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        Love takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live within.
      

            
        JAMES BALDWIN
      

         

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Preface
      

         

         
            
        1. We are defined against something, by what we are not and will never be.
      

            
        2. Who will read this slim volume of mine, and with what preconceptions?
      

            
        3. A poet I admire once told a British audience: we must call out monolingualism, since the world has forever been multilingual.
      

            
        4. There are many reasons for my writing in your language. Ask your government, ask mine.*
      

            
        5. This is a book of love poems.
      

         

         
            *Cf. The 1842 Treaty of Nanjing, the 1860 Convention of Beijing and the 1898 Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory following British military aggression towards the Qing government during the First and Second Opium Wars. 
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               My Mother’s Fables

            

            
               
          Fairy Tales
        

               I grew up with Aesop’s Fables of the more sinister kind, in which a child would be forced to line up behind other children to slap their teacher in the face as a young Red Guard stood by, watching. Those adolescents were crazed colts: their hands a stampede, their mouths deep trenches of bone.

               
          In Love and in War
        

               There was a boy who loved my mother so much he hid his steamed bun in the haystack, told her to eat while he did her share of hard labour, urged sleep when the sun hung high at noon. She called him Pumpkin since she missed the gourd’s reassuring weight, the land as starved as she was.

               
          Red Night
        

               Animals crowded the bathtub, which became God’s ark, the night the flood came. The Guards took everything deemed bourgeois: a ceramic teapot, a mechanical watch, and my grandfather, who refused to be saved. My grandmother believed in God, so she forgave their fists, called them sons.

               
          My Grandfather’s Heart
        

               A beating thing. A delicate muscle stops its cyclical motion, crushed by too much terror. He was only admitted to the workers’ hospital after a former employee lied, claimed him as one of their own. An eleven-year-old sprints towards her father in this blood-lit mise en scène: a scripted tragedy. 

               
          That Child is My Mother
        

               Listen: there is no measure for the tempo of grief. My mother would raid the fridge at midnight for a salted egg, some pickled carrots. I didn’t know we were safe in a different city, a different year. Once, during a bedtime storytelling, she sobbed until I cried for help, but father was asleep.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Wet Nurse

               
          for the woman who raised my mother
        

               
          Shanghai, 1953
        

            

            
               
                  The milk pours from my body into

                  a strange mouth. It is always hungry

                  and so am I. The Yulan magnolias

                  are rioting in the back garden, unruly

                  children bored with yet another spring.

                  The mouth frees my nipple and leaks

                  tributaries down my skin. It has been

                  ninety-seven days since the city stole

                  my flesh. My husband and I have not

                  spoken since. He shall never touch me

                  again. When the mother goes to preach

                  the gospel, I pretend I am her, holding

               

               
                  my own daughter, promising to never

                  let go. The baby sees no problem with

                  two mothers. The father adores her at

                  a distance. Sixth child, third daughter,

                  beloved one. Some nights, I long for

                  a landslide in the mind, so I might bury

                  the moment I abandoned my daughter

                  at the station the morning of her birth,

                  weak from blood loss and fearful that a

                  
            wet nurse with child will never find work.
          

                  Now, when the baby smiles up at me,

                  another brushes my breast with its lips.
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               Always

            

            
               
                  
            Do you ever write about me?
          

                  Mother, what do you think?

                  You are always where I begin.

                  Always the child who wanted to be

                  a boy, so you could be spared

                  by your mother-in-law.

                  Always the ear that hears you

                  translating my poems

                  with a bilingual dictionary.

                  Always the pen dreaming

                  it could redeem the years

                  you fled from, those

                  Red-Guarded days

                  and nightmares. Always

                  the mind’s eye tracing

                  your frantic footsteps

                  towards the grandfather

                  I would never meet.

                  Always the lips wishing

                  they could kiss those mouths

                  you would approve of.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Dress

            

            
               The same uniform for twelve years. A white skirt, blue collar, blue belt, blue hem. A dark, no-nonsense kind of blue. White as snowfall in Eden. You washed it every single day, made sure you ate in small bites, always wore an extra pad so none of the blood could seep through. You began wearing that dress at the age of six, your skin haunted by the British flag, so you could be Chinese with English characteristics. Each time you wore it, you shut your body up. Some girls wore theirs short, discoloured, tight. Head Girl, you reported them to the Office of the Headmistress for inappropriate behaviour, kept your dress at just the right length. Most mornings you see the face of a boy in the mirror. You expect to fall in love with him. Meanwhile, your fingers brush the wrist of another girl as you jostle into the assembly hall, and you understand that sin was never meant to be easy, only sweet. What memory might light up the pond you sat beside in dreams, eyeing so much depth it would be years before you dared? What curvature of tongue might you taste, as if another’s breath were blessing? One night, you find yourself kneeling beside the pond. You dream. A voice says: Hell is not other people. You slip into the blue water, stripped of the glowing dress you wore for thousands of days.
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