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CHAP T ER 1 

The Café

Ah Mei looked different from other children; she was

different. Wherever she went, silent eyes stared at her 

from all directions. She would appear a little shy and 

embarrassed, but inside she would feel a deep swelling of 

pride. She would rise very subtly onto her tiptoes, push her 

slender neck forward, and raise her head. Then her little 

white face would turn very subtly, scanning the crowd as 

though searching for someone. 

People stopped talking the moment they saw her, as 

though caught by surprise, as though while they were 

taking a stroll by the river, mindlessly watching the fl ow 

of the water, a sudden chill had swept up from the surface. 

One by one, they stopped, until they were standing there, 

spellbound  —  countless pairs of eyes watching her every 

move, without a moment’s thought as to how it might 

make her feel. 

It was as though this little girl had fl oated down from 

heaven, and the people around her were caught in a trance. 
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Ah Mei had known this gaze for as long as she could 

remember, this combination of surprise, curiosity, fascination, 

and appreciation that followed her wherever she went.

And she knew it was because of Nainai.

Nainai was French. Born in the famous port city of 

Marseilles, she had grown up by the bright-blue Mediterra-

nean Sea. Nainai was her grandmother, and without Nainai, 

Ah Mei wouldn’t exist.

Ah Mei lived in Shanghai. At least, she lived there until 

she was thirteen.

From the time Ah Mei came into this world to the year 

Nainai passed away, when Ah Mei was fourteen, Nainai 

never stopped telling her stories about her life with Yeye, Ah 

Mei’s grandfather, stories fi lled with adventure and romance. 

Nainai poured her heart and soul into the tales, even when 

Ah Mei was still very young. She didn’t stop to wonder if Ah 

Mei could understand or not  —  as long as those bright little 

eyes kept watching and blinking, Nainai would keep talking, 

her soft-spoken Shanghainese dotted with beautiful French 

words. Eventually, she’d remember that Ah Mei probably 

couldn’t understand what she was saying. Then she’d laugh 

and continue telling the stories anyway, pouring her heart 

and soul into them once again.

Deep down, she knew she was telling the stories for her 

own benefi t. She’d talk as she pushed Ah Mei’s stroller into 

Beijing West Road, as she held Ah Mei’s little hand while 

they walked slowly beneath the apricot trees, and as she lay 

down on the bed with Ah Mei, their two heads sharing the 
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same pillow. She told the stories in no particular order, and 

she repeated them too often to count. But for Ah Mei, it was 

like hearing a new story every time, and she was constantly 

asking, “What happened next?” The stories were like shiny 

beads, each offering a glimpse of the bigger story.

Over the years, Ah Mei strung the shiny beads together, 

and the sequence of events began to take shape in her mind. 

But there were gaps, and it was clear that Nainai was holding 

back certain parts. As Ah Mei got older, she could guess 

what they were. She understood, in a naive kind of way, that 

there were some things that Nainai did not feel comfortable 

sharing with her. She would never forget Nainai’s look of 

embarrassment when those awkward moments arose. Then 

Ah Mei would peer into Nainai’s deep-blue eyes and wag her 

fi nger playfully before running it down Nainai’s nose. Nainai 

would pretend to bite at the fi nger, then pinch Ah Mei’s 

cheeks or hug her so tightly she could hardly breathe. As 

soon as Ah Mei tried to pull away, Nainai would giggle and 

let go. Nainai laughed differently from all the other ladies 

Ah Mei knew. Nainai had been in Shanghai for a long 

time — she belonged there and spoke Shanghainese 

fl uently — but when she laughed, she was French.

Du Meixi, Ah Mei’s grandfather and Nainai’s husband, was 

born into a wealthy family, a very wealthy family. Their 

money came from the family silk business, which reached 

halfway around the world to Europe. It was Du Meixi’s father 

who had set his sights on Europe, and, to that end, had 

entrusted the running of the Shanghai business to his cousin 
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and gotten on a Europe-bound boat himself. Having traveled 

the length and breadth of Europe, he had fi nally settled in 

France and established the European side of the business 

in Lyons. It had fl ourished and expanded: the Chinese silk 

company became well known in Europe and its products 

were highly sought after. 

When Du Meixi was twenty-fi ve, his father had wanted 

him to join him in Lyons and take charge of the business 

there. Du Meixi had refused, on the grounds that he was 

still grieving for his late wife, who had died of an illness. 

His father knew that was not the real reason: it was he who 

had insisted on the marriage, but Du Meixi had never been 

happy. He had always been a strict father, but this time he 

would not force his son against his wishes. He simply turned 

around and, with his back to Du Meixi, sighed and said, “As 

you wish.” 

The previous few years had been oppressive for Du Meixi. 

He had felt sad all the time, sometimes even desperate. But 

he had come to realize that his old life was over, and he 

was determined now to start a new life. With a friend’s help, 

he cast aside everything from his old life, and, holding his 

head high and pushing out his chest, he climbed aboard a 

steamer and became a sailor. The ship belonged to a French 

company and sailed back and forth between Shanghai and 

Marseilles all year round.

Du Meixi loved being at sea. He was enthralled by the 

boundlessness of the water, the wind driving the clouds 

across the sky, the continuous rise and fall of the waves that 

rolled over the surface of the water, the islands in the distance 
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fl oating like mirages, the gulls dancing in the spray behind the 

boat, the fi sh leaping in the brilliant moonlight, the merging 

of sea and sky. He had never known air so fresh. The world 

had never seemed so deep or so vast. Life on the steamer 

was simple, yet full of all kinds of unexpected danger. His 

previous life seemed even duller in comparison. Doused in 

the salty tang of the sea, he was happier than he had ever 

been. He learned the skills he needed on the job and soon 

rose to assistant helmsman and then to second-in-command. 

Meanwhile, the family silk business continued to fl ourish 

and expand. It had spread across Europe as smoothly as 

a cloud fl oating across the sky. And now, having covered 

Europe, it was heading toward the Americas. 

But Du Meixi, by nature drawn to freedom and a life 

without restriction, was still not interested in being a part of 

the family business.

His father looked up at the sky and sighed. As long as the 

family in Shanghai was looking after Du Meixi’s children — a 

little boy and a little girl — he could spend the rest of his life 

drifting about in the wind and the waves if that was what 

he wanted.

Du Meixi’s steamer docked at Marseilles. He had been there 

many times and knew what to expect.

It took several days to unload a full ship, and once 

unloaded, the ship would need to stay in dock while a 

series of inspections and repairs was carried out. This 

meant he would have time on his hands and could go and 

enjoy himself. Marseilles is an ancient port, with a history 
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going back thousands of years. There are traces of the past 

everywhere. They catch your eye, and before you know it, 

you are caught in a daydream, lost in thought. It happens 

time and time again, and you never tire of it. 

The cobbled streets — some wide, some narrow; some 

long, some short; some winding, some straight — were lined 

on both sides with little shops selling an assortment of items 

from all over the world. The seamen wandered aimlessly in 

and out of these little shops, not to buy anything, just to pass 

the time. 

Of course, they were much more interested in the 

restaurants. They had been at sea for weeks, and the food 

on board was bland and monotonous. Here in Marseilles, 

as soon as they saw food, their eyes lit up and their mouths 

started watering. The sight of Parma ham, sliced wafer thin, 

whetted their appetites. The aroma of calamari, lightly 

fried with parsley and garlic, tickled their tastebuds from 

a hundred steps away. Pasta with scallops, in a squid and 

fi sh sauce, stopped looking strange when the delicious smell 

reached their nostrils. But what they really looked forward 

to every time they came ashore was bouillabaisse, the rich 

fi sh soup for which Marseilles is famous all over the world. 

Made with at least four different types of fi sh cooked slowly 

to draw out their fl avor, it is probably the best soup in the 

world. No matter how diffi cult things get, when people eat 

bouillabaisse, they feel life is worth living.

Du Meixi and a few other seamen had spent the whole 

day strolling around town. They could see from the sky that 

it was getting late, so they went into a very small restaurant. 
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Naturally, they ordered bouillabaisse. As a huge pot of the 

soup was brought to their table, the group bent their heads 

over it. The fl avors were intense, and when Du Meixi ate his 

fi rst spoonful, he closed his eyes and sighed with delight. 

“Ah! This soup is delicious! My tongue’s almost hanging out 

of my mouth!” There was a round of slurping. Naturally, 

they ordered wine — how could they not! They were seamen, 

after all, and seamen have a natural affi nity with alcohol. 

And this was Marseilles. 

They spent the evening eating and drinking, and by 

the time night had fallen and the sky was dark, they could 

neither see straight nor walk straight — all except Du Meixi, 

who had resolved to stay sober. He knew they were in no fi t 

state to roam around town, so he had everyone link arms, 

and he led them back to the ship. Then he waved good night 

from the shore and went for a late walk. 

He had always thought that the true face of a town, its 

soul, reveals itself only at night, and that this was especially 

true in a city like Marseilles, which held so many secrets. Du 

Meixi wandered down streets that were thousands of years 

old, walking slowly over uneven cobbles. 

Eventually, feeling a little tired, he loosened the collar 

of his coat and stepped inside a café on a street corner. He 

could never have imagined that his entire life would change 

the moment he stepped inside that café. 

Du Meixi was tall and well built. As he walked toward 

an empty seat, the golden glow of the candlelight swept his 

shadow over a Frenchwoman who was sitting in the corner. 

She had a cup of coffee in front of her and was reading a 
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book. She felt the black wings of his looming shadow glide 

over her and instinctively looked up. She saw his face. He 

saw only the empty seat.

He sat down and ordered a cup of coffee.

The Frenchwoman sitting in the corner glanced up at the 

Chinese sailor. His weatherbeaten face was the color of old 

bronze, and in the fl ickering candlelight there was a slightly 

cool sheen to it. There were bags under his eyes, but the eyes 

themselves shone with life beneath black bushy eyebrows. 

His hair was black and a little dry and scruffy, like wild grass. 

The tiny table seemed out of proportion beside his large body. 

His open collar made his chest seem even broader, a chest 

that was the same attractive bronze color as his face. And as 

the Frenchwoman studied him, she could not help smiling.

He was not exactly handsome, she thought, but rather 

majestic — in the way that a statue is majestic.

Du Meixi was tired. It felt good to sit down and relax, and 

he drank his coffee with a mind free of all thoughts.

The Frenchwoman watched him from behind her book.

As Du Meixi stirred his coffee, he started to refl ect. I have 

plenty of time. Should I pay a visit to my father? he wondered. r? he wondered. 

He realized that deep down he missed his father. The spoon 

went around and around, clinking against the side of the 

cup, and it was not long before his eyes started to moisten 

and mist over.

The Frenchwoman kept her eyes on her book, as though 

she had already forgotten about him.

Du Meixi turned his head to look out the window and 
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fi nally noticed the Frenchwoman, at the very same moment 

that she happened to glance up at him. 

Their eyes met, crashing in the quiet of the café.

The Frenchwoman remained in the café until very late. 

Du Meixi stayed even later. He spent the entire time after she 

had left staring at her empty seat.

The next day, at the same time, Du Meixi returned to the 

little café on the corner of the street. As he stepped inside, 

he saw the Frenchwoman. She was sitting in the same seat 

as before.

He greeted her with a quick nod, and she smiled in 

return, rather shyly.

For three days in a row, Du Meixi went to the café at the 

same time every night. Before going inside, he would walk 

around the neighborhood for a while, wondering if she’d 

be there again. Of course not, he told himself. But when he 

opened the door, he would see her right away, as though she 

had been sitting there for years. He gave her a little wave, 

and she gave a little wave back.

He noticed that she was always reading the same book, 

and always seemed to be reading the same page. 

One day he arrived early, but the Frenchwoman was 

still there before him. This time, however, she was leaning 

against the railing outside the café, as though she were 

waiting for him.

Many, many years later, when Nainai told this story to Ah 

Mei, the little girl would blink at her and ask, “Were you 
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waiting for Yeye? Or was he waiting for you?” And Nainai 

would say, “He was waiting for me, of course.”

“But Yeye says you were waiting for him.”

“That’s men for you. They’re not always very good at 

remembering the important things.”

When doubt fl ashed across Ah Mei’s eyes, Nainai would 

say, “Who do you believe? Me or him?”

Without even pretending to weigh her choices, Ah Mei 

would answer immediately, “I believe you, Nainai!”

Sometimes Yeye would be standing nearby, listening to 

every word. He wouldn’t offer any protests, just a smile, as 

he handed Nainai a cup of freshly made coffee.

From there, Yeye and Nainai’s story developed very smoothly. 

There were no cliffhanging moments, no twists and turns. 

They walked along the coast of the bright-blue Mediterranean 

from early morning to late at night; they went to Provence 

and saw fi elds of lavender stretching to the horizon.

Nainai did not take Yeye home to meet her family 

right away, but she did take him to a small wood, where 

she pointed to a distant house with a red-tiled roof and a 

garden. “That’s my house,” she said. And Yeye took her on 

board his ship.

All in all, they spent fi fteen days together. During those 

fi fteen days, they walked and walked. It was a beautiful 

journey of love. 

One day when Ah Mei was eleven, she was secretly 

reading a novel under the desk at school and came across the 

expression “love at fi rst sight.” At the time, the teacher was 
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writing words and phrases on the blackboard and asking the 

students to use them in sentences. Ah Mei mentally added 

“love at fi rst sight” to the list, and in an instant had written: 

“The day Yeye and Nainai met in a café in Marseilles, it was 

love at fi rst sight.”

On the sixteenth day, Yeye and Nainai met at the café 

again. They sat there, facing each other, for a very long time.

On the seventeenth day, they set out for Lyons.



CHAP T ER 2

Yeye’s Port

When Océane appeared in front of Du Meixi’s father, it felt 

as if a curtain had been swept open and a dazzling shaft 

of sunlight had come fl ooding in through the window. Du 

Meixi’s father almost lost his balance and was ready to raise 

his hands to shield his eyes. Océane was twenty.

The big bright living room was suddenly fi lled with 

youth and promise, so much so that for a while Du Meixi’s 

father forgot to look at his son. He hadn’t seen him for a very 

long time, but instead of examining him head to toe, he was 

looking at this young woman. “Her eyes are so blue!” 

“This is Océane,” said Du Meixi.

His father quietly repeated the name to himself: “Oh-say-

ann . . . Oh-say-ann . . .”

“Like the sea,” Du Meixi explained.

“No wonder her eyes are so blue.”

The older man took a good look at Océane. She tried to 

sidle behind Du Meixi. Her naturally rosy cheeks had turned 

a very bright red.
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“She doesn’t seem very French. She seems more Chinese 

than French.” Du Meixi’s father was beaming. He could 

barely contain his delight. 

When Du Meixi moved aside so that Océane was standing 

in front of his father, she tried to hide behind him again. This 

time, he slipped his strong arm behind her and gave her a 

gentle push so that she was standing in front of his father. 

She felt uncomfortable at fi rst, but as they talked, she 

began to relax.

Eventually, the conversation turned to Du Meixi’s future. 

“You’re not going to keep drifting about at sea all year and 

leave Océane behind, are you?” his father asked.

“I’ve handed in my notice.”

Du Meixi’s father was astonished by the power that this 

young woman held over his son. “You know, I tried so hard 

to persuade you,” he said, shaking his head, “but it wasn’t 

enough. I couldn’t make you change your mind. And now 

this French girl comes along, and just like that she brings 

you to shore. Incredible!” He looked at Du Meixi, at the 

hard life that was written on his son’s face, and felt a rush of 

emotion. I can see that these past few years have not been easy 

for you, he wanted to tell his son.

“I’ve found my port,” said Du Meixi, looking at Océane. 

“Here she is.”

His father let out a long breath. “Does this mean I can go 

back to Shanghai?”

Du Meixi smiled.

His father couldn’t have been happier. “It looks as though 

I’ll be able to say goodbye to Lyons after all.”
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“If you feel confi dent enough . . .”

“You’ve changed your mind so suddenly! I’m still trying 

to get used to the idea,” Du Meixi’s father teased.

“Yes, it’s all happened very quickly,” said Du Meixi, 

glancing at Océane.

Du Meixi’s father walked over to the window, opened it, 

and gazed out at the blue sky over Lyons. “All right,” he 

said, looking back at his son. “But it will be hard to leave 

this place.” 

“Then stay.”

“No,” said Du Meixi’s father. “You have your own lives 

to live, and I don’t want to be in the way.” Du Meixi having 

found Océane was like the story of the Prodigal Son. His son 

had come home, and that was all he had ever wanted. 

That evening, Du Meixi’s father called his son into his 

bedroom, opened the wardrobe and took out a beautiful 

little sandalwood box. He lifted the lid and carefully opened 

up the cream-colored silk that was wrapped around two 

knobbly little balls. He took them out and lay them in the 

palm of his hand. When he held them up to the lamp, they 

glowed different colors.

The effect was magnifi cent. 

“Look at these!” said Du Meixi’s father.

The strange little balls were about two centimeters 

in diameter and slightly oval. One was a dark-blue color, 

patterned with white rings, and within each white ring was a 

light-blue ring, which glowed more brightly than the darker 

blue. And in the middle of each light-blue ring was a small 
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magenta ball. The other one was a red color, also patterned 

with white rings, but within each white ring was a green ring 

and a little orange ball.

“They look like eyes,” said Du Meixi.

His father nodded. “Dragonfl y eyes — that’s what they’re 

called.” He looked at the two beads in the palm of his 

hand. “They’re made of glass. The earliest ones appeared in 

Western Asia and Egypt, in 2500 BC, then they spread to 

China. The imperial family and the nobility adored them. 

It was a complex process to make even one of these beads, 

and there was such a demand for them that at some point 

in the Warring States period, Chinese glassmakers started to 

produce them. They created beads that were quite different 

from those of Western Asia, Egypt, and the Mediterranean. 

Can you see all the different layers? Don’t they look like 

dragonfl y eyes?” 

Du Meixi’s father held his hand up to the lamp again. 

The beads seemed to come to life, twinkling as they caught 

the light, like the eyes of a dragonfl y that has landed and is 

turning its head.

“They’re precious, aren’t they?” Du Meixi asked.

“Priceless,” said his father. “I got them from a collector a 

long time ago. I want you to have them.”

“You want to give them to me?”

Du Meixi’s father shook his head. “No, I want you to give 

them to Océane. Find a good jeweler and have these two 

beads strung together with gemstones to make a necklace. 

On the day of your marriage, give the necklace to Océane. 

I like this girl. I liked her from the moment I saw her.” Du 
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Meixi’s father looked at the beads in his hand. “It’s strange. 

I could easily have left these in Shanghai, but for some reason 

I brought them with me to Lyons, as though I was meant to 

give them to you both here. It must be fate.”

Within a few days, Du Meixi’s father had handed over 

his European business to his son and was on his way back 

to Shanghai. Before leaving, he said only one thing to Du 

Meixi: “You’re right—you’ve found your port.”



CHAP T ER 3

Nainai Is a Boat

Yeye and Nainai met in 1925.

Their fi rst son was born in the spring of 1927, their second 

in the autumn of 1929. Ah Mei’s father arrived in the summer 

of 1931, and her aunt in the spring of 1933. The family lived 

in Lyons. Occasionally they would go to Marseilles for a few 

days, and whenever they went, Yeye and Nainai would leave 

the children with Nainai’s parents and walk arm in arm to the 

little café on the corner. They would sit there for two or three 

hours, sometimes longer, not saying much, just lingering 

over their coffee, watching the world go by.

By this time, Nainai could already speak some Chinese 

and could say Yeye’s name perfectly, with the correct 

pronunciation and tones: 

“杜梅溪! Du Meixi.”

Nainai loved the sound of his name and said it as often as 

she could, sometimes loudly, sometimes quietly, sometimes 

drawing it out, sometimes in a soft whisper. 

As well as speaking French, the children were also fl uent 
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in Chinese — or, rather, Shanghainese. Yeye had arranged for 

a home tutor to come all the way from Shanghai, to live with 

them and teach the children Chinese. 

The silk business continued as usual, and life was peaceful 

and prosperous for the family. Although Yeye still missed 

Shanghai and his family, he was like a mature tree that had 

put down roots and had gradually grown accustomed to the 

sky, sunshine, and rain in Lyons. If, for the fi rst few years, 

he’d felt he didn’t really belong, those feelings had long 

since faded. And now, each time he took Océane and the 

children back to Shanghai, it felt strange and unfamiliar. The 

children, on the other hand, found life in Shanghai new and 

exciting, although they knew that it was not their city. They 

belonged in France. 

Yeye had already broached the subject with his father on 

a few occasions — that he might stay in France for the rest of 

his life.

His elderly father proved to be surprisingly open-

minded and told Yeye, “I can continue looking after things 

in Shanghai for a while. The business is important, but you 

must put Océane and the children fi rst.”

So Yeye devoted his attention to the business in Europe, 

and to family life with Nainai and the children in Lyons. It 

was a lovely life, poetic even. Then, in November 1937, the 

Japanese occupied Shanghai, and everything changed. Dark 

clouds spread all over the world, shrouding everything in 

darkness. Anxiety and terror gripped millions of people. 

Soon Hitler’s planes would be fl ying in formation like 

fl ocks of birds, bombing Europe. 
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The news from Shanghai, when it got through, was 

disheartening and depressing. Yeye’s father had held on for 

a long time, but eventually he became ill. Various relatives 

tried to keep the family business afl oat, but it was heading 

downhill before their eyes. 

War had made transport diffi cult, gradually cutting off 

supplies of goods. The demise of the silk business in Europe 

appeared imminent. It was still holding up in Shanghai, and 

in China generally, but even there things were becoming 

diffi cult. Yeye suddenly became very aware that he was his 

father’s only son and that his family was in China. In every 

telegram that arrived from Shanghai, he could hear his father, 

who no longer had the strength to do as he wished, calling 

him from the bottom of his heart — calling him to hurry 

back to Shanghai as soon as he could, to take over the family 

business that was struggling to survive, and to keep it alive, 

however weak the fl ame, so that when the cloud lifted and 

the sun came out, he could breathe new life into it once again.

Yeye started to feel restless and anxious.

He was so distracted that even when he’d fi nished the 

steak on his plate, he continued cutting into the imaginary 

meat with his knife and fork.

Nainai watched him without saying a word.

At night, Yeye tossed and turned. Unable to sleep, and 

worried about disturbing Nainai, he would eventually slip 

out of bed, tiptoe downstairs to the living room, and lie 

uncomfortably on the sofa.

Meanwhile, Nainai lay awake in the darkness of their 

bedroom. 
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Finally, the day came. “Océane . . .” Yeye hesitated, then 

continued. “I’m thinking of going back to Shanghai for a 

while.”

“We’ll all go.” Nainai seemed to have thought it through 

already.

Yeye shook his head. “No, you stay here with the children 

and wait for me to come back.”

At this point, Nainai took Yeye’s hand and led him to 

another room. She gave the door a gentle push. Yeye was 

startled to see six enormous bulging suitcases waiting 

there.

Nainai told Yeye to go and lift one of the suitcases. 

Yeye picked up one, then another, and could feel how full 

they were. He looked at his wife in disbelief.

“I’ve packed for the whole family,” said Nainai.

Yeye was still shaking his head.

“I love Shanghai,” said Nainai.

“But Shanghai has fallen,” protested Yeye.

“And Paris won’t fall soon?”

Yeye shook his head again. “Let me think about it.”

“I’m a boat, and you’re my port,” said Nainai.

Yeye laughed. “From the fi rst day I met you, I’ve always 

known you were my port.”

“So now it’s your turn to be the port,” said Nainai.

Before leaving France, Yeye and Nainai went to the tiny café 

in Marseilles one more time.

They sat quietly in the warm candlelight. Over a decade 

had passed, and everything in the café seemed a little older 
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and a little shabbier, but the candlelight was the same as it 

had always been.

Yeye looked at Nainai the entire time. 

There were lines on her face now, and her skin had lost 

the glow and suppleness of youth. But her spirit was still 

there, and her girlish shyness still showed itself from time to 

time, even after having four children.

She was wearing the necklace with the two dragonfl y 

eyes. All the different colors glowed in the candlelight.

“Océane . . .” Yeye said her name softly.

A light blush spread over Nainai’s face.

Yeye’s big hands grasped hers. “Océane, there’s still time 

to change your mind.”

Nainai shook her head.

“We can’t see what life will be like in the future,” said Yeye. 

“The road ahead may be fi lled with thorns — danger, even.”

Nainai looked down at the dragonfl y eyes. “You said 

these bright eyes would protect against evil.”

Yeye gripped her hands, and as he looked at the dragonfl y 

eyes, he nodded.

That day they sat in the café for a very long time, until 

they were the only remaining customers. They said goodbye 

to the owner, now bent in the back, and reluctantly went on 

their way.

It was the last time they ever set foot in the café.



CHAP T ER 4 

The Blue House

Nainai led the children through a crowd of onlookers into 

the bright and spacious European-style house. It was the 

autumn of 1939.

Wutong leaves were blowing about in the wind all 

over Shanghai. This was by no means an unfamiliar sight 

for Nainai, because the same kind of tree grows all over 

France, and every autumn you can see wutong leaves falling 

wherever you go. But this did not make the place feel any 

more familiar to Nainai.

For the fi rst few days, she kept walking over to the window 

or standing on the doorstep, looking out at the brown fallen 

leaves. Her thoughts drifted between Lyons, Marseilles, and 

Shanghai. She felt a twinge of sadness, but mostly she felt 

excited: she was looking forward to the future.

She could never have imagined that she would spend the 

rest of her life in this house. 

Their new home was three stories high, and had been 

designed by a famous German architect. The roof tiles, 
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doors, and windows were blue, the color of the sea, and the 

walls were white. It seemed fresher, cleaner, and brighter 

than the other European-style houses on the road. This sea-

blue was Nainai’s favorite color, as though fate had chosen 

this house for her and it had been waiting for her to arrive.

On their fi rst day in Shanghai, Nainai had gone to visit 

Yeye’s father in the hospital.

Yeye’s father was as thin as a piece of paper. You could 

barely see there was a human body beneath the pristine 

white sheet of his sickbed.

When Yeye’s father saw Nainai, his eyes opened as wide 

and as bright as two round bells. He reached out with his 

shaky hands covered in age spots and grasped her hands. He 

held them gently for a long time, then, in very rusty French, 

said, “Océane, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry . . .”

Nainai leaned toward him. “Shanghai’s my home too. I’ve 

come home, to be by your side.”

Yeye’s father’s eyes did not leave her.

One by one, Nainai pushed the children to their 

grandfather’s bedside. Four children.

“Thank you, Océane, for blessing me with these 

grandchildren.” He smiled in contentment, and a little 

dribble fell from the corner of his mouth. 

Nainai quickly wiped it away with a towel that was by 

his pillow.

A week later, the whole family went to the hospital. Yeye’s 

father was nearing the end of his life. 

This time, Yeye’s father could barely open his eyes. But 

he managed to open them up a crack, which was enough to 
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see the necklace around Nainai’s neck and the two dragonfl y 

eyes. He pulled his hand out from under the cover and, 

shaking, reached toward the necklace.

Nainai understood. She lowered her head until the two 

dragonfl y eyes were resting in his thin, pale hands. “Thank 

you for giving them to me,” she said.

Weakly, Yeye’s father instructed her: “Océane, don’t ever 

let them leave you.”

Nainai nodded.

Sapped of all strength, Yeye’s father dropped his hands, 

but his eyes never moved from Nainai’s face.

“Perhaps he’s trying to tell you something,” said Yeye.

Nainai turned her head so that her left ear was by Yeye’s 

father’s mouth. His words seemed to come from deep in his 

soul. “Océane, look after them . . .”

Those were his last words. She would remember them 

through the decades that followed.

At dusk that day, Yeye’s father quietly slipped away from a 

world in which gunfi re might ring out at any moment.

Soon after this, Nainai met Yeye’s children from his fi rst 

marriage: a son and a daughter. 

The fi rst time they saw Nainai, they were hesitant and 

dubious. She looked so different. They felt distant and shy.

Nainai also felt shy. But she leaned forward and stared 

into each of their faces, then said gently, “You can call me 

Mama or Océane.”

That evening, a smiling Nainai said to Yeye, “Du Meixi, 

now that there are six children, we need to reconfi gure the 
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family. Let’s do it the Chinese way and number them by age!” 

she said, opening her arms wide. “Imagine them all in a line!”

Yeye nodded. “Good idea.”

And with that, she counted them out on her fi ngers: “Lao 

Da, Lao Er, Lao San, Lao Si, Lao Wu, Lao Liu.” Yeye’s son and 

daughter from his fi rst marriage were the fi rst and second, 

and the children Nainai had borne were the third, fourth, 

fi fth, and sixth.

It was only natural, then, that over a decade later, Ah Mei 

would call her aunts and uncles in the Chinese way too.

Lao Da 老大 was Ah Mei’s Dabo  大伯 (Oldest Uncle)

Lao Er 老二 was Ah Mei’s Dagu  大姑 (Older Aunt)

Lao San 老三 was Ah Mei’s Erbo  二伯 (Uncle No. 2)

Lao Si 老四 was Ah Mei’s Sanbo  三伯 (Uncle No. 3)

Lao Wu 老五 was Ah Mei’s Baba  爸爸 (Father)

Lao Liu 老六 was Ah Mei’s Xiaogu  小姑 (Younger Aunt)

Nainai was fi rm but fair with the children, and within 

a matter of days, the six of them came together as a family. 

They had their own bedrooms, but they didn’t like being 

alone and usually stayed together, running about and 

having fun, upstairs and downstairs, indoors and outdoors. 

Every now and then, the two servants, Mrs. Hu and Mrs. 

Song, would mutter as they dodged the charging children, 

“One of these days, the little devils are going to bring the 

ceiling down.”

Nainai had been learning Shanghainese and could 

now understand everything she heard. When she saw the 
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children tearing around the house, she would smile at 

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song as if to say, What can you do?, but 

there was contentment and joy in her eyes. There were 

also times when she would have to scold the children. 

When they were playing, arguments would break out, 

and sometimes tears too. Nainai would listen patiently to 

everyone’s complaints. She would always fi nd something 

they hadn’t thought of, and, as if by magic, they would all 

be friends again. All day long, the six children called out 

“Mama!” and from the moment the fi rst child woke to the 

moment the last child fell asleep, she was constantly going 

upstairs and downstairs and in and out of rooms. She would 

open the oldest child’s curtains in the morning — “Lao Da, 

the sun’s at the window. Could you think about getting 

up?” — and at night she would tuck the youngest child 

in bed, whisper good night, then quietly leave the room, 

closing the door behind her.

When Yeye sat in his recliner on the verandah, watching 

the children as they chased around the yard, calling out to 

one another and laughing, he would look for Nainai. And 

when he found her, he would say with his eyes, Thank you, 

Océane!

By this time, it was not unusual in Shanghai to see a Japanese 

army truck or two driving along the road, the back fi lled with 

Japanese soldiers standing ready for action, rifl es poised, 

bayonets glinting, the fl ag with the rising sun fl apping at the 

front. Wailing sirens went off day and night, spreading fear 

through the city.
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Nainai instructed Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song: “Whenever 

the children leave the house, for whatever reason, they 

must look neat and tidy, and ready for the day.” She told 

the children: “If you see Japanese people when you go out, 

you must not be afraid. Don’t look at them. Keep your head 

up and your chest out, and keep on walking. The roads are 

Chinese, and so are you.” 

Sometimes the children would go out as a group. 

Although they all looked different, you could see from 

the way they stayed together that they were a family. They 

walked hand in hand, the two eldest children keeping the 

others in order, their energy and confi dence breathing fresh 

air into the deathly pall that hung over Shanghai, boosting 

the morale of all who saw them.

Nainai fi rmly believed that the darkness in the world 

could not last forever, and that sooner or later the Japanese 

would be driven out of China. If they didn’t go home 

voluntarily, the Chinese would drive them into the sea.

Although Yeye and Nainai had been together for many 

years, she knew almost nothing about his silk business. Now 

that they were in Shanghai, what she needed to do was turn 

the Blue House into a home and create a sanctuary for Yeye, 

where he didn’t have to worry about anything. 

She knew only too well how hard it was for him to keep 

production going. It was clear that he was aging faster than 

she was — his hair seemed to have gone gray overnight. 

Nainai couldn’t help feeling sad. She was determined to keep 

their family home shipshape, and she devoted herself to the 

children and their education. They went to the best schools 
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in Shanghai, and though times were hard, no matter how 

chill the wind or how harsh the rain, she was determined 

that the children would grow stronger and more resilient by 

the day. She would show Yeye that when circumstances were 

better, they would all have a bright future ahead.

Yeye was out all day long. In addition to the business side 

of the company, the Du family still had three mills producing 

silk: one in Shanghai, one in Suzhou, and one in Wuxi. Yeye 

spent long days at work in Shanghai but often traveled to see 

the mills in Suzhou and Wuxi too. These trips lasted several 

days, and each time he went away, he would feel bad about 

leaving Nainai on her own again. But each time, she would 

reassure him, “Don’t worry about us — we’ll be fi ne.”

Whatever storms were raging around it, the Blue House 

stood fi rm and strong under the gray Shanghai sky.

Every time Yeye came home to the Blue House, he would 

think of his old ship pulling into Marseilles or Shanghai — it 

was that same feeling of pulling into port, of having been 

at sea for a long time, buffeted by the wind and the waves, 

then fi nally coming into a calm bay, mentally and physically 

exhausted, knowing that he could now relax.

But it was taking a lot longer for circumstances to improve 

than Yeye or Nainai had imagined.

In fact, the situation was getting worse. One of the 

family’s once-prosperous silk mills was teetering on the 

brink of collapse. With the silk business hanging by a 

thread, life was growing harder and harder. But Nainai 

kept on caring for her children calmly and cheerfully, with 

the devoted assistance of Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song. When 
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Yeye came home, the Blue House was always full of joy 

and laughter. If he was weary, someone always brought 

him a strong cup of coffee or a hot towel — if not Nainai, 

then Mrs. Hu or Mrs. Song. The gramophone was always 

playing, fi lling the house with music.

Yeye had begun to notice how lined Nainai’s face had 

become. At times she looked quite haggard. And in those 

moments, Yeye felt so sorry. He would walk over to her and 

gently wrap his strong arms around her waist. And she would 

look up at him and smile — a smile of affection and pain.

The wartime troubles grew more and more intense. Then, 

fi nally, the fi ghting came to an end. And when peace was 

restored, Yeye and Nainai suddenly realized that their 

children had grown up.

“Their wings are strong,” Nainai told Yeye. “When the 

time comes to leave the nest, don’t hold them back. Let them 

be free!”

In the following few years, the four eldest children left 

home. They settled down and soon had children of their own.

The youngest moved out too, although she didn’t settle 

down and start a family. Xiaogu, Ah Mei’s aunt, played the 

piano exceptionally well and became a music teacher at an 

elementary school.

That left only one child at the Blue House. In 1952, Lao 

Wu got married, and a year later, Ah Mei arrived, the only 

granddaughter. 

Nainai was smitten. Of all her grandchildren, she loved 

Ah Mei the most. 
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Everyone could see that Nainai adored Ah Mei. They 

thought it was normal that she should feel this way, because 

they had all produced little rascals and had been longing to 

see a girl in the family. Nainai teased her grandsons: “You’re 

so naughty, how can you be my favorites? Of course I like Ah 

Mei the best.” The boys’ parents didn’t mind, and neither did 

the boys themselves, because they knew that Nainai loved 

them — it was just that she had a particularly soft spot for Ah 

Mei. They all loved Ah Mei and always wanted to pick her 

up. Nainai would be on edge watching her clumsy grandsons 

with her only granddaughter, and when they pretended to 

drop her, to give Nainai a scare, she would rush over to 

snatch Ah Mei from them and tell them to move along.

There was another reason Nainai loved Ah Mei so much, 

and that was because, out of all of her grandchildren, Ah Mei 

looked the most like her. Everyone agreed. Nainai could see 

a hint of blue in the baby’s eyes, and a glint of gold in the 

color of her hair. But these were minor things — the main 

similarity was in Ah Mei’s profi le, and even her expressions. 

“It’s incredible!” said Xiaogu. 

When Ah Mei’s parents suggested that they move out of 

the Blue House, Nainai said, “You can go if you like, but Ah 

Mei’s staying here.”

Ah Mei’s parents had smiled at each other and stayed at 

the Blue House. It wasn’t until Ah Mei was twelve that they 

eventually moved into a home of their own. 



CHAP T ER 5

Sweaters

There were many things that Ah Mei would not understand 

until she was grown up.

Long before Ah Mei came into this world, the silk 

business and silk factories that the Du family had established 

in Shanghai, Suzhou, and Wuxi had ceased to belong to the 

family. Yeye didn’t seem particularly bereft or upset about 

this, and he certainly wasn’t frustrated or bitter. Both inside 

and outside the family, people were under the impression 

that he had willingly and voluntarily handed everything 

over to the state, and he had seemed extremely calm when 

he did so, as though he had been waiting years for that day 

to come. 

Life at the Blue House was growing harder by the day.

Before, no one had worried about money at home, but 

now Nainai had to think about it constantly. Money was 

getting tighter all the time. Very reluctantly, Yeye had to 

let Uncle Ding, the housekeeper, go. Uncle Ding had been 

with the family for decades, and when the time came to 
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say goodbye, Yeye honored him with a glass of wine and, 

clasping his hands together, made a deep bow of respect to 

him. By the time he was upright again, and the two men were 

face-to-face, both of them were in tears. Not long after that, 

he had to let Uncle Wang, the gardener, go. Uncle Gao, the 

driver, had left of his own accord two years earlier: Yeye had 

handed over both cars to the state along with the factories, 

and with no car to drive, Uncle Gao felt he couldn’t stay and 

live off the family. The situation made Nainai think of a river 

full of fresh water, constantly fl owing all day and all night, 

then the water stops fl owing in but keeps fl owing out, until 

fi nally there are only puddles left on the riverbed, glistening 

before they dry up too. 

Nainai would spend several days deciding whether or not 

to buy a length of cloth. She’d think it over and then over 

again, and eventually decide against it: old clothes would 

do, as long as they were clean.

Each Sunday, the whole family gathered at the Blue House 

to spend the day with Nainai. All the grandchildren called her 

Nainai, including Dagu’s two boys, who should really have 

called her Waipo (which is what maternal grandmothers are 

usually called). 

One particular Sunday, the boys were shouting “Nainai, 

Nainai!” nonstop, and Nainai was answering nonstop, 

without knowing whom she was answering.

The children were having great fun in the yard.

Nainai was sitting on a chair on the verandah with three-

year-old Ah Mei on her lap.

Seeing the boys chasing around the yard, shouting and 
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making a lot of noise, Ah Mei kept trying to slip down from 

Nainai’s lap. But Nainai’s long arms gently hauled her back 

and held her in place while Ah Mei wriggled and waved her 

little hands at the boys. 

“Ah Mei, come and play!” the boys shouted. They all 

loved her. Some of them called her Ah Mei and some of them 

called her Dolly, because whenever they went out, people 

would gasp in surprise and say, “Oh! A Western doll!” 

Dabo’s son, Daoge, came over to the verandah. “Nainai, 

please can you lend Ah Mei to us for a while?”

“What do you think she is? A toy?” said Nainai. “I’m not 

going to let her play with you! You boys are wild and rough. 

If you’re not careful, you’ll hurt her.” And she jiggled her 

granddaughter on her knee. “Ah Mei’s staying right here 

with her grandmother, aren’t you? Look at those boys, Ah 

Mei, they’re all dirty.” And she waved him away. “Off you go. 

Go and play.”

Daoge ran back to the huddle of boys, calling over, 

“Nainai said no. She won’t let Ah Mei play with us.”

Nainai watched her grandchildren, and as she watched, 

she started to hatch a plan: “Autumn’s coming, I’ll knit 

each of them a sweater.” She could see that the clothes 

they were wearing were old and that two of her grandsons 

were wearing clothes that had been patched.

Nainai felt a pang in her heart.

She was determined that her grandchildren should all 

wear nice clothes. She decided to knit a sweater for each 

grandchild — French-style.

But when Nainai opened the wardrobe and took out 
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the metal cash box, she was overcome with anxiety. There 

weren’t many coins in it, and if she took some out to buy 

yarn, there would only be a few left, and then how would 

the family manage? She counted the coins twice, looked at 

them once more, then again to be sure, and fi nally put the 

pitiful things back in the metal box, and put the box back in 

the wardrobe.

Nainai closed the wardrobe door, but she didn’t close her 

mind to the idea of knitting sweaters for her grandchildren. 

The idea wound itself around and around inside her head.

A few days later, Nainai took Ah Mei to the department store 

on Nanjing Road. She stood in front of the yarn counter, 

looking carefully at the choices in front of her. Although 

the colors were rather drab, she pictured all the sweaters 

she could knit for the grandchildren. She was determined, 

even with these colors, to knit the most beautiful sweaters 

in the world.

The saleswoman’s attention was drawn fi rst to Nainai and 

then to Ah Mei, who was in Nainai’s arms, and for a while she 

forgot all about selling. When the salespeople at the other 

counters saw Ah Mei, they hurried over. Though a little shy at 

fi rst, Ah Mei was also curious and peeked out at them. 

“Such a beautiful child!”

“Look at her eyelashes — they’re so long!”

“Her eyes are so deep.”

“The bridge of her nose is so high.”

“She has such a pretty chin too.”

“Are you related?” one of the saleswomen asked Nainai, 
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immediately thinking it was a pointless thing to ask in 

Chinese and never expecting Nainai to answer, “I’m her 

grandmother,” not only in Shanghainese, but in a very 

Shanghainese manner.

The salespeople were taken completely by surprise.

Then one of them clapped her hands and opened her 

arms toward Ah Mei. Ah Mei opened her arms in response, 

leaned toward the woman, and let herself be lifted from 

Nainai. Everyone laughed. Then the saleswoman sat Ah Mei 

on the counter, and the others gathered around. 

Nainai couldn’t stop smiling.

Finally, the saleswoman remembered that Nainai was 

a customer and, moving along behind the counter, asked, 

“Would you like to buy some yarn?”

Nainai had been clutching her purse the whole time. She 

nodded.

“What kind of yarn? And how much do you need?” the 

saleswoman asked.

Nainai pointed to the different yarns, and told her how 

much she needed of each. But when the saleswoman started 

to take the yarn out, Nainai stopped her. “I’m sorry, I need to 

double-check.” Nainai had changed her mind, but she was 

fi nding it diffi cult to take her eyes off the yarn. 

Eventually, she picked up Ah Mei and, saying “Sorry . . .” 

a few times, started to walk away from the counter. She 

didn’t turn back. Feeling awkward and embarrassed, she 

hurried out of the store, holding Ah Mei tight.

A tram came rumbling past. Ah Mei, intrigued and a little 

scared, hooked one hand tightly around the back of Nainai’s 
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neck and pointed at the tram with the other. “Nainai!” she 

said, wanting her grandmother to look at the tram too.

Nainai nodded, though she seemed rather distracted.

The metal tram tracks in the middle of the road glinted in 

the sunlight. A constant stream of pedestrians walked past 

Nainai, but she didn’t notice them fl ashing by, one shadow 

after another. Nainai was thinking about the worryingly 

small amount of money they had, about her grandchildren, 

and about sweaters, all the sweaters she had planned, one 

for each child.

Nainai had already written to her two sisters in France, 

hoping that they might be able to send some money, and 

although she hadn’t gone into detail, the message was clear 

enough: she and her family had hit hard times. But there 

had never been any reply. She doubted that the letters had 

ever arrived in France — their journey had probably been 

interrupted somewhere.

That evening, after handing a sleeping Ah Mei back to 

her mother, Nainai opened her wardrobe and took out one 

of her sweaters. She gave it a shake, then held it against 

herself and took a good look in the mirror. She gave a sigh 

and then a laugh. 

Nainai held the sweater under the lamp and searched for 

a loose end. She worked it free, and then, as she pulled on 

the yarn, the sweater began to unravel. 

Very soon, Nainai had four large balls of yarn.

The following day, Nainai unraveled another of her 

beautiful sweaters. It took her longer this time: she kept 

slowing down, sometimes pausing with indecision. Then, 
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her mind made up, she’d set to and work the yarn faster than 

before, watching the beautiful sweater disappear before her 

eyes. She was about to unravel a third sweater when Mrs. Hu 

and Mrs. Song stepped in. 

“If you stop me, how will I ever get enough yarn to knit 

ten sweaters?” Nainai exclaimed.

When Yeye heard what was happening, he said, “No 

problem. You can have my sweaters.”

Nainai thought about it, then nodded. “All right.”

Nainai asked Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song to wash the 

unraveled yarn and hang it out to dry. Then one Sunday, 

when the children were at the Blue House, she took their 

measurements, made a note of their heights, and started to 

knit the sweaters to the styles and patterns she had been 

planning in her head.

Nainai knitted nonstop, barely noticing if it was night or 

day. Sometimes, she would knit half a sweater and decide 

it was not turning out as she had imagined. Without a 

moment’s hesitation, she would unravel it and start again. 

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song watched with mixed emotions. They 

felt sorry for Nainai but didn’t understand why she was 

unraveling a perfectly good piece of knitting.

“It was beautiful!”

“But not beautiful enough,” said Nainai, shaking her 

head. 

When Nainai fi nished a sweater, she didn’t give it to the 

designated child right away but hung it up on a clothes 

hanger next to the other ones, which she stopped to admire 

from time to time.
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Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song would also take a break from 

their work now and then and go and look at the sweaters.

They had never seen such beautiful sweaters before and 

could think of no better word to express their admiration. 

“Beautiful!” 

“So beautiful!”

Nainai was delighted to hear their praise.

Nainai knitted and knitted. But there was still not enough 

yarn. Just as she was planning to unravel another of her 

sweaters, her daughter, Xiaogu, turned up at the house with 

four big balls of yarn. She held them up to show Nainai. Her 

mother knew at a glance where they had come from. “You’ve 

unraveled the sweater I knitted for you?”

“Mama, you can’t unravel all your sweaters. You need to 

keep one or two for yourself,” said Xiaogu.

“But you loved that sweater!” Nainai looked at the four 

balls of yarn in Xiaogu’s hands. She felt a pang in her heart 

as tears welled in her eyes. She tried to focus on the four 

enormous fl uffy balls of yarn.

Nainai knitted for several days in a row. When she was too 

tired to keep sitting up straight in a chair, she moved to her 

bed, and with her back supported, she kept on knitting. 

Finally, the ten sweaters were ready. As there was some yarn 

left over, Nainai took out a small amount of money, went to 

the store, and bought a little more, enough to knit an extra 

sleeveless vest for Ah Mei.

She knitted through the night to fi nish the vest, falling 

asleep in her chair just before dawn. 
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*  *  *

And then Sunday came.

When the children put on the sweaters Nainai had made 

for them, the whole world seemed to change — it was so 

colorful, so bright, so beautiful. 

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song stood gaping in awe. They had 

never seen anything like it.

Ah Mei’s sweater was patterned, and it looked even more 

eye-catching surrounded by the boys’ sweaters. She knew 

it was beautiful. She wore that patterned sweater with the 

sweetest smile on her face and looked lovelier than ever. 

In their new sweaters, the children didn’t race around 

the yard and make their usual racket. They were worried 

the sweaters might get dirty, and all of them seemed a 

bit awkward, not quite sure what to do with their hands 

and feet. 

Nainai could see this. She laughed and said, “Come on, 

let’s go out!”

And so they went out, with Nainai leading the way. 

It was autumn now, and the sunlight was almost blinding. 

The wind was blowing off the Huangpu River, and the wutong 

trees lining both sides of the road were beginning to drop their 

leaves. The children walked behind Nainai, the leaves swirling 

around them, this colorful little procession breaking through 

the bleakness and chill of the Shanghai autumn.



CHAP T ER 6

A Wet Afternoon

Yeye still worked at the silk company, although he was no 

longer the boss, just an ordinary employee. People at all levels 

of the company were very polite to this “easygoing” and “open-

minded” old man, and Yeye seemed happy with the situation, 

except for the low wage he received every month. In reality, his 

pay was quite high compared with the other workers’, but it 

was almost nothing compared with the rolling fl ow of money 

he’d known in the past. He made some adjustments. He had 

been a cigar smoker before, but now he smoked a pipe. Tobacco 

wasn’t expensive, but even so, Yeye had to use it sparingly. 

Each month, he kept only a small amount of money for 

himself and handed the rest to Nainai. And each time he 

handed his pitiful pay to Nainai, he would say the same 

thing: “Océane, I’m sorry.” And she would smile and say, 

“It’s enough.” She would count it out, then take a few coins 

and tuck them into Yeye’s jacket pocket. “Get some decent 

tobacco — I can’t stand the smell of that cheap stuff,” she’d 

say, waving her hand in front of her nose. “It’s just awful.”
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Nainai found a job at a publishing house, proofreading 

translations of novels from French into Chinese. She’d 

return from work with a huge stack of paper, then put on 

her glasses and check the translations carefully, losing all 

track of time and working late into the night.

She also looked after Ah Mei until she was old enough to 

go to school. 

Ah Mei was a sensible girl, and when Nainai was working, 

she would either go to the market with Mrs. Hu or play 

quietly by herself in Nainai’s room, taking care not to disturb 

her grandmother. Nainai liked to keep Ah Mei in sight, and 

she would often call out, “What are you doing, Ah Mei?” to 

check up on her granddaughter. And Ah Mei would always 

respond promptly. When her eyes were tired, Nainai would 

take off her glasses and rub her eyes, then she’d walk over 

to where Ah Mei was whispering with her doll, pick her up, 

and take her for a walk around the yard. 

If she had time to spare, she’d take Ah Mei out. Just down 

the road, after the bend in the road, there was a tiny patisserie. 

Ah Mei knew whenever they went out for a walk that they 

would be going there, and that Nainai would buy her a tiny 

cream cake. Ah Mei loved it at the little cake shop. She would 

raise her arm and offer Nainai some of her cake. Nainai would 

pretend to take a bite and say, “Mmm, what a lovely buttery 

fl avor!” Then, with a grin so big it squeezed her eyes shut, she 

would watch as Ah Mei ate the cake. When she saw the look 

of satisfaction on Ah Mei’s face, she’d say, “I’ll have to bring 

you here again.” And Ah Mei, licking the cream from her lips 

with her little red tongue, would nod enthusiastically. 
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Ah Mei had noticed that their visits to the patisserie 

had become fewer and fewer, that the gaps between 

visits had grown longer and longer. She mentioned it a 

few times, and each time, Nainai put on a surprised face. 

“Now, how could I forget something as important as that!” 

After a while, Ah Mei stopped mentioning the patisserie, 

but she still thought about it. She missed the little cakes, 

but mainly she missed the joy of going there with Nainai 

and the warm feeling she had as Nainai watched her eating 

her cake. 

One morning when they were out walking, Nainai said 

she wanted to take Ah Mei to the patisserie.

“Nainai, I don’t want to eat cake anymore,” said Ah Mei.

“Why ever not? I thought you liked going to the 

patisserie,” said Nainai, pointing up ahead.

Ah Mei leaned against a tree. “I don’t like cake anymore.”

It seemed that Nainai could read Ah Mei’s mind. She 

went over to the little girl, crouched, and patted her cheeks 

before picking her up and carrying her into the patisserie. 

Nainai’s heart was aching. 

This time, Ah Mei ate her cake very slowly.

As she ate, she thought about what she had seen two days 

earlier, when Nainai had gone to make a cup of coffee after 

lunch. She had taken the coffee beans out of the canister 

and stared at them as though in a trance. She spent a long 

time looking at them and eventually scooped up half the 

beans with the coffee scoop and poured them back into the 

canister, which sounded as if it was almost empty. 

Ah Mei fi nally fi nished her cake, but this time her 
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expression was not one of contentment as it had been before. 

Instead, it was wooden. 

Although Ah Mei was only fi ve, she understood a lot of 

things. She knew this would be her last visit to the patisserie. 

She didn’t want to go there ever again. If they were going out 

and she knew they’d have to walk past it, she would suggest 

a different route. 

A few hours after Nainai and Ah Mei had visited the patisserie 

for the last time, Yeye discovered that Nainai was going to 

the pawnshop. 

He had realized that Nainai wasn’t at home and had asked 

Mrs. Hu where she’d gone. 

“Madam was heading east, I think,” she answered.

As he was free that day, Yeye thought he’d go and meet 

her. He’d always loved walking with Nainai. Many years had 

passed, and there’d been children, and now grandchildren, 

but just like in Marseilles and Lyons all those years ago, as 

soon as they stepped outside together, off they’d walk, arm 

in arm. The only difference now was that they were getting 

slower, and it looked more like they were supporting each 

other. 

That afternoon, there was an autumn wind blowing in 

Shanghai. Yeye looked forward to walking with Nainai, letting 

the wind catch their hair and their clothes. He thought about 

all the times they’d walked together in the wind: along the 

edge of the blue sea in Marseilles, on Nanjing Road heading 

toward the river, on the banks of the Huangpu . . .

Finally, Yeye spotted her in the distance, but when he 
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saw her, he froze. Nainai was coming out of a pawnshop, 

keeping her eyes down as she negotiated the steps, one at 

a time, her legs and feet much stiffer than he’d just been 

remembering.

Yeye went to help her down the last step. He didn’t say 

anything, just put his hand on his waist, allowing Nainai to 

slip her hand through the crook in his arm, as naturally as 

ever. They didn’t go straight home but followed the road east 

for a while, toward the Huangpu.

The wind gradually grew stronger.

Yeye held Nainai’s arm tightly. They walked side by side, 

and when the wind blew hard, he turned his body to shield 

her, moving back to her side when the wind subsided. 

In the distance they could hear the ships’ whistles 

blasting. The sound seemed to quiver in the strong wind. 

They walked as far as the Bund and sat down on the steps.

Nainai leaned her head against Yeye’s shoulder.

They didn’t speak, just gazed at the smoky haze that 

hung over the river in the distance.

That night, Yeye waited until Nainai was asleep, then he 

crept out of bed. He selected a dozen or more items from 

around the house: antiques, calligraphy, paintings, the 

woolen coat he’d worn as a seaman, and some of his late 

father’s things. He gathered them together and put them in 

the wardrobe. The next day, he opened the wardrobe door 

and told Nainai, “I won’t let you pawn any more of your 

things. Your fur coat is missing from the wardrobe, the ring 

your mother gave you is missing from your fi nger, and now 

I know why. From today, if we have to pawn something, we 
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can use these. Don’t feel bad about taking them. They used 

to mean something to me, but they don’t anymore. They’re 

just things we happen to have in the house.”

Mrs. Hu had known for a while that Nainai had been going 

to the pawnshop. One evening about six months earlier, 

she had told Nainai that she’d been thinking for some time 

about leaving the Blue House. She said her son had a new 

baby, and the family wanted her to look after her grandson. 

Nainai shook her head. “That’s not the real reason, is it?” 

Then she said to Mrs. Hu, “I hear that life in the countryside 

is very hard. I couldn’t send you to hardship after all you 

have done for us.” She reassured Mrs. Hu, “I know life here 

isn’t like it was, but we can manage. As long as you’re here, 

you’ll be able to earn some money. It may not be much, but 

for your family in the countryside it will make a difference. 

Please don’t think about leaving; I’m sure we can fi nd a way. 

What’s more, Ah Mei is still very young, and you’ve looked 

after her since she was born. She can’t live without you.” 

Eventually Mrs. Hu agreed to stay. 

But now, after hesitating for several days, Nainai had to 

speak to Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song and tell them that she had 

no choice but to let one of them go. Dagu was seriously ill 

in the hospital, and Nainai, having pawned everything in 

the wardrobe, was now using the little that was left of her 

savings. She was having sleepless nights worrying about the 

future. They simply couldn’t afford to keep both Mrs. Hu 

and Mrs. Song, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell them. 

She kept putting it off. 
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“How can I tell them?” she asked Yeye.

“I don’t know. It just feels so unfair,” Yeye said with a sigh. 

“They’ve both been with us for so many years they’re like 

family now. But we have no choice. Perhaps I should do it.”

Nainai shook her head. She would do it.

That afternoon, Nainai fi nally called Mrs. Hu and 

Mrs. Song into the living room downstairs and told them 

of the decision she had to make. Nainai was clearly very 

uncomfortable, the diffi culty of the task showing in her face. 

She could barely bring herself to meet their eyes.

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song listened. It didn’t come as a shock; 

the thought of leaving had been preying on their minds for 

a while now. The pressure on the Blue House was growing 

by the day; they could see it with their own eyes. But the 

pressure was growing in the countryside, too, and the money 

they received every month was more vital than ever. They 

appreciated that Nainai had continued to pay their wages 

on the same day each month, but the money wasn’t the only 

reason they had stayed — they simply couldn’t bear to leave 

the Blue House, to leave Nainai and her family. They knew 

every chopstick and every spoon in this house; they knew 

the family inside out. They liked this home; they loved this 

home. All year round, their hands and feet never stopped 

moving as they worked to keep the Blue House neat and 

tidy, clean and fresh. 

As money became tighter, they had found ingenious 

ways of minimizing the family expenses. Mrs. Hu went to 

the market several times a day, walking around, comparing 

prices so she could buy from the cheapest trader, and even 
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then she haggled. The sellers knew she was a servant. “It’s 

not even your money! Do you have to be so tight?” And 

Mrs. Hu would laugh. “Every little bit helps.” At these times, 

she didn’t seem like a servant, but more like the head of 

the family — she was a meticulous housekeeper. Yeye and 

Ah Mei both liked to eat green soybeans, and you could 

buy them ready-shelled, but Mrs. Hu fi gured out that if she 

bought them still in the pods and shelled them herself at 

home, she could save fi ve fen per jin of beans. When Nainai 

asked why she didn’t buy them ready-shelled, Mrs. Hu said, 

“It’s fun shelling beans together.” She glanced around at Ah 

Mei. “Ah Mei thinks it’s fun, don’t you?” And Nainai had 

found she enjoyed shelling beans too, chatting and laughing 

with Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song, and praising Ah Mei: “You do 

it so fast and so well!” 

Nainai had never thought of Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song as 

servants; they were more like sisters. And they didn’t think 

of themselves as servants either. It felt as though they had 

been there as long as the Blue House had stood on this street, 

and that they and the Blue House had come into this world 

together.

The atmosphere in the living room was strained.

Ah Mei, who was naturally sensitive, felt it right away. 

She was sitting on the fl oor, playing with her doll, but she 

stopped to peer up at the three adults, her long eyelashes 

fl uttering as she blinked, her eyes scanning their faces. She 

looked at Nainai, Mrs. Hu, Mrs. Song, then at Nainai again. 

Mrs. Hu broke the silence. “Madam,” she said, smiling, 
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“there’s no need to feel uncomfortable. You’ve kept me on all 

these years, and I cannot thank you enough. Life at the Blue 

House is harder than before, and Mrs. Song and I are well 

aware of this. We think about it all the time, every day, every 

night, worrying and fretting about it. Madam, you smile all 

day long, but we know how painful it must be for you. Every 

day we are here is a burden on you. Please don’t worry about 

us. I’m from the countryside, and I’ve been through hard 

times before. I’ll return home and work on the land. I won’t 

starve. I’ll count my blessings and look after my grandson, 

keep chickens and ducks and pigs! But I’ll miss you — this 

place, Sir, Madam, Ah Mei . . .” Mrs. Hu turned to Ah Mei 

and clapped her hands, beckoning, and when Ah Mei ran 

over, she scooped her up in her arms, pressing her face 

against Ah Mei’s — one face covered in lines, the other soft 

and smooth. “I’ve never known such an adorable child . . .” 

A moment or two later, Ah Mei felt something wet on her 

face — Mrs. Hu’s silent tears.

Then it was Mrs. Song’s turn to speak. She said a lot, much 

of it to reassure Nainai. She didn’t want Nainai to feel bad or 

to worry about Mrs. Hu or her in the future. Heaven would 

provide. But the Blue House held a place deep in her heart, 

and she would miss the house, and Yeye, Nainai, Ah Mei, and 

everyone here. “Your family are such good people, the best in 

the world,” she said over and over again. 

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song expressed their appreciation of 

Nainai with total sincerity. They were from the countryside, 

and their language refl ected this. They loved her blue eyes, 

the high bridge of her nose, her hair the color of wheat, her 
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tall, elegant fi gure, her beautiful pale skin. From the moment 

they fi rst saw her, she had taken root in their hearts. She 

looked so different, and yet there was no barrier between 

them, no sense of being strangers. When the two women 

were chatting, and Nainai came up in the conversation, 

Mrs. Hu had always said, “I feel we know each other from a 

previous life.” And Mrs. Song agreed. She felt the same.

Nainai smiled throughout, the same smile that Mrs. Hu 

and Mrs. Song knew so well — a smile that was calm, warm, 

pure, and understanding. At the same time, there was a slight 

awkwardness in that smile — a girlish awkwardness that she 

still had, despite her age, despite the visible slackening of the 

skin on her neck and arms.

They talked about the past, the present, and the future, 

about many, many things, with tears streaming down their 

faces.

Seeing the three of them in tears, Ah Mei started to cry 

too. She didn’t really understand what their tears were about, 

but it upset her to see them like this. 

Mrs. Hu quickly wiped away Ah Mei’s tears with her 

sleeve. “What have you got to cry about, child?” 

This made Ah Mei cry even more.

The three women started to laugh — big, booming laughs, 

which sent their tears rolling into their wrinkles.

It turned out to be a very wet afternoon indeed.



CHAP T ER 7 

Qipao

“You stay,” said Mrs. Hu. 

“No, you stay,” said Mrs. Song.

“Your family needs it more than mine,” said Mrs. Hu. “My 

family is south of the Yangtze, in Jiangnan. Yours is north of 

the Yangtze, in Jiangbei. Life’s harder north of the river.”

“Your husband is asthmatic and is confi ned to his bed six 

months of the year,” said Mrs. Song.

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song each came up with countless 

reasons why the other should stay at the Blue House. 

Neither of them was prepared to give in. “In that case . . .” 

said Mrs. Song, and she called for Ah Mei. She led her into 

another room and took two of Ah Mei’s favorite tops out 

of the wardrobe. One was bright pink; the other was pale 

green. “Ah Mei, in a moment, I’m going to leave the room. 

I want you to choose one of these tops and put it on. When 

you’ve done that, I want you to call out, ‘Ready!’ ”

Ah Mei looked quizzically at Mrs. Song.
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Mrs. Song sighed. “It’s the only way. Ah Mei, I want you to 

stay there until I tell you to come out. Do you understand?”

Ah Mei nodded.

Mrs. Song walked out of the room, closing the door 

behind her, and went back to Mrs. Hu. “We have to come to 

a decision,” she said, and told Mrs. Hu her plan. “In a few 

minutes, when Ah Mei comes out, if she is wearing the pink 

top, then you’ll stay, and if she is wearing the green top, then 

I’ll stay. Would you agree to this?”

Mrs. Hu thought about it and nodded.

“I’m ready!” Ah Mei called from the other room.

“Give us another minute, Ah Mei,” said Mrs. Song. She 

looked at Mrs. Hu. “Do you give your word? There’s no 

going back.”

Mrs. Hu nodded.

Mrs. Song repeated to Mrs. Hu what they had agreed: 

“If Ah Mei is wearing the pink top, then you’ll stay. If she is 

wearing the green top, then I’ll stay.” Then she went to the 

door and called out, “Ah Mei, I gave you two tops and asked 

you to choose one of them. Did you choose it all by yourself 

with no help from me?”

“Yes!” said the voice behind the door.

“And are you wearing the one you chose?” asked Mrs. Song.

“Yes,” said the voice behind the door.

Ah Mei wondered what kind of game Mrs. Song and Mrs. 

Hu were playing with her. 

“And did I see which top you chose before I left the 

room?” asked Mrs. Song.

“No!” said the voice behind the door. “Can I come out now?”
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“Yes, you can come out now,” said Mrs. Song.

The door opened. Ah Mei was wearing the pink top. 

She looked at Mrs. Hu, then at Mrs. Song, and wondered 

what would happen next in this game. Then Mrs. Song said, 

“Ah Mei, run along and play. Mrs. Hu and I need to have a 

little chat.”

Ah Mei walked away, making a face. It wasn’t much of a 

game after all.

The two women watched as Ah Mei toddled off, and 

laughed. But as they laughed, the tears started to fl ow again. 

“We gave our word, and there’s no going back,” said Mrs. 

Song. “Let’s go and tell Madam our answer.”

Mrs. Hu had to be dragged by the arm all the way to 

the study on the fi rst fl oor, where Nainai was usually to be 

found, proofreading translations.

Mrs. Song spoke fi rst. “We’ve discussed it and agreed that 

Mrs. Hu will stay.”

Mrs. Hu wanted to speak, but Mrs. Song pushed her 

back.

“You pay our wages at the beginning of the month. It’s 

the beginning of the month now, and I’ve already been 

paid, so I’ll work to the end of the month and then leave.”

Nainai nodded. “But please stay as long as you can.”

From that day on, Mrs. Song spent most of the time in her 

room. When Nainai asked what she was doing, she answered 

vaguely, “A few sewing jobs.”

Mrs. Hu and Mrs. Song had different responsibilities in 



5353

the house. Mrs. Hu looked after the food shopping and the 

cooking. Mrs. Song looked after the family’s clothes — she 

did the washing and starching, the sewing and the mending. 

Mrs. Song was an expert with a needle and thread. From the 

oldest to the youngest, everyone in the family wore clothes 

made by Mrs. Song. She had nimble fi ngers. 

“It’s never-ending with sewing. Once you start, the jobs 

keep on coming,” said Nainai. “Do what you can, but don’t 

work all night.”

The skin around Mrs. Song’s eyes grew darker by the day. 

You could tell at a glance that she was working through the 

night. 

One day, Ah Mei went into Mrs. Song’s room. She saw 

what Mrs. Song was working on and said, “You’re making a 

qipao for Nainai.”

Mrs. Song was surprised. “Well, I never. How on earth 

did you guess?”

“I just knew,” said Ah Mei smugly. “Nainai loves wearing 

qipao. She says that I can wear one when I grow up and that 

I’ll look lovely.”

“I’ll remember that, Ah Mei. When you’re grown up, 

I’ll make you lots of qipao, so you can wear them all year 

round.” Mrs. Song rested her sewing on her lap and said 

to Ah Mei, “Ah Mei, promise me you won’t say anything to 

Nainai?”

Ah Mei nodded.

Mrs. Song continued, “There isn’t a woman in this world 

who looks as beautiful in a qipao as your nainai. It’s as 
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though she was born to wear them. I want to make her a few 

before I go.”

Ah Mei knew that Mrs. Song would be leaving them 

soon. She wanted to stay in Mrs. Song’s room. “I’ll be quiet,” 

she said. 

“Of course you can stay. I don’t know when I’ll see you 

again.” Mrs. Song’s nose started tingling, and she became red 

around the eyes. 

“Nainai said she’ll take me to the countryside to visit 

you,” Ah Mei told Mrs. Song.

Mrs. Song chatted with Ah Mei as she sewed. “You can 

come to my place in the summer. There are lots of rivers — big 

ones and little ones — and there are so many bridges — high 

bridges, low bridges, long bridges, short bridges. You have to 

cross at least fi ve bridges if you want to go anywhere! As soon 

as you step outside, you see water, and boats and sails, and 

big fi sh leaping up and then splashing back into the water. 

At night, when you lie in bed, you can hear the river fl owing 

and the sound of oars pulling through the water as people 

row their boats through the night. There are reeds growing 

everywhere, and when they fl ower in the autumn, they look 

so beautiful. Then the wind blows them all over the place, 

and the feathery bits land on your clothes and in your hair. 

Ah Mei, will you promise to come and see me?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll remember your promise. Will you promise me 

something else?” She raised her head and looked straight at 

Ah Mei.
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Tell me, Ah Mei answered with her eyes.

“Promise me, Ah Mei, that when you grow up, you will 

look after Nainai.”

Ah Mei nodded again and again.

Mrs. Song laughed. “There’s no need to keep nodding! 

Once is enough. I believe you. You won’t fi nd a nainai as 

good as yours anywhere else in this world.”

Mrs. Song stopped sewing and looked at Ah Mei. She 

blinked a few times: all those months and years she’d spent 

with Nainai passed before her eyes. 

“I feel blessed to know your nainai,” she said. “I’m going 

to miss her when I leave. I’ll miss her very much.”

Ah Mei nodded.

“Of all her children and grandchildren, do you know 

which one she likes best?”

“Me,” said Ah Mei.

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

“It’s true: you’re her favorite. Mrs. Hu and I could see that 

from the beginning. You look like her, and you have exactly 

the same spirit.”

Mrs. Song kept talking — about this and that — her needle 

and thread moving in and out of the qipao.

The day before Mrs. Song left, she slipped her hands under 

three carefully folded qipao, walked into Nainai’s study, and 

stood in front of her. Nainai was at her table, proofreading 

texts. When she heard footsteps, she looked up and peered 
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over the top of her glasses at the qipao in Mrs. Song’s hands. 

She took off her glasses and placed them gently on the table. 

But she did not take her eyes off the qipao.

“Madam.”

“What’s that in your hands?”

“Take a look.”

“Qipao?”

“Yes, qipao.”

Nainai stood up, walked toward Mrs. Song, and held out 

her hands. 

Mrs. Song gently placed the qipao in Nainai’s hands.

“All that time when you said you were doing sewing jobs 

in your room, were you making these?”

“I’m leaving,” said Mrs. Song, “so I thought I’d make a few 

for you. Do you know how beautiful you look in a qipao? 

When you step out of the house, the entire street looks at 

you. Nothing can hold their attention like you do.”

Nainai smiled.

“Put them away for now. There are three of them. You 

won’t need to try them on; I know your size, and I guarantee 

they’ll fi t nicely. You have such a lovely fi gure — you were 

made to wear qipao.”

“Where did you get the material?”

“You gave it to me a while ago. But I’m from the country-

side. I grew up wearing rough cotton clothes. I can’t wear 

fi ne material like this. So I kept it, in case you could use it 

one day. And here it is. It’s fi rst-class material, and it will suit 

you perfectly.”
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Nainai’s hands were trembling, as though the three qipao 

were weighing her down.

After Mrs. Song left the room, Nainai unfolded the qipao. 

One by one, she put each qipao onto a hanger, holding it up 

and admiring it. She loved all of them. 

The fi rst time Nainai had worn a qipao, she had seen a new 

version of herself in the mirror. It had been such a surprise. 

Caught up in the moment, she had stared at her refl ection for a 

long time, then turned to face Yeye, who was looking on from 

the side. “Could it be that I have traveled a thousand miles 

across oceans and seas because a qipao was waiting for me?”

Yeye looked at her. His words of appreciation were exactly 

the same as Ah Mei’s: “You look beautiful!”

“Is that all you can say?” asked Nainai.

“No words can express how beautiful you look.”

Mrs. Song had made her many beautiful qipao over the 

years. Being from the countryside, Mrs. Song didn’t wear 

this style of dress or know its origins — “It must have fl oated 

down from heaven,” she told Mrs. Hu — but she had a gift 

for making them. When she took out her needle and thread, 

everyone knew the result would be stunning. She made 

one after another for Nainai. Nainai would take her to the 

draper’s to choose the material, and they would often travel 

all over Shanghai to get exactly what they needed.

When Nainai went out in a qipao, people would stop her 

in the street and ask who made such beautiful clothes. And 

to their surprise and envy, she would answer, “Mrs. Song, at 

home.”
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But now Mrs. Song was about to leave. Nainai gazed at 

the qipao. She was so sorry to lose Mrs. Song. She couldn’t 

bear it.

Ah Mei had been playing in the yard. She ran into Nainai’s 

study. Nainai wrapped her arms around her granddaughter 

and rested her elegant chin gently on Ah Mei’s head. She still 

hadn’t taken her eyes off the qipao.

“Oh, they’re beautiful!” said Ah Mei.

Nainai nodded gently. “Mrs. Song’s leaving tomorrow . . .”

Ah Mei felt hot wet tears fall into her hair. She tried to 

look up at Nainai, but Nainai’s chin was still resting on 

her head. Her gaze fell where Nainai’s gaze was, on the 

beautiful qipao. 



CHAP T ER 8 

Red Oil-Paper Umbrellas

Life was getting harder. It was becoming more and more 

diffi cult to keep up the old lifestyle at the Blue House. The 

entire family had cut back on clothes and food. By the time 

Ah Mei started school, famine was creeping across China; 

there was suffering in cities and villages. Shanghai was no 

exception: like fl owers after the storm, once-vibrant Shanghai 

was withering and dying. In the past, when children saw soft 

clouds in the sky, they thought of cotton candy; now they 

stared blankly and watched them drift by. 

One day, Nainai and Ah Mei bought fi ve oranges at the 

fruit store and were on their way home when they saw a boy, 

fi lthy from head to toe, rummaging through the trash cans for 

something to eat. When he heard their footsteps, he looked 

up at them with big hungry eyes and spotted the orange in 

Ah Mei’s hand. She hid it behind her back, as though his 

gaze might scoop it away. They continued walking but kept 

glancing back at the boy. He was standing by the trash can, 

watching them. Nainai and Ah Mei walked more and more 
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slowly and eventually came to a stop. “Let’s give him your 

orange,” said Nainai, and before she had fi nished speaking, 

Ah Mei was running back toward the boy, holding the orange 

up in the air. It glistened in the sunlight. When Ah Mei was 

back by her grandmother’s side, Nainai took her hand and 

gave a long sigh.

Although times were hard, Nainai put on a brave face . . . 

and smiled. 

Nainai refused to let life at the Blue House deteriorate 

overnight. She took a few items to the pawnshop every so 

often and was very careful with the housekeeping. Like two 

of a kind, she and Mrs. Hu kept track of every penny they 

spent and made every penny count. If daily life could no 

longer be like before, at least they could ensure that everyone 

enjoyed a little elegance and style now and again. In Nainai’s 

mind, one’s quality of life depended on one’s attitude. She 

would not let the Blue House become dark and miserable. 

The night lights would continue to shine in the yard. 

The children would have presents at the lunar New Year. 

And no matter how poor they were, they would wake up to 

fi nd sweets in their stockings on Christmas. Ah Mei would 

go to school looking immaculate. Nainai could not bear 

the thought of Ah Mei turning up at school in clothes with 

patches on them. Ah Mei was growing, but they couldn’t 

keep buying new clothes for her, so Nainai took some of 

the clothes she had brought with her from France out of the 

wardrobe. Together with Mrs. Hu, she fi gured out how to 

restyle the clothes, and then Mrs. Hu adapted them for Ah 

Mei. As a result, Ah Mei always had a “foreign” air about her.
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And they would drink coffee. It was important to Nainai, 

even if it was only once a week. Yeye, Baba, and Mama 

would go to great lengths to source coffee beans. They still 

used the coffeepot they had brought with them from France. 

It was old and shabby now, but Nainai was still very fond of 

it. She thought it was the best of its kind, both in design and 

in the quality of material it was made from. She had never 

seen another coffeepot that touched her heart quite like this 

one. As far as Nainai was concerned, if it wasn’t made in this 

pot, it wasn’t coffee. 

Yeye and Nainai drank coffee on Sundays, either before 

breakfast or after lunch. Sometimes Baba and Mama joined 

them, but usually it was just the two of them. When the 

weather was warm, they’d have their coffee on the verandah 

or in the yard. They’d take it outside on an exquisite tray with 

a matching set of exquisite cups. And they used exquisite 

spoons to stir their coffee, slowly and gently. They drank the 

coffee leisurely, as though the passing of time were irrelevant 

to them.

Ah Mei liked the smell of coffee. “Mmm, that smells 

good,” she would say, sniffi ng the air. But when Nainai gave 

her a spoonful to taste, she screwed up her nose and cried, 

“Ugh, that’s bitter!” Yeye and Nainai laughed. They took their 

coffee drinking seriously and found great pleasure in it. And 

it touched Ah Mei that they did. Later, when Ah Mei was 

grown up, she would fi nd that these memories of Yeye and 

Nainai had infused something into her blood. She couldn’t 

articulate what, but it felt very special. 

As Yeye and Nainai drank their coffee, they would recall 
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again and again the tiny café on the corner of the street in 

Marseilles. They would describe its appearance, its color, 

and its warmth. They couldn’t always remember everything 

precisely, and when they argued over some detail or another, 

Ah Mei would drop the homework she was doing upstairs, 

and, leaning her head on her hand, she would call out from 

the window, “Nainai’s right.” 

Yeye would look up and say, “You weren’t even there!”

“But Nainai’s told me this story countless times.” 

It was as though Ah Mei had been to Marseilles and had 

visited the little café on the corner. 

“What Nainai says is right.” She knew that when they 

argued, it always ended with Yeye acknowledging that 

Nainai’s memory was more accurate.

Sometimes Yeye and Nainai would sit for a long time 

without talking, just quietly stirring their coffee, dreaming 

about the little café. 

Eventually, one of them would sigh and say, “We don’t 

even know if the café’s still there.”

Nainai’s eyes would glisten with tears.

Then Yeye would change the subject: “Whose pigeon 

is that up there? It makes such a lovely cooing sound!” or 

“Look at Ah Mei sticking her bottom up in the air, just like 

you do!” which made Nainai blush and glance around at Ah 

Mei to check if she’d heard. 

In those diffi cult times, Nainai paid attention to her 

Sunday coffee and to her appearance. She made sure she 

looked smart when she went out. Her clothes might be a little 

shabby, but Mrs. Hu would iron them well. All year round, 
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whatever the season, whatever the weather, whenever Nainai 

left the house, she was impeccably dressed. She would not 

let standards slip.

Nainai liked rainy days best of all because on rainy 

days she could put up her red oil-paper umbrella. Nainai 

had loved these umbrellas since the fi rst time she’d seen 

one — she had not been able to take her eyes off the tall, slim 

young woman with a red oil-paper umbrella that miserable 

drizzly afternoon. The scene was like a painting, a scene 

that could appear only under a Chinese sky. It had never 

occurred to Nainai that an umbrella could be so beautiful. 

The young woman seemed to know how beautiful it was and 

to know that its beauty was enhanced by the elegant way 

she held it and the elegant way she walked with it. As she 

passed Nainai, the umbrella tilted slightly behind her, and 

Nainai caught a glimpse of her face in the rosy glow, which 

was like the glow of a gorgeous sunset or a beautiful fl ower. 

And when the young woman walked on, Nainai turned and 

watched the umbrella slowly disappear into the distance. 

That very same day, Nainai had asked Yeye to go shopping 

with her. They went to a few umbrella shops and selected 

an oil-paper umbrella in a perfect shade of red. After that, 

Nainai had always used a red oil-paper umbrella when it 

rained. She had gone through more of them than she could 

remember. Once, when Mrs. Hu saw Nainai coming home 

in the rain, her umbrella blown to shreds by the wind, she 

had said, “Why not use an oilcloth umbrella instead? They 

last longer.” But Nainai had shaken her head. “I love my red 

oil-paper one.”
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When Ah Mei started school, Nainai could indulge her 

childlike love of the rain, because on wet days she could use 

her red umbrella when she went to pick up Ah Mei from 

school. She would take a red oil-paper umbrella for Ah Mei 

too, a very small one with a matching red handle. 

She would arrive at the school gates early and stand in 

the rain, waiting for Ah Mei. There would be water splashing 

all around her. The rain would bounce off her umbrella, then 

fall again and roll across the oiled paper before splashing on 

the ground. When there was rain but no wind, the raindrops 

would fall like a curtain of fl owing beads that swayed at the 

slightest breeze. Sometimes, while Nainai was watching, the 

curtain of raindrops would start to blur, or appear to stop in 

midair. It was an illusion, of course; the rain was still falling. 

At such times, there would be an inexplicable sadness in 

Nainai’s eyes.

Old Mr. Jin, the caretaker, had stopped offering her 

shelter in his offi ce and opening the door to let her into the 

school corridor. He had asked her a few times before, but 

Nainai had smiled and refused politely. And after that, when 

Nainai appeared at the school gate holding her red oil-paper 

umbrella, old Mr. Jin would simply watch her quietly through 

the window. He didn’t think she was strange — if anything, 

she was like one of the trees, and there was nothing wrong 

with trees, was there? But it was a big empty space, and she 

looked rather forlorn, and sometimes he’d sigh and feel like 

opening the window and calling, “It’s cold out there in the 

rain. Come and wait inside till the children come out.” But 

he didn’t open the window and just watched her instead. 
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Nainai’s red umbrella looked particularly bright and shiny 

from having been washed by the rain so many times.

The children would fi nally pour out of school and run 

higgledy-piggledy to the gate, like ducks leaving their pen.

Nainai never had any trouble spotting Ah Mei. She didn’t 

go up to greet her, but waited under her umbrella, watching 

Ah Mei fl inch at the threads of rain in the sky. Nainai would 

feel a rush of joy and love in anticipation of what would 

come next. 

It was always the same. As soon as Ah Mei saw the red 

umbrella, she leaped through the rain like a little frog, with 

her schoolbag on her back. Every now and then, she gave a 

little wave to Nainai. She loved the rain even more than her 

grandmother did, because she knew Nainai would be there 

waiting for her by the school gate. She knew that when it 

rained, Nainai would arrive early and stand by the entrance. 

Ah Mei loved to see Nainai waiting for her with her red oil-

paper umbrella. She would picture the scene while she was 

still in class. 

The other children loved to see Nainai and her red 

umbrella too. When it rained, they didn’t think about their 

own families waiting outside, only about the red oil-paper 

umbrella. And even when they were standing under their 

own umbrellas, they still turned and looked enviously at the 

red umbrella with Ah Mei’s grandmother standing beneath 

it. They were intrigued that she was always smiling. 

When Ah Mei was about seven or eight steps from Nainai, 

a second little red umbrella always popped open.

Ah Mei rushed over and took the umbrella from Nainai’s 
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hand. She looked back, glanced around, and when she was 

sure none of the children would hear, whispered, “Océane.”

Nainai leaned forward, pressed her cheek gently against 

Ah Mei’s moist little face, and replied, “Aina.”

Nainai and Ah Mei had a pact: when it was just the two of 

them, Ah Mei called Nainai by her French name, “Océane.” 

And Nainai called Ah Mei “Aina,” the French name that she 

had chosen for her. She had wanted her granddaughter to 

have a French name as well as a Chinese one. Ah Mei liked 

this name and kept it a secret. She used it to refer to herself 

whenever she could: “Aina, it’s time to do your homework,” 

“Aina, it’s time to go to bed now,” “Aina, look how dirty your 

hands are!” No one else in the house, not even Yeye, Baba, or 

Mama, knew that Ah Mei had a French name. It was a secret 

that she and Nainai shared.

It felt so special when Nainai called her Aina with a 

twinkle in her eye. 

Gradually, the school playground emptied, and Nainai 

and Ah Mei set off for home too, each holding her red oil-

paper umbrella. They didn’t hurry. As though going for 

a stroll, they walked down the main roads, the buildings 

towering on one side of them, the trams clanging on the 

other, and the ships’ whistles blasting on the river and 

sending tremors through the curtains of rain.

“Océane,” Ah Mei said, for no particular reason.

“Aina,” Nainai answered, knowing that was all that was 

wanted.

They repeated this exchange a few times, Ah Mei looking 

up and Nainai looking down. When a tram passed them, the 
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faces looking out saw two red oil-paper umbrellas, one large, 

one small, one short, one tall. 

Although it was raining, it was still afternoon, and the sky 

was not dark. Against the gray and sand-colored walls, the 

two red oil-paper umbrellas seemed brighter than ever. The 

little red umbrella darted in front of the large red umbrella 

and behind it, but mostly they were side by side, the little 

one tucked under the big one. 

Most people avoided the rain, and those who couldn’t 

were rushing about purposefully. Nainai would pull Ah Mei 

out of their way, or Ah Mei would duck behind Nainai’s 

back, and when they dodged people like that, one or the 

other of the red umbrellas would swerve and wobble in the 

air for a moment, like a kite about to fall. 

In the past they might have stopped at the little 

patisserie — it was a shame those visits had ended. When the 

patisserie came into view, Ah Mei would say, “Océane!” 

“Yes?” Nainai would ask, pretending not to know.

Ah Mei would lick her lips and smile at Nainai.

And Nainai would say, “Greedy puss!” and move her 

umbrella from one hand to the other and pat Ah Mei on the 

head with her newly freed hand. 

As they approached the patisserie, the little red umbrella 

would fl y ahead, and by the time the big red umbrella reached 

the door, the woman in the shop would have collapsed the 

little one and put it in a tall porcelain vase. 

Nainai would buy Ah Mei a tiny cake. They were never 

in a hurry and would choose seats by the window. Nainai 

would watch Ah Mei eat. And, as usual, Ah Mei would offer 
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her a forkful of cake. “Thank you, Aina,” she would say 

quietly. Ah Mei would watch Nainai eat, her mouth moving 

and twisting, and smiling so sweetly — she looked more like 

a girl eating honey than a grandmother eating cake. They 

would stay in the warm little patisserie on the corner of the 

street until the rain stopped.

Nainai remembered with sadness that one afternoon, 

when the whole of Shanghai was shrouded in mist and 

mizzle and the two of them were walking home from 

school, Ah Mei started to slow down as they approached 

the patisserie. She didn’t call out “Océane!” as she used to, 

but trailed behind. When Nainai glanced back and called, 

“Aina!” the little red umbrella glinted as she ran to catch up, 

but then she slowed down again.

As soon as she saw the patisserie, Ah Mei held her 

umbrella upright and ran as fast as she could, straight past the 

shop. And as soon as it was out of sight, she stopped under 

a wutong tree and waited for Nainai, tilting her umbrella, 

perhaps to gain a better view of Nainai or perhaps to feel 

the raindrops on her face. There was an autumn wind. The 

chill rain ran across her face and trickled down her neck, 

sending shivers down her spine. By the time Nainai reached 

the wutong tree, Ah Mei’s hair was wet through.

Nainai straightened Ah Mei’s umbrella. “You silly thing.”

She didn’t ask Ah Mei why she had run on ahead. She 

knew Ah Mei was saying goodbye to the patisserie. Nainai’s 

heart stung with regret. All the way she had been clasping 

a few coins in her hand, deep in her pocket, intending to 

buy a cake for Ah Mei today. As her hand let go of the coins, 
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she felt a tightening around her heart. She reached for Ah 

Mei’s umbrella, collapsed it, put her arm around Ah Mei, 

drawing her granddaughter close, and held the big umbrella 

over them both. 

They walked on, Nainai’s arm around Ah Mei’s shoulder. 

Nainai felt that her granddaughter — Ah Mei, Aina — was 

just like her.

Afterward, it was as though the patisserie no longer 

existed, except as a memory that Ah Mei would cherish for 

the rest of her life. 

But Ah Mei and Nainai still had their red oil-paper 

umbrellas, and on wet days they held them up in the rain 

as they walked through the main streets and the little alleys, 

through the hustle and bustle, and the peace and quiet. And 

Ah Mei wondered if in years to come, when she was grown 

up and as old as Nainai — perhaps even older — she would 

still use a red oil-paper umbrella on rainy days.

Thunder rumbled through the sky over Shanghai. The low 

sonorous moan rolled over the Huangpu and over the city. 

Lightning fl ashed like a sword splitting the sky. Dark clouds 

surged, rolled, and twisted across the sky. The wind began 

to pick up and turned violent. Pedestrians walked fast or 

ran, eager to get home before the storm broke or at least fi nd 

somewhere to shelter from the rain.

Nainai took the two red umbrellas and hurried to Ah 

Mei’s school. 

She didn’t have to wait long. By the time they met, it 

had started to rain, though not too heavily at fi rst. As they 
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hurried on their way, the sky grew dark and heavy. It was 

terrifying. At this time on a bright day, they were used to 

seeing the tall buildings stained red. But now they were 

darker than the sky, as heavy and black as can be. 

“Océane!” Ah Mei kept as close as she could to Nainai.

“Aina, let’s get home as fast as we can.”

The bright red oil-paper umbrellas looked black too. 

The downpour started. Raindrops clattered on the 

umbrellas like transparent pebbles. 

“Océane!”

“I’m here!” said Nainai. “Don’t be afraid, Aina. I’m right 

by your side.”

Ah Mei nodded beneath her umbrella.

The pebbles of rain fell faster and faster, louder and 

louder, as if fi recrackers were exploding all over Shanghai. 

You could hear nothing else. A few people pulled their 

jackets over their heads or tried to protect themselves from 

the rain with a trash can lid or whatever they could fi nd and 

began to run through the storm.

Nainai held herself and her red oil-paper umbrella upright. 

Ah Mei did the same. 

Rainwater fl owed down the roads and poured into drains. 

At times there was too much water, and with nowhere to go, 

it swirled around and around.

There was a pigeon that hadn’t been able to get home in 

time. Its wings and body sodden, it was now too heavy to fl y. 

It had fallen to the ground, and after a fl urry of wing fl apping, 

had found a place to shelter from the rain, unperturbed by 

all the people running past.
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Suddenly, the wind swept in from the east and snatched 

the umbrella from Ah Mei’s hand.

“Océane!” Ah Mei cried out in shock.

Too absorbed to think of the rain, she watched it 

somersault down the street.

Nainai quickly passed her umbrella to Ah Mei. “Aina, 

child, hold it tight with both hands!” Then she ran through 

the rain, chasing Ah Mei’s umbrella.

“Océane!” Ah Mei shouted after Nainai, her hands 

gripping the handle of the big umbrella.

Nainai chased after Ah Mei’s little umbrella. She almost 

caught it a few times, but it was like a living creature, rolling 

out of reach whenever she came close.

Still gripping the big umbrella, Ah Mei ran after Nainai. 

The wind blew the umbrella inside out and fi lled the newly 

formed sail, which swept her westward at such speed that 

Ah Mei worried it might sweep her up to the sky. Then she 

relaxed and let the wind carry her, and somehow managed 

to keep her feet on the ground. 

As Nainai caught hold of Ah Mei’s umbrella, a sudden 

gust of wind snatched both umbrellas away.

This time Ah Mei didn’t hesitate. 

“Aina!” shouted Nainai.

Ah Mei wiped the rainwater from her eyes with the back 

of her hand and, without glancing back, ran after Nainai’s 

umbrella. She didn’t take her eyes off it for a second. She 

slipped a few times, but picked herself up right away.

Finally, Ah Mei caught it. She struggled to hold it upright. 

Nainai started to giggle at the comical sight of this pale, thin 
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little girl trying to hold up a big red umbrella. With her wet 

clothes clinging to her body, she looked like a drenched 

chicken.

“Aina!” Nainai pointed at her granddaughter. She couldn’t 

stop laughing.

Ah Mei looked at Nainai and started to laugh too. Tall, 

slim Nainai was soaked to the skin, which made her look 

even taller and slimmer. And there she was, holding a little 

red umbrella.

“Océane!” Ah Mei was doubled over with laughter, 

completely obscured by Nainai’s umbrella, and as she slowly 

straightened up, rainwater fell into her mouth, making her 

splutter and choke. 

Nainai quickly crouched beside her and patted her on 

the back.

They swapped umbrellas and continued walking. They 

didn’t need the umbrellas; they were already soaked to the 

skin. But they were determined to walk home, through 

the rain, holding the umbrellas upright, which they did, 

laughing and calling each other’s names on the way.

The two umbrellas had been soaked and blown about 

in the storm. Both had been damaged not once but several 

times, and it was not long before they were completely 

wrecked. Their skeletal frames were broken, and the oil-

paper, ripped to shreds, fl apped noisily in the wind. 

But Ah Mei and Nainai didn’t discard the umbrellas. 

When they looked up, they no longer saw the inside of an 

umbrella; they saw the sky and threads of rain. They twirled 

the umbrellas, and spun around, and laughed and laughed. 


