone, I sounded like Manga sniffing a lamppost.

Six stops later we were in Mong Kok, a neighbourhood I knew mostly by sketchy reputation. Everyone knew about the massage parlours and night markets, the dai pai dongs serving pig guts and sea beasties. As well, I had bonus insights, courtesy of East Island boys and their walls. Even before I posted the special page for Mary, they were bragging online about Saturday-night excursions to Portland Street, where they dared each other to take phone snaps of the signs taped in doorways. The signs advertised the prices of the girls for sale. East Island boys posted on why Filipinos were cheaper than Thais, and Hong Kong more expensive than mainland, and one claimed he had negotiated on the sidewalk with a woman about the cost of hand job or blow job, front or back door, per hour or overnight. But none admitted to entering any of those buildings, never mind to buying anything. Jonathan Rhys-Jones had confessed to me that he’d videoed the girl he thought might be Mary for only seventeen seconds because the dark, and the rain, and the glare, freaked him out. He’d sprinted the three blocks to the subway station convinced Triad gangsters were close behind, ready to split open his skull.

Jonathan had filmed the girl leaving a food market on Shanghai Street, two streets over from Portland. The market was a city block closed to cars and covered along either sidewalk with awnings that served as drums for rain. The block was lined with no-class restaurants as baldly lit as public washrooms, and about as appealing. Along the sidewalks out front of each were fold-up tables with stools. On clear nights the tables could be pushed into the road, relieving the jam-up of tripe-slurping, bone-spitting diners, all simultaneously guzzling beer and smoking tumours. But a downpour forced everyone under the awnings, near the cauldrons of innards and baskets of twitching seafood.

The easiest route traced the uncovered spaces down the centre of the road. Rain rat-tat-tatted on our shared umbrella as I scanned table after table, seeking a cluster of girls dressed all wrong for outdoor dining in December. Picking out females wasn’t hard—the market was three-to-one male—and it was Gloria who nodded towards a table of eight young women in ankle boots and miniskirts, halter tops advertising breasts and midriffs. Purses in laps and SARS masks unclipped, they bent over bowls of noodles or picked at the carcasses of steamed fish, only the heads and tails surviving. Their faces and manners, squat figures and bad posture, reminded me of the mermaids on Tai Long Wan.

“Wait,” Gloria said when I veered towards them, the photo of Mary folded in my hand. “Next table.”

Five men and one woman sat there, their dinners even more of a carnage fest. Four of the gangsters wore sunglasses, three chewed toothpicks, and one had the ugliest tattoo I’d ever seen. A tail-to-horn dragon, inked in dark blue, disfigured his left cheek and neck. All five mobsters were either talking on phones or playing video games. The woman had a flat, fishy face—being a mamasan seemed as boring as being a sea bass—her long black hair tied with a clip and her lips blue-red, a ghost mouth imprinted inside her dangling mask. She had to be an escort, or a junior mam.

“What about those men?” Gloria said, her voice also fish-dead.

“I’ll talk to the girls.”

Stuffing my mask in my pocket, I approached the table, the photo pinned to my chest with fingertips. Originally I’d made a copy of the nice-Mary shot. But then I decided I’d better use the third image, because of where she lived and what she did. “Hi,” I said.

Only a couple glanced up.

“I’m Xixi Kwok,” I said in a fluttery voice. “I’m looking for her.”

“Funny hat,” one said of my Maple Leafs cap.

“It’s a hockey team.”

“Who she?” another woman asked.

“My friend,” I replied. “I need to speak with Mary. I owe her a ping gwoh.”

With a frown so abrupt it cracked her mascara, the woman who had asked about the baseball cap turned to the others, spit-firing Cantonese at them. Several more looked up then, and although I wished they’d focus on the photo, I tried not to flutter or shrink or appear cowardly under their scrutiny. To myself I said, Don’t be a goat! You’re younger and prettier than all of them. The gangsters at the next table sure scared me, especially the one with the tail crawling up from his shirt collar, the body, mostly wings, choking his neck, and above all the scaly head with flaring nostrils and snaggleteeth, a horn poking into his own eye, burn-scarring his cheek. The mistake of a lifetime, I thought, way worse than Rachel’s arm.

Jr. Mam came over from her table to look at the photo. She got close, but not that close. Still, Gloria said, “No ma’am!” and slipped between us, like I was a movie star and she a fan with boundary issues. Gloria unclipped her mask, revealing her full Filipino identity. I had to pass the paper around her.

“You? Her? You?” Jr. Mam said, studying Mary.

“She’s a friend.”

“She is not,” Gloria said. “This child is inventing.”

Treating Gloria as though she were see-through, the woman examined me up and down, a quality dress that just didn’t seem priced high enough. “Maybe,” she said.

“Maybe you’ll take me to her?”

“Come.”

“Come where?” Gloria said. “Xixi, this is mistake.”

But Jr. Mam had collected her bag, issued instructions to her crew, and was waving at us to follow.

“We stay here,” Gloria said.

“She knows Mary,” I said.

“We stay here, with so many people. It is safe. Safer,” she added, wiping rain from her cheek. Her hand shook like a sparrow clipped by a propeller and about to plunge.

I unzipped my jacket to show my shirt, too tight across the chest and belly button exposed.

“Hello Kitty!” Jr. Mam said.

Gloria’s mouth fell open. But had she seen the pajamas back at the apartment, she wouldn’t have let me out the door. Deceiving her had been my only option.

“See,” I said. “She does know her.”

I set off. Having no choice, Gloria caught up a half block later, sharing the umbrella but not taking my arm. Jr. Mam crossed a road, cut through an alley, and emerged onto Portland Street. All of Mong Kok—or what little I’d seen of it—was lurid with neon signs climbing every floor of every building, ideograms and letters, drawings of products and outlines of women, in glowing, brain-distressing blue, red, gold, and green. But this street was twice as glowing and twice as lurid, even with only a few cars parked along the curb and a few men smoking in doorways. Jr. Mam stopped in a doorway with a grate pulled down over a storefront.

“Look,” I said. “They’re for real.”

Taped to a wall inside the entry were two cardboard signs. The first, shaped like an arrow and readable thanks to a naked bulb overhead, advertised the product. Free Preview—many different countries girls—taste back excitement—less 50%. The second, in both Chinese and English, provided nations and numbers: Russian 590—China 260—Hong Kong 300—Malay Thai 190. The arrow pointed up a set of stairs.

“No, no, no,” Gloria said. She grabbed my arm.

I shook her off. “Why do Russians cost so much?”

“You? Her? You?” Mamasan repeated in her Triad-lousy English. She studied the nasty photo again. She had clutched the paper in her fist, forgetting about the rain. Mary was half dissolved into ink.

“I can be,” I said.

Gloria backpedalled into the street.

“Massage,” Jr. Mam said to her. “All girls clean. No trouble.”

“A mango candy would be nice right about now,” I said. I was shivering, in part from hunger and cold—neither of us had touched our dinners before setting off, and my jacket wasn’t waterproof—in part from seeing Mary’s face disappear so easily on the page. In part, too, because the signs were suddenly throbbing and the puddles in the pavement were lit like outdoor pools with strobes buried in their floors. But I’d swallowed all three pills today, just as I had on Sunday.

“SeeSee, no,” Gloria said.

“I’m going with or without you.”

“But you said—”

“Need to see her room,” I said, climbing two stairs at a stretch. “Need to be inside it with her.”

I was halfway to the top when Gloria spun me around and slapped my cheek. The slap wasn’t hard but the sting, or the shock of it, was raw enough that I rubbed the skin. Far nastier was the cackle of satisfaction that puffed Jr. Mam’s SARS mask.

“You be good girl,” she said.

Gloria groaned but still followed. We tracked arrows taped to the floor of a corridor that reeked of cooking oil and fish sauce, and then climbed a shorter set of stairs to a red door without a number on it. Behind that door was a waterfall of beads and a coat rack. Passing through the clattery gate we entered a gloomy apartment made up of a living room cramped with couches and chairs, a galley kitchen fronted by a countertop of liquor bottles, and a corridor behind another gateway of beads. Asian movie stars grinned from the walls and gossip magazines were spread over a coffee table, Cantopop, perhaps sung by Mr. SARS suicide, Leslie Cheung, crooning from a CD player. Ashtrays were stuffed with filters, reminding me of ducks feeding butts-up in a pond, and the couch and carpet, lampshades and wallpaper, all reeked of cancer past, cancer present, and cancer future. While waiting for Jr. Mam to sit across from us I decided that Dad had to quit smoking. Only low-lifes, and traumatized girls, puffed tumours anymore.

“How old?” she said.

“I thought she was my age,” I answered, speaking in English for Gloria. “But when I talked to her on FaceTime I realized she’s probably twenty or twenty-one. Where’s her picture?” Glancing around, I saw a bin near the door, the paper crumbled on top of bottles and newspapers.

“Fifteen,” Gloria said. She had once more untied her mask. Jr. Mam, I noticed, kept hers on.

“Too young, lah,” Jr. Mam said.

“Is she here?” I asked. I knew she was—beyond the next gate, down a dark, narrowing corridor with, I imagined, rooms off either side. The MacBook she had used for FaceTime cost nine thousand Hong Kong dollars new. She must have borrowed money from the Russian.

“But pretty,” Jr. Mam said. When she reached out to rehook the hair that had fallen over my eyes—I was back to feeling strange, and having trouble speaking—Gloria smacked her hand in mid-air, much harder than she had with me. Weirdly, Jr. Mam’s mask filled with another cackle. She didn’t much mind who got hit, even herself.

“No buy, no touch?” she said.

“You make dirty movie here?” Gloria said.

“Whoa,” I managed.

“You make porn-he—porn-he-graphy?” my amah said with a choke.

“Is Mary sleeping?” I said. “She’ll be okay if I wake her up.” Rising, I made for the beads, ignoring the newborn colt wobble in my legs. Pornography too? I hadn’t thought of that, and wished Gloria hadn’t either. A mango candy wasn’t going to cut it any longer. I needed real food, and soon.

I was right about the corridor. Along each pinching wall were three closed doors, numbered one to six, with a seventh door at the back, probably onto a fire escape. From behind one of them drifted the tinkle of pop music, not Asian. Jr. Mam and Gloria followed me.

“There’s a bed with an end table,” I said, “and a chair with a belt dangling off it. She’s Hello Kitty as well—unless she was wearing that for me.”

“Hello Kitty number one most popular,” Jr. Mam said.

“You are evil person,” Gloria said. A tendon, visible only when she wept, popped in her neck, its own kind of scar.

“Sexy,” the woman said, touching my belly. It was more like a poke, her fingernail leaving a mark.

Yanking on the fabric, I covered up most of the exposed skin. “The top is too small,” I said.

“This child is fifteen!” Gloria said.

Jr. Mam’s eyes, alert and wary and possibly amused, shut down, their centres as black as calligraphy ink dots. I noticed a mole on her left nostril, complete with sprouting hair. Normally I’d have picked up something so hideous right away. “Massage only,” she said. “Good business.” Out came a cell phone. She speed-dialled.

I knocked on door number three, the one with music.

“Hello?” someone said.

“Gao cho ah!” Jr. Mam said to me. Into her phone she spoke two words, “quai lai.” Come quick.

“I can be her,” I repeated, the notion scarcely any clearer now, “but she has to be me too.”

The door opened a crack and a head stuck out. She was blond, from a bottle, her teeth good and her eyes green. But HK$590 still seemed expensive.

“Are you Russian?” I said, swallowing my disappointment.

“Ukraine,” she replied.

Fumbling with the latch on my purse, I showed her the apple. “You might as well eat it.”

“No photo!” Jr. Mam said. “It’s an apple,” I said.

Two men had entered the apartment—clatter, swoosh, clatter, swoosh, went the beads—and were closing in. I recognized them from the food market, including the one that had allowed his face to be swallowed by a dragon. In a second I’d be getting a closer look at his mistake of a lifetime. Was I making my own, right now? The thought was a stronger, sharper poke to the gut.

In Cantonese Jr. Mam instructed them to grab my arms. When Gloria tried blocking their path the woman slammed her against the wall. “Filipino chau hai,” she said in English. “For you I get hundred dollar tops. Have to fuck all night to make any money.”

The apple, which the Ukrainian hadn’t touched, fell from my purse to the ground, rolling towards the rear exit, as if attempting its own escape. But instead of helping another girl in distress—or making a break for it alongside the fruit, why not—the $590 prostitute closed her door.

Still pinning Gloria to the wall, Jr. Mam turned to me with a dragon-toothed grin. “But you are Chinese ping gwoh. Sweet to taste.”

“My real name is Sarah, from the Isle of Skye,” I answered. Not even debating whether I had the courage to do it, I pulled Gloria away from her. “Slap me again,” I said into my amah’s ear.

Her eyes bugged out.

“For real this time.”

She hesitated.

“Say I didn’t take my medicine today,” I whispered. “Say that I’m mal-brained.”

Emitting an animal sound, half scream, half whimper, Gloria slapped me so hard that I lost my balance. “Stupid girl!” she said, not too convincingly.

The gangsters, reeking of beer and tumours, had to prop Hello Kitty up, a doll with no control over her muscles. But although Jr. Mam grinned behind her mask at my humiliation, she wasn’t satisfied. Her gaze warned of what else she would be taking in revenge, and her stubby fingers dug into the flesh and bone at the nape of my neck. Using her nails as pincers, she snapped the cross from the chain and caught both before they fell. The pain was sharp but faded. The slap kept on hurting, as it should.

“Now go,” she said.

The men shoved us towards the rear door. “SeeSee, walk,” I heard Gloria say. “Don’t turn.”

We climbed down the rickety fire escape to a back alley. A fluorescent bulb over an outdoor barber shop blazed so raw I covered my brow, certain the glass was about to shatter, and rain on a tarpaulin went pop! pop!, each shot a jolt to my spine. Buried into a wall was a food stall with a blowtorched duck hanging from a hook. The duck’s skin glowed like embers, its eyes twinkling reflected light. I decided to finish my aura sitting down.

It was over before my bum found the low stool. The aura was done, and soon I would be too.

“Food,” I said to Gloria.

“Here?”

“Noodles,” I said to the man standing behind the duck. He wore a stained apron over a filthy undershirt, a slit in his N-95 mask allowing him to smoke on the job. “No beasties.”

He stared at me.

“No meat,” I corrected in Cantonese.

“Haven’t you heard of SARS?” he said, the tumour stick a sorcerer’s wand.

“We’re tourists.”

“You should buy a mask.”

“You should serve noodles.”

Across the table, Gloria stared at me, her mouth back to being dead-fish open.

“Don’t cry,” I said.

She struggled.

“Let’s buy mango candies after this,” I added. “Or a fresh mango.”

The man delivered bowls of chow mein noodles with bok choy. “Give the cigarette to the duck,” I said to him. “It could use a few smokes.” I selected a chipped ceramic spoon from one container and plastic chopsticks, their tips grooved with teeth marks, from another.

Gloria found her voice. “Must clean these first,” she said, bending her head towards her purse.

The ground was opening up. “Peking smoking duck,” I said. “Sounds yummy.”

“Handi Wipes,” she said.

Having slurped broth and supped noodles, I pinched a bok choy flower between the chopsticks. “Baby socks. Green ones.”

She tore at the packet with her teeth.

“It wasn’t so bad, for a first time,” I said, touching my cheek. “Didn’t hurt that much.”

“Let me clean!”

“I miss being a kid. I miss my family. Don’t you?”

I slurped, and supped, and pinched another baby sock. Getting it—what was coming, and couldn’t be stopped—Gloria asked what she should do.

“Stay with me forever,” I replied. “Never go away.”

She threw enough money on the table to buy an entire duck.

“Girls bring condoms to school just to show off,” I said as we hurried out to Argyle Street to flag a taxi. “Real ones. They peel them open in the bathroom and wave them at each other, giggling and squealing. How stupid is that?”

No ground beneath these running shoes. Only a trench, a chasm, black and bottomless. One more step and down I’ll plummet. One more step and—


CHAPTER SIX

December 19, 20—

*Eye of viral storm

*837 infected, 29 dead

“Our daughter said those things?”

“Technically, she texted them. Sorry, Xixi,” Dad said. “Sorry to be doing this in front of you.”

Me (to him): Better than me hiding in Rachel’s old room

Checking his screen, he nodded, his smile closer to a wince. Dad sat on one couch, Mom on the other. In between them I curled in an armchair, chin on my knees.

“‘Am I fuckable yet?’” Mom said, quoting the text I had sent to Rachel. “And then you asked Gloria how many holes you have for sex?”

Me (to her): Rachel told you? Gloria told you?

Her phone buzzed.

“There’s no chance I will read your message with you sitting right here. I see you texting it! You’re not invisible.”

Me (to her): I thought I was

“Sarah!” she said, ignoring the incoming texts. “Are you truly still not getting it, darling? The implications of the video sent to my iPhone earlier this morning are terrifying. These people are now stalking you, and threatening to abduct you if you won’t stop. I had no choice but to involve the police. Even your father, who would much prefer to keep his head buried in the sand, or elsewhere, agrees. Right, Jacob?”

Me (to her): Why stay with him, if he’s such a jerk?

“Give me that phone,” Mom added.

“Leah, don’t.”

Me (to him): Isn’t she a bitch now?

“Kiddo,” he said. On any other day his expression might have made me regret my words, want to trigger a Cool Kwok grin. But not this morning. Not when she—they, Leah and Jacob, still the official parenting team—had just ruined Gloria’s life. Ruined her life and, by extension, my own.

“What did she say?” Mom said.

“We should get Rachel on the laptop,” he said. “She might be able to talk to her. What time is it in Toronto?”

Me (to her): I called you a chau hai

Buzz.

Me (to him): 9 pm in TO

Buzz.

“Stop it!” Dad said without either checking his text or asking, and finding out, that I had called my own mother a “smelly cunt” in Cantonese. An awful term, one I didn’t know that I knew.

Mom sprang up from her couch. “The phone,” she said, coming towards me. “It has to go. I said so last week. I mean it today.”

I’d been attacked by another adult not long before, and instinctively sank deeper into the chair, the phone buried in my belly. Manga yip-yipped at the threat of violence.

“Out of the way, Manga,” she said.

“FFUUCCKK,” I said.

In mid-stride she veered away and crossed to the balcony doors, where she stood deliberately shielding her face. “I don’t know what I have done to deserve this,” she said. “Nor what I can do to stop everything from turning more and more to shit.”

“Let me try,” Dad said.

My belly buzzed, not from cramps or fear.

Dad: Do you remember last night?

Me: Some of it

Dad: Gloria said you had a seizure after eating noodles

Me: We were in a taxi in the Cross-Harbour Tunnel. My tongue was burnt and I didn’t know why

Back and forth we texted, clickety-click, our words beaming up to some satellite near the moon, bouncing off, and landing right back in the same room in apartment 2201, 26 Old Peak Road, Hong Kong. Out the window the slope glowed bok choy from all the rain. Or it glowed baby socks.

Dad: What about the massage parlour? Do you remember climbing those stairs?

Me: I met a Russian girl. She cost $590. So far, 29 people have died from SARS and 837 are infected. I don’t think we’ll get as high as the last time

Dad: Was she the one who stole your cross?

Me:??

Dad: Gloria said a woman ripped the cross from your neck

I checked the dent between my collarbones. When I looked up at Dad, he shrugged. Amazing, not to have noticed the cross and chain were gone. My fingers climbed my left cheek.

Me: She may have hit me

Dad: The Russian? That’s assault

Me: Did I find her? Mary … Did I apologize?

Our eyes met. This time, knowing how much it meant, he added a sad smile. “Sorry, SeeSaw,” he said.

Mom flinched at the kindness in his voice.

Dad: What about before you entered the building, the women at the table in that outdoor restaurant? And the one in charge?

Me: I watched the video. And I remember most of it—before the doorway. Thai girls cost just 190

Dad: The police have identified the location

Me: I still don’t think Mom had to send them the video

Dad: They demanded it. Anyway, the gangsters have posted YOUR photo on YOUR Facebook wall. The photo the mamasan took on the beach, plus our address below. You know this, right?

Me: I saw

Dad: We should have contacted the authorities weeks ago. And confiscated your computer and phone. Now it’s too late

Me: Did you have to, Dad?

Dad: You mean Gloria?

I turned off my phone. “Did you have to?” I said from the centre of the room, equally distant from them both. “Kwok-MacInnes parentals … did you?”

“We had to,” he said.

I told them I’d wait in my cell until the interrogation. “Come, Manga,” I said to my last remaining friend. Dad was already by the balcony door, scrolling through our exchange for her to read—everything I said and did, even in my own bedroom, was being recorded, taped, and posted on YouTube, Facebook, and exploitedasianteens.com—before I was out of sight.

Afraid to FaceTime Rachel and catch her having sex with Yellow Peril, formerly Head Tax, and warned by Leah to leave Gloria alone, likely so we couldn’t get our stories straight—dumb, since I couldn’t remember chunks of mine—I retreated to Facebook. In the last twenty minutes another twenty-seven people had liked “Finding Mary” and nine more had talked about this. Two comments had been added since my photo was posted earlier this morning. One was from Kimberley in Phuket. Super-cute Asian teen! she wrote for everyone to read. But she also texted me privately: U posted yourself, Xixi? Bad idea to give the address. From Manchester, Jonathan Rhys-Jones posted on the page as well. She’s worth it, he wrote. Intending to be sweet, no doubt, but the comment came out creepy. Poor Jonathan.

Looking at Mary, looking at myself, I wasn’t sure anymore about her, about Facebook, about me. The seizure in Mong Kok had been different, the chasm the deepest and darkest so far. Half a day later, had I climbed all the way back out? Bok choy baby socks and a smoking Peking duck, a tongue scalded by noodle soup and a cheek stinging from a slap, a cross stolen and an apple rolling down a corridor—I couldn’t sort out events or say why certain images still burned in my mind. I couldn’t be certain I knew what I knew now because I remembered it, or had been told, or had watched the video sent to my mother’s latest Apple product. It was no good, having a mal-brain. I couldn’t be trusted, or trust myself.

Leah called me back to her courtroom for another grilling. Two police squeezed onto one of the couches. Though Senior Inspector Kerr stood when I entered, Constable Chu did not. Kerr was gweilo, pasty and balding in a slept-in suit, his face mashed by wrinkles but his green eyes twinkly. Chu was local, uniformed in a beret, a blue shirt with epaulets, cargo pants, and black boots. The belt around her waist holstered a handgun and cuffs, a baton to her knees and a canister of spray, not for hairstyling.

My arms went out, wrists already cuffed. “Take me, not Gloria,” I said. “I can’t be trusted.”

“You must be young Sarah,” he said in a Scottish accent. “I recognize you from the video.”

They belonged to the Organized Crime and Triad Unit. He was a dinosaur, he explained, one of a dwindling number of pre-Handover hires still on the force. She was an exemplary junior officer, present this afternoon on account of the sensitive nature of the matter. Senior Inspector Kerr kept pinching at his SARS mask while he spoke, as though to let his words slip up and over the fabric. I liked him immediately.

“You sound like Shrek,” I said.

“Sarah,” Mom said.

“Kwok Xixi,” I corrected her.

“I feel a bit ogre-ish in this bloody thing,” he said.

“Please take the masks off,” Dad said. “Everyone,” he added, cutting Leah with a look.

“Small mercies,” the policeman said. First he wiped his brow with his N-95. Then he stuffed it into his coat pocket.

Constable Chu kept her condom on, the better to give me the evil ninja glare.

“Not wearing a mask on the streets of Mong Kok last evening certainly made you easy to identify,” Senior Inspector Kerr said. “That’s now part of our problem.”

“You scared people,” the female officer said.

His frown carved extra wrinkles into his cheeks. “Thank you, Constable. But I’m thinking more of this lass’s face suddenly being so well known, on account of the YouTube.”

“There’s a video as well?” I said.

“It appeared in the middle of the night.”

“They also posted the picture of me on the page I made for Mary,” I said, coming clean.

“We’re aware.”

“It showed our address. I took it down.”

“The posting was up long enough, I’m afraid. They could come calling anytime.”

“They’ve had our address for six weeks,” Mom said.

“Oh?”

“Off my phone.”

“They stole your phone?”

“I lent it to them,” she said in a voice so hushed I wondered if she needed to close her eyes.

“This may be different,” Senior Inspector Kerr said. “The girl your daughter has been trying to contact appears not to be an ordinary sex worker. She might be a favourite of a senior Triad boss. The one time you actually met,” he said to me, “on that beach in the New Territories, did you notice anything different about her?”

“She was the same as the others.”

“No, she wasn’t,” Dad said. “Now that I think about it.”

“Now that you think about it?” Mom said.

“Regardless,” the policeman said, “it’s best to keep a wide distance between yourselves and this particular lady.”

Dad said, “Xixi, how is it that neither you nor Gloria noticed someone trailing behind you with a camera last night?”

“Everyone carries a phone in Hong Kong, usually right in front of their faces. And it was dark, and rainy, and I was scared,” I said, admitting it to myself.

“I blame her amah,” Mom said. “Her former amah.”

“She made a mistake, aye,” Senior Inspector Kerr said. “Lucky for you, nothing terrible happened because of it.” He went on to tell us how “his crowd,” on learning from “the family maid” that the girl in the photo, the one identified only as Mary, might have been in the massage parlour involuntarily, and would be swiftly relocated in the aftermath of our visit, had had no choice but to call in a special tactical unit, one specializing in abductions. How “that crowd” had sprung into action and raided 1303 Portland Street earlier today but found nothing incriminating, including any prostitute matching the photograph or answering to the name. And how, in consequence, my circumstance as a “well-meaning but muddled, misguided wee lassie” had deteriorated to such an extent that my security in Hong Kong could no longer be guaranteed. As such, my departure for a safer locale should be imminent, and be preceded by what amounted to temporary incarceration right here on Old Peak Road. “Quite the posh address,” he added for no obvious reason.

“You might have talked to me first,” Mom told him. “I could have advised you not to break down any doors looking for a friend named Mary.”

“Shame about the photos you posted at the outset of this mess,” he said to me. “Makes me wonder if teenagers should be trusted with these fancy toys.”

“Shame,” Constable Chu said.

“You want to arrest my laptop instead?” I said.

“This girl may have your looks,” the senior inspector said to Dad, “but it’s her mother’s spirit, I’ll wager, behind the face.”

“Mom’s a MacInnes of the Isle of Skye,” I said.

“Aye,” he said, very Shrekly. “That she is.”

“Girl is trouble,” Constable Chu said.

“Does she know, like, five words of English?” I said to him, not caring that she was resting her right hand on her gun, ready to draw. But she would probably shoot Gloria first.

“The next time our impudent daughter steps through that door,” Mom said, “it will be to climb into a hired car for the airport.”

“Good enough for me. Now could we have another word with this maid I spoke to on the phone earlier … Gloria Bella, is it?” the policeman said, reading from a notepad. “Nice to meet you, Sarah, or Kwok Xixi.”

Dad, wearing a smile that he found nearly impossible to hold up, like beltless pants at a security gate, escorted me back to the bedroom. For everyone in every room in our posh apartment to hear and keep in mind, I announced, “She is Gloria-in-Excelsis, and she is my Asian mom. Arrest or shoot her, and I’ll go looking for Mary again tonight.”

“That’s my girl,” Dad whispered, though I wasn’t so sure anymore.

“She fucked up massively,” Rachel said later that day, “and put you in real harm. They had to let her go.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Understand what, SeeSaw? She’s not your mom! She’s not a member of our family. Are you going to hang up on me? Fine. Be a sulky mei mei about it,” she said. “But the parentals, who are otherwise hopeless, got this one right. Do you know Gloria wouldn’t talk to the police today? Leah said she sat there with her head bowed, all ‘Yes sir,’ and ‘No ma’am,’ like one of those amahs who only pretend to speak English.”

“She talked to them before on the phone.”

“Well, she clammed up in front of Jacob and Leah.”

“Mom scares her. And Miguel …,” I said, wanting Rachel, Mom and Dad, even Senior Inspector Kerr and Constable Chu, to be aware of the sadness and worry she carried around her neck, a crucifix of heavy wood that bowed her head and scraped her skin bloody. But I kept my promises to Gloria and she kept her promises to me.

“Miguel? What about her hoodlum son? Have you checked his profile lately? He’s totally slim shady.”

All of a sudden I felt too sad and small to do more than gather hair for braiding and chewing. Plus the fact that all of it—all of it!—was my fault.

“Poor baby,” Rachel said.

“I think I’ll lie down.”

“Does your neck still hurt, from that bitch stealing your Jesus stick? You keep rubbing the spot.”

“She was Russian.”

“The Chinese lady who runs the massage parlour? That can’t be right.”

“I wanted to switch rooms with Mary,” I said, ignoring her correction. “Just for a night. I thought she could stay here with Manga and Gloria.”

Rachel went quiet, studying me with her Pokémon gaze. This evening I was the one who kept fidgeting, as if I’d recently got a cheek tattoo of Chihiro’s funny face, my eyes pinballing from having smoked marijuana to manage the ink-needle pain.

“I’m a muddled, misguided wee lassie,” I added.

“Who said that?”

“Shrek.”

“Okay …”

“Senior Inspector Kerr,” I said. “And I don’t want that anymore. The room switch thing. I don’t.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“I don’t even want to be on Facebook.”

“A cyber time-out might be smart.”

“Do I really need to leave Hong Kong?”

“You really, really do. And isn’t it already set up?” she asked.

“Monday morning, Thai Airways. Bangkok, me and Dad. God is a restaurant,” I said.

My sister nearly smiled. “The legendary Kwok-MacInnes family holiday. Xixi, during her mystic phase.”

“Mom’s flying to London the day after.”

“That’s for the best. Or not. I’m not convinced any of you are thinking clearly right now.”

I definitely needed to lie down.

“Not much fun at 2201, 26 Old Peak Road, eh?” she said. “I got that address off your Facebook page.”

“They don’t love each other, do they?”

She shrugged.

“Did he do a bad thing when you were around my age?”

She shrugged again, her gaze floating to the wall behind her desk.

“Did you promise not to tell me?”

“I promised myself. I promised to protect you for as long as I could. What a crap job I’ve done.”

“Gloria won’t say a word either,” I said, a mistake.

“Gloria? What’s she have to do with it?”

“She lives in the same apartment as us. She can’t help being part of our lives.”

“Our lives are none of her fucking business. Cooking, cleaning, scooping up after Manga in the park is her business—nothing else. She should have thought about that before agreeing to help sell you into prostitution on Portland Street!”

I exploded. “That’s stupid,” I said. “You’re stupid too. And your boyfriend Greg, he—”

“Why don’t I leave you and the mutt to spoon on the bed,” Rachel said.

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“Bye-bye for now!”

We both had our mouse arrows aimed at End Call. She stared at me, I stared back at her. Five, six, seven seconds went by, like the contests when we were kids, which she always won. Ten, eleven, twelve seconds later, I was feeling good—at least about finally out-staring my big sister.

“First time for everything,” she said, giving up.

“I can keep going forever.”

“I believe it. Look, SeeSaw, there are a few things I need to tell you before you and Cool Kwok flee the ‘infected port.’ To make sure I get them right I’ll go old-school and send emails. Start checking every so often.”

“The parentals are going to take away my computer and phone,” I said. “Any second now.”

“That could happen.” By her expression I knew they’d told her about the plan, or she’d suggested it herself.

“I’ll check emails on Gloria’s laptop,” I said.

“The laptop Mom and Dad bought you but then you gave to her? Sorry,” she said, reading—correctly—the link between the look on my face and the arrow back on End Call.

“I miss you, Rach. I wish we could be little again. We could have staring contests, and watch cats on YouTube. There’s a hilarious one where the cat does the ‘Thriller’ dance.”

I tried imitating a cat, reared up on its hind legs, imitating Michael Jackson pretending to be a ghoul.

“Cat videos?” she said. “That’s such Asian girl stuff.”

As it happened, I’d spent some of the day attempting, typically, to remember who had called me a Hello Kitty last night, and why I wasn’t one. “I made a list of Asian girl things I’ll never do. Want to hear it?”

“I thought you needed to lie down.”

“I’ll bring the computer,” I said. Manga got up from the bed long enough for me to climb onto it, the screen upright on my tummy. “One, I’ll never cover my hand with my mouth when I talk or laugh, like this”—I showed the move, and did the helium giggle, which only a Pikachu doll should be allowed. “Two, I’ll never watch Project Runway Cambodia, where teens with pork-bun butts flounce around Phnom Penh as if it’s normal. Three, I won’t take iPhone photos of food and send them to friends. Or selfies,” I added. “Selfies are lame.”

She was smiling now, my beautiful sister, and my loneliness for her was another ache churning my belly. “Most days I wish I was still a little girl too,” she said. “Being grown-up is tougher than it looks.”

“Maybe I’ll stay fifteen forever.”

“Doesn’t work that way, kiddo.”

“Fourteen would be better. Or even thirteen. Before I turned mal-brained and started to bleed. When we still lived in Stanley, and Gloria had a nice view from her room. Remember how I followed cats through the village and into the Tin Hau temple? Mrs. Ma has gone funny in the head,” I said. “She thought I was Mazu. How’s your tattoo?”

“I thought you wanted to sleep.”

I did. I didn’t. Until this moment, I hadn’t realized that loneliness itself could be a physical pain. “Don’t hang up.”

“I won’t.”

“Can you stay until I doze off?”

“Why don’t you close your eyes?”

“Your eyes are pure anime. They’re limpid,” I said, a new word.

“Are they?”

“Limpid and strong and amazing. You’re a heroine.”

“Close them, Xixi doll. You need to.”

“It’s all my fault, you know.”

“Shhh.”

“Gloria wouldn’t have …”

“Shhh.”

I did as Rachel asked. A minute later—okay, an hour—I opened them back up to a dark screen, a snoring mutt, and me alone, alone, alone in my cell.

“Should I be coming to Thailand with you and your father?” Mom said. “Is that what you want?”

She had invited herself onto the bed, and cowardly Manga had failed to defend our turf. I’d been resting with my face to the wall when I heard him whimper but then accept being shooed to the floor.

“Are you going to take my laptop?” I said over my shoulder.

“I’m not sure,” she answered, not very Lawyer Leah. Equally out of the ordinary was her smell. Usually she was scented Chanel during the day, various skin crèmes at night, all herbal essence and citrus stem. But this evening—it was still evening, I was fairly certain—Mom smelled of unwashed hair and uncleaned teeth.

“I fell asleep talking to Rachel,” I said.

“She texted me. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

“Not okay, Mom. Obviously.”

“You didn’t have any dinner.”

“I only like Gloria’s cooking.”

Her sigh held a quaver. She had been crying, and would shortly be crying some more.

“Is Sanjay flying to London with you?” I said. “Or Dr. Call-Me-Alex? Maybe you’ve arranged to meet outside Buckingham Palace, near the guards with the fur hats.”

“The things in your head …”

“Valproic acid, 250 milligrams, three times a day.”

“Not what I meant.”

“You don’t have a clue what’s in my head.”

“Or on your Facebook, it turns out.”

Now I couldn’t flip over and face her without betraying my guilt. “You should brush your teeth,” I said.

“The decision, taken together by both your parents, to end our relationship with Gloria wasn’t easy,” she said after a pause. “It was certainly not what I wanted for you, Sarah, or our family. I am not blind or deaf—I know how you feel about her. Neither is my flying to London what I wish to happen. It has to do, believe it or not, with insurance, and a document I signed when I first took the job. That may have been the second-biggest mistake I’ve ever made.”

I asked about the first.

“It hasn’t happened yet,” she replied.

“Okay.”

“Please look at me.”

“I’m supposed to be sleeping. Isn’t it late at night now?”

“Please.”

I turned to her. She’d covered her mouth with her hand. I pulled it away, saying it was all right, and tried hiding my shock at her appearance. Is this what adult unhappiness looked like? Super-bright, super-fit Leah MacInnes, a woman among the men getting the goddamn job done, would turn fifty on January nineteenth. Happy B-Day, Mom! Suddenly I doubted we’d be together on that date as a family, or even as mother-daughter.

But I also saw, mirrored in my mother’s glassy irises, a teenage girl betraying in her expression, the hair fallen over her eyes, perhaps her own sour breath, her distinct variety of distress. The hair, I decided, had to go.

She touched the cavity between my collarbones where I still hadn’t washed since last night. Instead of repeating that I should scrub off the crusted blood, she said, “Do you remember who gave you the cross?”

“Dad, for my First Communion—I think.”

“That was another one. This was a gift from Mother Ginger, the woman who ran the shelter I took you to when you were twelve.”

“Not Dad?”

“I wanted you to see one of the projects that were keeping me away from Hong Kong for such long periods. Hard, honest work, the kind that never induced a single ethical pause.”

“You were funnier then,” I said, meaning “happier.”

“Getting Mother Ginger certified with the Thai authorities, and the international agencies, to give the younger children a chance to find adoption parents, was a very big deal. I was proud to show it to you, show you what could be done for those girls, especially the older, more at-risk ones.”

Just talking about the job she used to do, the causes she once fought for, lifted her voice. I didn’t mind helping her feel better about herself. “Wasn’t Mother Ginger ancient?” I asked. Though I wanted to picture her in my memory, I kept seeing Mrs. Ma.

“She died not long after. A peculiar Englishman with no last name is in charge now.”

“And she gave me this?” I said, forgetting the cross had been stolen.

“She took a shine to you, the way everybody does. You and your father share that gift, although with very different outcomes. And there was a boy there who liked you even more. We called him Sam. Not his actual, or possibly full, name. He was Cambodian.”

“Sameth,” I said at once. Another face appeared, this time correct. Sam was a gangly boy with a sweet smile and bright dark eyes, tongue pressed between his teeth while he worked on a drawing. He carried a pad around the compound, and liked to sketch people, along with characters from Thai animation and Japanese manga. I tried to contact him once we returned to Hong Kong, but kids in Thai shelters didn’t have Facebook back then, or much access to computers. I also remembered a conversation between us about shoes. He had owned just one pair. “Why was he there?”

“His mother ran the kitchen. They lived in a room behind it, but Sam wasn’t allowed to attend the local school. His Thai wasn’t good enough, and he didn’t have the correct papers.”

“How did we communicate?”

“In English.”

“He was amazing at drawing faces. And the only shoes he had were on his feet,” I said. Knock-off Nike, I recalled, HK$100 in a local night market. The same price as a beach hat, or a baseball cap ordered online.

After chewing her lip for a few seconds—Rachel and I both inherited the habit—Mom explained why she had woken me up. “The shelter is in a village called On Klang, about forty-five minutes by taxi from Chiang Mai. There are several trains out of Bangkok every day,” she said. “Google it in an Internet café under ‘Safe Shelter, On Klang’—though most people still refer to it as Mother Ginger.”

“Why an Internet café?”

“Don’t hate me, Sarah, if you can find it in your heart. I’ve never messed up so badly in my life. This city defeats me, over and over.

I can’t gain any traction here, or feel anything more than a visitor, a foreign ghost. A gweilo, through and through.”

Wow. She needed more boosting, more affirmation, than I’d thought. I searched for the best words.

“But I have to believe I’ll be given another chance to prove myself with you,” she added before I could say anything.

“And with Gloria?”

Her puzzlement was genuine. Don’t, Leah! My heart, which had plenty of room for her, slammed its door. It must have shown.

“What can I say?” she said coldly, lawyerly.

“Maybe she’ll forgive you, Mom. Or maybe she won’t.” Sliding off the mattress—she could lie on the bed as long as she wanted—I gathered my pillow, comforter, and dog. “And I’m from here too,” I said. “I’m a ninety-ten local girl.”

“Where are you—?”

“To sleep in Gloria’s room. I’m going to stay with her until the end.”

Head bowed by the burden of her own cross, she barely managed a nod.

Don’t, Xixi, I told myself at the door. She heard you the first time. “She’s my Asian mom,” I said regardless.

Next morning I returned to my bedroom expecting to find the MacBook gone from my desk. It was there, but I couldn’t get onto Facebook. Access Denied, the screen said. The same was true of FaceTime, Account Suspended, and YouTube. I still had email, and found one from Rachel. She must have guessed the police wouldn’t bother blocking such ancient technology.

Lawyer Leah is a piece of work, she’d written, and I, for one, can’t quite recall the “happier” Mom from Stanley village days, baking muffins and combing our hair or whatever else she thinks she once did. She’s also mega-guilty about everything, from how she earns her fat paycheque to how she gets men to drool over her Ice Queen routine, to my loud-chick personality and, now, your petit mal. And yes, for all her smarts she can’t figure out why she so resents Gloria, which is smack-me-with-a-fish obvious to the rest of us, or why she has failed to stop Cool Kwok from becoming the a–hole that was his destiny. (Hello, he’s just not that into you anymore!) BUTBUTBUT, Baby Kwok, she aches the way you and I ache, and she bleeds the same as every poor girl, and she has basically no chance to pull it all off—be ruthless Lawyer, Supermom, Wifey-wife, and Still-Sexy Bitch in stilettos. Even Guanyin would have trouble balancing on those six-inch heels. No joking. It’s US vs. THEM and it’s YOU vs. HIM, and Mom is our only sure ally, now and forever. PLEASE quit cutting her with your teen-vicious knife. PLEASE show her the same compassion you’d show Manga the Mutt. I’m not sure she’ll survive otherwise.

For calling Dad an a–hole, and for not including Gloria as one of US who ached, and bled, and had impossible demands clasped around her neck, I went teen-vicious on my sister as well. Don’t make a sex tape with Greg, I wrote back. It’ll show up on the Net, whether you post it or not. And oh yeah—Head Tax was basically noise.

“Bangkok,” Dad said on Saturday afternoon, the second day of my incarceration. “It’s just the town for outlaws like us. No masks, no panic, no gloom. No ‘Eye of the Viral Storm.’ We’ll ride the Chao Phraya at sunset seeking saffron-robbed monks. We’ll see if God is paying full, or half, attention to our troubles. And don’t forget the three-legged dogs, Xixi. We’ll hang out with them.”

“Isn’t Bangkok underwater?” I said.

On the front page of the digital edition of the South China Morning Post, below the local headline “Eye of the Viral Storm,” was an article about the weird weather in Thailand. A few years ago the city had flooded for several months, the muddy Chao Phraya and the murky canals spilling over, rain pockmarking tin roofs and spewing up from drains. Now the rains were back, and though not yet a disaster, officials were concerned the city might drown one more time. Before Access Denied I had watched it all on YouTube. My favourite video, fifty-two seconds long and streaky from drops, showed a bronze Buddha inside a temple grounds. The Buddha sat cross-legged, a stream tickling his belly button and birds bathing in his lap, and seemed okay with it, okay with everything. I wouldn’t mind finding that temple and sitting next to the Buddha, my own legs crossed. The birds would use me for their bath too.

“Only parts of the town,” he answered. “We’ll buy boots.”

“What will we do there?”

He poured himself another vodka, forgetting to add ice. Cold pimpled my arms and the fog creeping up the slope hid the tram. Still, we had to sit at the balcony table so Dad could drink and smoke and pretend to be working from home again today, rather than serving as prison guard over me and Gloria. “Like I said before—we’ll hang out. Have fun. Leave all this crap behind. I’ve friends there who know how to have fun, and won’t care that we’re from SARSville. Lily Chan and JR Chu, Mint and Gun and even Aroon, who calls himself Pepsi and can be a pain sometimes. You’ll love them, and they’ll fall for you.”

“Mint?” I said. “Is that a name?”

“Thais have these nicknames.”

“Is her boyfriend called Pepper?”

“Huh?”

“Pepper and mint—peppermint?”

“Right. Good one.”

“And if all three of them go out together they’ll be Pepsi-peppermint.”

“On Christmas Day,” he said, not appreciating my joke, “we’ll order turkey with trimmings plus a tom yum soup and a pad-se-ew on the side. How will that be for an East/West mash-up?”

“Do you think Mom should come with us after all? She’ll have to quit her job, but she said she will if I ask her.”

“If you ask her?” He was definitely irritated now.

“Dad?”

“In Bangkok we’re just going to be, kiddo. Breathe in, breathe out, like everybody else. Let’s go off-grid for a while. It’ll be such a relief—for both of us, I bet.”

“I’m already off the grid,” I said. “No more Finding Mary.”

“Did they take down your page?” he said, doing a bad job of playing innocent.

“It’s blocked. Gone for good, probably.”

“It is.”

“Wow.”

“The police saw to it. They said it was necessary.”

“Constable Chu is an evil ninja.”

“I liked him better,” he agreed.

“He was a kind-hearted ogre!”

“You can build a new Facebook page later. And get your phone back.”

“But my phone is right there,” I said, indicating it on the table.

“For the moment it is.”

I said nothing.

“Until things are clear. Until they’re safe,” Dad said.

“I don’t even want to talk to Mary any longer. I don’t know who she is.”

He looked at me, not warm, not cold either. Cool, without being Cool Kwok.

“Honestly,” I added. “What I did was pretty weird. I get that.”

He continued looking. “Events are in motion, Xixi. They’ll have to play out now.”

Kill-me-bored, isolated from everyone outside the apartment and even those within it, I’d hatched an alternative plan. “We could all fly to Toronto instead and meet up with Rachel. Mom too. The grandparentals have an empty mansion—we could do Christmas there.”

Dad didn’t like that one bit. “Do you know how much I had to pay for our plane tickets?” he said. “And it’s minus ten today in Toronto. Who’s the girl who’ll never take snow into her heart?”

I shook my head.

“The second-to-last time we were in Canada, visiting my parents at Chinese New Year, you complained pretty much non-stop about the cold and snow. ‘I’ll never take snow into my heart, Dad,’ you said to me in the car. I was impressed.”

“What did I mean?”

Finally, he switched back to Cool Kwok, especially the smile. “That you’re Xixi, not Sarah. That you belong here, not there.”

“I say strange things.”

He glanced over at the sliding doors in case someone was standing in the living room, observing and judging him. But the only other human in the apartment was Gloria, and she hadn’t left her amah cell since we returned from Mong Kok three days ago, except to be interrogated by Senior Inspector Shrek and Constable Evil Ninja, and swallow bites of the too-salty chicken adobo that I cooked for her. She wouldn’t sit to eat, watching the kitchen doorway in case either parent appeared. Tomorrow she would be flying to Ninoy Aquino Airport in Manila, and then taking first one bus to Calamba, an ugly ride south through slums and poor towns, and then another forty-five-minute trip past gorgeous Mount Makulot into Batangas City. Tomorrow her life in Hong Kong would be ending, and though she didn’t believe me when I said it, my life here would be over as well.

“What else have you been talking about with Gloria? You’ve slept in her room these past nights—without, I hope, trying to squeeze into that narrow bed.”

Was he tricking me into saying more that could be used against her? “I sleep on the floor,” I answered slowly. “We hold hands until one of us dozes off. She doesn’t grind her teeth, which is good.”

“But you’ve been talking …?”

“I wish.” A sob almost escaped my chest.

“This has been pretty rough for her, eh?” Dad said.

The parents had to be told about Miguel. It was their best chance at redemption. Suppose I kept my word to Gloria, and they found out after she was gone and said, “If only we’d known about her troubles, we’d never have fired her and would have let her go home for a month, even after what happened!” Then I’d have committed the biggest mistake, and greatest sin, by far.

“Miguel is in serious trouble,” I said.

“Who’s Miguel?”

“Gloria’s oldest son. He quit school and joined a gang. He’s—”

“There are two boys, right?” Dad said. “The other is pronounced Hey-zeus?”

“She has to save him before it’s too late.”

“Is this more ‘Jesus Talks Filipino’ crap? Those people dive way too deep into the evangelical stuff. That baseball cap she wore …,” he added, shaking his head.

To get away from the feelings that were souring my tummy and watering my eyes, I told him I had to email my sister—unless that account had also been suspended.

There was another message in my box.

Cool Kwok is messed up about the most basic stuff, Rachel wrote. He thinks he’s Soi Cowboy when he’s really Markham Mall. He thinks he’s gangsta-rough but is pretty-boy puffball. Okay, so I’m writing this after two beers and a killer joint, which is what a girl needs to survive an hour of sitar-mandolin drones with a smile stuck to her face. And the most important fact to register? Dad’s a dick. Literally. He has one, ergo, he IS one. It makes them stupid. It keeps them—sorry to keep saying it—a–holes. He’s going to lose it and he won’t even know that’s what he’s doing. Why else do you think he’s so keen to spend the Xmas holidays in Bangkok—X, or XXX, being the key letter? That city is a permanent GREEN LIGHT for guys who want to show their DICKNESS, their A–HOLENESS, in full. Okay, so I’m worried about what you’re going to witness, have to avert your gaze from. Worried how you’re going to be expected to handle it, live with it, forget that you’re seeing it—another thing men expect of women, never mind if they’re still kids.

PS Yellow Peril is worse noise than Head Tax. Greg’s NOT going to squirt my babies, promise. No sex tape either. What am I, some white-trash hotel heiress? Sex tapes are sooo 2002.

That same evening, with the parents both out, I brought the scissors into Gloria’s room. “I’m going to cut it off,” I said, “whether you help or not.”

“I have to pack.”

“You packed yesterday. I watched you. And that’s the most you’ve said to me since the taxi ride under the harbour. How come?”

She shrugged.

“Please, Gloria. Please.”

“Child,” she said.

“Everyone’s unhappy now. Even my sister, and she lives in Toronto. I don’t know what to do about it. Do you know what I should do?”

She pulled me into her chest, probably so I could use her shirt to wipe my leaky nose. “SeeSee, now you have the tears. I have none left. It means I am ready to face my boy.”

“You’ll forgive him.”

“Yes?”

“And save his soul,” I said. To keep from sticking myself with the scissors, I pulled back.

“You really want to cut the hair?” she said.

“All of it,” I answered. “Or most. I’ll never stop chewing if I don’t.”

In the bathroom I insisted on sitting in the tub, not in front of the mirror. “Better not to watch,” I said. “But wait—don’t do it to take revenge on the parentals. I won’t let you this time.”

“This time?”

“I won’t.”

“I cut it for you,” Gloria said.

“Even though I messed up your life?”

“Quiet.”

“You can do a terrible job, make it uneven and leave bald patches, to get back at me. I’ll understand.”

“Quiet,” she said again. But she smiled!

Later, after we’d cleaned the bathroom together, dropping a bag of hair down the garbage chute next to the elevator, we squeezed onto her single bed. I felt naked and fresh and, having studied my image in a mirror, too much a child to know about brothels or sex workers or the three holes. I felt like a kid and looked like a boy.

“Do I look like Jesus now?”

“You are still prettier.”

“Maybe I should spike my hair with product, like Miguel in his Facebook photo.”

“He wants to be bankay,” Gloria said, using the Tagalog word for tough guy. “With tattoos and scars from knife fight.”

“Rachel has a tattoo,” I said. I wanted to keep her talking. “On her arm. It’s Guanyin, the goddess of compassion and muffin-making. Mazu is her reincarnation … I don’t know why I know that …”

“You look more your sister. But please no get any tattoo,” she said.

“You are beautiful, Gloria-in-Excelsis.”

“I am plain. Plain Filipino.”

“You’ll meet a nice man in Batangas City, maybe someone you knew years ago, from high school. He’ll be called Jorge or Arturo, and will have thick black hair and kind eyes, and won’t smoke or drink, except for a few beers. You’ll trust him and he won’t hurt you. He’ll straighten Miguel out, and help Jesus become a great soccer player.”

“Silly girl.”

“I am silly. And stupid. And I can’t live without you,” I said.

That night we did share her bed. Before sliding into the deepest sleep since lying in a tent on Tai Long Wan, the scent of Tiger Balm helping me relax, I traced with my fingertips the twin constellations that occupied Gloria’s face. Excelsis-Major originated at the moles on her left ear, one so prominent people mistook it for a stud, then moved across two birthmarks on her cheek to the mole buried in her right eyebrow, a baby bird in a nest, dipped south first to her left nostril and next to her upper lip, and ended with the cluster of stars along her jawbone. The faint line that my fingers left behind drew a paper fan, one-quarter open. Excelsis-Minor, discovered at the same age—Mr. Barcley taught us astronomy in grade seven—had more points of connection, eighteen in all, but when linked up by the same fingertips produced nothing so beautiful. And even before I learned in school how massive the universe was, I sensed that stars had to be lonely, separated from each other by too much space and imprisoned within their own gravity. Only lately had I found out that humans were the same. Billions of us side by side, but everyone alone and lonely, and without a clue how we’d ended up so far apart.

“I hate having my own room,” I said, only half-awake. “I wished you’d moved in with me once Rachel left for Canada. I never want you to be lonely, Gloria. I love you too much for that.” I touched the nape of my neck. “Come find me wherever I end up. Ho-kay?”

Ho-kay, she said, although I may have been asleep by then.

20—-12-21 6:50 am

Me: Wake up, Mom!

Me: Wake up, Dad!

20—-12-21 7:11 am

Mom: Can’t you hear me knocking? I hear you and Manga moving around in there. And don’t you want to say goodbye to her?

Dad: The airport car will be here in five minutes. Want me to pass along any message?

20—-12-21 7:34 am

Mom: We gave her an envelope. 18 months of severance pay, plus a letter of recommendation on my firm’s letterhead. That has to count for something

Dad: I thanked her for all she’d done for our family

Mom: She’s a good person. I know that. She didn’t intend you any harm. I know that too

20—-12-21 7:44 am

Dad: 11 years she’d been with us. Amazing, eh? Never had another helper our entire time here. Kiddo …? YOU GOT TO TALK TO YOUR PARENTS

Mom: Or not. As you wish. We’ll be waiting …

20—-12-21 9:02 am

Mom: Just spent an hour on the phone arranging a kennel for Manga. In the New Territories, at the cost per night of a decent hotel. He’ll be well looked after until we return

20—-12-21 9:19 am

Dad: How about we do a dope deal, you and me. Knock 3 times on the wall, just to let me know you’re okay. Knock twice if you’re not. I won’t tell

20—-12-21 9:32 am

Dad: No deal with me either?

Mom: Darling, don’t overestimate our sympathy for you. Zero contact suits me fine. We’ve a thousand loose ends to tie up today …

20—-12-21 9:49 am

Dad: Aren’t you bored? I bet Manga is chairdog of the bored! What say we ride bus 6 into Stanley? I’ll put on a SARS mask, if you really want to attend Mass.

20—-12-21 10:02 am

Dad: Roger that. Over and out

20—-12-21 11:40 am

Mom: I have, against my better judgment, left some lunch outside your door

Dad: What, you trained that dog to pee in the sink?

20—-12-21 1:10 pm

Dad: Enough. I’ve woken Rachel up and asked her to text you. Can you reply to her?

20—-12-21 1:25 pm

Mom: It’s over, Sarah. Over with Gloria. Over with Mary. We did what we had to. Not for us—for YOU. Please don’t make us feel any more disappointed or exasperated than we already do

20—-12-21 1:36 pm

Mom: And, darling daughter, I had to be at the office hours ago. I’ll probably be the last one to show up—yes, on a Sunday 4 days before Christmas. This is a real crisis, a real emergency, and I can’t waste any more time indulging your teen moodiness. Consider that iPhone confiscated as well

20—-12-21 2:07 pm

Dad: Just you and me in the apartment now, kiddo—does that change anything?

20—-12-21 2:21 pm

Dad: Not in the least? Can’t say I’m not hurt …

20—-12-21 2:40 pm

Dad: So you know: Rachel has officially declined to intervene … whatever that means … And your mother, typically, has decided to stage her own protest. No contact from her until further notice. I think I’ll take a nap

20—-12-21 4:32 pm

Dad: I’m baacck. Just outside your door, matter of fact. I can hear Manga whimpering through the wall. Even thinking about holding a pee that long would make me weep too. One of two options, Xixi. You play your ringtone for me, so I know you’re okay, or I go find a couple of guys from the security staff and pay them to bust this door down.

10 seconds. 1, 2, 3, 4—

Dad: Thanks. Is that a Beyoncé tune? … Now, how about I replace this sad cold lunch with an early dinner. We can order in—pad Thai, Singapore noodles, whatever you like

20—-12-21 5:58 pm

Mom: Me again. This is cruel to us, to yourself, and to Manga. I assume he has relieved himself all over the bed

20—-12-21 6:11 pm

Rachel: Promised to stay out of this … but a 12-hour siege, SeeSaw? POINT MADE WITH THE PARENTALS. Now I’m worried about you, and the mutt. He could explode

20—-12-21 7:18 pm

Mom: You can’t blame me, Sarah—not me alone. I’m not the only culprit … and there wasn’t even any crime

20—-12-21 8:25 pm

Dad: Is one of Gloria’s sons in trouble with the law? Your sister has been texting cryptic messages about a family situation that may have affected her decision-making with you. First I’ve heard of it

20—-12-21 8:42 pm

Mom: Too bad about Gloria’s boy. Wish we’d been told. Not that it would have changed anything. But I’m sorrysorrysorry, as I am about most things these days

20—-12-21 8:59 pm

Me (to her first, him second): Thai Airways Flight 321, departure HK 10:30 am, December 22. Airport arrival time: 9 am. Travel time to Chep Lap Kok: 30 minutes. Meet you at elevator: 8:30. PS: Manga okay. We peed together in the sink

“Oh my God,” Mom said when she saw my hair.

“Well, well,” Dad said.

“Greetings, parentals,” I said. On the countertop I deposited my laptop and phone, for confiscation.

“Who did that to you?” she said.

“Manga, I bet,” he said quickly.

“I’m a homeless Thai boy who stole an amah’s baseball cap,” I said, adjusting the visor. The cap read JESUS TALKS PILIPINO instead of TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS. “It’s the perfect disguise.”

Dad held out a toasted English muffin. “Hungry?”

“A little.”

Mom sighed. She dangled a SARS mask before my face like a dead rat being held by its tail. “The driver won’t take you—won’t take any of us—if we aren’t wearing these.”

“What about my breakfast?”

“Eat fast.”

In the car, I said one thing only from behind the gauze. “Now I’m an evil sock puppet too.”

“You won’t have to wear it for long,” Dad said.

At the airport I said one thing only as well. “What if you need to reach me in Bangkok?”

“I’ll call the hotel,” Mom answered.

“I didn’t bring my phone either,” he said. “We’ll pick up China knock-offs with local numbers, to keep in touch.”

“Not that you’ll be apart,” she said to him. “Day or night. Even for a second. Correct, Jacob?”

“Correct.”

“I want a Hello Kitty keychain with mine,” I said.

In the dying moments of our Hong Kong life I removed my sunglasses for a final look at the Kwok-MacInnes parental team. They weren’t talking, or touching, or acknowledging any shared concerns. And really, what could such an unlikely pair have in common? Not a time zone or continent. Nor a language or dialect. Certainly not their genderless offspring. Given her mongrel looks, she’d most likely been adopted, perhaps from the Mother Ginger shelter in On Klang, Thailand. Now, defeated by her vicious tendencies and XXX thoughts, and with their own plans in flux—a dog could be kennelled far more easily than a daughter—they were giving her back.

“We’re a super-cute mixed family,” I said. “A magazine photo shoot.”

They both stared.

“We’re the future. Everyone envies us!”

Her hug dissolved into sobs and quivering limbs and, by the weight abruptly forced upon me, near collapse. “This is it, Sarah,” she whispered through her SARS protection.

“Your biggest mistake?”

I felt her nod.

“I didn’t mean to,” I said for her only.

“What?”

“Get epilepsy. I didn’t mean to.”

She choked.

Don’t send me back! I added to myself. “It’s a tsunami, Dad,” I said to him. “It just is.”

“Better make our way to the gate,” he replied.


PART II

The Big Mango

 

News > Local News

HK RESIDENT DETAINED AT AIRPORT

Published: 22/12/20— at 16:52

Online news: Breaking story, 57 minutes ago

Police at Suvarnabhumi Airport detained a 47-year-old Hong Kong resident and Canadian national for questioning after an incident at passport control.

Kwok Ka-Shing, arriving from Hong Kong with his 15-year-old daughter who cannot be named under Thai law, was held for more than two hours after first refusing to submit to a medical examination for SARS, and then turning belligerent.

Informed by immigration officers that he required a letter from the girl’s mother to enter Thailand, Mr. Kwok invited authorities to call a number in Hong Kong belonging, he claimed, to his wife. When officials were able only to leave a message with an unidentified woman, he was detained for further questioning.

Mr. Kwok, described as agitated and possibly intoxicated, mistook the question for an accusation that he had been lying about the relationship, and had other motives for travelling with a young female described by one witness as “unusually pretty.”

On being corrected—immigration officials deny Mr. Kwok’s allegation that he was physically assaulted—he pleaded the obvious resemblances between himself and the girl, whom he called “90 percent mine.” The youth said she would text or FaceTime her mother to confirm her status, except that neither she nor her father had a phone or computer in their possession.

Kwok Ka-Shing was admitted into Thailand after agreeing not to make a formal complaint, and to submit to a check by police within 48 hours. He provided the name of a five-star Bangkok hotel.

Senior Officer Aroon Pradchaphet, head of airport security, issued a statement: “Contrary to perceptions, Thailand is not an open port for sexual predators or human traffickers. A policy of vigilance must be maintained, especially with regards to children.” Sex with any prostitute under the age of 18 is prohibited.

Asianbootycall.com recently ranked Thailand the top destination for sex tourism for the seventh straight year. Bangkok districts Patpong, Soi Cowboy, and Nana, along with the coastal town of Pattaya, are prime red-light areas. For four years running, the upmarket magazine Travel&Relax has also named Bangkok the “world’s best city.”

Your comments:

Viewfromkhaosan

22/12/20— at 16:53

Don’t believe the cops or tourism spin. This country is a brothel, and welcome to it, Kwok Ka-Shing and your unusually pretty daughter! She’ll be raw meat for the ravenous.

14 people liked / 61 people disliked this comment

redmeatboy

22/12/20— at 16:54

Guess that’s my cue. Old enough to bleed, old enough to need. And to put out, and shut up about it. Hope she’s worth the bother, dude. 203 people liked / 13 people disliked this comment

warriorqueen

22/12/20— at 16:57

Discuss: assholes like redmeatboy have small dicks and no brains. But yes, juicy girls and ladyboys are Thailand’s top tourist attractions.

11 people liked / 109 people disliked this comment

redmeatboy

24/12/20— at 16:58

Want to suck on it anyway, WQ? Bet you do.

45 people liked / 2 people disliked this comment

pussyhound

22/12/20— at 17:04

This comment has been removed from the server.

	 	Sis


	MESSAGES
	EDIT


	 	20—-12-22 3:50 PM	 


	Check out the creeper with his … girl? At the reception.	 


	 	He’s cute! For an old guy, lolz


	She’s hot too, but a little young?


	SOOO jealous of these skinny


	Asian hoes	 


	 	Shut up, you’re not even fat.


	I got thunder thighs!	 


	 	Haha okay, but what’s he saying? You’re closer.


	“I am no longer with her mother.” Ew wait, he’s her dad!	 


	 	Why is manager lady being such a bitch?


	Oh no, stop staring …	 


	 	Shit! The chick totally saw us! Don’t look!
	Gotcha. I can still hear though! Hotel wants them to take two rooms. Dragon manager said “Your daughter will be more comfortable.”	 
	 	Gross! Maybe he is perv!
	Wait … she wants one room only … weird, she seems so stressed, I want to know more!	 
	 	OMG, did she just wave at me?
	No way!	 
	Don’t look up! Pretend you’re texting!	 
	 	I’m freaked!
	 	Lol, I AM texting!
	True lmao	 
	TEXT MESSAGE	SEND


Tweets

	Jules Critchly @honkersandmash	20h


Waiting out the rain in B-kok with the crop-haired teen dream curled up in the windowsill across the way

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


	Jules Critchly @honkersandmash	20h


She sits and sits, watching the Chao Phraya below, tears on the windowpane. Must be sadly

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


	Craig Naylor @londoncalling288	19h


@honkersandmash Is she a Siamese cat in five-star incarceration?

Retweeted by Jules Critchly

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


	Jules Critchly @honkersandmash	19h


@londoncalling288 She’s a prisoner of the rain, and maybe of someone I can’t see, beyond the window

Retweeted by Craig Naylor

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


	Craig Naylor @londoncalling288	19h


@honkersandmash One night in Bangkok will make a teen dream crumble …?

Retweeted by Jules Critchly

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


	Jules Critchly @honkersandmash	18h


@londoncalling288 Lost her to the sinister dark and afraid for the sill being empty come morning

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kdgt1ZHkvn8

Welcome to Bangkok, City of Creeps and Beggars

krautwithcellphone . 53 videos

991 views

4 likes, 0 dislikes

Published on Dec 22, 20—

My cab stops at hotel security gate and this homeless girl knocks on window, asks for ten American dollars. Ten baht maybe! Nice garbage bag for poncho! Cab pulls up out front of lobby and this pair—aging pretty boy with underage fuck-fuck—slide into back seat before I even step out. The look he gives me! Too bad—the camera captures all.

Please subscribe, comment, like and favourite. Support me and i will make more great videos.

Follow me on: Google+

https://plus.google.com/117212072906036286362

Facebook+

http://www.facebook.com/helmut.rikker.helmutrikker6393 videos

All Comments (3)

Meowmeow 18 minutes ago

PYT, I agree—but check out the terror in fuck-fuck’s eyes! Where was Big Daddy taking her, I wonder?

Danukh 23 minutes ago

See how security guard shoo that girl away, like she is wild dog? She is probably Klong Toey street kid, no parents or home. Thai men who are animals.

Getrealquick 29 minutes ago

Great videos? I think not. Kraut, please use your phone for the only thing it’s good for—to stop up your gob.

www.facebook.com/davidwu11867

David Wu

Monday December 22

via mobile

[PHOTO]

SARS refugee, and sprog of Cool Kwok, iPod chilling on lilychan couch. (don’t tell her I snapped her; am told she is moody teen!)

9:54 pm

Tag Photo . Add Location . Edit

Like. Comment. Stop Notifications. Share. Edit

Lily Chan, Mint Wattana, Gun Boonliang, JR Chu, and 27 others like this.

Mint Wattana

poor child misses her mother and sister. Talk to her, grown-ups!

Mon at 10:10 pm . Like

Lily Chan

wah, such an ice Queen Jacob married. All over now

Mon at 10:12 pm . Like

Gun Boonliang

you want i should put my Pancake in taxi and bring her here? She is also moody teen, and can keep sprog company

Mon at 10:18 pm . Like

Mint Wattana

i ask Jacob. Weird, him leaving iPhone back in Fragrant Harbour

Mon at 10:21 pm . Like

Lily Chan

terrible what happened at airport—5th degree!

Mon at 10:24 pm . Like

JR Chu

hotel manager no friendlier

Mon at 10:24 pm . Like

Gun Boonliang

everybody know—sneak young sexstar into five-star, with cameras and security? No chance

Mon at 10:25 pm . Like

Mint Wattana

bad baby boys

Mon at 10:26 pm . Like

David Wu

we shouldn’t jaw about Jacob behind his back. Should not even be Facebook chatting—can just talk instead!

Mon at 10:28 pm . Like

JR Chu

Facebook more fun. Say things can’t say to ACTUAL face!

Mon at 10:28 pm . Like

Mint Wattana

she has perfect face, sprog of Kwok

Mon at 10:29 pm . Like

JR Chu

problemo there, such a PYT … MAJOR …

Mon at 10:30 pm . Like

Lily Chan

any of you meet his soon-to-be-ex? Bitch on wheels

Mon at 10:31 pm . Like

Gun Boonliang

got your eye on Cool Kwok, Lily? Rebound, anyone?

Mon at 10:32 pm . Like

David Wu

friends and party animals—NO MORE behind back chat! Jacob can read this later … and NO chinglish chatroom lol! We grown-ups now

Mon at 10:33 pm . Like

Aroon Mookjai

pepsi here. Party at Lily’s B-kok pad, and I not invited? Someone mention pussycat on couch???

Tue at 00:14 am . Like

Mint Wattana

No invite to creepshits, Pepsi. Sorry

Tue at 00:15 am . Like

JR Chu

I know we not supposed to chat, but Little Kwok needs someone. Her daddy is proper fucked up!

Tue at 00:16 am . Like

Aroon Mookjai

cool Kwok proper fucked up, and I not around to share? What, my drugs not good nuff?

Tue at 00:17 am . Like

Gun Boonliang

poor man letting off steam. Leave him be. And Aroon—you still out there?

Tue at 00:18 am . Like

Mint Wattana

two in morning, bad baby boys—time for bed. And someone tell Jacob to take his poor daughter home to hotel!

Tue at 2:14 am . Like

www.facebook.com/davidwu11867

David Wu

Tuesday December 23

via mobile

[PHOTO]

At last, she rests! An angel, asleep on a couch (don’t tell her about this photo either!)

2:18 am

Tag Photo . Add Location . Edit

Like. Comment. Stop Notifications. Share. Edit

Aroon Mookjai, Gun Boonliang, Mint Wattana, and 20 others like this.

Tweets

Jules Critchly @honkersandmash 3h

Jet-lagged in B-Kok rain rain rain. Only the river and the Siamese teen never sleep. Her room light just went on! Come to window lonely girl

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


Hotel Excelsior, Bangkok

From: Assistant manager

To: Kwok Ka-Shing, room 1214

cc: Kiet Suttikul, chief of security

Sent: December 23, 20—, 1:18 pm

re: Disturbance in corridor

Dear Honoured Guest!

Thank you for patronage of Hotel Excelsior. We esteem and welcome you to Bangkok treasure by the Chao Phraya.

Earlier this a.m. a guest staying on floor 12 reported a teenage girl in corridor. This girl, who we identified as Kwok Xixi, also registered to room 1214, spent long period outside room, lying on back listening to iPod. Other guest, worried there was problem with lock, called the front desk. Maid on duty confirmed 1214 door was open, but girl wished to stay in the hallway, better not to wake up her father. She also made somersaults in public space.

If there is problem with the room, please inform. Room 1214 has two queen beds, as requested. May we suggest you permit daughter to use hotel pool and fitness facility? Both are supervised, and Hotel Excelsior has security cameras in all restaurants and bars, hallways, and elevators. If she stay inside the hotel, she can be safe.

Thank you!

Ms. Isra Wongsawat, assistant manager

WATER TAXI, CHAO PHRAYA

Audio track of iPhone video, made at 15:49, 23/12/20—Hey Mish! Cruising the mighty Chao Phraya on another Irish day in Bangkok, all damp and drizzly and pint-slurping gloomy … Ever seen water so shite brown? Wait, I’ll give you a closer look … (shouts) What was it Gogarty said after swimming the Liffey to avoid the Brits—“I was just going through the motions”? … Shite ‘n’ onions! I got spray on the screen … wait, let me clean it off … (whispers) Christ, listen to the chatter behind me between this one with the afternoon-after tremblies and his wee Thai girl …

Him: I’m worn right out, kiddo. And feeling blue. But we’re out here now, aren’t we, cruising for those monks?

Her: The maid got angry with me … (inaudible)

Him: Maybe I had too much to drink … (inaudible) My friends all like you. Mint wants to take you shopping.

(whispering) Mish, hold on, let me shift in my seat … I want to give you a look at them, but not get caught out …

Her: She’s a peppermint!

Him: Huh? She does smell nice.

Her: Mint said Lily has her eyes all over you … I need to talk to Rachel. I’m worried about her.

Him: Worried? Okay. Maybe tomorrow we can find a—Look! On that dock … How many legs does that dog have? (whispering) Looks to me to have just three pegs …

Him: Dude!

(whispers) Shite again!

Him: Mind keeping your phone camera, and your thoughts, to yourself?

Her: It’s okay, Dad.

(whispers) I didn’t figure her for his kid …

Me: Sorry, just sending a video home to my girl in Dublin …

Him: Even so.

Me: But that dog has only three legs. And is wearing an eye patch, and a creepy grin. How’d you know it would be on the dock?

Her: I’m pretty sure God is only half-watching us right now. Which is probably for the best.

Him: What? Why? … Look, just point your phone elsewhere, okay?

Me: Sorry.

(whispers) Mish, best that I send this before I start a row and one of us ends going through the motions. Wait, we’re coming to the dock now … Check out the hopalong pirate pooch … (voice even lower) And God is only half-watching us! You heard it first here. Cheers, Liam

Liam Moran 16:11

To Michelle at Mish44208@global.net

www.shebuddhawithin.blogspot.com

Guanyin in Bangkok

Blog: Shebuddhawithin—23 December 20—

By: RosemarieE

Wat Pho visit

How else to pass another dreary day except by courting a chill among the female Buddhas of Bangkok? Am I glad I did. The sage monk Wunsen may believe that Steve Jobs has been reincarnated as a divine being—for a laugh, check out monkwunsen.net—but I came upon my own living deity at Wat Pho, and she was more inspirational than any overhyped gadget man. With the rain a waterfall and the air carbonated grey, I had the great temple by the Chao Phraya pretty much to myself. I’d heard Guanyin resided at Wat Pho, one of a handful of statues to the goddess in non-Chinese temples around the capital, and wasn’t surprised to find her outdoors, unprotected—unlike her presumed-to-be-male counterparts—by pagoda roofs. (A good thing the great reclining Buddha stayed indoors; he’d have drowned by now.) Sure enough, away from the soaring pagodas and conical stupas was a garden of lesser stone deities. Amidst the pop-eyed dragons and Hanumans, along with an amusing statue depicting the pain-pleasure of traditional Thai massage, was a row of serene Guanyins, many covered by worshippers in flakes of gold leaf and garlanded in white beads. The flakes, plus the exposure to pounding sunlight or biblical rains, had left the lady I found most compelling in a bedraggled state that made her dignity and mystery all the more apparent. There she stood, near life-sized on her pedestal—no fearsome Chinese dragon beneath this godhead—one arm across her waist but the other raised, fingers crooked instructively. (The vitarka mudr?, symbolizing the energy of teaching.) More beads dangled off the raised hand and a bouquet of yellow flowers nestled atop the other.

From under a nearby awning I studied Guanyin, wondering: Should I bother taking a photo in such a deluge? At that moment a flower-stem of a girl in a smart rain poncho, a traditional skirt provided, I guessed, by attendants at the entrance, and dollar-store flip-flops, approached the statue, admiring her up close for a long minute or so. By the time the girl lowered her hood to reveal a delicate Asian face and, oddly, pink-rimmed sunglasses of zero utility on such a day, I had been joined under the awning by a man who was, I right away surmised, her unhappy father. His features, accentuated by the polish of rain, were definitely Chinese; she, at a guess, has a Western mother.

What happened next gave me more cheer than any experience so far in this awful city. While we both watched, the teenager dropped into the lotus position, ignoring the puddle, closer to a pond, into which her buttocks sank. I gave a slight cry of shock but, on turning to her father, noted that he merely shrugged and, to my private disgust, lit a cigarette, his lighter the kind of tinselly silver object beloved by grown men and cats. She settled into her own striking and surprising variation on the vitarka mud?, the fingers of her left hand resting in the palm of her right—the less common dharmachakra mudr?, or turning the wheel of Dharma. Imagine my surprise at her knowledge of this position, an admiration undiminished by her parent’s snide comment, when I expressed that surprise out loud, that she had likely learned the pose from watching Pokémon or Sailor Moon. I doubted it very much but, wishing no further contact with him, kept my thoughts to myself.

Instead, after several minutes of silent concern that the girl might catch her death, I braved the downpour and crossed to where she sat, face-to-face with her protector. Without a word I removed a garland of beads from the one deity and draped them over another. She smiled up at me, transmitting as much through eyes whose brightness could come only from within. It was dazzling, although I wish I had not detected something else on her features—worry, upset, perhaps fear. Our only exchange was banal, but that hardly mattered, given the profundity of her gesture and, I hoped, my humble recognition of it. “My sister has a tattoo,” she seemed to say, the rain obscuring her true meaning. “Mind is devoid of mind,” I answered. “The nature of mind is clear light”—the second sutra of the Dharma, which I was pleased to have recalled.

Guanyin is alive and well in Bangkok!

“Look after her, foolish man,” I should have said to the sulking dad. But I didn’t; the hostility and suppressed violence of men unnerves me, ties my tongue in knots. But the serene Buddha will be her guardian, I know.

For further inspiration please read my book This Lady Is a Buddha. Go to www.thisladyisabuddha.com and www.shebuddhawithin.com

Read more: http://www.asianrover.com/travelblogs/shebuddhawithin

Email this ◊ Digg This! ◊ Share on Facebook

Tags: Asia, attractions in Bangkok, attractions in Thailand, blog, Bangkok temples, wat pho, Thai massage, Guanyin, Buddhism, tattoos, American cigarettes

Comment on the original post at She Buddha Within

From: MonkWunsen

RosemarieE—Hate to burst your anti-Apple bubble, but this Buddhist sage is none other than Randy Munk, of Baltimore, Maryland. Munk-Monk—get it, truth seeker? Wunsen is “thin noodle” in Thai, claims my online dictionary, and the jibber-jabber on my blog—check it out, fo sho, at monkwunsen.net—is a ruse to draw the spirit nutters and digital luddites into the cold light of the Apple screen. Job—Steve Jobs—complete!

www.facebook.com/davidwu11867

David Wu

Tuesday December 23

SilomBoysNightOut

Sorry, ladies—only cure for Cool Kwok’s post-marriage blues is a ramble through Nana Plaza. (No lowlow Patpong for us gentlemen liu-mang.) Direct line from Obsession to Temptations to top-floor Cascades. And after midnight, all stairways, up or down, lead to Planet Lolita! David, Boon, Pepsi—you know what I’m talking about … Jacob may be feverish from all day puddle-splashing and staying stubbornly off-grid—his phone is good for a haha—but the rest of you gangstas should chime in. Put on your PL caps and start liking this link.
 10:03 pm

Tag . Add Location . Edit

Like. Comment. Stop Notifications. Share. Edit

Lily Chan, Mint Wattana, Gun Boonliang, JR Chu, and 27 others like this.

Aroon Mookjai

loving our boys night out, JR. Good that we steer clear of Euro-slob joints and salaryman infests. But Nana Plaza is so much katoey! Watch your wallets

Tue at 11:17 pm . Like

David Wu

i can’t even tell sometimes … Pepsi, educate an innocent?

Tue at 11:18 pm . Like

Aroon Mookjai

pre-ops, not so hard. Post-op, check for Adam’s apple. If She has one, She once was a prick—like rest of us

Tue at 11:20 pm . Like

Gun Boonliang

can have operation for that too

Tue at 11:20 pm . Like

Aroon Mookjai

truly. Other way—ask her to make a fist. Real females no can do

Tue at 11:20 pm . Like

Mint Wattana

was going to leave disgusting chatter for bad baby boys only. But this fist thing—wha?

Tue at 11:26 pm . Like

Aroon Mookjai

try it, Mint

Tue at 11:26 pm . Like

Lily Chan

make sense to me. Original sin, all men. Same with violence

Tue at 11:27 pm . Like

JR Chu

come again?

Tue at 11:28 pm . Like

Lily Chan

any of you horn-dogs watching over Jacob? He should be back in the hotel with his daughter. She in bad way

Tue at 11:29 pm . Like

Mint Wattana

no can make fist! Must be all girl, lol

Tue at 11:30 pm . Like

JR Chu

greetings from Planet Lolita. Got my eyes on the Kwok-man, Lily, just like you. At the bar, he ask—“Is this one real?” She is

Wed at 00:40 am . Like

Aroon Mookjai

pl all real pussy, all juicy girl. Youngest, and best, in Nana. Not cheap

Wed at 00:40 am . Like

David Wu

how not cheap, Pepsi?

Wed at 00:41 am . Like

Aroon Mookjai

Short-term 1500 baht, long-term 2500. Plus 800 barfine and 400 short-stay hotel. Plus 200 tuk-tuk home

Wed at 00:41 am . Like

Gun Boonliang

like last time, why we talking on JR’s Facebook??

Wed at 00:50 am . Like

JR Chu

too loud in here, wha. Only spitting at each other

Wed at 00:51 am . Like

Mint Wattana

you guys are terrible! I serious now. Sprog of Kwok feeling very blue—what teen says no to shopping spree, like she did this afternoon, with other gal paying??—and lonely for her mom. Her name is Gloria, yes?

Wed at 00:54 am . Like

Aroon Mookjai

go to bed, Mint. Empty bed, I bet. Anyway, isn’t mom a total bitch?

Wed at 00:54 am . Like

Lily Chan

Gloria, who is Gloria? Jacob’s ex—almost—is named Leah Mc-Big-Mac or something … And wish I believe JR that he watching over our sad friend!

Wed at 1:10 am . Like

JR Chu

Lily, here is true thing—I watching Cool Kwok watch very pretty, very naked girl dance. She watching him right back. Sorry, lol

Wed at 1:10 am . Like

Lily Chan

asshole too, JR? Like Pepsi

Wed at 1:10 am . Like

David Wu

nuff, Lily. Offline, Silomboys, and angry ladies. Too much danger. Too much on record

Wed at 1:11 am . Like

Places

David Wu was at Planet Lolita and 3 other places

[MAPS]

www.facebook.com/David.Wu11867

	 	Benz
	MESSAGES	EDIT
	 	20—-12-24 2:16 AM
	My eye on him, Mink.	 
	 	Chinese guy? He wasted!
	Easier to do. And get paid.	 
	 	Careful he not Triad. Those ones mean.
	Soft soft—look at face!	 
	 	He sure looking at you.
	2000, easy. Flat screen for grandma.	 
	 	I buy scooter for brother. He crash and break his arm. Too bad not his brain.
	Pretty boy stumble over now. Mr Money!	 
	 	2000, plus tuk-tuk. Good deal for a Benz.
	Bye-bye.	 
	BB, juicy girl.
	TEXT MESSAGE	SEND


www.facebook.com/tim.jodpur.2

Chris Leahy

Dude! Where you at?

10:24 pm

Tim Jodpur

Late night in Connect cafe in Bangkok. Some fish-stinky street near the Excelsior hotel. Me and a hundred gamers. Too rainy out there for much else.

10:24 pm

Chris Leahy

Anyone beating the meat to gonzo porn?

10:24 pm

Tim Jodpur

They give you the boot if they catch you streaming filth. Mostly gaming, and Skyping, and Facebook. Cute girl in red poncho next to me trying to Skype, I think. No reply.

10:24 pm

Chris Leahy

Would you do Poncho Girl on the cyber-cafe floor?

10:25 pm

Tim Jodpur
With the security cameras in this place? And she’s jailbait. Beautiful face and skin, though, probably why she wears her hair so buzz. Also, I think she’s crying.

10:25 pm

Chuck Hayes

If she’s Thai, it’s blow job heaven. Chinese girls let you nail them, but stop before it gets nasty. For gonzo, go with Filipino. They’re desperate.

10:25 pm

Tim Jodpur

Dude …

10:25 pm

Chuck Hayes

I’m just saying. Any chance of snapping the poncho princess and uploading it for us losers stuck here in Canuckistan? I’ll carry the laptop straight to the john and get it on!

10:25 pm

Chris Leahy

Chuck’s a waste of DNA, but I wouldn’t mind a glimpse of this girl either. Cool upload to Tumblr?

10:27 pm

Tim Jodpur

Why not? She’s the only thing worth shooting in this cyber pit. Let me see if I can’t aim without her … Fuck, she made me! Hey!

10:27 pm

Chris Leahy

Dude?

10:27 pm

Tim Jodpur

Weird—she freaked out at the iPhone and bolted from her chair like I was going to pop her cherry. The look on her face …

10:27 pm

Chuck Hayes

Crazy ass bitch. Lots of THOSE in Asia, too.

10:27 pm

Tim Jodpur

Chuck, seriously, fuck off back to PlayStation 2. Such a loser.

10:28 pm

Date: Tuesday, 23 Dec 20—, 11:01 a.m.

Subject: contact!

From: rachelk312@gmail.com

To: seesawk@gmail.com

You bet I’m relieved to get your email! Still on line in bleary B-kok? Better to Skype, sure, but not this morning – I’m late as is for some pretend Xmas shopping with a couple of other Asian refugees in res. How about tomorrow at 3:30 p.m., your time, assuming you can give our wastrel father the slip again. Some of us are clubbing tonight, last chance for a holiday frolic, but I should be back in my room by then. (Up to the Kwok mansion in Richmond Hill in the aft for a fun-free Christmas eve with the Confucians.)

What, you’re still worried about ME? How very sweet. How very SeeSaw. But who’s the teen having to negotiate Cool Kwok’s druggie party-animal “friends”? Boy do I remember those Asiatrashsters. The guys all reek of trust-fund cologne and the girls all have bad Daddy issues. Mint Wattana wants to dress you up? Only if you’re into pole-dancing, à la early Britney Spears … And hey, can’t be right what Lawyer Leah said – you forgot your meds in Honkers? She lost her mind over it, wanted to call the hotel, get Dr. Call-Me-Alex to email a new prescription to Bangkok. I said no worries, you probably decided you’d last a week, tops, in Thailand, and so stashed drugs accordingly? …??? … She’s already regretting her decision to confiscate your digital appendages. Forgot one thing –SeeSaw can’t contact Mary, Tai Long Wan, but Leah also can’t contact Xixi, Excelsior hotel! Serves her right, I suppose. And Tampax – did you bring some along? If not, don’t buy the domestic variety. Just don’t.

I’m JBF again, baby sis, but a totally different sort. Greg DID just fuck me by turning out to be a complete a–hole … Did you know he called me stumpy? (And yeah, sorry, he shared the wet T-shirt shot of Mary with his buddies, who then horn-dogged it onto the Net. Lifted the photo right off my screen when I was out of my room. And his apology? “I thought you’d be cool with it, China Girl!”) Such a prick. He has one, ergo is one, etc. I definitely gave it to him too easily, he’s so gorgeous, and he kept wanting and expecting more … Why am I so insecure about everything? And why have I been like this since I was that fourteen-year-old the parentals decided they had to keep such a judgmental eye on? Okay, there was a party in another dorm room last night, vodka shots, but I really do feel like talking straight and having a good cry … Certain stuff about myself I like – my eyes, my mouth, the fact that I have breasts at all – but most I don’t. Wish I was tall, like you, and had your legs, and hair, and the anorexia vibe that guys think is sexy, which is sick. I’m pretty sure people are mocking me non-stop, and have way more self-loathing than self-love. Are all girls this messed up? Greg says I’m a control freak, and a bossy bitch. Had I been, a–hole, you wouldn’t have gotten as far, and as fast, as you did … I was cutting myself at your age. Did you know that? I kept it secret. Cool Kwok and Lawyer Leah sure didn’t know, and still don’t. Just to feel it. To remind myself how worthless I was. And I AM a bitch, too, or can be – domineering, selfish, and better with a knife than any guy. And now I have this tattoo! What am I going to do with it? Sometimes I–

22:37 usage terminated by staff, guest288888884

(translated from [image: ])

Hotel Excelsior Security Log

Date: 23/12/20—

Reporting: 24:00

Employee: Som Kasemsarn, #488

Light activity at front gate due to bad weather, waters climbing over curb. At 23:16 p.m., female in poncho observed talking with Klong Toey beggar girl wearing plastic bag for rain and no shoes. Older female gives Klong Toey girl her poncho and flip-flops, then approaches guard booth. Employee #488, fearing lobby solicitation, keeps her from entering hotel grounds. In English, she claims to be guest. Employee #488, following protocol, walks her to lobby where assistant manager, IW, first asks why she is barefoot, and then confirms her registration, with parent, in Room 1214. In Thai, #488 assures IW that he made no accusation of solicitation directly; #488 not even familiar with those words in English. Girl accepts glass of orange juice and towel to dry hair. IW then escorts her to room, saying maybe she will contact police about matter. Employee #488 apologizes to guest at elevator for misunderstanding. Sign off

Tweets

Mick Roddick @aussieboy609 4h

Sukhumvit prowler doing lobby walk of shame in pre-sunrise! Good on you mate! Planet Lolita cap tells the tawdry tale

	Expand	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Reply	 	 	Retweet	 	 	Favorite	 	 	More


	 	Sis
	MESSAGES	EDIT
	 	20—-12-24 1:48 PM
	Yo! Check out the floppy hat on that … wait a sec. Isn’t it …	 
	 	Skinny girl from other day! Where’s her creepy dad?
	Maybe he hates swimming, haha	 
	 	Should we talk to her?
	She’s wearing earbuds	 
	 	So? You wear them to dinner sometimes
	Still stressed out, by her face	Ya, like who comes to pool alone and just sits?
	Asian chicks are always freaked	 
	 	Watch. I’ll give her the wave
	The what?	 
	 	Asian-chick wave … Remember last time? Look, she smiles!
	Pretty. Rad haircut too	 
	 	Pretty. Should we …?
	Nah. She got Girl In Trouble written all over	 
	 	Watch some Walking Dead instead?
	Why not? This town sucks for Xmas holiday	 
	 	Hohoho, not!
	Unless you ARE a ho!	 
	 	Sad, lol
	TEXT MESSAGE	SEND


(translated from [image: ])

Hotel Excelsior Security Log

Date: 24/12/20—

Reporting: 15:44

Employee: Isra Wongsawat, #102

At 14:18 hotel receives call from Royal Thai Police, follow up to incident at airport involving guests Kwok Ka-Shing and daughter (Room 1214, check in: 23/12). Inquiry of general nature, but IW, #102, feels it professional duty to explain unusual situation that is unfolding. Twice earlier, Kiet Suttikul, head of security (#28), asked by maid service to knock on door of 1214, make sure Mr. Kwok and child are okay. Both times, Mr. Kwok told #28 from behind door to come back later.

At 14:54, after consultation with police, #28 and #102 proceed to room again. Mr. Kwok opens door only after threat. Says he is exhausted from late night. (Security footage, 01-60804-XXT, confirms his return to Excelsior at 4:19 this a.m.) Employee #28 ask whereabouts of his daughter. Mr. Kwok says she is at pool or in games room, and says hotel assured him of her safety. “I told her not to leave the hotel,” he says. In Thai, #28 informs #102 that security footage also shows daughter, identified as Kwok Xixi, departing hotel grounds last night at 21:40 and returning at 23:29. Decision made not to mention it to father until speaking again with Royal Thai Police.

Sign off

http://www.google.co.th/

Google [image: ] Klong Toey slum
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http://www.catholicage.hk.u/xmaspartyforagelesskids-thailand-slum

Xmas Party for Kids with No Known Age

Article Comments (0)

By: Fr. Lawrence O’Neal, SJ

What greater fortune than to be a Christmas baby, sharing a birthday with our Lord, and receiving twice the blessings? But for the street youth of Klong Toey, Christmas generally brings no gifts and, often enough, scant joy. Now, however, a tradition in this notorious Bangkok slum of 100,000, tucked beneath a freeway and within walking distance of the opulent hotels along the Chao Phraya and the flesh-pots of Sukhumvit, is providing joy, and some of Christ’s teachings, to an otherwise miserable sprawl of tin shacks and narrow mud paths, the kind of dispiriting urban blight found throughout the developing world.

On a recent trip to Klong Toey, your correspondent couldn’t help being shocked by the raggedy urchins with bandages on their cheeks and the emaciated men scarred with tattoos. Another prolonged season of rains—no apparent match for the devastating floods of a few years back, but still extreme—had swelled the canal, or “klong,” that I followed, a hankie pressed to my nose. Sewage poured from pipes, and plastic bags of feces, a feature of the earlier calamity, were beginning to appear again in the streams.

But if adults, including this one, suffered headaches from exposure to the conditions, it was nothing compared to the bouts of diarrhea once more devastating the children of Klong Toey. Access to clean water is a concern in the slum, though so far there are no reports, like last time, of snakes and crocodiles in those canals! (Plenty of wild dogs, some missing limbs.) Still, one must temper one’s anger at the sight of babies splashing in the foul waters, their weary, glass-eyed mothers showing no concern.

Every year, 50 million children are born on this planet without proper registration. Many are abandoned, nameless and diseased, at the doors of benevolent orphanages. As such, these poor creatures have no official existences, and besides often being excluded from schools and programs due to their lowly status, become easy prey for traffickers who trade in involuntary labourers or, more venal again, sex slaves.

Klong Toey alone may be “home” to several thousand Dickensian street children, who earn pittances begging outside hotels or at Bangkok’s main train station, suffering, one imagines, a host of indignities, not the least being the sallow, Hades-hot air of this infernal city, and the noise pollution, mostly from motorcycles and the horrid tuk-tuk, a mechanical snarl comparable to a lawnmower.

But on Christmas Eve those at-risk youth are given the chance to celebrate “everyone’s birthday,” even if they don’t know their real ages or identities. The party, organized with the help of the tireless workers at the Miracle Centre, is necessarily simple. A cake baked by staff, hearty foods provided by neighbours, and watermelon and candies bought by the celebrants themselves are ample for these destitute, luckless children of the Lord—or the Buddha.

Come December 24th, the most miserable shantytowns of Bangkok will be the site for dancing, singing, and the playing of happy games. God bless us every one!

Fr. Lawrence O’Neal, SJ, is priest at St. Malachy’s, Baltimore. He visited Klong Toey as a guest of the Miracle Centre. Donations to help the centre with its work, which touches the lives of thousands every day, are welcome. Visit www.miraclecentre.th.org

SKYPE SeeSawKwok

RachelKwok Video Call

[20—-12-24 15:41] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 15:42] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 15:45] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 15:52] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 15:59] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 16:04] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 16:14] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 16:15] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

[20—-12-24 16:16] SeeSaw: Call ended—no answer

www.facebook.com/tim.jodpur.2

Tim Jodpur

Poncho Girl again in the Connect Cafe! Minus the poncho, though it’s teeming outside, as usual. She’s been here a while.

4:18 pm

Chris Leahy

Same bat time, same bat cave?

4:18 pm

Tim Jodpur

Don’t think she’s spotted me either. Place is a zoo—Thai boys are all Black Ops or Halo 4—and she’s in the next row. We’re seated back to back.

4:18 pm

Chris Leahy

You going to talk to her? Get her to give you an XXXmas present?

4:19 pm

Tim Jodpur

Shit. Chuck just came online and messaged me. Wish I’d never friended that guy. Should I add him?

4:19 pm

Chris Leahy

Yeah, whatever.

4:19 pm

Chuck Hayes was added to this conversation by Tim

Chuck Hayes

Guess who, limpdicks? Just NAIL her, Jodpur! What you waiting for? Stuff her like a turkey. What else you got going?

4:20 pm

Chris Leahy

Hate to say it, but I’m with Chuck on this. She’s prob older than she looks and is either a mixed-race local or else a backpacker who got dumped on the Asian circuit. She’s lonely and you’re horny. I bet it won’t take much sweet talk to slide her between the sheets.
 4:20 pm

Tim Jodpur

Dudes, there’s something wrong. She’s been dialling the same Skype number over and over since I sat down a half hour ago.

Now she’s got her headphones off and is just slumped in her seat, nodding and blinking at the screen. I think she might have taken some meth, or yaba, the local version. Should I give her a shake, make sure she’s okay?

4:21 pm

Chris Leahy

She must have been dumped on Skype and got high to deal with the shit. Be the white knight, and that Asian Barbie doll will be yours. Hey, bet you can snap her photo now, and send it to us salivating boys.

4:22 pm

Tim Jodpur

Never mind.

4:24 pm

Chris Leahy

What U mean?

4:24 pm

Tim Jodpur

She’s gone again. Up and walked out. Left the computer open and didn’t pay for usage. The kid at the desk is deciding whether or not to go after her.

4:24 pm

Chris Leahy

You could chase instead.

4:25 pm

Tim Jodpur

Nah. Had a bad feeling. That girl is in trouble, and the trouble would come my way. I can pay for it in Soi Cowboy tonight if I need an Xmas lay so bad.

4:25 pm

Connectcafe.co.thai.24/12/20—, Computer log for guest288888884 16:16 pm http://www.google.co.th/Google [image: ]: Klong Toey slum [image: ] 34,100 [image: ] (0.44 [image: ]) http://www.catholicage.hk.u/xmaspartyforagelesskids-thailand-slum

Skype Name seesawk@gmail.com Password problems signing in?

Sign me in No replyTryAgain LaterNoreplyTryAgain Later(13X)

16:21 no activity

…

16:26 no activity

…

16:31 usage terminated by staff, guest288888884 delinquent account

(translated from [image: ])

Hotel Excelsior Security Log

Date: 24/12/20—

Reporting: 18:05

Employee: Som Kasemsarn, #488

Employee #488 requested to make a special entry. At 17:24 this afternoon hotel guest Kwok Xixi is spotted outside gate talking again with Klong Toey beggar. Girl, who gives her name as Somchai, is wearing red poncho, which she says was gift from Ms. Kwok. Having spoken with both girls, #488 runs into lobby to inform K. Suttikul and I. Wongsawat. On return, they are gone. Man selling cigarettes at corner, and Mr. Keetchwan, taxi driver parked at curb, both suspect they are headed to Klong Toey for the night. At 17:56 #488 shares this information with K. Suttikul.
 Sign off

http://bangkokunleashed.blogspot.ca/

BANGKOK UNLEASHED

About Me

Bangkok Blogger

A blog about life for a farang in Krung Thep,

a.k.a. The Big Mango!

View my complete profile

Wednesday, December 24, 20—, 20:14 pm

UPSET IN THE EXCELSIOR—DADDY’S VERSION

Fourteen million souls in this Asian Gotham, and every one of them with a story. Even visitors usually bring a tale to tell, if asked, or if some poor boy or girl is being paid, usually while on their knees, to hear them out. On this monsoony night, the eve of the birth of the Christ child—if you’re into Christian voodoo—I was flopped in a comfy chair in the Excelsior lobby, chatting with my friend IW, a grand fromage at the hotel, when in barged a trio of Bangkok’s finest in law enforcement (!). The scene unfolded, lucky me, near the front desk, not behind any closed door, and all I had to do was pretend to be with IW, and nobody cared. (Sometimes being a foreign ghost is the perfect level of transparency.) The deal was this: a girl had gone missing from the hotel earlier today, and her dad, an overseas Chinese with faded Tony Leung smoulder and flat Yankay speech, was losing it. He looked pretty whacked out anyway—Yabba dabba doo, Fred Flintstone?—but the flight of his “darling,” as he called her, who’d apparently wandered off into the deluge with a street urchin she’d befriended, had him popping a vein in his forehead. IW had good intel—the urchin was a regular at begging foot traffic and knocking on car windows—that the girls had made tracks for deepest Klong Toey, where few upstanding Bangkokites venture, never mind any tourists out for a watery stroll. Truth be told, Bangkok Unleashed has never set a gingerly foot in the infamous KT, though we’ve heard plenty about the shit, literally, one must sometimes step around there.

Now, a teen farang going AWOL from five-star digs for a few hours, especially to slum it in the slums, and her upset, possibly meth-addled papa wouldn’t normally merit an entry in a blog dedicated to a city with such high standards in debauchery. But here’s the kicker: the police weren’t buying Daddy’s version! There’d been a problem back at the airport—IW, off the record, said she had received a call even before the “couple” turned up at the hotel on Thursday, fresh from plaguetown, a.k.a. Hong Kong, warning of a possible shady, even non-consensual arrangement—and since they’d checked in, nothing had been “normal” about the supposed parent-child holiday. Mincing no words, and obliging IW to translate into English, a senior officer with the Royal Thai Police came right out and said it—maybe Daddy was actually a pimp, or a trader, and maybe “darling” had fled her captor, and her grim destiny, for the safety of a ‘hood where he’d never find her? He spluttered and spat and, I swear, debated taking a swing at his accuser. (Don’t go there, movie star—you won’t be smouldering after a few years in a Thai prison!) Mr. Royal Thai Police, no surprise, was nonplussed. Was the girl’s passport still in their room? No, Daddy admitted, she’d taken it. Had she also taken the flip phone he’d bought her on arrival? No, she’d left the phone. And his pockets—had they been emptied of cash while he slept off his nocturnal ramble through Nana Plaza? His pockets had been emptied of cash, he said, and how the fuck did they know where he’d been the night before? (Security cameras, hello!) To summarize, said Mr. Police, this fifteen-year-old in your supposed care took her passport and all available baht, and left behind the phone that could link you to her. Sounds like a runner, he  said, and good job. And you, he added, are in the kind of trouble no Canadian passport will exempt.

Kwok Ka-Shing, Bangkok Unleashed must report, did not help his own credibility much—or make this blogger doubt his diagnosis of a man on the crazy medicine—when, asked to find a recent photo of his missing daughter on a hotel laptop, he proceeded to the Facebook page of his other child, only to then require an excruciating thirty seconds to pick out his runaway from among the rows of photos of young Asian women on display. “They all kind of look the same,” he said. Pretty much everyone agreed the remark was either an admission of guilt or a very, very bad joke.

Is this story done? Not even close. According to IW—don’t be angry with me for sharing a few details; this is too dishy!—the police will be placing calls back to Hong Kong, and asking around Klong Toey, before making any arrests. More anon.

Posted by Bangkok Blogger 0 comments

Labels: Bangkok, Excelsior, Royal Thai Police,

Klong Toey, teen prostitution

www.torontotelegraph.com/news/world/thai-slum-where-Xmas-lives

[Video]

0:01 —————————————————————— 4:16

XMAS PARTY IN KLONG TOEY FOR STREET KIDS

CP Video

Published Wednesday, Dec 24, 20—, 22:10 pm (local time)

Last updated Wednesday, Dec 24, 20—, 22:10 pm

0 comments

Text (for hearing impaired):

Life in the poor neighbourhoods of Thailand’s largest city is never easy, especially for homeless children. And Klong Toey, a sprawling slum perched beneath an elevated freeway and adjacent to a canal prone to flooding, emitting raw sewage, and providing drinking water for the kind of feral—and, as it happens, eye-patched and three-legged—dog like this poor creature, may be the toughest of them all … But it is here, at the fabled Miracle Centre, which offers shelter to orphans and street kids, and to youth with AIDS, that I found a heartwarming scene. More than three hundred children of unknown parentage and long-shot prospects celebrated their “collective birthday” this evening, and it was quite a party … Father John Corrigan, the American priest who oversees the centre, explains the event: “The thing of it is, most of these children were abandoned to be raised hardscrabble and wild in a very harsh environment. They can’t even be sure of their full names, or their ages, and so it was decided to celebrate how we all are so born, really, into one huge family, with a party to be held—why not?—on Christmas Eve, which isn’t, truth be told, such a big deal for Buddhist folk.”

And what do those street kids think of eating cake and singing songs to their own uncertainty? Here’s Somchai, who believes she is thirteen, and whose limited English in no way limits her cheer: “I like party, and being with all my friend. Everyone my sister and brother.” Or this teenager who keeps Somchai close company, and earlier draped a string of white beads, the kind normally found adorning temple Buddhas, around her friend’s neck. Though she seems disoriented and declines to give her name, this striking Thai teen speaks perfect English: “It’s my birthday, almost. I miss having a mom and dad.” When asked if she recalls her parents, she answers that her mother is Filipino and her father was born in a temple in China. She also says that, although she doesn’t know how she ended up at the Miracle Centre, she is happy to be with “such nice people.” Out of such optimism, and love of life and friendship, grows something of beauty, even in Klong Toey …

END

News > Local News

BANGKOK POLICE SEARCH FOR MISSING HK TEEN

Published: 25/12/20 at 00:15

Online news: Breaking story, 24 minutes ago

Royal Thai Police spokeswoman Chuleekorn Dhanarajata released a statement saying that Hong Kong resident Kwok Xixi has been missing from her hotel since mid-afternoon on December 24. Ms. Kwok, who answers to “SeeSee” or Sarah and holds a Canadian passport, is two days short of her 16th birthday. She was spotted in the district of Klong Toey at approximately 8 p.m. last evening, and captured on camera by a Canadian journalist covering a party for street children.

Speaking to reporters, Constable Dhanarajata added that, beyond the statement, she wished to affirm the police’s satisfaction with the status of the missing girl’s father, Kwok Ka-Shing, despite an encounter, reported in the Post Online, at Suvarnabhumi Airport earlier this week. “Having investigated, the police are now convinced that Mr. Kwok and his daughter are in Thailand for a simple holiday, and to escape the difficult situation with the latest SARS crisis in Hong Kong,” the constable said. Speaking on behalf of both parents, she added that anyone who finds the child should be aware that, due to an existing medical condition, she may not be fully cognizant of her surroundings, or of recent events. “She is a good girl, and her family wishes only for her safe return.”

Your comments:

Viewfromkhaosan

25/12/20— at 00:58

Didn’t I say it before—another girl lost in B-Kok, and raw meat for the carrion birds we call a tourism industry. Kwok Ka-Shing, hang your head in shame! 2 people liked / 20 people disliked this comment

redmeatboy

25/12/20— at 00:59

Yummy! And don’t forget—we carrion birds can smell fresh meat from a slum away

84 people liked / 26 people disliked this comment


PART III

John B

At long last, the sky is hosanna blue and not a cloud up there. The air feels washed, the overlay of a hill country morning—eucalyptus, magnolia, lemongrass, and rose petal—besting the stinks that lurk beneath, but usually don’t stay down. Include sewage and exhaust fumes, fried garlic and nam pla on any list. Plus an all-pervasive rot, some of it actual jungle but most manmade, and not from dying. Today, though, promises magnolia and rose petal, clean air and clear sky.

Or so the day will unfold at the shelter, vows John B, standing at the table chopping peppers, the blade a slaughterhouse executioner. So help him Mother Ginger. At her own insistence, after all, is the Safe Shelter compound in On Klang village, Mae On District, Chiang Mai Province, a sanctuary designed to keep outsiders out and insiders in plain sight. The three-metre fence is chain-link, not brick, ensuring maximum protection for those within its square hectare but minimum privacy—also by design. The same goes for the wall-less kitchen where he presently stands, visible to anyone passing on the street, and the equally open classrooms to one side and dining hall to the other. Only the twin dormitories, running off the main building, are permitted walls and windows, though doors have no locks, including his own. Never again, the old woman vowed when outlining her plans for the new facility seven years ago, and mysteriously welcoming reprobate John Barlow onto an otherwise Sheila staff, would terrible things be done to children behind brick walls or locked doors. John B agreed then and still agrees now, and certainly the girls themselves, close to terror-free for the first time in their young lives, thrill to the openness, the breezes blowing through and the rains slanting in, waves of birdsong and flotillas of butterflies, lizards hanging off the walls at night and the occasional snake at sunrise. Mother Ginger died twenty months ago. Could her original vigilance, along with his own fervour since replacing her as boss, actually keep out those primal stinks, the ones perpetually lurking below? He’d be a right fool if he believed that possible.

He thinks of it this way: with her spirit yet guiding him, and the name on the sign next to the buzzer the moral bottom line, John B guarantees the well-being of any girl who shows up at Safe Shelter, still more widely known as Mother Ginger. (Their policy? If a child asks to be admitted, she needs to be, at once.) There have been square-offs, loads of them, curses and threats and trucks with tinted glass staked out in front, knives brandished in the air, and pistols, hidden beneath shirts, flashed in warning. Once an actual shot was fired at his head by a B-kok hoodlum under the impression he owned one fourteen-year-old. He can handle all that, and does, thank you very much, even the bullet whizzing past. But beyond the shelter gate—the squalid district surrounding the village, the lawless province encasing the district—he can guarantee little and promise less. Inside, he is anvil-skulled, pigeon-chested John B, a cliché of the British underclass at its most feral. Don’t fuck with him, or his charges. Outside, he is nothing and nobody, and that, alas, is that.

Little new in any of these reflections, he grants, moody thoughts triggered by the supplicant at the buzzer late last night, and his failure to fall back asleep once the girl had been settled into a spare bed. Nonetheless, he is sharing them with the kitchen staff while he chops. Among those purported to be listening are his wife, Hom, formerly known as Springroll, though you try calling her by her Patpong nom de guerre, and Mrs. Chum, the Cambodian kitchen chief, whose English still isn’t always up to the task of either his accent or, as she—and others, true—like to complain, his sprays of argot, ripe as a pepper-bloody chopper. “If you’d only listen, Mrs. Chum!” he occasionally chides her, well aware of how many of the crew, Hom most prominently, have trouble with his speech, and don’t always attend to his every word. Of which there are plenty, words spoken by John B, some cohering into stories, others gathering into sermons, a few spiralling off into rants. The man is a storyteller and sermonizer equally. Why not, if you’ve a tale that isn’t just your own sad excuse for a life lived in squalor, but rather one for all, of all, us fallen creatures.

Over by the older girls’ dormitory, Sameth Chum is waiting on the new arrival, sketchpad, as ever, in hand. Everyone is waiting for her to emerge and explain her dramatic appearance at four in the morning. The cab driver from Chiang Mai, who must have thought long about taking a fare into the hills east of the city at that hour, idling until his passenger roused the night watchman, had said nothing. John B has figured out who she is now, and although he certainly remembers her lawyer mother from some years back—exactly the kind of confident, attractive Western woman who didn’t bother pretending around scum like him, and whom he, in turn, had once upon a time longed to smack, or even violate, out of low-self-esteem rage—he can’t claim distinct memories of the daughter who tagged along one trip. But Hom remembers her, as does Mrs. Chum. As for the cook’s son, Sameth/Sam, he apparently never forgot the girl. Now seventeen, and a potential cat in the henhouse, Sam is in fact gentle and thoughtful, a friend and part-time art teacher of those same hens. According to his mother, the stoic Khmer has been quietly pining for the Hong Kong refugee, awaiting her return all the while, and has done so with the improbable hope of the young, and their naive faith in happy endings. And now, improbably, naively, here she is! Her passport, which she surrendered on arrival, reveals that Xixi Sarah Kwok, born in Toronto, Ontario, Canada, turns sixteen tomorrow. That fact doesn’t help clarify anything.

But then Xixi Sarah Kwok herself is curled bony knees to chin in a chair, sleep still shading her face, sipping tea and smiling. Fighting-a-blush Sam lurks nearby, watching but not yet sketching her, Mrs. Chum scrambles her eggs with rice for breakfast, and Hom, who only bothers to inform him later in the afternoon about the online Bangkok Post article, which solves a few mysteries without really explaining anything, fusses over the teen. Prettiness aside, is Xixi Kwok so special, or is her appearance on the very day that Christ likewise made his big splash being taken by these good ladies as augury? Women, he thinks—there is no talking to them about their babies, even those near grown-up, with their own independent impulses, equal parts light and dark, overlay and undergrowth, already formed.

Speaking of which, he is hard at it, the boilerplate sermon he feels obliged, and quite enjoys, delivering straight away, a little for its shock value, a lot more to allay natural worries about why his variety of cat, closer to a full-grown Bengal tiger, has been let loose among the shelter hens. As far as he can tell, nothing has proven too adult, or too threatening, for her tender ears. An interesting one, he decides, admiring her irrepressible dark eyes, and not your usual princess in the tower, her hair only lately let down. Or rather, given the evidence that she has very recently, and none too expertly, cut off most of her locks, she is the princess turned female monk, abandoning Daddy’s prison tower for the monastery.

“A predator I was, make no mistake,” John B says, forearm muscles slithering with each imprint of blade on wood, “roaming the alleys of Patpong seeking low-cost snatch. Girls were so starved—for food, literally, or cash for yaba—that by midnight, with no other johns in sight, they’d do me for the price of a meal or a hit. I knew it, and used it, and being forever high on skag, glorious raw opium harvested from these very hills, fancied myself a ladies’ man, can you believe it, rather than a lower-than-low-life farang, a stinking, diseased junkie, so lost to my true self I wouldn’t have recognized skin-headed, tattooed John Barlow in a photograph. It was only after I fell further, sank deeper, into my self-induced misery, my woeful, delusional ego, that I, me, the exploiter, the right prick, got taken in by the very ladies I’d been using and abusing. Most notably that one there,” he adds, gesturing towards Hom, “one of a dozen Khmer girls, from the same village up near the Laotian border, sharing a single room in the metropolis. They’d been the fairly lucky ones too, sold by their parents to B-kok pimps with the expectation of them firing their wages home for fridges and microwaves for the relations. That’s what set off the selling of tribe females, I shit you not—electrification in the remote areas, and the hunger for appliances! Imagine what new levels of slavery everyone wanting an Xbox or iPhone must be triggering. And working the streets in Patpong at sixteen was better than being chained together in a sweatshop or, the honest-to-God nightmare, imprisoned in a makeshift cathouse on some construction site, which is the fate of too many Burmese girls, who are docile and can’t speak the language. Springroll, as I knew her then—sorry, pet—Springroll, and Lychee, and Cat, and all these other street birds, although they were the victims and I the victimizer, for no good reason except that they are good souls, good folk, and are not docile, not on your life, they took me in, cooked me meals, and helped me kick. Me, sharing a room with a dozen juicy girls, some of them with their own bad yaba habits and two, at least, HIV positive. I slept with a few, I did, couldn’t help it—you Thai ladies are such bits of fluff—but that wasn’t the—”

“John B …,” Hom says.

“That wasn’t the point, as I was about to say. We became friends, and I started to see what a disgrace I was, and while I basically deserved to be castrated, my todger on a stick and my head on a pike, my only redemption was to stop hurting and start helping instead. Which I did, in Patpong itself at the start, me and Hom and a few of the other girls opening a secret safe house for those who wanted free of their debts to the pimps and clubs, and then, after we were found out—some little Doris, hooked on skag as well, grassed on us—driven from the area by gangs menacing knives and handguns, with myself earning, proud as stripes on an officer, this scar across my cheek from defending all the Lychees and Cats that I could. And so here I am, here a handful of us are, the survivors of that bloody eviction, and so help me, Ms. Xixi, any child who makes it to that gate out there and who stays inside this compound comes under my watch, and no harm comes to her, and only good things slowly, steadily happen. Except over my dead, rotting corpse, that is.”

The girl, pupils swimming in unshed tears, ponders his dead, rotting corpse. “Wow,” she finally says. Another clarification not pending.

“Everyone getting hungry,” Hom says. “You should change.”

But John B, unsettled by her stillness, her expression as serene and sloe-eyed as any Sam Chum sketch of a character from anime, resolves to depart from script and get down to what is really wrong. This rarer, plaintive John B sermon is generally triggered by the finality of an Asian nightfall, too many cans of Singha Beer, and involuntary excavations of his life pre–Mother Ginger, all the way back to Hackney, why not, and a mom who died of sadness and fags, and an old man who offed himself with the drink, basically, and other such yadayadayada. But today the preaching—honestly, it’s closer to pleading, praying, a kind of pre-emptive benediction—feels worthy of daylight, and sobriety, and an audience of those good ladies, plus Sam.

“No divisions, no borders, but one,” he says. “Either you’re a force of light or dark, the overlay or undergrowth. Fuck off with the supposed divides between us—rich and poor, white and non-white, first and third. They’re bullshit, and a waste of everyone’s precious time on this earth. The only divide that matters is between those who get it and those who don’t. Let me tell you straight. We only think we’re individuals whose feelings and thoughts are our very own personality turds. We only think we’re free, and that the universe has a unique plan for us, because we’re the exception. Whereas the truth is the opposite. No me, no you, no exceptions, no solo destinies. Just an us, a huge collective whole, seven billion car wrecks of perpetual yearnings and needs, seven billion collapsing buildings of unappeasable, incoherent desires. Unless, unless,” he says, certain now that a wave of the chopper has sprinkled pepper juice into his eyes, and so is triggering the tears that the teenager across from him should be weeping, “we face up to the lovely, freeing fact that we are all one organism, one experience, with nothing but our illusions and delusions keeping us separate, alone, and miserable of character and, for the most part, behaviour.”

“You drink much Singha already, John?” Hom says.

“You know that I haven’t,” he answers. “And thus ends the sermon for today. Except for this …” Turning to the girl, the chopper on the table, he opens his arms and smiles, aware that many find even his crooked-toothed grin alarming, the predator feint preceding the pitiless kill. “‘Our task,’” John B quotes, “‘must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.’ Einstein, Albert,” he adds. “Frizzy-haired bloke.”

Smiling back at him, Xixi Kwok cocks her head.

“E equals MC squared?” he says, to no effect.

“Your Santa suit,” his wife says. “The children are waiting.”

“I’ll broil in it, as usual,” he replies, moving to the sink to wash his hands. Rare for him to feel sheepish about anything he has pronounced, especially stuff so bedrock and heartfelt. Again, it is the girl herself, he suspects, and it isn’t only because, yes, a decade ago in the streets of Patpong he’d have done her, if she’d been selling herself cheap enough, and thought little on the human disaster implicit in the exchange. No doubt John B will be cremated and poured into an urn before he expels his shame, and good for him for keeping the current alive, an ethical hundred volts applied to his daily conduct as bone-rattling, and head-clearing, as the sound of a church bell to the person yanking the cord below. But the sheepishness derives more from her specifically, those eyes and that face, a comic book heroine meets a Valley Girl, an unexpected pop Christmas gift to the shelter.

“The moon was full last night,” she suddenly says, apropos, as far as he can tell, of nothing.

“Was it?”

“The taxi driver said he found Mother Ginger only because it was so bright out. This building was lit up, like God was fully watching.”

John B waits.

“Making sure I got here safely,” Xixi Kwok says.

“Is that why you’ve come? To be safe?”

“And less sad,” she answers, chewing her lip. “I was sad in Bangkok.”

He has an idea. “Santa has an elf to pass out the gifts. A happy elf, naturally, like you are now. Will you lend a hand, Xixi Kwok?”

“Cool,” she says.

Sameth, still squatting against the post and still not sketching, throws him such a whimpering look that he has to keep himself from patting the boy on the head. What was it the poet said—the heart, it is an organ of fire. Aye.

“You too, my bold lad,” John B says.

Next morning, another hosanna of a hill country day—the new arrival has brought the weather with her, the mini Mother Gingers are convinced, reason enough to bake her a cake and prepare a feast, two birthdays in a row—John B, having received glowing reports of Xixi’s second night as resident, her brushing the younger girls’ hair and reading them books at bedtime, and then up with first light to help Mrs. Chum in the kitchen, help Saweet in the garden, help set the table for breakfast; with all this to mull over, and the flurry of emails and stern phone calls that he and Hom have been dealing with since shortly after her miraculous conception, he yet again finds himself choosing his words carefully, crafting some of them in advance, before this skin ‘n’ bones teen in the Hello Kitty shirt and shorts. He joins her in the courtyard behind the main building, on the bench near the spirit shrine, with Sam, naturally, not far off, ready and willing, he thinks, to garland his puppy love in gold leaf and prayer beads.

“We’ve been contacted by your mom,” John B says.

“Gloria?”

“Isn’t her name Leah?”

“I want Gloria. She’s my Excelsis-Major.”

He nods. “She must be the amah I’ve been hearing so much about. Your mother wants you to know that she tried reaching Gloria when you went missing. No luck so far,” he says. He has been warned to tread cautiously.

“She’s busy with Miguel. He’s in trouble. Her other boy, Jesus, is the best player on his soccer team.”

“Leah hopes to get here within thirty-six hours.”

“Not my dad?

“No mention of him.”

A few seconds pass before she speaks again. “Mom turns fifty on January nineteenth. My sister says she’s going through menopause.”

“Don’t I know about that!”

“Are you going through menopause, John B?”

On catching the flash in her eyes, he grins. “She’s flying over from Blighty, of all places, and will be bringing your medicine. Are you … managing without it?” he asks, unsure of his footing.

“I had one yesterday and one today.”

“Episodes?” John B says, having learned the polite term from the mother. Her directness is unexpected, and keeps him off-balance.

“Seizures,” Xixi replies. “Petit-mal epilepsy.”

“Poor doll.”

“I think I had the first seizure while you were chopping peppers. Did I miss much?”

“Now hold on a second …”

“Hom says I didn’t. She says she wishes she could blank out during your sermons.”

“You told the missus?”

“And Sam.”

He needs to sit, but first asks permission to join her on the bench. Everything about John B—the anvil head and scar, the East End accent and diction, and certainly the tattoos distressing both forearms and biceps, as well as across the chest and back—usually gives a serious first fright to newcomers, especially the young birds. Yet this wee girl is right away slagging him with the affection she might show a feckless uncle? Who is Xixi Sarah Kwok?

“I want him to sketch me while I’m having one,” she says.

“Why so?”

“Because it’s me too. Anyway, can’t I stay here for a while longer? Maybe Mom can wait a few weeks. She’s a very busy person, and has to help men get the goddamn job done.”

“She’s pining for you, Xixi. And you don’t belong at Mother Ginger. At least, not as a resident.”

Amazingly, that remark threatens to release the pent-up worry—or is it simply emotion?—in her eyes.

“Lucky you are not to be homeless, and busted up,” he says. “It’s in your gaze. You’re still whole, still intact.”

“But I’m see-through.”

“You are?”

“Mos def.”

He gives the comment serious consideration. “All of us are, I suppose, after a point. But you’ll still never be like those poor girls.”

“It’s because I haven’t had it done to me,” she says.

“I didn’t mean that.”

“I know. But it makes a huge difference. There’s a girl named Mary … or who could be named Mary … in Hong Kong …” Twice she reaches for strands of hair that are no longer there. Another kind of memory, he suspects, stubbornly occupies the forefront of her thoughts.

“Then you understand,” he says.

“Can you help them?”

“Help, yes. For a short while. Honestly, it’s heart-wrenching,” he answers, expressing the sadness openly, as he prefers.

“Why isn’t God watching us more closely?” Xixi asks.

“You mean, why isn’t the moon full every night?”

“I guess.”

“I’m no priest,” John B says. “But I’ll say this—the moon has cycles. It has to. Otherwise, I believe we wouldn’t have the tides, and the planet might blow apart.”

“Wow.”

“I’m no scientist either.”

“Manga chases his own tail during full moons.”

“Manga?”

“He’s living in a hotel in the New Territories. He has all four legs.”

“I thought maybe you were talking about your father.”

She smiles. But then she thinks about it, or him, more likely, and the smile slides off. Gobshite: her mother summarized what went down in Bangkok. John B knows plenty of two-legged, tail-chasing dogs, with their proud pink willies and come-on barks. He’d be only too happy to step outside the compound and ruin Daddy Kwok’s playboy smile with a fist, should he try visiting the daughter he so miserably failed. Which he won’t do, needless to say—show up, be contrite and humble, act a real man.

“Truth be told,” John B says, “he had to return to Hong Kong for business.”

“Really? So fast?”

“Your mother explained the situation … Men need no end of forgiveness for our sorry habits, I’m afraid to say.”

“I’ll forgive him. Why not.”

“Good girl.”

She thinks for a second. “But can you still tell my mom not to hurry? Hom said I did a good job sweeping the garden, and I told Mrs. Chum I can make pork adobo and arroz caldo. That’s chicken porridge, basically.”

“Why don’t you tell her yourself? We’ve Internet.”

“I like not being on the Net,” she says. “Or Facebook. Or even having a phone.”

“Most of the girls here dream of nothing but owning the latest phone or their own laptop.”

“I like it the way it is right now.”

“Fair enough.”

“And I never want to have my own room again.”

“Okay.”

“I want to share with Rachel.”

The older sister, he also knows, thanks to the mother’s lengthy phone confession. “Would she be willing?”

“I think so. She needs a break from cute white guys.”

John B resolves on the spot to quit trying to figure Xixi Kwok out, and just enjoy. “I’ll ask your mother to wait a week or so. But she may not care for the request, coming from me.”

“She probably thinks you’re a thug. Still a thug, I should say.”

“Then you were listening to my sermon after all?”

“Every word,” she says. Her smile, real now, is like sunlight inside the cabin of a jet after the blinds are raised. He squints at the brilliance.

“Your mother might be right about me.”

“You’re a good man, John B. I can tell.”

To his astonishment, he feels tears welling up and ready to spill. “There’s Sam,” he says, rising. “He’s already made one sketch that he showed me earlier. Sam, over here, son. Don’t be so bloody

Khmer about it,” he adds, meaning too dignified and reserved for his own good.

Reedy, blushing Sameth, destined to fill out into a handsome young man, takes the pigeon steps of the bashfully excited.

“Give it up, mate,” John B says. He is going to have to start the tune off for these songbirds. They don’t have much time, and this is the right meadow, the proper perch, for a courtship.

The boy offers the jagged sheet, freshly torn from the pad.

“Isn’t it wicked?” John B says.

She examines the drawing while they both examine her. The sketch, done with evident talent, depicts Xixi Kwok with luminous almond eyes, a tiara tucked in her short hair and beads adorning her neck, her upper torso a blur of limbs, a dozen hands in total, each offering a significant gesture. She is heroine and goddess, manga and Guanyin.

“It’s nice,” she agrees. But her expression says otherwise.

“You at Wat Pho,” Sam says. “Like you tell me.”

“It’s nice.”

“No good! I knew it.” The boy hangs his head.

Rarely for him, John B has nothing to offer. He shouldn’t be in the courtyard, by the spirit shrine. He should leave these youngsters to their own company. I’ll be on my way, he is about to announce, knowing well that adults are meant to protect the young, not exploit them, and encourage their fragile dreams, not crush them, and that the chance Xixi and Sam might have to enter adulthood without permanent scars, unfixable broken bits, is one that Hom never had, and many of the residents at the shelter won’t have, and maybe he didn’t have—but no, no, no, he would never make excuses.

“Can you draw me as just any girl?” she says.

“But you aren’t—not after all you said.”

“That stuff’s not me, Sam. That’s only what happened the last couple of months.”

John B motions for the boy to take his spot on the bench, and then turns away as Sam Chum, a clean, clear sheet open on his lap, executes his first, the first, pencil mark.

“Just any girl,” Xixi says. “I’d like that.”
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