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Dear Readers and Writers, 
 
Welcome� to� the� fourth� issue� of� Terracotta� Typewriter�� This� issue�
completes� our� first� full� publishing� cycle� in� fitting� fashion� as� it� coin-
cides� with� Spring� Festival�� Thank� you� all� for� supporting� us� through�

the� first� year�� We� hope� that� you’ll continue to support us as we head 
into the future.  
 
We plan to continue bringing our readers talented works from veteran 
and new writers from around the world who share a connection to China. 
We enjoy receiving unsolicited submissions and hope that writers con-
tinue sending their work. We will also work with more established writ-
ers in the hopes of drawing in a wider audience for all our contributors. 
 
We hope to continue featuring book reviews and writer interviews in fu-
ture issues, and we welcome writers who wish to contribute to these fea-
tures.  
 
Feel free to drop us a line every now and then. We want to hear from our 
readers. 
 
������ ! We wish you all a happy and prosperous year of the tiger. 
 
Matthew Lubin 
Editor & Publisher 
tctype@gmail.com 
�
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Stephen Minas 
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I  Commandant Chiang 
  
You sit and wait for news of it 
(It’s more worry than fun) 
And wonder what he’d think of it: 
The posing Doctor Sun. 
It’s just that this is what it takes. 
You’ll do what must be done. 
  
They’ll say you’ve sold the caper out. 
They’ll say that you’re a fraud. 
But once you’ve pulled your next move off 
They’ll find their thoughts outlawed. 
Just one or two more gambles now, 
You’re poised to sweep the board. 
  
It’s the beginning. 
  
II  Big-Eared Du 
  
You sent the killer on his task, 
Out from the opium den. 
A favour for the Commandant. 
A bargain between men. 
And when your man is dictator 
You’ll make a killing then. 
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You’re city’s in a shocking state. 
Your city’s in a rut. 
Along the new-drawn battle lines 
The pols and warlords strut. 
Of course you’re pleased to help them fight, 
But help them for a cut. 
  
It’s about winning. 
  
III  Taipan Kadoorie 
  
It’s far below your window in 
Your Shanghailand redoubt; 
You watch the two men running 
And hear the shots ring out. 
Yes things are bad and they’ll get worse. 
Much worse, without a doubt. 
  
The Shanghai Club is empty and 
There’s silence on race-day. 
As for the wife and children, 
You’ll soon send them away. 
But this is still your old city, 
And you’re still here to stay. 
  
Who else is willing? 
  
IV  Mercenary Fen 
  
You meet him at the station 
And track him without glee. 
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He runs along the platform 
(They always try to flee). 
You empty your revolver 
And tally up your fee. 
  
Who’d a thought you’d be a player 
In our poor nation’s storm. 
Illiterate and ignorant 
And low beyond reform. 
Return to your obscurity 
Which nobody will mourn. 
  
“But it’s a living.” 
  
V  Revolutionary Song 
  
You run along the platform. 
You know just what’s in store. 
Equality and nationhood 
And liberty and law: 
Them high ideas are worth a lot 
But not worth dying for. 
  
Collapsed beneath the station clock 
None hear your last regret: 
You always thought that this was what 
Some other guy would get. 
One more reluctant martyr 
Departs the stage upset. 
  
Who’ll get top billing? 
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VI  Station-hand Wang 
  
You wonder idly who he was 
Now crumpled at your feet, 
As gawkers from their stalls and homes 
Soon crowd the summer heat. 
(They do relieve the tedium, 
These shootings in the street.) 
  
And you cart away the body, 
Cursing beneath its weight, 
And give no thought to peace and war 
And national debate. 
It’s all about the day-to-day 
Outside the inside straight. 
  
On goes the killing. 
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Kaitlin Solimine 
	������������ The Soap Tree�

�
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L uan. Chaos. Yellow bulldozers wait at the edges of 
the fields. Flickering wisps of rice paper are tacked 
to boards and the walls of the old market stands. 
They’ve been up for a week. The day has now ar-

rived: Thursday, 2 o’clock. 
 Come and take your ancestors’ bones, the flyers read. 
 Before the dynamite wicks are lit, before Xia Gai Moun-
tain’s stony sides are burst, the granite and rock trucked off 
to build dams and bridges, the villagers come with firecrack-
ers. Snap. Click. Pop. Small crackles bouncing along the valley 
floor, smoke rising in tender puffs then disappearing into the 
heavy gray above. Long pants flutter in the wind. Mothers 
dig  into  the  earth  with  bare  hands;  husbands  hack 
through weeds with rusted hoes. Some returned from Shang-
hai, Beijing, or Guangzhou to retrieve their ancestor’s re-
mains. They look sullenly to the earth, carrying bushels of 
incense and beside them walk the best diviners in the county. 
We’re  here  to  take  back  what  is  ours,  they  tell  one  an-
other. They’ll build replacement shrines on the sides of other 
mountains, mountains not yet cited for excavation. Men—
young and old—carry coffins down the steep hillsides, their 
shoulders hunched, muscles popping beneath tanned fore-
arms. 
 This is the day, their sullen eyes say without looking 
up. No time to waste. 
 Crowded at the base of the hills, the villagers point to the 
rigid line where the mountains touch the sky. One man pulls 
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a watch from his breast pocket, holds it within his palm and 
waits. Between each tick, the villagers hold their breath. 
The time arrives. Nothing. A magpie rustles in the bushes. A 
boy whimpers, smothers his head in his mother’s breast. 
Thirty seconds. Fifty. A minute. How long can one’s ears sus-
tain the silence? 
 The earth shakes before the sound reaches them. Chil-
dren cover their ears and press frightened faces into parents’ 
shins. Birds shake free of branches, scatter into the sky. 
And then everything shudders. Rocks and branches tumble 
downwards, a rush of sound and dust, to settle at the villag-
ers’ feet. 
 Should we cheer now? They look to one another, then 
to the village chief—a tall man with a cauldron-shaped belly, 
a large hairy mole on his left cheek.  
 He raises his hands. The villagers shout and holler, their 
hoots now the loudest sound around. Only this time there is 
no echo—there’s no mountain to repeat their calls, no rock 
faces from which the sounds return. The loss resonates in 
their ears, their slack-mouthed faces reflecting the shock. 

�
����

 
Baba, 1951 

 
 It took me more than an hour to scale Xia Gai Mountain, 
my head craning and my lungs burning as I went. I was there 
to find my mother’s gravesite and I climbed on hands and 
feet, the pebbles engraining my palms like little pinpricks 
and my thighs shaking incessantly. By the time I reached the 
top, I hadn’t found her. Where had my brother said she was bur-
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ied? 
 The night before I left for Cen Cang Yan for the summer, 
my brother and I stayed up late talking about our home vil-
lage, of all the places I could re-visit upon my return. He’d 
seemed jealous. 
 “But I’m sick with tuberculosis!” I had shouted at him, 
desiring sympathy. 
 He simply shook his head. “I wish I were sick,” he said. 
“I wish I were going home to see the golden bull again.” 
 The Golden Bull. I had almost forgotten about that phe-
nomenon local to our village. It was said that at sundown, if 
you looked towards Xia Gai Mountain and saw a “golden 
bull” painted into the clouds above it, you would be blessed 
with luck your entire life. As children, my brother and I 
would go with my parents to the fields across Sifang Bridge 
and stand in the open evening air, just the four of us and fogs 
of mosquitoes. Each time, my brother said he saw the bull, 
shouting and pointing and squinting his eyes. Mother would 
squint her eyes in response, shielding her face with a hand, 
looking towards the mountain with a kind of intensity I’d 
only ever seen on the faces of diviners. But she never saw it 
either—only  my  elder  brother  with  his  poor  vision 
(eyeglasses required within three years of these viewings) 
and single-fold eyelids. But my mother and I, with our dou-
ble-fold eyelids and oval eyes, hadn’t seen it. I don’t think 
our father even tried—he didn’t believe in the kind of folk 
superstitions my mother did, but obliged her nonetheless, 
standing beside us and pretending to look for the bull, when 
really I knew his mind was elsewhere, counting the days un-
til he could return to the city, could re-establish the leather 
business he’d had before the war drove us back to Cen Cang 
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Yan. 
 And so it was my brother that reminded me of the 
Golden Bull the night before I left for our hometown that 
summer. I was sick with tuberculosis and would stay with 
Uncle Qi, my mother’s brother, in his one-room hay-roofed 
home beside the river, which had once been my family’s be-
fore my mother’s death. Upon my arrival, Uncle Qi in-
structed me to stay inside for the duration of the summer and 
I tried to argue with him, but I knew it was improper. I was 
young; he was old. I’d do as he said. After several weeks in 
the dark, dank pingfang, I craved sunlight on my skin. So I 
started my evening escapes: when Uncle Qi went to the small 
backyard to corral the family’s hens into their crowded, 
feather-encrusted henhouses, I’d sneak outside. It was naïve, 
perhaps, that I thought no one in the village would notice or 
that they wouldn’t report back to my uncle, but either no one 
did or he ignored what they’d said and never mentioned it to 
me. Village life was like that—everyone lived their own lives 
and we didn’t talk about others in those days. Not yet. 
 It was on one of those evenings that I’d snuck away from 
my uncle’s home that I decided to search for my mother’s 
grave. As I started the trek up Xia Gai Mountain’s rocky 
path, my lungs settled into my body, growing heavier with 
each breath. No one was there—just me and the hillsides cov-
ered with gravesites, the small gray stones poking up from 
the tussled overgrown brush like bald heads. No one had 
come to sweep these headstones; little work had been done 
since the Qingming Festival a season earlier, months-old 
flowers wilted over the headstones and stubs of incense 
sticks rose between cracks in the rocks as if needles in pin-
cushions. 
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 My last step before reaching the top of the mountain 
seared blisters into my heels, but I knew it was worth it. 
From a clearing, I looked out at the scenery: below me, my 
hometown’s valley was already pulled under the evening’s 
shadows, but to the east, I could see all the way to Hangzhou 
Bay where the Spring Dragon, a fast-rushing autumn tidal 
wave, rushes up the Qiantang River. A train moved along the 
Shanghai-Ningbo line,  leaving behind it  a  faint  trail  of 
smoke. 
 It was beautiful—the kind of picturesque setting suitable 
for postcards—but I didn’t have time to sit and absorb it all. 
I’d come to find my mother’s grave, after so many years un-
visited. I  scolded myself for not remembering what my 
brother had told me the night before I’d left and wished I’d 
asked Uncle Qi. For some reason, I found it necessary to act 
without preparation in those days, as if I wasn’t the type of 
person fit for waiting. 
 I decided to try one last time to find the gravesite, retrac-
ing my steps back down the path through the brush that 
pricked at my forearms and scraped my shins. Scanning the 
rocky precipices for anything familiar, I thought of the day 
we’d buried my mother, hoping that something would jar 
loose from my memory and remind me of the location—but 
all I could recall was the soaking rain that afternoon and the 
way my father’s head hung, his mouth mumbling the funeral 
sutras he’d memorized during the many funerals he’d at-
tended already. His bald spot showed through, his wet hair 
matted against his head, and it was the first time I’d ever no-
ticed it as a child. I couldn’t stop staring at that hairless 
patch, despite the fact that the grave diggers were piling 
damp earth atop my mother’s bones. It was my father’s white 
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scalp beaming out at me like a beacon, an unexpected precur-
sor of my own old age. 
 Now, a teenager with a full head of hair, I reached up to 
brush my hand through it and as I did so, I thought I recog-
nized something: a pocket of graves carved into a rocky out-
cropping halfway down the mountain. The ancestral tablets 
poked out like a row of old men sitting on a bench, surveying 
their surroundings. I slashed the brush away, walking hesi-
tantly on the unsteady ground. A crow perched on one of the 
headstones with its head tilted towards me, watching cau-
tiously. 
 “Hello there,” I said to the bird, eager to share in conver-
sation with someone, anyone. So many of my days that sum-
mer had been spent alone; by the time the widowed Uncle Qi 
returned home from his work in the communal fields, he was 
too tired to speak with me. He merely lit a candle after night-
fall, letting the golden globe of light guide him to the corner 
where our mattresses touched. I quickly learned there was 
only that one fleeting candlelit moment when I could speak 
with him—but by the time I’d come up with something to 
say, he’d be squelching the thin wick between two wet fin-
gers as remnant smoke curled seductively towards the ceil-
ing. 
 The crow hopped towards me, its talons defensively 
gripping the stone. I moved closer too, eager to read the in-
scription painted into the gray tablet. 
 The Gongs, it read. Gongs. I couldn’t think of any Gongs 
local to the area, but that was indeed what it said. Annoyed, I 
sat down beside one of the graves, a withered handpicked 
bouquet draped over the tomb’s base, still sopping from the 
morning’s rain.  The crow jumped down too, its beady black 
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eye examining me from an arm’s distance. 
 “Now what?” I asked the crow in jest. 
 And then I heard something: a rustling in the brush be-
low. It was loud enough that it wasn’t a bird, nor a mouse, 
but something larger. 
 I leaned forward and when I did, the mucus in my lungs 
rose towards my throat. I coughed. The rustling stopped. 
 “Hello?” a timid voice called up towards me. It was a 
girl’s voice, too high-pitched to have been a woman’s. A face 
peered around a pine tree and an arm wrapped around the 
scaly trunk in a protective hug. 
 “Are you a Gong?” she asked from behind the tree. 
 “No,” I said. “Are you?” 
 She didn’t answer. Instead, she asked, “What are you do-
ing here?” 
 “Just out for a walk,” I said, lying. It wasn’t a good one: 
no one walked up Xia Gai Mountain except to attend to an 
ancestral grave. 
 “So you stopped to rest on a dead man’s grave?” She 
spoke with a commanding tone uncommon in young girls. 
 Was this sacrilegious? Impolite? I hadn’t considered it. I 
felt like I was the only one on the mountain, so why should I 
take care as to where I rested? Besides, I wanted to tell this 
inquisitive girl, I had thought it was my mother’s gravesite. 
But I couldn’t say this because it was embarrassing to admit 
I’d forgotten where my mother was buried.               
 Around us, wind bent the limbs of the mountain’s trees 
at graceful angles. The last spray of sunlight fanned out from 
behind the Hengshan Mountain range on the southwestern 
side of the valley. It would’ve been nice to enjoy this view 
alone, I thought. Something about the strange girl’s presence 
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annoyed me. 
 “Excuse me,” she said, disrupting my peace again. Sud-
denly she was standing beside me. Her cheeks were flushed 
pink, her hairline glistening with sweat. “I suggest you take 
your rest on someone else’s grave. That’s my grandfather 
sleeping beneath your backside.” 
 I quickly rose to my feet, but became so dizzy upon 
standing that I swayed precariously to one side. 
 The girl grasped my arm. “Are you okay?” 
 “Yes,” I lied. My head had gone foggy, my vision spar-
kled at its edges. 
 “Here,” she said, rustling through a rucksack with one 
hand. She pulled out a brown glass vial and unscrewed the 
top. “Drink this.” 
 Why did I do whatever she told me to? My body moved 
independently from my brain. Stop it, I told my arms raising 
to reach for the vial. Don’t you want to know what kind of medi-
cine it is? I asked my hands. It tasted like muddy brine. But 
then the sparks dissipated, my feet regained feeling. 
 “Thanks,” I said. 
 “You’re not here for a walk,” the girl with the Gong 
grandfather said. I could see her face clearly in the late day 
sun. Her almond-shaped eyes looked up at me with a kind of 
patience and knowing I hadn’t witnessed in some time. 
 “No,” I heard myself saying. “It’s my mother,” I said. I 
shuffled my feet and looked to my hands, which had sud-
denly started squeezing into fists, sweat pooling within them. 
 “I know,” the girl said. “Your Uncle told me. I ran into 
him on my way here.” She nodded her head towards her 
backpack where a fresh set of field flowers flopped out, nod-
ding along with her. 
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 “You can have this,” she said, plucking out the flowers 
and placing them in my hands, my palms opening instinc-
tively. 
 “Your mother’s grave is there,” she said, pointing to a set 
of head stones on the opposite side of the path from where 
we stood. “I remember the day they prepared her burial. I 
was here with my mother, tending to her father’s gravestone. 
It was raining, wasn’t it?” 
 That day: the pellets that dripped off our eyebrows, 
spread salt-taste onto our tongues. Eyes blinking away the 
wet. Sopped shoulders, shirts that clung to our chests. A 
cold, spring storm. The white paper headdresses sticking to 
our foreheads. My father eventually throwing his beside the 
path, a stream of mud washing it towards the valley. 
 “Yes, it was raining,” I said, almost too enthusiastically—
I couldn’t believe someone else shared this memory with me. 
I tried correcting my tone to sound more somber: “Chun feng 
hua yu,” I said, quoting an idiom that implied that spring rain 
and wind are necessary for nourishing a field’s crops. It was 
the best I could do. 
 The Gong girl stood blinking up at me, not saying any-
thing else after her description of the day, after my awkward 
academic response. She seemed to be soaking me in, like that 
late day rain. 
 “Was that the year of the floods?” she finally asked. She 
still looked up at me with a childlike fascination. She couldn’t 
have been more than fourteen. 
 “Yes, I think it was,” I said and I rubbed the flowers 
she’d given me, their soft thistly stems tickling my fingertips. 
 “Nemme…” she paused and the crow flapped its wings—
three solid pulses—then flew towards the valley, its feathers 
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purple-black under a setting sun. So… 
 Right. My mother, I thought. The pause. The rain. The girl 
that had been there. What had she seen? I didn’t ask. 
 “Thank you,” I said, holding the flowers up briefly and 
the  yellow petals—field  dandelions—waved back  at  me 
when I did. “Thank you…” 
 “Huang E,” she said, smiling. “You can call me Huang 
E.” 
 “Well, thank you Huang E,” I said, feeling her name on 
my tongue for the first time. It was an odd name, meaning 
something like yellow goose, or maybe a shortened version 
for yellow swan, tian e. Either way, it was surely a nickname. 
I decided to think of her as a swan, not a stubby-legged 
goose. And this suited her better, the long white neck that 
swiveled up to look at me, examining. 
 “Don’t worry about it, Chen Guanling,” she said and be-
fore I could ask how she knew my milk name, she was bid-
ding me good evening and bounding down the dirt path 
with the surefootedness of a Tibetan Sherpa. 
 “And about the gravesite,” she called out as she jogged 
downwards. “You could’ve asked your uncle, you know.” 
The back of her head shifted between the trees like a waver-
ing memory. “He would’ve told you!” She giggled, somehow 
mockingly, and I waited until she reached the bottom before 
I crossed the path to lay my flowers where they should’ve 
been laid during all those Qingming Festivals, all the years I 
never returned to sweep my mother’s gravesite. 
 I sat beside my mother’s headstone until the sun set, 
looking out into the valley, watching the strange Huang E 
with her head bouncing through the golden hay fields and 
then entering the green rows of soybeans. She finally reached 
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the soap tree behind the abandoned temple before disappear-
ing into the shadowed folds of our village. 

 
*** 

  
 I saw Huang E several times, always in passing on our 
way to or from the Xie Tang Village market that took place 
on odd days. The streets would be crowded with market go-
ers, burlap sacks flapping against their backs and beside 
them, donkeys clopping down the streets, apples jangling 
within carts. I’d always want to say something to my new 
friend—but what?—and then she’d be called by her sister 
down the road and it would feel as if we may only have had 
that one afternoon together. That there wouldn’t be another 
time for us to meet alone. 
 Then one day when I was at Uncle Qi’s reading a comic 
book, Huang E stopped by. Her knock rose me from a brief 
dream in which I was beneath the surface of a murky river 
looking up, a kind of slick weedy feeling wrapping itself 
around my ankles, drawing me to the darker depths. I’d 
awoken with a gasping breath, as if breathing for the first 
time after too long underwater. 
 “Chen  Guanling!”  That  now-unmistakable  voice 
shouted. My milkname. In Cen Cang Yan, ever since my re-
turn, no one called me anything but that. It was as if I had a 
different identity here than I did in Shanghai where my fa-
ther only called me by this childhood nickname when scold-
ing me. 
 I shuffled to the door, wiping sleep from my eyes. 
 Huang E giggled when she saw me, squinting against the 
bright midday sun. In her small hands, she held a bouquet 
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of luokuike, the white buds like morning dew. 
 “I thought we could go together this time,” she said. 
“Maybe you’d like a companion?”                            
 “Sure,” I responded, wishing I could’ve said something 
more poetic in response to her unexpected invitation. 
 I followed Huang E out of the village. As we crossed the 
river and stamped through the overgrown fields, she told me 
about her childhood in neighboring Rice and Corn Village 
and her recent move to Cen Cang Yan when her family lost 
their small half-mu of land during the land reform campaign 
a year earlier. She explained that her ancestors were origi-
nally from Haili, the “village in the sea,” as I knew mine were 
as well, but that they’d moved inland when the tides grew 
higher and the earth became too salty to grow anything of 
substance. Now the people that remained there beside the 
marshes were the poorest in all of Shaoxing County, their 
homes on slanting stilts above the swampy ground and their 
bones sticking out through their skin like the wooden skele-
tons of puppets. 
 Huang E didn’t ask me many questions about myself, but 
I didn’t mind. It was comforting to listen to someone else tell 
their own stories; I’d grown so accustomed, since the loneli-
ness after my mother’s death, to listening to my own retel-
lings that I started to worry I was fabricating these family his-
tories, that I’d created this idea of the world as a stalwart 
against a deep kind of yearning, the kind that could never be 
filled. 
 When we reached my mother’s gravesite, this time easily 
found, Huang E perched beneath a small bush and removed 
several incense sticks from her rucksack. 
 “I hope this is okay,” she said. We weren’t yet sure, those 
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years, which rituals of the past we could retain, which were 
too feudal. I nodded that of course she could light the sticks 
and she struck a match, the sulfur smell hanging in the air 
between us. 
 She handed me the incense and I found a crack in the 
base of my mother’s headstone in which to place them. The 
heat crackled down the sticks slowly, spitting a rising trail of 
smoke. I wasn’t sure what else to do at that point. Should I 
kowtow? Should I say one of the sutras I’d heard the monks 
speaking at the Chen Xiang Gong Temple in Shanghai the 
one time I’d snuck in there on a dare from a friend who 
promised me a freshly-fried dabing if I did so successfully? I 
felt much like I did while waiting the agreed-upon half an 
hour inside that Shanghai temple—like I’d stumbled upon a 
sacred site and was incapable of acting in the proper manner. 
My mother’s remains were beneath me now, but I didn’t 
know how to address her; heaven was an abstract place that 
rose above the earth, ethereal and spirit-driven, but it lacked 
the earthly scenery with which I  was familiar.  I’d seen 
enough death in my childhood—a cousin accidentally run 
over by a tractor, the bodies along Shanghai’s Bund on 
Bloody Saturday—but I never questioned what those blank, 
dead stares were looking towards. 
 Huang E and I sat there silent for quite some time, the 
only sound a hammering somewhere in the valley below and 
the occasional moan of a cow, a bicycle jangling over the path 
between villages.               
 “I remember your mother, you know,” Huang E said 
suddenly, her voice floating above me. I waited for her to say 
something more, but she didn’t. 
 “Oh,” I said, scratching at a louse that I felt crawling in-
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side the hem of my pants. 
 “Your mother had very thick hands,” she said. 
It wasn’t the most beautiful description of the woman whose 
bones lied beneath us, I thought. 
 “I’m sorry,” she said, reaching for a pebble and throwing 
it down the mountain where it ricocheted against tree stumps 
and rocks. “That didn’t sound like I thought it would. I 
meant to say that she had beautiful, strong hands, like noth-
ing I’d ever seen before on a woman.” 
 My mother’s hands: could I see them? Her touch I knew 
well—patting my head on the train from Shanghai, running 
along  my  spine  as  I  slept  on  her  that  after-
noon. That afternoon. I shuddered. What kinds of things had 
I left behind when I moved to Shanghai? I wondered if that 
question was what haunted my brother when he’d retreat 
behind his wide eyes, speaking only in one-word quips. I’d 
prodded him too much, I realized now. I should’ve let him 
be. Sometimes he resided in a place he couldn’t explain to 
me, that I couldn’t access. 
 “My mother,” I started to say. Huang E stared up at me. 
It was mid-afternoon and sweat gathered along our fore-
heads, dripped down our necks and pooled into our collar-
bones. What could I say about my mother? I remembered her 
the way one sees the world through a kaleidoscope: scattered 
and reflective, the reality uncertain. 
 “She was the best seamstress in Cen Cang Yan,” I said, 
repeating what my father often told us years later, when we 
asked him what our mother was like on those afternoons 
when we’d forgotten her face, had to peel the family photo-
graphs,  sticky from the humidity inside Second Uncle’s 
home, from one another just to see her. She never looked like 

20               ��  



what we’d remembered and that was disheartening, as if 
we’d somehow lost more of her since the time of her death. 
 “I’m going to be the best seamstress someday,” Huang E 
said. I didn’t want to tell her that with the arrival of commu-
nism, she’d more likely be tilling the fields alongside her 
brothers and cousins than sitting inside sewing as women 
did before Liberation. But maybe she would be. Who was I to 
say? I didn’t want to destroy this girl’s vision of her future. I 
wanted to join the People’s Army, wanted to be one of the 
boys who traversed long mountain passages. But I didn’t 
know yet that my lungs would never retain their old capac-
ity, that climbing sets of stairs would often require a stop on 
each floor to catch my breath. A year later, when I took the 
army’s physical examination, I’d fail the first round. 
 How long had Huang E and I sat together there? How 
long did it take for the memory of my mother to be lifted 
away on the wind, settling somewhere in the distant valley? 
Yes, she was there, her bones buried beneath us, but she was 
a fleeting presence: as soon as I reached for her, my fingers 
whisked at the air—she was gone. 
 The sun settled beneath the mountains and the valley’s 
shadows returned again,  reminding us we should head 
home. 
 “Meet me tomorrow afternoon at the soap tree,” I told 
Huang E when we left one another at the entrance to the vil-
lage. I was filled with a sudden purpose, a heat that poured 
warmth into my chest. “I have something I’d like to give 
you.” 
  
 That night, the village doctor came to our home and told 
me that my lungs had cleared enough for it to be suitable for 
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my return to Shanghai. Uncle Qi only nodded when the doc-
tor, an elderly man with scaly pink patches on his cheeks, ut-
tered the prognosis. After the doctor left, my uncle boiled 
leeks on the kitchen stove and handed me a bowl, the vegeta-
bles limply coiled within an oily broth. 
 “You’ll need to eat well before the trip tomorrow eve-
ning,” he said as he slurped at his bowl, liquid dribbling 
down his chin. “It’s a long journey.” 
 Was it? I wondered how distances could be different for 
different people. To the Red Army who crossed dozens of 
mountains, walking 25,000 li without stopping, distance was-
n’t measured in a day, but in the number of leeches plucked 
off one’s ankles, the corpses passed along the wintry trail 
with their frozen arms reaching out from hardened snow. For 
the villagers of Cen Cang Yan, the Bottom of the Mountain 
People, they measured distance in the number of generations 
buried in the hillsides above the valley. It seemed to me that 
the longer your ancestors had lived in a certain place, the far-
ther away everywhere else felt. 
 The next morning, I gathered my belongings, stuffing 
them into the burlap sack Second Uncle lent me. I found my 
mother’s thimble and placed it in my breast pocket; I’d kept 
it inside the pouch she used for her sewing supplies, never 
telling my brother or father of its presence, preferring instead 
that it was mine alone. 
 That morning it rained, but at noon the skies cleared, 
only the highest, most wispy clouds clinging to the edges of 
Xia Gai Mountain. 
 Huang E wasn’t at the soap tree when I got there, so I 
scaled the flaky trunk, finding a sturdy limb on which to sit. I 
startled a magpie. It flew skittishly to the Sword Temple’s 
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roof, the same roof that had gone untended after the revolu-
tion, falling in at points and allowing beams of sunlight to 
reach the inner rafters. I was so distracted by my view into 
the abandoned temple that I didn’t notice when my new 
friend arrived below me. She peered up at my swinging legs 
and laughed, that same fluttering giggle to which I’d grown 
accustomed. 
 “Oh, hi. I’ll be right down,” I said, carefully peeling my-
self off the tree’s thickest limb and hopping to the ground. 
 “Well done,” she applauded as I brushed my hands on 
my pant legs. I felt for the thimble in my breast pocket. It was 
still there. It was time, I told myself. 
 “I thought that you’d be able to make better use of this 
than I would,” I said quickly, the words I’d rehearsed when I 
rose that morning, washing my face in the river while beside 
me Old Lady Zhang slapped a wet rag over her arms and 
talked to herself—a rambling diatribe about her cluttered 
house, her husband’s lettuce-less garden, her youngest son’s 
handicapped leg. All the villagers knew that her ramblings 
made sense to her, but no one else could decipher their 
meanings. I had pretended not to hear her. 
 Huang E held out her palms for me as if she’d already 
known—for how long?—that I’d brought her the thimble, 
that it was hers to inherit. 
 Then she reached behind her head and undid her red 
stringed necklace, or did I? 
 Kaleidoscopic again: the sun piercing our eyes, my fin-
gers fumbling beneath her hair, against skin, the spark of sil-
ver settling into a place it seemed to belong, a kind of home. 
Wind rustled the tree’s limbs above us. Soap pods fell on us 
like rain, tapping our shoulders and feet. 
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 I could’ve said something. I could’ve told Huang E that I 
hoped she’d make good use of my mother’s thimble. I 
could’ve said goodbye, quoted some gushi poem by Li Bai. 
But I’d never learned the proper way to bid farewell, lacking 
the strength I knew was required to do so. 
Huang E bent over, plucked a soap pod off the ground and 
peeled it open, running her fingers through the sticky white 
threads. Then she held her fingers to her nose and inhaled, 
handing me the pod. I did the same. We stood beneath the 
flickering shadows of my village’s only soap tree, the sun di-
rectly above, our hands to our noses, saying nothing, only 
inhaling the scent of the passing summer and feeling as if we 
were going to be standing there forever, as if it was possible 
never to move on, never to make a step in any direction, or at 
any distance. 
 She must’ve said thank you. 
 Or I must’ve said that I hoped she liked it. 
 But somehow we separated, like leaves rustling free of 
their limbed hold, and walked away from one another—I, 
towards the Shangyu-bound riverboat, and Huang E back to 
her village home next to the barber’s shop. As I walked far-
ther from my hometown, I felt as if I was discovering the 
meaning of distances, how far it could be between return-
ings. 
 In Shangyu, I transferred to the Shanghai-Ningbo Rail-
way line, buying the last hard seat ticket. As the train de-
parted, the sun set pink-gold over the mountains and stars 
popped out from beneath the darkening blanket of evening. I 
leaned back and tried to listen for something familiar in 
the clacking of the wheels beneath me, in the whistle echoing 
within the valley. Outside, I could see that the train was 
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drawing nearer to Hangzhou Bay, the white-foaming tideli-
nes that I saw that afternoon I stood on the top of Xia Gai 
Mountain. As the moon rose above the water, I realized that 
I’d become that distant speck on the horizon, speeding along 
towards my destination, about to disappear from view. 
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I 
That's the world as it is — 
Though I know surrender better 
The loss of dignity easier to explain 
Letting go the unconscionable moment 
As if it followed a straight accident 
Every bruise of the face temporary 
The mostly regenerative story 
That doesn't explain sacrifice either 
Or alas make any tears flow uphill. 
                                                                                                         
II 
Hard to know this bug of sacrifice 
In a muscle world that's full of pain 
That hides every single bloody other step 
And so why even mention it — 
Mosquitoes messing about the trees 
You'd kill them all if you could 
Not one thought of your thousand stories 
Like the one where the damsel was distressed 
And then she trimmed your moustache. 
                                                                                                              
III 
Maybe it's the children declaiming 
A daily sacrifice, watching and waiting 
Their conduct won't surrender 
Twenty questions about an ordinary fate 
How they jump for the long home page 
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How of any 2 people, one's the sucker — 
This portable science I too endure 
Which one or two might call the sacrifice 
After all the stories you tell yourself. 
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                                                    for Kasumi                           
  
Because we recognized each other 
One night in a dark carpark in poor light 
As I was going out for more beer 
  
Because I know that if I can’t return 
The perfect points above my map 
Are going to go out one by one 
  
Because we speak Snake and Rooster 
They come from distant farmyards 
And there is an eagle overhead 
  
Because you know better than hope 
Back to table bowls and chopsticks 
Dropping your gaze on the horizon 
  
Because inside a very cold mist 
Twenty-five years later with aching bodies 
Something mysterious still stirs 
  
Because to disentangle your good 
For hours without the thought of clocks 
Allows the appeal against my self 
  
Because Bolaño says: “The unrestrained 
Longing of our ignorance is also  
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Our hope and our courage” 
  
And because time too is like a temple bell 
And the shudders of each small effort 
Will produce a lasting sound. 
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N ew York is a tough place to live and adjust to, 
especially when the person adapting to the city 
is an illegal immigrant with a heavily guarded 
personality. Happy Family explores the narrative 

of a semi-invisible class. 
 In her first novel, Wendy Lee takes on the immigrant ex-
perience in America through the eyes of Hua Wu, a young 
Chinese woman, who is encouraged by her grandmother to 
live in the U.S. illegally. Life in the U.S. is not what Hua or 
her grandmother envisioned—it is a difficult life, much like 
what Hua would encounter if she stayed in Fuzhou.  
 Hua emigrates illegally to New York City after failing to 
graduate from university—her Taiwanese relatives in New 
Jersey pay her debt to the snakeheads, but offer her little else. 
Like many other immigrants, Hua works in a restaurant in 
Chinatown and rents a small room in a boarding house. She 
spends little money on herself and wires what she saves to 
the only family she knows, her grandmother in China. It is a 
chance meeting on a walk outside her comfort zone that 
changes Hua’s fortune; she meets Jane, a museum curator at 
the Museum of Asian Art, and her adopted Chinese daugh-
ter, Lily. After talking briefly, Jane asks Hua to babysit, 
which soon turns into a full-time au pair job that pays much 
more than she makes as a waitress.  

30              ��  



 Even after being accepted by Jane and her husband, Rich-
ard, Hua still keeps her distance. Occasionally she lets her 
guard down and reveals some of her private life, but she is 
still careful about what she says. 
 Hua becomes attached to Lily—she is connected by cul-
ture and strives to protect the child, even as Lily’s adoptive 
parents’ marriage crumbles. Happy Family is how Hua sees 
herself immersed in the life of Jane, Richard, and Lily—a life 
she missed out on in China, and one that she seeks in the U.S. 
By protecting Lily, she hopes to hold the family together to 
regain what she lost as a child. 
 Wendy Lee draws parallels of Hua’s experience in New 
York to her life growing up shortly after reforms in China. 
Hua privately copes with loss—of her parents, her grandpar-
ents’ wealth prior to the Cultural Revolution, her love inter-
ests, and her home—and rarely allows anyone around her to 
know the pain she endures. People Hua encounters remind 
her of those she knew in Fuzhou—her friends who help her, 
her fleeting love interest, and the millions of nameless faces 
on the streets. 
 Happy Family makes a statement about trust—the diffi-
culty in trusting others and caution that is sometimes neces-
sary. Hua has a difficult time trusting anyone, which some-
times leads to difficulties in personal and work relationships. 
Other characters, like Jane, easily accept others, which leads 
to a lack of understanding and foreseeing problems.  
 Wendy Lee depicts a life in America that most don’t un-
derstand and don’t see. She shows the reader what is being 
missed. 
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T here's something special about learning how to 
cook. When our parents or relatives teach us, we 
learn about family tradition, a kind of story that's 
passed down and improved generation by genera-

tion.  It  shows  us  where  we  come  from  and  who  we 
are. When someone outside the family teaches us, there is 
still a special intimacy. They are sharing a part of their family 
tradition with you. In this way, food can help us connect with 
people very different from ourselves. 
 I started hanging out at the local stinky tofu restaurant 
last winter in Taoyuan City, Taiwan.  After I finished teach-
ing on Wednesday nights, I would go to the restaurant and 
have a late dinner and some beers with all of the usuals. 
There was the a tall guy with glasses who was quite the la-
dies man, an older man from mainland China who liked to 
show off his knowledge of Chinese poetry, and 'Joe,' who al-
ways came, rain or shine, and grinned the whole time with 
a  beer in his hand. There were a lot of characters at the 
stinky tofu place,  but  I  admired the chef,  Yao An,  the 
most.  An was a slight fellow with wispy facial hair and 
glasses. The place was always bustling, and he was usually 
too busy preparing food to socialize, but I would stay late 
and chat with him. An was a friendly guy with an open 
mind. He had a daughter who was almost my age, but he 
talked to me as if I were his peer. Although in some ways it 
was an odd relationship, I treasured my time with An.  
 My whole year in Taiwan, I had dreamed of learning 
how to cook Chinese food—stuff you can't get in the U.S—
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but I was always too embarrassed to ask anyone. Finally, I 
conquered my shyness and asked Yao An to teach me how to 
make baozi (that's “steamed dumplings” or “meat buns,” de-
pending on who translates).  To my surprise, Yao An didn't 
know how to make baozi, but he was more than happy to 
help, so he asked his 73 year-old mother to teach me instead. 
  Grandma Yao, a plump but frail old woman, relied on 
An and I to do the physical work. As she explained the step-
by-step process, I did my best to watch closely and take 
notes. We started off with a lot of flour, a little yeast and a 
little baking soda. Gradually, An added cold water and, to 
quote my notes, proceeded to “knead, knead, knead!”  I was 
quite astounded by how much time An spent mixing the 
dough.  In the end, it felt a little drier and denser than bread 
dough, but unquestionably dough-like. While the it was ris-
ing, we mixed up the filling, a paste made of ground pork, 
scallions, soy sauce, salt, pepper, ground Sichuan flower pep-
per, and a whopping amount of sesame oil. 
 Next, Grandma Yao got up to roll out the dough.  She 
rolled it into a long tube and broke off pieces slightly larger 
than eggs. With a tiny rolling pin, she rolled each piece into a 
little circle. Then the hard part came: Grandma Yao demon-
strated how to put the filling in and wrap the bun in that spe-
cial Chinese way. You hold the circle of dough in your left 
hand. With your right thumb and index finger, you pinch the 
outside rim of the circle little by little, till it folds up like an 
accordion. As you work your way around the whole bun, 
you use your left thumb to stuff the filling deeper into the 
bun. When all the buns are wrapped, you steam them for 10 
minutes, and then let them sit for an additional minute. 
  Later on, Yao An and I would reflect on some of the 
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things his mother said while cooking. Her generation has a 
lot of seemingly arbitrary rules. “Add cold water to the 
dough.” “Tear the dough—don't pull it.” “Make sure you stir 
in one direction. It doesn't matter if you stir clockwise or 
counter-clockwise,  just  don't  change directions half  way 
through.” It's seems strange to me that it matters how you 
stir the filling, as long as it gets mixed, but that's how her 
generation does things; they cook exactly how they were 
taught, without questioning why. Even she doesn't know the 
logic behind the rules, but I do what she says. If for no other 
reason, it helps me learn about Chinese culture. 
  The baozi that I wrapped with Grandma Yao weren't very 
pleasing  to  the  eye,  but  each  looked  better  than  the 
last. “Take your time,” she said. “We're not going to sell 
them,  so  it  doesn't  matter  what  they  look 
like.” My baozi weren't pretty, but they tasted delicious. As 
time passed, I recreated the recipe by myself again and again, 
and each batch got a little better. It's just a matter of practice.  
 In the summer, I left Taiwan to travel in Northern Si-
chuan and Qinghai with some of my friends. While we never 
crossed the political border into Tibet, we went to many vil-
lages that were mostly—if not entirely—Tibetan. One of my 
traveling companions carried a banjo, wore a cowboy hat, 
and gave away stickers from a Colorado State Park. Her 
blond hair and Appalachian tunes attracted all of the Tibetan 
herders, and the music was a wonderful way  to break the ice 
and share our culture. 
  My friend's unabashed embrace of American culture in-
spired me. There is tremendous value in sharing your culture 
with those who are genuinely curious. To do that, however, 
you must first understand your own culture. 
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  After I came back to the U.S, I made a list of things I 
wanted to learn before returning to Asia. Some of these 
things were practical, like learning how to ride a scooter, and 
some of these things were “American” things.  I didn't have 
time to pick up the banjo, so I  brainstormed other op-
tions. Before long, my mind turned to food. I asked my mom, 
“Can you teach me how to make an apple pie?” 
  My mom has lots of kitchen experience and comes from a 
long line of New England pie-chefs. She has medium length 
hair and glasses—when she's in the mood to wear them—
and always has a smile on her face. Two nights before my re-
turn flight to Asia, she and I took a break from packing to 
bake a couple of apple pies. 
  First, we split up the duties of mixing the crust and peel-
ing the apples. “The crust,” she said, “is the hard part.  They 
say to use as little water as possible—like three or four table-
spoons—but I think you just have to use more.” After mak-
ing so many baozi, I figured I'd be pretty comfortable work-
ing the crust. There's a different feeling working with short-
ening,  though.  Pie  crust  doesn't  have  the  elasticity 
of baozi dough, so when you roll it out you have to pay at-
tention. I goofed up the second batch, but it didn't take long 
to mix up more. Mom gave the apples a bath in cinnamon, 
sugar, butter, and flour, and then we began the delicate proc-
ess of assembling the pie.   
  The fragile texture of pie crust makes sealing the pie a 
challenge. You have to have a soft touch.  Nobody wants a 
tear in the top of their pie. If you take your time and mind 
what you're doing, however, the crust does just what it's sup-
posed to. You put the top piece over the apples, pinch it to-
gether with the bottom piece, and cut a couple of slits in the 
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top, giving it that homemade look. After our pies were as-
sembled, we put them in the oven to bake. Before long, the 
aroma of apples and cinnamon seeped into the air. 
 Mom had a couple of rules that “aren't in the recipe, but 
that's how Grammy used to do it.” She squirts a little lemon 
juice on the apples, trims off some excess crust, and folds it 
around the pan before adding the top crust and sealing the 
pie, reinforcing the seal. “Don't fold too much, though.  Peo-
ple don't like too much crust.” After that's done, she brushes 
a little bit of milk on the top of the pie to brown it. I don't 
know if other people do it like this, but Grammy did, and 
Mom did, and so will I. 
  I made a few of batches of baozi while I was back in the 
U.S. When I did the last batch, I showed my mom how to 
make them. Though my notes lacked the specificity of a for-
mal recipe, I managed to get the technique across.  I did my 
best to demonstrate the things Grandma Yao had shown me, 
in order to recreate my experience. Grandma Yao had shared 
her tradition with me, and now I have shared it with my 
mom. In time, cooking baozi will become my tradition as well. 
  Taiwan  and  the  U.S.  are  two  very  different 
places, baozi and apple pie are two very different foods, and 
Grandma Yao and Mom are two very different people. But 
somehow the process of cooking transcends these differ-
ences. These experiences echoed on so many levels: the feel 
of the dough between your fingers, the not-so-by-the-book 
instruction,  the  special  connection  between  student  and 
teacher, and the sense of accomplishment when smelling, 
seeing, and tasting the finished product. I am not Taiwanese, 
nor will I ever be, but each new learning experience leaves a 
permanent impression and changes my identity. Learning 
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how to cook is about much more than putting food on the 
table, no matter who you are or where you're from. 
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I n AD 583 General Yang Chien of the Sui dynasty 
launched a series of successful attacks against the Turk-
ish empire of the steppes. In 584 a treaty between the 
Turks and the Sui was constructed. Ten years later a 

Chinese princess, related to the Sui emperor on her mother's 
side, was offered to a Turkish khan in marriage as a symbol 
of the accord reached with these warlike peoples.  The peace 
between the Chinese and the Turkish tribes was not a lasting 
one, however, and in 600 the Turks attacked and burned 
Chang'an. They were eventually driven back into the deso-
late regions called the Kokonor, and nothing more was heard 
of the princess given to them in marriage. It was assumed 
that she followed the strangers who were now her people un-
til the end of her life. I once heard a different ending to this 
tale, however. This story of the red mare I heard from a man 
who saw it all. It is the tale of the exiled princess Ma Hong-
dan and the strange manner of her return to China. I choose 
to relate these happenings now lest they should one day be 
completely forgotten. 
     Hongdan was the youngest daughter of the aristocratic 
Ma family. Since she had three successful older brothers, and 
the family line was thus assured, her parents doted on their 
youngest, though she was a mere daughter. When Hongdan 
was small, she was taught to read by the same tutor who had 
taught her brothers. She loved poetry and calligraphy, and in 
particular the ancient folksongs of the Yuefu called to her 
imagination. As a child she could frequently make her father 
smile with her small pieces of poetry, her words surprisingly 
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deft for one so young. �   
     Hongdan also loved horses. Her brothers were horsemen 
and officers in the army of the great Yang Chien; they bred 
their own mounts, and prized a good horse for its courage 
and its fleet strength. It was a matter of course to them that 
their sister should learn to ride. They had at first taught her 
secretly in an effort to avoid the dismay of their mother. But 
later with their father's tacit consent Hongdan was given a 
mount of her own and taught to keep her balance and her 
feather-light touch on the rein even at a gallop, to maneuver 
with grace and speed and to jump her steed over obsta-
cles. She cherished the horses, their trust and their vibrant 
instincts and their generous courage; she went to them for 
comfort and for friendship. �   
     As the years passed Hongdan grew into an accomplished 
and lovely young woman. The daughter of the Ma family 
was refined and elegant, but she had a spirit like a hidden 
flame, fierce and beautiful with a hint of wildness in it.   Her 
brothers knew this spirit and loved her for it, for they recog-
nized in Hongdan the charisma which soldiers will follow in 
their officers even into the heart of battle. Several times 
Dawei had remarked to his younger brothers, "What a pity 
Hongdan was born a woman! She would have been a general 
to lead her troops to great victory." The younger siblings 
could but agree, and together they sighed to think that they 
would one day loose their sister to another family. 
     The young son of the Zhao family which managed the im-
perial stables at Chang'an came one day to the Ma's home in 
search of promising horses. Although the brothers would not 
sell animals which they could potentially use, they had a few 
good prospects, for they were reluctant to take fillies to 
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war. The young horsemaster Zhao was preparing to leave the 
household well pleased with his purchases when he caught a 
glimpse of Ma Hongdan in the gateway of the stable court-
yard. She stood poised, looking at him with suddenly wid-
ened eyes and cheeks which flushed suddenly red. After a 
heartbeat of time, she turned away and disappeared. The 
daughter of the household stayed in his mind even as he col-
lected the emperor's new horses and rode away. Her graceful 
form and her hair like dark clouds would haunt his memo-
ries for years to come. 
     The week of Hongdan's fifteenth birthday an emissary 
from the Sui court arrived. Her father, who had several times 
attended court, seemed to have been expecting this visit. He 
greeted the guest with neither surprise nor joy, and his face 
seemed more closely shuttered than was his wont. The guest 
was invited in and lavishly feasted. After the banquet in his 
honor was over and the emissary seated with a cup of wine 
in his hand, he asked bluntly whether it was true that the 
daughter of the family could ride. Dawei looked uncomforta-
bly at his father, unsure as to whether this was an acceptable 
skill for a young lady of good family to possess. Their father 
merely nodded his reply. "Ah" said the emissary, with some 
satisfaction. "You have guessed, then, the meaning of my 
mission? I have come to request your permission to offer the 
hand of your daughter Ma Hongdan as a token of the good-
will of our state to Ebla Khan, leader of the Turks. Your 
daughter is talented and beautiful; she will prove a worthy 
representative of the Sui in the courts of the Turkish people. 
The task for which your offspring has been selected is a noble 
one: do I then have your assent to the marriage?" The emis-
sary looked around at the faces of father and sons. Silence 

40              ��  



reigned for a moment. Then the youngest of Hongdan's 
brothers rose, gathering his robes, and stalked out of the 
great hall without a word. Dawei sat yet quietly, looking at 
his father, whose face seemed still and cold. Finally his father 
sighed, and, bending his head, told the emissary, "It seems it 
must be so." A small, satisfied smile played about the court-
ier's lips. "You have chosen wisely.  Our emperor will be 
most pleased." The father then bade his second son to call a 
servant and show the emissary to his chamber. After the 
courtier had left, the old man sat for a long moment with his 
head bowed while silence seemed to echo in the ancestral 
hall. �       
     So it was that, despite her brother's fury and her father's 
reluctance, Ma Hongdan was promised in marriage to a 
Turkish khan. The girl was quiet when she heard the news, 
looking with sudden understanding at the lines of strain in 
her father's face and the anger in her brothers' eyes.  "I am to 
go beyond the Wall," she whispered. "I am to leave China for-
ever."  In her mind appeared once more the image of the 
young stablemaster, and her ears filled with a rushing sound 
like the drumming of ten thousand hooves. 
     Hongdan's mother and the maids, weeping, helped her to 
create a trousseau of silks and fine brocade. Gifts were sent 
from the palace. Dawei presented her with a copy of her 
childhood poetry on a scroll of white silk, explaining to her 
clumsily that he hoped she would allow their father to keep 
the original poems. This kindness, and its hidden acknowl-
edgement of their father's pain, brought the tears which she 
had long shunned to her eyes. Dawei helplessly brushed her 
shoulder with his hand, then turned on his heel and fled the 
inner chambers, feeling the tears gather unbidden at the cor-
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ners of his own eyes. The Lament of the lady Xizhun, married 
in 105 BC to a nomad lord, echoed through Hongdan's 
mind:  My people have married me � in a far corner of Earth; sent 
me away to a strange land, to the king of the Wu-sun. A tent is my 
house, of felt are my walls; raw flesh my food, with mare's milk to 
drink.  Always  thinking  of  my  own  country,  � my  heart  sad 
within. Would I were a yellow stork and could fly to my old home! 1 
     In the early fall Hongdan was instructed to make her ap-
pearance at court.  A maidservant was selected to accompany 
her to the land of her new husband, and her brothers and fa-
ther rode with her to Chang'an. Hongdan was presented to 
the emperor, and an entourage was selected to escort the 
bride  to  Yinzhuan,  where  Wall  ends  and  steppes  be-
gin. Hongdan bid farewell to her father and her brothers in 
Chang'an; of her family only Dawei was to accompany her all 
the way to Yinzhuan. In Yinzhuan Hongdan, her maid, and 
her gray mare were handed over to her new husband and his 
gaggle of rough warriors.  Hongdan's last sight of her brother 
was as he sat his young warhorse by the crossroads in 
Yinzhuan.  He threw up his arm in salutation, in farewell; she 
was swallowed by the immense open spaces of the grass-
lands, and everything which she had known was gone. 
     Although she bore it bravely, Hongdan was miserable in 
her new land. Her husband was not brutal, but he was crude 
and she was unable to communicate with him.  She was un-
able to communicate with anyone: although several of the 
warriors had a limited grasp of Chinese, she was not allowed 
to speak with them. She could speak to her husband only 
with the limited, halting words of a very young child. Her 
maid was taken away and married to a young tribesman, and 
Hongdan did not often see her. As the fall progressed, it be-
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came cruelly cold, and all of the silks so lovingly provided by 
her birth family could not keep the chill out of her heart. 
�      The only comfort left to Hongdan was the horses. The 
herd was kept close to the yurts; when the sun rose and the 
bitter cold of the night retreated Hongdan would walk out to 
where they grazed. There was no need to guard the foreign 
princess; there was nowhere for her to go, for only a sea of 
grass and empty sky surrounded the encampment of her 
husband's tribe. Hongdan would thus stay with the horses 
for as long as she was allowed, combing their thick manes 
with her fingers, leaning on their sides, running her hand 
along their necks. She was surrounded by the repetitive click 
of their teeth against the tough steppe grass, by their sweet 
warm breath, by their consciousness of limb and herd and 
their instinctive knowledge of flight.  She began to dream of 
the horses when she could not be with them. At night she 
dreamed of running free with the herd, of pounding hooves 
and flying manes, muscles straining for speed, of the wind 
along her back and land rolling out its miles beneath fleet 
strong limbs. 
�      Hongdan first found her freedom through dreams. In this 
way she could escape from the darkness of the yurt, the 
musty smell of hides, and her husband's rough hands. She 
could escape her harsh bonds to run swift under the sky with 
the herd pounding about her. As the dreams became more 
familiar to her than the waking day, Hongdan discovered 
that she could now move through the herd as an equal, with 
a grace equal to the horses' fleet grace. Within the herd, she 
strode proudly, conscious of her own beauty and power.  Not 
until she stepped away from the horse herd did she resume 
the  bondage  which  her  human  flesh  imposed  upon 
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her. Hongdan kept her newfound freedom secret, and told no 
one of the acceptance which she had found. 
     As spring drew near the tribe prepared to send an em-
bassy to Yinzhuan with horses to trade for Chinese silks and 
silver.  Hongdan was aware of this development; she waited, 
watched and listened. The horses to be traded were selected 
and the riders who were to herd them prepared. The em-
bassy waited only for the mountain passes to open. On the 
morning on which the trade herd was to leave, Hongdan in 
the confusion slipped among the horses chosen, hiding her-
self in their midst. They welcomed her to them like an old 
friend, arching their necks and stepping proudly, conscious 
of the new and lovely red mare in their midst. They covered 
many miles that day, and at night the herdsmen slept out un-
der  the  stars  while  the  horses  grazed  quietly  around 
them. �       
     The next morning a lone rider reached them at a gal-
lop. He shouted to the herdsmen that the khan's wife had run 
away; had they seen her? The warrior in charge of the herd 
threw up his hands in dismissal; it was not his business to 
guard the khan's errant wife. "The little bitch will die on the 
steppes," he said. One young herdboy looked at the beautiful, 
unknown red mare in who grazed in the center of the 
herd. Her ears flickered nervously back and forth, catching 
the sounds of the conversation, and the herdboy wondered. 
He watched the lovely mare and thought to himself that this 
was one which the khan would never have chosen to trade 
for Chinese silk. But he was a superstitious lad, and he said 
nothing, choosing not to antagonize the spirits of herd and 
steppe. The messenger left empty handed as he had come, 
and the herd continued to Yinzhuan. 
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     The young horsemaster Zhao Jiujun of the imperial stables 
had in the blossoming of spring come to Yinzhuan, gateway 
to the steppes, hoping to purchase horses from nomadic 
tribesmen. Many of the animals present pleased him, and he 
was able to procure what he needed. Yet when he saw the 
red mare in the midst of the milling Turkish herd, he was 
overcome by a restlessness and longing such as he had never 
felt before. He traded with the warriors for her, pretending 
that she was one of many that he was interested in, trying not 
to let his desperation show. He was filled with fear that an-
other buyer might claim her first. But finally the purchase 
was made, and he walked up to the mare with his hand held 
out to her. She looked at him with wide eyes and her ears 
flickered forward. He whispered to her, "You beauty!..." After 
a long moment she reached out to touch his hand with her 
muzzle.  Her breath was warm and soft. She stretched her 
neck to touch his collar, lipping delicately at the line of his 
jaw. He stood completely still.  Eventually she let out a sigh, 
and when he put the rope behind her ears she followed 
him. Together the red mare and the young stablemaster left 
Yinzhuan and traveled towards Chang'an, ancient capital of 
China.  The exile had returned home. 
     At the imperial stables young master Zhao arranged for 
the housing of the new horses. He did not at first know what 
to do with the lovely red mare he had bought. He set her free 
in the furthest, most sheltered and inaccessible field which he 
could find. On the banks of the stream which bordered this 
field he secretly built a hut with a roof of thatch and flowered 
vines. It became his habit to sit on a bench in front of the 
thatched hut and watch the young mare, wondering at her 
supernatural beauty. The mare was red and she moved like 
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flame, with a mane and tail black and flowing as a storm-
cloud. She was graceful and fiery and fierce, and wary even 
of him, whom she seemed to trust as much as she trusted any 
human. The young stablemaster did not know for what he 
waited, but still he waited, and spent his nights alone in the 
thatched-roof hut. 
�      One night in his dreams a young woman appeared and 
stood in the doorway of the hut, looking at him with starlight 
surrounding her form. He rose from his bed and went to her, 
taking her hands in his. "Who are you?" he asked.  She re-
plied to him, "Do you not know me?" The young horsemaster 
looked at her closely and saw once again the graceful young 
girl with hair like dark clouds and a spirit of flame who had 
watched him with wide eyes from the gateway of her father's 
courtyard. 
�      Hongdan had been changed by her exile. She was no 
longer the beloved young daughter of the Ma family, but 
now a woman with a wisdom born of loneliness in her 
eyes. She could not endure closed spaces or the smell of 
hides, so Jiujun left the door open to the stars. At night she 
would come to him. During the day he tended the stables 
and the red mare ran free in the fields under the sun, but at 
night their worlds intersected and they shared their dreams 
in the thatched-roof hut by the mountain stream. 
     In this way several years passed. Neither Hongdan nor the 
young stablemaster wished for any other way of life. The 
comfort of their shared nights sustained them through each 
day spent alone. �   
     One morning dawned with a haze in the air like smoke 
from a brushfire. The horse herds were restless, tense, wary. 
An ominous sound hung on the air like the distant beating of 
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drums. Jiujun gathered all the horses together into an area 
where they could be defended. He had to leave Hongdan be-
hind in her field on the slope of the mountain, for she ran fey 
and wild and would not come at his call. His only comfort 
was that she would not in her isolated valley be found if the 
stable was attacked. �       
     With a great cry, a host of Turkish warriors poured up the 
valley, brandishing spears and screaming for battle. The 
horses threw up their heads and milled within the confined 
space, and the stablehands prepared to defend them. They 
were badly outnumbered, and things went ill with the de-
fense. At last Jiujun set the horses free to escape towards the 
river if they could. As the frantic animals poured out of the 
stockade, he saw with disbelief a lone red horse charging to-
wards the battle. Jiujun wept at the sight, for he felt that he 
could bear his own death lightly but could not endure Hong-
dan's capture. Then he realized that she was searching for 
him, calling, and hope welled up in his heart. The young 
mare ran towards him, but when two Turkish warriors began 
to pursue her with flaming branches, she panicked, the in-
stinct for flight consuming all else. 
�      The red mare galloped free in her terror. Jiujun stood 
reckless of his own safety as he called her name desper-
ately. "Hongdan! Hongdan!" The sound of his voice seemed 
finally to register, and she turned in her headlong flight to 
run to him. As she turned, she saw a Turkish warrior poised 
with his spear aimed at the heedless Jiujun's heart. The red 
mare threw up her head and screamed as she saw her lover 
crumple to the ground under the enemy's spear. She reared, 
wheeling on her haunches and still keening aloud her an-
guish. Then she led the mass of horses at a gallop straight to-
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wards the river.  The herd parted at its banks like a skein of 
silk, but the red mare launched herself straight into the cur-
rent. The tribesmen stood and watched, wondering, as the 
fierce waters took her, her black mane and tail and her body 
like flame becoming for a moment one with the waters until 
they were submerged. 
     The Turks drove off all the horses from the imperial sta-
bles, and burned Chang'an in 601. Seven years later they 
were driven back into the reaches of desolate Kokonor. This 
story I heard from the youngest son of the Zhao family. He 
had heard it from an old stablehand who was there, and saw 
both the young horsemaster and the red mare perish. The 
Zhao son told me that he had gone in search of Jiujun's 
thatched roof hut, hidden in the high valley. Upon entering it 
he saw that its roof had thinned so that one could see the sky 
and was overgrown by creepers. On the wall was written in a 
woman's graceful script: 
 By Heaven I shall love you until the end of time. Until moun-
tains crumble, streams run dry, thunder rumbles in winter, snow 
falls in summer and earth mingles with sky—not till then will I 
part with you.2 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1� "Lament of Xizhun", 105 BC, �   from Arthur Waley,  Chinese Poems �  
2 Oath of friendship, � translated by Eric Edney, and Yu Baoqu 
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