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- ;jther did not look up from his cup of tea. “A man should be

happy with the wealth he has when it is enough.”
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«America has opportunity,” Sterling Promise continued.

Grandfather nodded.
«yhat kind of opportunity?” | asked.
“People make their fortunes there and send back trunks of

money and treasure to their families,” Sterling Promise said, keep-
ing his focus on Father.

Father sent him a chilly look. “Yes, you mentioned that.”

“An American fortune can make the next generation even richer

and more successful.”

“The next generation.” Father spat the words like they stung his
throat.

Grandfather slurped his soup. Sterling Promise continued with
only a thread of nervousness in his voice, “Americans own vast
pieces of land, the size of whole villages. ‘As far as the eye can
see’ — that is what they say.”

“Hmm,” Grandfather said.

“Yes, I see that we are inferior to the great landowners of
America,” Father said.

“No, I just. ..

I grinned into my bowl. Sterling Promise shoveled rice into
his mouth.
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The crickets started their evening songs. i

«“We hear little news here. What is happening in 14
Grandfather asked. 0

“Things are changing fast. The foreigners bring my.
People pour in from all over the world.”

“When will they let China be?” Father said.

“What are they doing to China?” I asked.
“They bring wealth,” Sterling Promise said to Father.
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“The bribes of spies and thieves,” said Father. “China is sliceg w

and served to the barbarians.”
You would think I would get used to being ignored, like I grey,
accustomed to an ant bite on the inside of my foot or the collar of
a tunic that is just a little too tight. But I never had.
“But if you saw . . . ,” Sterling Promise began.

“You are too young to know how change should occur,” Father

said, waving Sterling Promise’s words away. “I can change the out-
line of a rock quickly by carving it, but the edges will be sharp. If]
set it in a river, it will be carved slowly over one or two generations,
and those changes can happen without harming anyone.”
“I fell in the river today,” I tried.
China does not have time to wait for change,” Sterling Promise

said. “The world is carving us now. If we wait for the river to shape

us, we will be left behind.”
<«
Perhaps that would be best,” Father said
(44 . . )
You do not think that China needs to modernize?”
<« 4 )
So we can have deadlier armies? So our governme k
nts can take
land that does not belong to them? So we can force
ship as we do? The thi i People to wor-
p e do? The things done in the name of modernization g
ce
backward to me.” -
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«China needs to
[ shook my head and blew breath on my fingers to make sure I
5

«That is enoug
“I hope you will have a chance to look around the

h talk about politics.” Grandfather leaned back

in his seat.

vllage” Ch AL SN
«yes, | would like that very much,” Sterling Promise said.

And then it bubbled up in me, the irresistible urge to knock the
veneer from Sterling Promise. “He has already met some of our
neighbors,”  said. “He was listening to Auntie Wu tell stories about
us this afternoon.”

Father’s face darkened. :

Tiny beads of sweat gathered on Sterling Promise’s forehead. “1
did ask for directions from your kind neighbor.”

«Ghe was helpful, 'm sure,” said Grandfather.

“Certainly, she helped answer all of his questions about us,”
I said.

Grandfather rested his chopsticks next to his bowl and fixed me
with an icy stare. “Whatever their conversation, it is none of our
concern.”

“He —”

“Granddaughter.” Grandfather raised his voice. “Go help
Nushi.”

I slammed my chopsticks down. I was too filled with fury to
squeeze in another bite anyway.

When I appeared in the kitchen, Nushi shook her head and
shooed me outside. I pushed open the gate and stomped down the

path in front of our house to a bench in the far corner of our yard.
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we have enough Juck to survive the year?”
Nushi smiled. «you don’t need luck. You are a Fire Horse, Ty,

luck is for those of us who have to live with you.”
[ managed <mall smile. “What do you think of our guest?”

Her smile faded. “I chink he will need the most luck.”

We watched the sky in silence. Before each firework, you could
hear the whitl of its flight and the pop that announced its arrival,

«[ wish we had some fireworks,” 1 said.

“Why? We have never shot off our own. We have always watched
the Wus’.”
“I know, but this year, W€ have a
d to tell.”
“If the sight of you covered in mud

monster to scare off, like in the

New Year's stories you usc
Nushi snorted a small laugh.
didn’t scare him, a few fireworks won't.”
“If I tell you something, will you promise not to mock me?”
“You found more trouble today?”
“Why do you assume it is trouble?” Nushi frowned. I took a
deep breath and rubbed my hands along the coarse fabric of my

long skirt. “When I saw Sterling Promise talking to Auntie Wu, I

thought he was coming to arrange a marriage with me.”
“Oh, I see.”
I know. I am even more foolish than people say.”
Nushi remained silent. She was good at silence
After two more fi i ‘
e firecrackers pier i
pierced the sky, I said, “Did you
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“1 did.”
«Why didn’t you ever tell me about hjm?”

. -ushed some dust from
Shclnluh between us on the benCh'“Ybu

know that your grandfather would want nothing said aboyt him.”

“Why can’t we ever talk about important things?”

“We don't have to dig up everything that gets buried, Little Sister.”
“Then how do you understand jt?”

“You watch and listen. And if you still don’t understand,
choose courtesy over curiosity.”
“What was his name? What wag he like?”

“You are hopeless.” Nushi smiled «

you

His name was Chan Jan
Keung. He ran away when he was your age. At his best, he was

strong, intelligent, and determined. At his worst, he was
less and selfish.”
I let loose a sharp laugh. “Thar sounds like me.”

“Maybe he would have understood your wildness a little bettis
than the rest of us. But truthfully, you are like all of the men in the

thought—

family. You are clever like your father, driven like your grandfather,

and willing to take risks like your uncle.”
“What about my mother? Am I like my mother?” I had to force

out the question, pushing my desire to hear yes through my fears of

hearing no.

“The ghost of your mother haunts your every feature,” she said.
“Everyone can see it, especially your father.”

The sky quieted and the darkness deepened. I heard steps behind
me. A halo of lantern light guided Father, Grandfather, and Sterling
Promise across the grass.

“Sterling Promise wanted to show us another gift he brought,”

Grandfather said, a rare grin on his face.
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led into darkness. The sky over ourl house was brightened by the
chaotic rainbow. I had never been sO close to fireworks before.
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dream nurtured into a life.
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Eventually, the sky darkened again, and the sharp odor of burn-

ing pots hung in the air. I kept my face lifted, watching the stars
appear from behind thin clouds of smoke. Sterling Promis d
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over to his audience.
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