
 

PROLOGUE 

I was sitting on the porch of our home in Hyannis, watching my wife tend flowers 

on the edge of our front yard, when our mailman drove by. It was around noon on a Saturday 

and the sun was beating down from above in its full summer glory. It was only bearable 

because of the sea breeze, bringing in cooler air from the Atlantic Ocean. 

“Any mails?” I called out when he stopped. Tom the mailman lived only a few 

blocks away and we became friendly soon after we moved in. 

“Two letters for you,” he shouted back, opening the door of his truck, “none for 

your wife.” 

I left my comfortable rocking chair, walking down the path that connected our 

porch to the pavement of the street. “Probably some bills,” I muttered and accepted two 

letters from him. 

Sure enough, one was a bill from my credit card company, but the other was an 

international letter from China. I recognized from the handwriting that it was from my best 

friend Big Head, with whom I had kept in touch for the past twenty-odd years. Wondering 

why he’d rather send me a letter instead of an e-mail, I ripped open the envelope and took 

out two sheets of paper. One was an obituary from a Chinese local newspaper announcing 

the death of Zhang Lily, a professor of literature at Anhui University; another was a note 

from Big Head saying he had been notified by Lily’s son a week before but waited until he 

got the official obituary to tell me. “I don’t want to give you the bad news via e-mail,” he 

wrote. “I want you to get the news while at home so you can grieve in private.” 

Blood had drained from my face and my heart sank. I was immobile for seemingly a 

long time before bolting and running back to the living room, grabbing a laptop and 

sending e-mails to everyone I knew in China. I wanted to know all the details. I wanted to 

know how she died and under what circumstances. Lily and I hadn’t been in contact for 

years, and I had no idea what had happened to her. 

I didn’t notice my wife standing behind me until she quietly put her hand on my 

shoulder and asked me what had happened. I held her hand and broke down like deflated air 

balloon. 

My wife and I married only the year before so we still behaved like a pair of 

newlyweds. She was fifteen years of my junior but she loved to baby me as if I was younger 

than her. Having lived alone since I left China almost two decades ago, I was absolutely smitten 

and enjoying every minute of it. 

“She died,” I said between sobs. “Lily died.” 

“Who is Lily?” she asked. I had never talked about my former life so all she knew was 

my life after I had migrated to the US: first as a graduate student, then a computer software 

engineer, and most recently, a vice president of the IT department. 



 

“She was my best friend,” I told her. And my lover, I thought to myself. 

“Tell me more,” my wife said, looking at me expectantly. 

I dried my tears and walked to my favorite armchair in the living room wearily, 

motioning her to take a seat as well. “It’ll be a long story if you want to hear it,” I said in a 

dreamy voice, remembering. “It all started when I was nine and ended when I was twenty-

seven. She had influenced every aspect of my life for more than seventeen years.” 

  



 

Part 1 

A Tiny Flower 

 



 

CHAPTER 1 

“Li Ling,” my grandma suddenly called me while we were both sitting on the couch 

near the living room windows, reading. 

Her tone caught my attention because she only addressed me with my full name when 

I did something wrong. Otherwise she would’ve used my nickname “baby” as if I were still 

the cute toddler who she took in seven years ago. 

“We have to talk,” she said, setting down the newspaper. 

I looked at her while desperately racking my mind, trying to remember what I might’ve 

done at school because I was sure I hadn’t done anything wrong at home. 

She swallowed and hesitated. “Your grandpa and I have to send you back to Shanghai,” 

she declared. 

“Why?” I was shocked. This wasn’t something I expected. Yes, I had been born in 

Shanghai but came to live with my grandparents when I was two. At that time, my parents 

were busy starting their careers so they left me alone with a young nanny. My grandma took 

me home to Hong Kong after visiting and I had been living with her and grandpa ever since. 

“Because your parents will get into trouble if you continue to live with us,” she said. 

“Why?” It didn’t make sense that anyone would get into trouble because I lived with 

my grandparents. I had been living with them for as long as I could remember and I couldn’t 

understand why the arrangement was suddenly unfeasible. 

“You’re too young to understand, my poor baby,” my grandma said while shaking her 

head. “It’s something not even your grandpa can fully understand. I call it political 

madness.” 

“Try me, Grandma, I can understand.” I insisted because I had to know why I 

couldn’t live in Hong Kong anymore. 

“I don’t know how to explain,” she said with a sigh. “You know the government in 

Hong Kong is different from the government in mainland China. The government on the 

mainland doesn’t like the people living in Hong Kong because they think we are the rich 

bourgeoisies and they are the working class communists. I don’t understand why they want 

to separate us since we are all Chinese and most people in Hong Kong aren’t rich. In the last 

decade, your parents were constantly criticized because we were living in Hong Kong. Your 

father has been sending us letters asking us to let you go, hinting that there are more troubles 

on the horizon if we don’t. You know I love you, my baby, and I hate to let you go, but I can’t let 

your father get into trouble.” 

I was numb with sadness because I couldn’t accept the fact that my grandparents would 

agree to let me go. I was too young to know what “bourgeoisies” and “communists” meant. I 

only knew that I loved my grandparents and I wanted to stay with them. 

I’d never forget the day when I had to leave my grandparents at the Guangzhou 



 

Railway Station. They accompanied me to Guangzhou because my mother couldn’t get a 

visa to visit Hong Kong. 

It was a cloudy and soggy day; the sky was gray and the station was gray too. The 

train that would take me back to Shanghai sat on the rail like a giant snake. I held the 

hand of my grandma tightly while she talked to my mother who had come to meet us at 

the train station. She was a total stranger to me, but I thought she was rather attractive with 

almond-shaped eyes, thin lips, and a straight nose. She wore a dark blue Mao tunic suit 

while my grandma attired in a hunter green suit—she was definitely more beautiful and 

stylish than my mother. 

When the time came to say goodbye, grandma hugged me as hard as she could 

while telling my mother repeatedly how to take care of me. Suddenly I felt my nose so sore 

that I had to cry even though I knew boys should never cry. 

“Oh, my poor baby,” my grandma cried too. 

At that moment, the train roared with white smoke and a piercing whistle. I 

began to cry in earnest and I just couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to leave my grandparents; I 

didn’t want to go back to Shanghai. My home was with my grandparents, not with my 

mother or anyone else. 

“My dear baby, please don’t cry. We’re just saying goodbye for a short while. 

Maybe in a year or two we’ll meet again, I promise,” grandma said to me, choking with tears. 

She kissed me and her tears mixed with mine. 

I didn’t remember how I got on the train. It seemed that I was pulled by my 

mother and pushed by my grandpa at the same time. When the train started to move, I 

watched my grandparents standing on platform until I could no longer see them through 

the window. I cried sadly and loudly. 

“Do you want a soda?” my mother asked me. 

“No,” I almost screamed at her. I hated her because she and my father had forced my 

grandparents to let me go. But she just smiled and put a bottle of lemon soda on the tray-

table in front of me. “You can have it when you are thirsty,” she said. 

I kept crying because I already missed my home in Hong Kong. I didn’t know when 

I stopped and fell asleep. When I woke up, the scenery outside the window had changed. It 

was something I had never seen before. I was so fascinated that I pressed my nose against the 

window. 

There were endless fields, big patches of them; some had oxen pulling the plows and 

the others were green all around. The brick houses looked like my toy building blocks 

arranged in columns and rows. There were a lot of hills, high and low, along the way, some 

were green, some were gray, and some were reddish brown. I had never seen red hills before—

not only the rocks were red, but the bushes were reddish too. My mother told me it was red 

soil region where the iron deposits made everything seem red. She definitely knew a lot; every 

time I asked a question, she’d promptly produce an answer. Later I found out she was a high 

school teacher. 



 

She opened the lemon soda and handed it to me as I continued watching the 

landscape with great interest. The cool juice relaxed me and I began to talk to her. She told 

me that green fields were mostly made of rice, and that the trees with long branches on the river 

band were willows. 

The scenes were changing ever so fast, switching around cities, small towns and vast 

green fields. At last, the train slowed down when it entered a big gray city. There were 

thousands of tall buildings but none was as tall and mighty as the skyscrapers in Hong Kong. 

All the people on the streets were wearing gray or navy Mao tunics and there was a sea of dark 

bicycles. 

The train station was located in the center of the city. As soon as I saw the sign on the 

platform, I knew it was Shanghai—the home of my parents. 

My mother became very anxious when the train was slowing down. She sat next to 

the window, looking through it attentively. “Look, Li Ling, here’s your father.” She touched 

my shoulder excitingly and I turned to the direction she was pointing. There was a tall and 

lanky middle-aged man standing on the platform, looking at the train expectantly. His face 

was brightened up as soon as he saw my mother. I doubted that he recognized me. 

“Hello, young man,” he said while lifting me down from the train with both hands 

as soon as it stopped and we came to the door. “How are you?” 

“I’m fine,” I said awkwardly. 

He kissed me and his rough beard scratched my face. I whined and turned my face 

away. He laughed. “Someday, you’ll grow your own beard,” he said. “It might be bushier than 

mine.” 

“It’s not possible,” I said coldly. I would be clean shaven like my grandpa, I thought. 

“No? Okay, girls might like that,” he said, winking at my mother who giggled like 

a young girl. My father was totally different from my grandfather who was always stern in 

speech as well as in manner when he dealt with me. He loved me dearly but would never 

crack jokes with me. My father, on the other hand, treated me like an equal so I warmed 

up to him almost immediately. We walked to the exit door together. My father put one of his 

arms around my shoulder while using the other to carry my big suitcase. 

A taxi took us to my new home, an apartment in one of the town houses on a main 

shopping street in the center of the city. Our apartment consisted of two small bedrooms 

and a good-sized living room on the third floor. My bedroom was tiny but sunny and cozy. 

There was a twin bed in it, covered with a white sheet and a light blue blanket, along with a 

small desk in front of two windows, an old wardrobe, and a bookcase made of bamboo. The 

room was about the same size as my room in Hong Kong. I was so tired that I went to bed 

early in the evening and fell asleep almost instantly. 

I was in the kitchen, watching grandma cooking while grandpa sat in his armchair, reading 

a local newspaper. He was dressed in a light-blue collared shirt and a dark blue bow tie. 

“I know you like it,” grandma smiled at me. She was cooking a yellow croaker, a local fish. I 

stood beside her, looking at the fish. It was smoking hot. 



 

“Take your bowl with your hand, Li Ling,” grandpa said while trying to suck the tiny 

pieces of meat out of a fish tail. “A child needs to have proper table manners.” 

 “Have more fish belly,” grandma said while handing me another piece. My bowl was full of 

the tender and juicy belly meat. 

“No more TV,” grandpa said to me sternly, “ time for bed.” 

Grandma helped me take off my clothes, humming a lullaby. 

It was soft and sweet; it lingered in the air when I woke up in the morning. 

 


