
Guangdong, 1954 Sixteen-year-old Mei Laan longs  

for a future of freedom, and her beauty may be the 

key to getting it. Could an arranged marriage in Hong 

Kong be the answer to all her problems?

THE PATH TO THE FUTURE 

STARTS IN THE PAST

Hong Kong, 1972 Sixteen-year-old Lydia wants nothing  

more than to dance and to gain approval from her mother, who is 

largely absent and sharply critical, especially about Lydia’s looks. 

Maybe her way to happiness is starting over in Toronto?

Toronto, 2000 Sixteen-year-old Roz is grappling with who 

she wants to be in the world. The only thing she is certain of 

is that if she were thinner, things would be better. How can 

she start living her life, instead of just photographing it?

When Roz’s estranged por por abruptly arrives for a  
seemingly indefinite visit, three generations are now under 
one roof. Delicate relationships are suddenly upended, and 

long-suppressed family secrets begin to surface.
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“This beautiful triple timeline story  
will top critics’ lists and young adults’  

bedside reading piles!”  
Fiona Smyth, illustrator of Stonewall Honor 

Book Sex Is a Funny Word

“Connecting three generations of  
women with the thread of the trans-

formational age of 16, this moving and 
emotional graphic novel shows us how 
our history can come to define us, and 

how we can choose to change.”   
Victoria Ying, Harvey Award–winning 

author of Hungry Ghost

“Age 16 is a needed reminder that  
we are all echoes from wartimes and  

generations past, a crucial addition to 
the AAPI graphic memoir collective. 

Painful but kind, holistic without stretch-
ing too thin, this book will live in my head  

for a long time.”  
Deb JJ Lee, author of critically  

acclaimed In Limbo
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Guangdong 1954. Hong Kong 1972. Toronto 2000.  

It's always complicated being Age 16. 
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TO MOM, 
ALWAYS. 
—R.F.

TO MOM , 
ALWAYS. 
—R.F.
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UGH.

ZZZZZZZZZZZ



6 76 76 7

LINNEY, AREN’T  
YOU READY YET?

 

I’M COMING!

AW, C’MON, 
MILLIE. 

PSST, HEY 
ROZ.

TSK 

TSK

 ROZ 

ROSALIND!

OKAY! 
OKAY!
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I’M GOING  
TO BE LATE 

AGAIN TONIGHT. 
DOUBLE SHIFT. 

DINNER’S IN  
THE FRIDGE.

K, 
MOM.

HERE’S  
YOUR LUNCH. 

ARE YOU 
BRINGING 
THOSE 

CHEEZOS?

YEAH. 

THEY’RE  
LOADED  

WITH EMPTY  
CALORIES,  
LINNEY.

HEY,  
VICTORIA. LET’S 

BOUNCE.

UGH,  
MY MOM WAS 
SUCH A PAIN 

THIS MORNING.
BUMMER.

HEY, CHECK  
OUT WHAT I 
MADE LAST 

NIGHT.

IT’S SO  
LOUD! WHO  
IS THIS?!

KORN ON THE  
KOB, BAYBEE!!
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THERE YOU ARE! 
C’MON, LET’S GO TO 

THE CAF.

178
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HEY, ELIZA,  
CAN I USE YOUR 

LIP BALM?
DID YOU ADD  

THESE PROGRAM 
REQUIREMENTS  
TO THE LIST?

OH MY GOD. 
DID SHE GET A 

BOOB JOB?

SURE, DO YOU  
WANT RASPBERRY, 

STRAWBERRY, COCONUT 
DREAM, PINA COLADA

 . . .

GIRLS 
LIKE THAT 
SHOULDN’T 

WEAR 
STRIPES.

S’MORES DELIGHT,  
ORANGE CREAM, WHITE  
HOT CHOCOLATE, BLUE  

COTTON CANDY SWIRL, OR  
WATERMELON FEVER?

DO  
YOU HAVE 
MANGO 
TANGO?

DID YOU  
SEE THIS 

UNIVERSITY 
BROCHURE YET, 

HUI YING?

WHAT  
ARE YOU 
READING, 

ROZ?HUI YING

EILEEN

ELIZA
VICTORIA

ROSALIND

AKA ROZ

AKA LINNEY

THE NEWEST ISSUE OF SPACE ! 
PERFECT FOR OUR LAUNCH BREAK! 
GET IT? LUNCH? LAUNCH? LAUNCH 

INTO SPACE?

FOR ALL THAT  
IS SACRED, PLEASE 
NEVER TELL A JOKE 

AGAIN.

DON’T BE JEALOUS  
THAT MY JOKES ARE OUT 

OF THIS WORLD.

AUGH

HUH? WOW, ARE YOU TWO  
SETTING UP A STATIONERY 

STORE? WHAT’S WITH ALL THE 
POSTIES AND HIGHLIGHTERS?

THEY’RE FOR 
UNIVERSITY 

APPLICATIONS.

WE NEED  
TO MAKE SURE  
WE HIT UP ALL 

 THE BEST  
SCHOOLS.

THIS  
PROGRAM’S GPA 
REQUIREMENT 
IS AT LEAST  

3.7.
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HEY, IT’S JENN!  
HOW WAS THE STUDENT 
COUNCIL MEETING, MS. 

SECRETARY?

CHECK IT OUT,  
HOT OFF THE PRESS! 

THE POSTER FOR OUR  
Y2K PROM!

JENN

TA -DA!

HUI YIN AND EILEEN,  
PUT THOSE BROCHURES 

AWAY! THIS IS PROM WE’RE 
TALKING ABOUT!

WAIT!

HEY!

SOOOOO, ELIZA.  
WHO DO YOU THINK 

YOU’RE BRINGING AS 
YOUR DATE? 

MAYBE  
JUSTIN . . .

DATE?!

UH,  
DUH.

YOU HAVE TO GO TO  
PROM WITH SOMEONE! LIKE, 

HE’S SUPPOSED TO GET YOUR 
CORSAGE AND STUFF.

I COULD  
GET MY  
OWN?
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THAT’S KIND  
OF SAD, ROZ, NO  

OFFENSE. 

JENN, THAT’S  
SO RUDE. BUT YEAH, 
PROM HAS TO BE 

DONE RIGHT.

RIGHT, RIGHT,  
I KNOW.

WHO DO YOU  
THINK YOU’LL BRING, 

VICTORIA?
I CAN THINK OF 

THREE PEOPLE: ME, 
MYSELF, AND I. 

BUT INSTEAD  
OF PROM, WE’LL 
BE WITH MY N75 
PLAYING SMASH 

SIBLINGS.

YOU MUST GO TO  
PROM! PROM IS A ONCE-IN-A- 

LIFETIME EVENT WHERE EVERYONE 
IS THEIR BEST SELF AND LOOKS 
THEIR MOST BEAUTIFUL. IT’S A  

TIME WHEN STARS ALIGN  
AND DREAMS HAPPEN.

MAYBE WE CAN  
ADD PROM TO OUR 

EXTRACURRICULARS 
AS NETWORKING?

OH MY GOD,  
YOU TWO. BUT YES, 

WE’LL SCHMOOZE AND 
LOOK GORGEOUS  

DOING IT.

NO THANKS. I  
ALREADY DEAL WITH  

A BUNCH OF SUPERFICIAL 
PEOPLE HERE AT SCHOOL, 

LIKE THOSE GIRLS.

THEY’RE PROBABLY 
JUST GAY FOR EACH 

OTHER!

HAHA  
EWW!
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IS THAT  
ROSALIND?

HOLY COW, 
SHE LOOKS 
STUNNING! 

WHAT A 
TRANSFOR-
MATION!

I THINK  
I’M IN LOVE!

YO,  
ROZ.
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HEY,  
EARTH TO  

ROZ.

ARE YOU NOT EATING?  
CAN I HAVE YOUR LUNCH?

UH.

YEAH, I’M  
NOT HUNGRY. 

COOL, YOUR  
MOM MAKES BOMB 

SANDWICHES.

HA! IT’D BE GREAT  
IF UFOS LANDED IN  

THE MIDDLE OF PROM AND  
EVERYONE WAS ALL DRESSED  

UP AND READY TO PANIC. 

HA HA,  
YEAH. 

LET’S  
GO OVER 
ALGEBRA 
LATER, 
EILEEN.

ROZ, MEET  
YOU AT YOUR 

LOCKER AFTER 
SCHOOL?

YEAH,  
LATER,  
VEE.

SEE YOU AFTER  
FIELD HOCKEY  
PRACTICE, JENN.

OKAY, ELIZA, 
I’LL WAIT FOR 
YOU ON THE 

LAWN.



22 2322 2322 23

SHUSH!
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AUGH, 
FINE!
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HI, LINNEY.  
HOW WAS SCHOOL?

FINE. 

ARE  
YOU STILL 
EATING? 

IT’S NOT 
GOOD TO EAT 

SO LATE. 

YOU INHERITED  
MY SLOW METABOLISM 

AND BAD GENES.

YEAH,  
OKAY, I  
KNOW. 
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LIFE’S A LOT  
HARDER FOR BIG  

PEOPLE. WE HAVE TO  
BE MORE CAREFUL. OH, MILLIE. 

WAH, YOU’RE 
SO HEAVY . BUT 

THAT’S US. 

WE ARE  
THE FAT 

FAMILY, RIGHT , 
MILLIE-BOO? 

C’MON,  
LET’S LEAVE  

LINNEY  
ALONE.

WHY IS  
YOUR MOM 

SUCH A  
NAG?
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THAT  
MUCH FOR 

THIS?*

*IN CANTONESE

THAT’S  
OUTRAGEOUS!

C’MON. 

DEEPEST LOVE . . .

I LOVE  
THIS  
SONG!

LOVIN’ YOU . . . . . .  
FOREVER.

HEY!

MY FAVORITE! I HAVEN’T  
HAD ONE IN SO LONG!
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Author’s Note
Age 16 is a book I have always wanted to write, even when I 
didn’t know it. It’s a journey I’ve been on since before I was 
born—a story that knit my bones and formed my body 
together in ways I am still learning. This work is a book of 
fiction, but it is also a generational memoir.

My por por (Gok Wah, and later, Margaret) was born in 
Guangdong, China, amidst the violence and fear of invading 
armies during the Sino-Japanese War. After the war, she 
lived through great social unrest, political upheaval, and 
economic instability, eventually joining the many people 
leaving China. She entered Hong Kong into a marriage that 
her father had arranged—to a man who already had a wife. 
My por por, strong and proud, would not consent to being 
anyone’s second wife. So, after my mom (Winnifred, or 
Winnie) was born, my por por left him—an astonishing act 
for a young woman with a baby in the 1950s.

My mom was raised by my por por and her guardian. 
She never knew her father. Lonely and galvanized by the 
thought of new opportunities, she emigrated to Toronto, 
Canada, to attend high school and then college and stayed. 

I came of age in Toronto in the early 2000s. I went through 
a lot of photos from that time while working on Age 16, and 
there were many cringe-inducing moments. (Did I really 
crimp my hair for a semi-formal dance?! The answer is  
yes.) Yet I can’t help but feel tenderness for this person—a 
girl who tied so much of her happiness and well-being to 
shrinking herself. 

This book is about all the ways we are taught to deny our 
bodies tenderness, and mothers can be especially critical 
of their daughters’ bodies. They hold the ways the world 
has been cruel to them as girls and women and pass it on. I 



306306306

recognize now that my mom wanted to protect me from  
our society’s hatred of fatness but in doing so ended up 
reinforcing it. It’s taken a lifetime for me to figure out that I 
can accept her love but reject this inheritance.

When I look at those photos, I also want to tell my past self 
to be gentle with her mom and por por. I think about all the 
choices they made to survive. They learned behaviors and 
ideas that allowed them to navigate the world, even if those 
ideas weren’t always good ones. But they were also able 
to leave known worlds behind and build new ones that fit 
themselves. I am learning to embrace my body on my own 
terms. I am learning to disavow diet culture and fatphobia. 
And throughout it all, I will also always love my mom and 
por por. 

Being a girl can feel like you’re hauling this psychic pain with 
you every day, the pain of the world telling you you’re too 
much and not enough. I wrote Age 16  to give voice to that 
pain but also to show all the ways we can unlearn it. To help 
us realize we’re already who we’re supposed to be. 

Rosena Fung


